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vider view of the narrative, it soon becomes clear that
9 ven aavily dualistic gospel, we do not have something so clear
‘; s t.xgon petween male a{\d female. There are instances when
"‘fn g posi " arefav orably depicted. The most impressive example is
$ ?ef aractfi1 an born blind (ch. 9). He is m?t placed in opposition o 5
fﬂJn . the Cer, but instead does battle with Jesus’ opposition, Like-
,_0:1 8 ché’: ~fthe contrast with Mary Magc.ia.lene in ch. 20, the Beloved
rfi‘el in Splcterta' intended to embody positive values in the narrative
V17 : i
bisciple is  jgot clearly part of the dualism of the gospel, what can be
soif gende o gendef contrasts discussed above and can anything be
4 Jpout ¢ function of gender in general in the gospel?
SJid about o
s
partly and Heavenly Dimensions of Gender in the Gospel of John
10 . . .
T i arlier, gender representations function in at least two
A5 5988 ‘his narrative, what I have called the heavenly realm and the
fovels I m. First, at the earthly level, the use of gender contrasts
. {above implies a critique of and challenge to traditional institu-
outline ihorities The contrasts between Nicodemus and the Samaritan
tional @ .nd between Martha and Peter are perhaps most telling in this
Wom":i“ Nicodemus represents the established Jewish authorities, and
regar tﬁe emerging establishment of the church. Against their claims to
Peter Jaced the images of an anonymous foreign woman (the

ity are
;:E;;lgn onr)nan) and beloved female followers of Jesus (Martha and

Magdalene).
ngmlargideas about the role of Johannine women have been posited in

qarious ways by recent interpreters. In his study of Johannine women,

Brown suggests that they may represent a critique of ecclesial authority.
Noting especially Martha’s confession in the narrative he argues:

atatime when the twelve apostles were becoming dominant in the mem-
ory of the ministry of Jesus and of church origins, John portrays Simon
Peter as only one of a number of heroes and heroines and thus hints that
ecclesiastical authority is not the sole criterion for judging importance in
the following of Jesus.>

%. Brown, ‘Roles of Women', pp. 693-94. Here it is clear that Brown does not see
m;WDmen as surpassing the men, as | have argued, but standing alongside them.
o ePed he' takes pains to make the point that what he calls the substitution of l‘\dar.tha
% Et_ef Was not meant to denigrate Peter or deny him a role of ecclesiastical

thority (P 693). Still, it seems to me that the addition of ch. 21 points to the fact that

d #1ole in the gospel proper is diminished and demanded attention from early
actors of the gospel.
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he point a bit further than Brown, John Rena agj
Pushing the

en part of a Johannine effort to limit oy to

Isthe pronﬂnenfci:: V';::,r:lve?p Or, to put thg issue in a bl‘Oader frz::()l
the inﬂuer}Ce (;Inworl’ied about authority ﬁgures’ ¥ | th]_nk that ]Ohn u of
reference, 15 loh are obviously not members of the Twelve jf 0:‘:3
the W-Omen’b“(;u(t) the life of Jesus, as part ‘of a subtle polemijc agams‘:
tradm.ons a t threatens the Lordship of Christ, the Son of Goq. There g
anythmg-:;ﬁcit warning that human authority can threaten the

leastan 1

by of
i 40
the one shepherd with His one flock. unj

When we compare the presentation of women with Slch g
characters as Peter, Nicodemus and Pilate (the lattef has not been g
cussed here, but clearly represents Roman authority), the idea of
critique of institutional authority in general grows even

: more Plausible,
Further supporting this notion is that, aside from Jesu

us, the two most
favorably depicted men in the gospel are anonymous (like the Sy

o Maritan
womanand the mother of Jesus) and unaffiliated. Perhaps especially th
latter aspect holds them in common with the women characters ang
enables them to hold more positive roles.

