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Gender and Methodology of Text Inter pretation:

Reflecting on Fiorenza's Her meneutical Strategies
in Rereading the Sacred Text

Masoumeh Zarei’

Abstract

Critics of traditional theology, particularly feminists, have turned their attention to
reinterpreting the sacred text from a feminine perspective. This approach has led to the
scrutiny of the historically male-centered philosophical, and theological foundations in
the history of philosophy and theological thought. This research focused on the
methodology employed by Schiissler Fiorenza, in order to understand the role of gender
and hermeneutics within her approach. the findings of this research revealed Fiorenza
utilized a critical and rhetorical hermeneutical method to challenge the masculine
interpretation of the sacred text. She established a foundation for a new feminine
reading by constructing positive and conceptual frameworks derived from the Bible.
Furthermore, Fiorenza traced the transformation of understanding by departing from
male historical-theological approaches and incorporating female agency.

Keywords: feminist theology, methodology of understanding, critical hermeneutics of
sacred text, gender, Elizabeth Schiissler Fiorenza.

Introduction

One of the most notable advancements in 20th-century theology has been the emergence
of the feminine voice and exploration of religious teachings from a gender-based

« Assistant Professor, Faculty of Women and Family, University of Religions and Denominations, Qom, Iran,
m.zarei @urd.ac.ir, ORCID: 0009-0006-8497-7143
Date received: 29/09/2023, Date of acceptance: 13/03/2024



Abstract 40

perspective. The critical examination of male-oriented theology and its methodological
approach prompted feminists to engage in the reinterpretation of sacred texts from a
feminine viewpoint. Their aim was to offer a fresh understanding of the human
relationship with God, drawing from women's experiences within Western religious and
intellectual traditions. Two crucial components introduced in the methodology of
feminist theology were "gender" and "hermeneutics'. These components served to guide
the interpretation of texts in a manner distinct from the prevailing patriarchal
approach.This research examines the methodology of text comprehension in Fiorenza's
perspective, investigating the roles of gender and hermeneutics in her theological
readings as an epistemol ogical approach.

Materials & Methods

This research has examined the method of analyzing the content of Fiorenza's works
based on two components: gender and epistemol ogy .

Discussion and Results

Fiorenza's hermeneutical doubts manifested along two spectrums: the pal eoarchaeol ogical
spectrum and the teleological spectrum.

Within the paleoarchaeological spectrum, Fiorenza's hermeneutical approach was
characterized by speculation and skepticism. It challenged the validity of positivist
science, particularly from a feminist standpoint. (Schiissler Fiorenza, 2011: 55).

Many post-positivist theories implicitly grounded in the experiences of men within
white Western societies and specific political, economic, and social positions shape our
understanding of knowledge, subjectivity, objectivity, and lived experiences. This
distribution of epistemic authority perpetuates a power hierarchy in the production and
presentation of knowledge with women and other marginalized groups positioned at the
lowest level of credibility (Schissler Fiorenza, 2011: 60).

On the other hand, knowledge and understanding are contextually situated and
embodied. This implies that our perception of objectivity and social phenomena is
inherently shaped by our bodily existence (Maoballegh, 2012: 88). Consequently, in
Fiorenza's epistemol ogical methodology, objectivity is distinct from the commonly held
assumptions underlying traditional knowledge analyses. Instead, it is reconceptualized
in relation to subjectivity. From this standpoint, their subjectivity, including their
emotions, gender, and socia and cultural position, as well as the diverse expressions of
femininity inherent in knowledge, all hold importance (Ibid, 2013; 102).
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Within the teleological spectrum, the concept of ekklesia or women's church
emerged as a tangible manifestation of collective and interactive epistemology. Through
the reconstruction and reconceptualization of sacred texts using critical rhetorical
techniques, Fiorenza's approach was marked by active engagement and promising
tragjectories in the interpretation of theological texts. she emphasize on the myth of
Métis, which served as a wise measure of knowledge. A skeptical hermeneutic reading
of the myth of Metis and Athena revealed how myths, texts, traditions, religious
practices, power structures, and patriarchal systems throughout history manipulated
women's experiences, traditions, language, knowledge, and wisdom to perpetuate
dominance and marginalize and erase women from history and cultural consciousness.
(Schussler Fiorenza, 2011: 69-70).

According to Fiorenza, Feminist critical interpretation adopted a hermeneutic of
doubt as its starting point. The hermeneutics of experience, dominance, doubt,
measurement and evaluation, and remembrance were the initiad five stages of
hermeneutics of doubt rooted in the experiences and practices of women within the
church. They referred to the historical past and the hermeneutic paleontology spectrum
of Fiorenza and tried to deconstruct authentic and classic theological traditions in a
critical manner.

The final stages of the hermeneutic teleological continuum was positive hermeneutics,
which encompassed the hermeneutics of creative. Through this process, the women's
church was involved in the innovative expression of the story of women in the Bible and
the history of the developing society (Ibid, 1995: 15). The hermeneutics of embodiment
sought to retell these stories from a female perspective, aiming to restore the origina and
authentic nature of female voices that had been omitted from the male-centered traditional
texts.(Schiissler Fiorenza, 1996: 5).

Conclusion

Employing a descriptive-analytical approach, this research demonstrated that Fiorenza,
through her critical and rhetorical hermeneutical method, challenged the male
interpretation of sacred texts. She constructed positive and conceptual frameworks from
the Bible that served as a new foundation for a feminine reading. She then aimed to
transform and redefine historical-theological approaches, which had traditionally been
shaped by a male perspective, by centering the agency of women.

employment of the gender component in Fiorenzan theology and Metis-based
hermeneutics demonstrated that gender was equally intended by Fiorenza in both the
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sense of femininity and masculinity. While she endeavored to engage women as active
agents in comprehending and interpreting theological texts, her conception of the
ecclesia suggested that she did not endorse an exclusively femae understanding of
knowledge in epistemology and theological reading. Furthermore, despite her efforts to
reintegrate women into theological thought, she did not subscribe to the relativity of
knowledge. She posited that it was feasible to provide an adequate and appropriate
report on the world by incorporating the viewpoints of marginalized subjects, such as
women and marginalized groups, as well as the dominant group (a particular class of
men) (Schiissler Fiorenza, 2013:; 106).
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