22 Masculist Interpretation

As far as I know masculist interpretation of Scripture does not exist; indeed its birthing may be premature. By masculist interpretation I mean something different from male interpretation, which is simply what nearly everyone did until a few decades ago.
 That is interpretation undertaken mostly by males of texts written mostly by males, without the possibility occurring to anyone that this might limit or skew what the interpreter saw. Feminist interpretation drew attention to this and asked what might become visible in texts when women read them as women rather than as honorary men. Masculist interpretation is parasitic on feminist interpretation; it is by definition post-feminist. It asks what might become visible in texts when they are read in conscious awareness of maleness. Arguably, at least, masculist interpretation need not be limited to males any more than feminist interpretation need be limited to females, but in this piece I write as a man seeking to be self-aware as a man.
 A passage such as Hosea 1 – 3 provides an obvious context for the raising of the question just noted. This is not merely because there seems no prospect of coming to agreement on an understanding of these chapters on a historical-critical basis (e.g., what are the literary relationships between the chapters and the historical relationships between the events they refer to and between the female figures who appear?), though that is so.
 It is because whatever the answers to these unanswerable questions, the text is overtly an expression of a distinctively male experience, and it is this experience that is then a base from which an understanding of God is expressed. There is a feminist literature that illumines Hosea 1 – 3,
 but a masculist interpretation will have a different starting point and perspective, even if possibly a complementary one. If feminist interpretation uses women’s experience as an aid in gaining illumination on the text’s own concerns, including its implications for the nature of God, and in discovering its affirmation and challenge regarding what it means to be women (and men), masculist interpretation uses men’s experience for parallel ends.
 The feminist literature on Hosea 1 – 3 raises telling questions about the male prophet, his God, and their attitude to their partners, and a so-called masculist interpretation could be a means of avoiding those, a means of subverting the feminist agenda, of evading the challenge to patriarchy and androcentrism, and of reinstating male interpretation in new man-ish guise.  It is for this reason that its birthing may be premature, and that is not my desire. A masculist interpretation does not replace a feminist one; further, the masculist interpretation of Hosea 1 – 3 that follows is not the only possible one.  It is a conservative one, to begin with, more Phyllis Trible than Mieke Bal or Cheryl Exum. But my conviction is that something like masculist interpretation is needed to enable me to handle the theological implications of the androcentric, patriarchal aspect to Scripture, and to help me come to terms with myself as a man in such a way that I may be able to change and thus respond to the feminist critique. To be post-feminist is to build on feminism, but not to attempt to leave it behind.
1 Masculinity and Genesis 1 – 4 
So what is masculinity? The opening chapters of Genesis point to three features of maleness that resonate with the experience of many men and women today and also seem of prima facie relevance to the interpretation of Hosea 1 – 3. They thus make Genesis 1 – 4 a suggestive text to put alongside Hosea 1 – 3. First, men discover who they are by setting themselves over against women. It is when the man sees the woman that he knows who he is. It is enough to make him leave father and mother and want to live with her. Of course he then finds that his relationship with this wonderful creature gets him into dead trouble. For a man, at least, there is thus a tragic ambiguity about the man-woman relationship. Women are our making: we are lonely or dissatisfied or incomplete without them, as they may not be without us (part of the background may lie in the fact that a girl’s first relationship is with a person of her own sex, a boy’s with a person of the opposite sex).
 But women are also our downfall: not necessarily for reasons to do with them, but for reasons to do with us. All this is not confined to the marriage relationship. For men there can in general be a spark about their relationships with women that can be particularly creative and in which they can find themselves, though there is also the potential for big trouble, not least because men may find it more difficult than women do to avoid falling in love with women colleagues and friends (the “When Harry Met Sally” syndrome).
 A second feature of masculinity reflected in the opening chapters of Genesis is that men are responsible. They rule. They have authority. To judge from Genesis 1 this is not how God meant it to be, because authority was designed to be shared by men and women, but to judge from Genesis 3 it is how it came to be. For a man that, too, has an ambiguity about it. There is great fulfillment to be gained from the exercise of responsibility, of power, and there is much good that can come from it, but there is also stress and temptation attached to it, and potential for evil.
 A third feature of masculinity is relative physical strength, aggressiveness, and the capacity for violence, perhaps the inclination to violence. When the Bible first speaks of “sin,” in Genesis 4, what it speaks of is violence. Cain’s response to disappointment with God’s reaction to him is anger, and that is when sin is couching like a demon at his door (?). He spurns the challenge to utilize his strength and aggressiveness to defeat this demon and instead turns them onto Abel. Henceforth Cain expects that he will himself live in fear of the cycle of violence he has initiated. He is a master who will be outdone by his pupils, as is illustrated in the chilling prosody of his great-great-great-grandson who is proud to multiply Cain’s violence by eleven. Yet even male strength, aggressiveness, and violence are matters of ambiguity and tragedy, not merely sin. A petite feminist I know says that one thing she appreciates about men is that they are bigger than she is; they can reach things she cannot, for instance. Our aggressiveness can be a means of achievement, for the sake of others and not just for ourselves as individuals (or for our gender). In general, our strength, our aggressiveness, and our capacity for violence are gifts that can be used on behalf of the weak, but they can easily become our sin.
 Male sexuality, responsibility or power, and strength or violence, might be able to form a holy trinity; they can certainly form an unholy one. Indeed, each of the three possible combinations of these three features of masculinity suggests an oppression and/or a burden. Men have commonly had to be responsible for the sexual relationship, and that becomes a problem for us as men (“Why should I always have to take the initiative?”) as well as for women (“Why do I have to sit here and wait?”). We have been able to combine sex and violence, and have often done so; in general, it is men who commit rape. In other areas, too, we assume it is natural to exercise responsibility by force; in general, it is men who fight wars.
2 Masculinity and Hosea 1 – 3 