On the surface, this implicit critique of traditional authority has great
potential for feminist interpretations of the gospel. It is no wonder thy
the Fourth Gospel has been a favorite among feminist biblical scholars.
Yetthereis also a disturbing side to this understanding of the functionof

gender contrasts. The very recognition of an implied critique dependson
a presupposition that women stand outside the

bounds of recognized
structures of authori

ty. Along this line, note how Rena is able to move
from the idea that prominent women characters function to limit the
influence of the twelve male disciples to a notion that their depiction

Wamsagainst human authority in general, Apparently, women in prom
nentroles (narrative or otherwi

rwise) do not constitute a threatening human
agthority! In other words, what initially appears as a subverted gender
h‘erafChy turns out to reinforce the dominant view that woman Ca“"f)t
possibly represent any real human authority. They can be portrayed "
Prominent narratjye Positions because everyone knows they woul
never actually hold such roles. pis
use of S are mOre. difficulties, Before we become enamored byets,I
gender Categories to challenge earthly authoritative structi i
look at what happens with gender at another level In tell
omen of this gospel have another story 1°
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{have argued thxoutihout o smay) Ohannine Women are 4
AsI™ ol because of the outcomes of thejy interactions wiL‘-’destinct

1th Jesug, 1

v 0 1 . i
. this interactio
athi Sam re of Jesus ns with women, that sets ¢,

<the T e this, | would like to pla € Wome
g _Aloﬂgslderes—the characterizaI:ioCe afnother f the 80spel’s m(:sr:
ap five featu N of Jesus, Sc

: h
Jistin at throughout the narrative Jesys js shown tOOlar'S have Jop,

: . be
qote o the unfolding events. This aspect of Jesus has N Complete

Lﬂntr(:nttfib“md b div.i = Status. Nevertheless, it seeﬁieﬁtigdal?ly
ee? ¢ that in the Hellenistic world, mastery over self anq oygr 0}; hs; g
€rs

3 an . ini isti
C 2 entlalr deflmng characterlstlc for masculinity 4 Thus that
; , tha
n soldiers fall to the

will not be overcome by emotion (12.27), that
195o nd before him (18.6), that Pilate has no contro] over Jesus (19.11)
ertainly'

© d that Jesus dete:n.ni‘nes his own death (10.18; 19.30) are ¢
ndicative of his divinity, b.ut. are also (perhaps not coincidentally)
consistent with the characteristic of the ideal male figure.

The language of the gospel tends to confirm the masculine image of
jsus and God, with its heavy use of Father/Son language. Nor is this
image counteracted by the presence of Wisdom imagery in the gospel,
despite the desire to reclaim ‘Jesus Sophia’ as somehow reflecting a
feminine aspect of Jesus.*? Rather than conveying a feminine aspect of
the divine, it is more the case that the masculine Logos/Jesus has
displaced the feminine image of Sophia.** As Fiorenza observes:

By introducing the ‘father-son” language in the very beginning and using it
throughout the Gospel, the whole book reinscribes the metaphorical gram-

41. Recent work on the construction of sex and gender in the first-century
Mediterranean culture has convincingly argued that these qualities, far more than
one's physical body, were decisive in defining one’s manliness. Cf. Thomas Laqueur,
Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1990); and John J. Winkler, The Constraints of Desire: The Anthropology
fSexand Gender in Ancient Greece (New York: Routledge, 1989).

2 o €.8, Martin Scott, Sophia and the Johannine Jesus (JSNTSup, 71; Sheffield:
Steffeld Academic Press, 1992).

8. So Norman R. Petersen, The Gospel of John and the Sociology of Light: Langunge
:;‘;30“’““"1'24“0" in the Fourth Gospel (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press Intematl'onal,

) PP-110-19. Similarly, see Amy-Jill Levine on Q: ‘Since Sophia is a conventional
“ hf l,n. Wisdom literature, her direct association with Jesus may be less a

%mng' of the teacher than a “masculinizing” of the mythical source of t}'13’t
;;‘thm'm! (Who's Catering the Q Affair? Feminist Observation-s on Q Pa;aenesxzs,
that Wz& 990], pp. 145-61 [155]). For an alternative view see Judith Lieu, :,s s
bmm!“ - ""‘sﬂy need not carry a gender connotation in ev.er'y cin Jol i
AMYI h”m!ﬁmes described that way (‘Scripture and t!1e Femm:;e Testament
W led.], A Feminist Companion to the Hebrew Bible in the New 1¢s
“Sheffield Academic Press, 1996, pp. 225-40 [228-29]).

