
THE DANCE OF THE FEMINISTS 

Without feminists 
and the wo man's 
movement, [ fea r 

we would each be tempted 
to live as "unambiguous 
wome n ." T hi s is one who 
"pu ts a man at the center of 
one's life" and the n a ll ows "to 
occur only what honors hi s 
prime position . O ne's own 
desires and guests are a lways 
secondary" (Caro lyn He il ­
brun , in Writing a Woman's 
Life, No rton, 2008). I was 
ra ised to be an unambigu­
ous wo man, thanks to the 
churc h. 

l always went to c hurch 
when the doors swung open. 
But even though I memorized 
Bible verses and taught in 
vaca tion Bible school, Sunday 
school, church ca mp, and 
yo uth group , I never hea rd 
that being a fe male was good . 
I knew I could not be a pas­
tor or expect a man's sa la ry, 
that we we re to submit to 
male authority (God was, af­
ter a ll , male), and that God's 
approva l ca rn e through c hild 
rea ring (1 T im 2: 15). 

Later, soc iology c lasses 
in co ll ege exposed me to 
resea rch doc ume nting how 
wome n's lives - my life­
we re limited and confi ned 
to ce rtain a reas, whil e t he 
wo men's moveme nt ta ught 
me that be ing female was 
good and that we deserved 
equa l access to the boa rd 
roo m and the ba ll court. Gi rl 

... was l mad I Why had 1 
neve r hea rd that freedom and 
accepta nce from the pulpit of 
my chu rc h? 

W he n I atte nded semi­
na ry I read of C hristi an-
ity's church fa thers, who 
had ta ught that "Woman is 
defecti ve and misbegotte n" 
(Thomas Aqui nas) and that 
"The wo man ... is not the 
image of God, but , as far as 
the man is concerned, he is 
by himse lf the image of God" 
(S t. Augustine). And , one of 
the te lling statements that 
justified the church's target­
ing of wo me n du ring witch 
hunts was, "Whe n a wo man 
thinks alone, she thinks evil" 
(in Malleus Maleficarmn). I 
lea rned this whil e mode rn ­
day preachers conde mned 
femini sm fo r its "radi cal 
stances." 

Feminist theologians 
unde rmi ned my views that 
wo men were only mothers, 
only wives , and only half as 
good as me n. They advoca ted 
aga inst stifling boundari es 
that impri son "unambiguous 
wo me n." T hanks to C hri sti an 
fe mini sts, I could separate 
the Jesus I knew and the 
God whom I had expe ri e nced 
from the perversions of a 
hi e rarchica l and male-domi ­
nated chu rc h and soc ie ty. But 
the domination mode l's s in 
and the gospel's li berat ion I 
lea rned at the fee t of fe mi ­
ni sts, not ma le preache rs. 
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Femini sts urge us to libe r­
ate ourse lves by beli eving in 
our power and embrac ing 
our wo ndrous fe male bodies, 
our fe rtility, and our bea uty. 
T hey urge us to li ve free ly as 
ambiguous wo me n tapping 
our fee t and s inging. To love 
ourse lves and our fe male 
bodies unas hamedly is radical 
to a dea th -dea ling world that 
uses power to control. The 
domination mode l ca ll s for 
compe titi on, but feminists 
ca ll for nurture. Domination 
call s for proc rea tion with few 
options, bu t fe minists ca ll for 
freedom ove r our own bodies. 

T he traditional call to "be 
fruitful and multiply," "sub­
due," and "have dominion" 
(Gen I :28) has been used 
to justi fy conquering a nd 
cont rolling by force, bu t am­
biguous wo me n who li ste n to 
the ir hea rts and the spi rit of 
the gos pe l know that it rea lly 
means to "go forth and make 
love." Whe n we liste n to the 
vo ices of feminists, we are 
liberated fro m all that ho lds 
us down . We begin to dream 
new drea ms and see new 
visions of possibility. Some 
will say thi s is radica l. Jerry 
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Falwe ll sa id , "T he biblica l 
condemnati on of fe minism 
has to do with its radi ca l 
philosophy and goa ls. That's 
the bottom line ." 

It is true that to dance to 
a diffe re nt drumbeat other 
than a controlling mac hismo 
and rampant militarism is 
radi ca l, but the future of our 
childre n and our world de­
pend on it. And the invitation 
to dance is radical because 
it invi tes everyone, not just a 
select few, and just as we are, 
not as someone else wa nts us 
to be. 

Falwe ll was dead wrong 
that the Bi ble condemns 
fe minism. In j esus: A Revo­
lutionary Biography (Harper­
One, 2009), theo logian John 
Dominick C rossan reminds 
us that Jes us' relati onships 
to me n and wome n were 
cha racte rized by "radica l 
ega litari ani sm." Thanks to the 
feminists inside the church , 
me n or women, I see the 
gos pe l is liberation. Thi s is 
radical and biblical. But until 
we all believe it, we need 
fe mini sts to keep reminding 
us. H ow else will we lea rn to 
dance? 
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