What happens when we read the opening chapters of Hosea in light of its being a male text? In their very preamble we are introduced to a man identified by his relationship with his father, and with five monarchs who are all male. It is mostly men who get the positive opportunity to exercise power in Israel; an exception such as Athaliah in 2 Kings 11 proves the rule by behaving with the violence of an honorary man. They thus also bear the burden of guilt for the people’s failure, which is commonly attributed to the leadership’s failure.
 When we come to the material that relates to Hosea’s relationship with a woman or women and to Yahweh’s analogous relationship with Israel, we begin with the assumption that the man is also responsible for the sexual relationship. It is he who has to take the initiative in wooing, and in wooing again. The ambiguity of a man’s relationship with a woman comes out clearly. The relationship is characterized by love and pain; it is capable of bringing both great joy and great hurt. If most singers of blues, soul, and rock are men, and most of their songs are about the pain their relationships with women have brought them, then Hosea is their patron prophet. The potential for joy makes a man want to reach out as Hosea does, the potential for pain and rejection makes him want to lash out, an instinct only just under the surface in chapters 2 and 3.
 A man to whom his wife is unfaithful is torn between violence and love (see e.g., 2:2-3 and 14-15 [MT 4-5 and 16-17]). The unholy trinity are all at work.
 All three features of a man’s relationship with a woman reappear in the relationship Hosea attributes to Yahweh. The male prophet thinks of God as in the position of a man with a man’s instincts.
 First, Yahweh is incomplete without Israel as men are incomplete without women. It is he who seeks her, not she who seeks him (I usually avoid the gendered language, but here it is appropriate). The climax to his word of rejection is that she ceases to be his people and he ceases to be her God (1:9); it is a calamity for both. The climax to his indictment of her is that she forgot him (2:13 [15 MT]); to be forgotten is to be treated as a non-person, to cease to be. The climax of his vision of a blissful future is that she should once again say “You are my God” (2:28 [MT 30]). Yahweh’s self-knowledge depends on his relationship with Israel. Who is Yahweh if Yahweh ceases to be “the holy one of Israel,” to use Isaiah’s phrase?
 All this is the more interesting given that Hosea, like other prophets, declines to find sexuality within the Godhead itself. Unlike other Middle Eastern deities, Yahweh has no heavenly wife or lover. The male prophet thus finds ways both of connecting God with and of disconnecting God from sexuality with its ambiguity. To connect God with it is to affirm that God is in touch with this fundamental aspect of male being with that potential for joy and hurt. To disconnect God from it is to deny that God is affected by its negative aspect with the possible implication that its tragedy, failure, pain, and rejection are ultimate realities.
 Second, Yahweh takes the initiative in the relationship. In general, the male prophet resembles other contributors to the First Testament in picturing God as bearing a man’s lonely responsibility for the world and for history. Admittedly it may also be noted that the First Testament pictures God as fairly laid back about this responsibility. Yahweh has no trouble delegating and does not mind being sidelined. No doubt Yahweh can afford to take the long view in the confidence of seeing off whole sequences of uncooperative Israelite generations. As is the case with Yahweh and sexuality, though in a different way, the portrait of Yahweh as one exercising responsibility thus both reflects the nature of male experience and addresses it by offering an alternative model.
 An implication of this way of looking at the gender-related element in the Bible’s portrayal of God is that the Bible’s emphasis on grace turns out to be a male perspective. It is a feminist commonplace that men sin by acting, women by failing to act, another difference that may have a background in girls’ forming their first relationship with a person of their own sex (from whom they do not need to differentiate themselves by taking identity-forming action) and boys’ forming their first relationship with a person of the opposite sex (from whom they need to differentiate themselves by taking identity-forming action).
 In stressing God’s activity in gracious initiative, the male prophet tells men what they need to hear. Everything does not depend on us; there is some responsibility being exercised on a higher plane. This provides us with another reason to be more laid back than we might be inclined to be.
 Admittedly, subsequent insights in Hosea may deconstruct this suggestion. In chapter 11 it is the powerlessness of Yahweh that speaks, which might explain part of Hosea’s attractiveness for feminist interpreters, who otherwise are relatively little drawn to the prophets.
 Yahweh is caught between love and judgment with no way out. “When God speaks through Hosea, we hear the voice of the parent, seeing the child rushing towards his downfall, and utterly powerless to do anything to stop it.... God has taken the risk of letting the children go, and cannot step in and sort out their mess for them,” though God never gives up on them.
 A man, then, is beguiled into trusting God as possessing the all-powerfulness that he himself often seems expected to manifest, but cannot. He is in due course drawn further on to accept the discovery that even God does not possess this quality, but models the ability to live without it.
 Third, the male prophet portrays Yahweh as involved in the violence that is a characteristic of maleness. Yahweh had commissioned Jehu for the bloody coup d’état to which he was in any case inclined. Now Yahweh declares the intention to punish Jehu for it. The punishment will affect not merely the man but his entire household. One theological implication of such passages may be the conviction that Yahweh is willing to be compromised rather than stay unstained in an aseptic environment, if this is the inevitable price of being involved in history in its ambiguity. 
The story and the prophecy about Jehu also point to a further element in this attribution of violence to Yahweh. John Barton has suggested that prophets did not first analyze the moral nature of their society and then infer that Yahweh must act in judgment. Rather they first became aware that calamity was imminent and then looked at society and inferred the reasons.
 Perhaps, then, the male prophets’ preoccupation with divine violence reflects a desire that violence be explained as much as a desire that violence be inflicted. They did not invent the violent calamities; they did invent the explanations of them. Perhaps male ambiguity about violence finds expression here: we are both attracted to it and afraid of it within ourselves. We need to feel it is under control. Perhaps male awareness of responsibility for the world also finds further expression here: it is important to men that someone is in control, that things are not out of hand. In this connection, too, we can cope with violence if there is some logic to it.
 As with sexuality, the male prophet both links Yahweh with violence and distances Yahweh from it. There is no violence within the Godhead, as there is among other Middle Eastern deities, but there is violence in God’s relationship with the world. If men see God as involved in violence, this might (at least in theory) have the potential to protect the world a little from male violence; violence is God’s business, not men’s (cf. Lev 19:18; Deut 32:35; taken up in Rom 12:19). Yet even while portraying God’s exercise of violence on human beings, the chapters presuppose that God is not at ease with violence, that violence does not have the last word.
3 Genesis 17