e merely
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tical masculinity of the eXPreSSi‘O“S ‘logos” and ‘son’ 55 congr,
matt T historic pe
line sex of the person of Jesus o Na ent Wit

: i~al maSCU 3
g\eutrthdoé;spel thereby not only dssolves the tension be?areth' o
Oammatical feminine gender of Sophia and the ‘naturaljpqg, °N th,

Jesus but als0 marginalizes and ‘silences’ the traditions of G p° er
d by Divine Woman Wisdom. S Tepre,

¢ have seen, the gender identities of bot}, ¢

gente

he WO

nally, as W
Finally . ey,
NCouypg,,. d

Jesus are highlighted ina number of ways in his varioys e

them. In effect, women gain prominence in tl}ls narrative throuers Wi
nse to one who represents the ideal male gy, 0" thej
pugper 1P resented as a challen Ubject, In g
way, characters who are B t them agai 8° 10 the congiygy
earthly gender conﬁgmanom meed e gain at a cosmic o S of
though feminist studies have note the remarkable independe, |
Johannine women from male rel-ahonshlps, the; women are cg| ebrate;efof
their recognition of and devotion to the ultimate male figures iy tor
narrative—the Father and Son. he
This configuration of gender relations appears to be the oppq;,
what one reads in Paul. From his perspective, freedom from the coof
straints of gender identity occurs precisely (and perhaps only) 4 t}?e
spiritual level. In Christ, there is no male and female (Gal. 3.28). In the
Gospel of John, women appear free from traditional gender categories,
the social realm, but the customary relationship between male and femge
is reinscribed in the spiritual realm. In the end, however, this is no
surprising. The Israelites already had a long history of describing the
relationship between God and God's people in gender-specific categories.
Israel was to be a devoted wife to her husband Yahweh, or a faithful
daughter to her father. Similar language was carried into Rabbinic liter-
ature as the rabbis described their own relationship with God. The poirt
is that men are to be ‘women’ to God, that is, they are to be in a sub-
ordinate, dependent, but also intimate, relationship with God. In the
Gospel of John, women themselves become examples of the prope
relationship with the divine. They are ‘women’ to God and as suchare
cast in the most favorable light. .
?efhﬂps the most provocative support of this notion is found lﬂoti‘;
enigmatic characterization of the Beloved Disciple, typically @der?t 0
as the‘ideal’ disciple. While grammatically male, his characterlzaflon
many ways resembles that of the Johannine womer, for examp.le'< e
Intimate scene in 13.23, the sharp contrast with Judas that the dlscllfh
shares with Mary, as well as his identity as ‘beloved” (cf 1%

v" I
: 3 Jp- Crifi®
44. Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Chil |, Sophia’s propht

Issues in Feminist Chn'stology (New York: Continuum, 1994), p- 153.
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s put comes to expression primarily through Jesus’
Lazith Martha and Mary). It may be no coincidence that in thS
W n iplest ands with the women at the foot of the crosg (19,25e.
j i e-dlfsact, represent the same sort of ‘feminized’ male that one

5 ms . Rabbinic literature.®®
) tezl e, letme suggest once more that gender does matter in the
n “The repetitive contrast of women and men in this gospel
GoSPelo et conveying ‘equality’ was not a primary factor in the
o of these characters. ‘Instead, the function of gender may
prese” re to dO with representing the proper relationship between
pave ™ ond the divine. If this is the case, the resulting discourse pre-
pumart mplex picture of gender relations, effective in different ways at
entsd Cflevels of the narrative. From a feminist perspective, it becomes
dﬁg:lnto take seriously this complexity. Rather than searching for
wers, we must recognize that gender representations and

. ole ans \
Su;l:il:ns function in ambiguous and multifaceted ways in this gospel,
e

just as they do in life.

6. ; : _
U See Daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture (Berkeley:

Yol : o
"ersity of California Press, 1993), and Michael L. Satlow, Tasting the Dish: Rblusie

torig, B i
iy s of Stxuallfy (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1995) for discussion of the construction

['n i Bk M
*rin Rabbinic literature.