The biblical authors who are actually named in Scripture are men, and it seems likely that this was also true of most of the rest of its authors, including (for instance) those of Genesis 1 – 4 as well as Hosea. As writers such as Phyllis Trible have shown, these were somewhat enlightened men. To put that by means of an active verb, God enabled them to see aspects of the truth about relations between men and women that neither their society nor ours (still less the people of God to which they and we belong) have often been good at seeing. They portray women and men sharing in the image of God and sharing in the commission to steward the world and enjoy the blessing of fruitfulness (1:26-28). They offer no hint that the world is the man’s business and the family is the woman’s. They portray the first man and woman as made for partnership. While they make clear that the creature who was first made exercises authority over the one made second, they also make clear that this happens as a result of the act of disobedience in which they share, when “‘to love and to cherish’ is turned into ‘to desire and to dominate.’”
 Yet these authors, and other authors in Scripture, write as men. So perhaps being a man may give me aspects of the preunderstanding required to understand their work more fully.
Genesis speaks about questions of gender in ambivalent or ambiguous fashion. Alongside the declaration concerning the way men and women share in the divine image (whose implications they perhaps did not see) is the subsequent introduction of a covenant sign that is applied only to men. The Torah makes clear enough that the covenant itself also embraces women, but this makes it the odder that its sign is applied only to males. 
Yet the treatment of circumcision within the First Testament makes its significance deconstruct.
 The Abraham of Genesis 16 – 17 needs to have his sexual activity in connection with procreation disciplined by trust in Yahweh. For his great-grandsons, in Genesis 34 circumcision is merely a means of getting back on the men of Shechem for a lack of sexual discipline. In Exodus 4, Moses’ belated circumcision is perhaps a sign of the submission of his machismo to God. The talk of circumcision elsewhere in the Torah and in the Prophets reminds men that there is a broader circumcision that they also need. Far from establishing that the males are the “real” members of the covenant community, the effect of cutting off the male foreskin is to draw attention to or establish the fact that the males embody a spiritual and moral unfitness to belong to the people of God. It is as well that this membership is not dependent on our fitness.
The Scriptures are permeated by androcentrism; indeed their (mostly, if not exclusively) male human authors sometimes (often?) consciously or unconsciously wrote in order to pursue a patriarchal agenda. The Priestly Writers’ revisionist program for circumcision whereby this male rite becomes the sign of membership of the covenant people may be an example of their doing so, but the treatment of circumcision in the First Testament as a whole helps me to see what might have been in the back of God’s mind in declining to prevent its having a place in the Scriptures. A classic New Testament passage about the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings says that God’s aim for them was and is that they should be useful for teaching, reproof, correction and training in righteousness, so as to contribute to their readers’ growing towards maturity (2 Tim 3:16-17). Perhaps God could see that there were various ways by which that goal could be achieved. It could have been achieved by being more interventionist and supranaturalist, but in general that does not seem to have been God’s way in the world. Instead, God works towards that goal by letting the men who wrote these Scriptures expose themselves and confound themselves. Even when they were being at their most patriarchal (especially when they were being at their most patriarchal) they could not hide the way patriarchalism and androcentricity deconstruct, and therefore could not but be in a position to open themselves (if someone pointed out what was going on) to insight for renewal for themselves and for women and for the world.
4 Masculist Interpretation
The serpent... said to the woman... (Gen 3:1)

Do not forsake wisdom, and she will protect you; love her, and she will watch over you (Prov 4:6)

I have found one man among a thousand, but not one woman among them all (Eccles 7:28).

Yahweh said to me, “Once again go and show your love to a woman” (Hos 3:1 [MT 3])

Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman (1 Tim 2:14)

A great and wondrous sign appeared in the sky, a woman clothed with the sun (Rev 12:1)

The fact that being men played a role in the work of the writers and interpreters of Scripture is in itself nothing to be ashamed of; writers or interpreters had to be one sex or the other, and the history of culture determined what they should be. What they wrote was also shaped by their being Middle Eastern people rather than European or Antipodean, living two to three millennia ago rather than a millennium ago or at the present time, being in a culture where the relation between urban and rural was different from the one that obtains in urbanized society, living in a monarchic or hierocratic or imperial society rather than a parliamentary one. Being human involves living in history, and living in history involves accepting that people’s cultures both open up varying possibilities for them and impose varying constraints on them. Part of God’s living in history with us involved God in speaking (and eventually becoming incarnate) in history. Scripture is one facet of that. In inspiring the Scriptures God worked with the positive possibilities of the cultures in which particular people lived, and also with the constraints of those cultures. “Israel in 5 B.C. had no mass communication” (Jesus Christ Superstar). Living in a rural, monarchic, society means you see certain things and miss others. Being a man means that you see certain things and miss others. 
Experience suggests that his relationships with women are among a man’s most precious resources and among his most precious risks. I presume this underlies Genesis 3. Why is it that the story sees Eve as the one tempted and then as the first human tempter? Partly because the storyteller is a man, and for a man that is a role a woman fulfills. She is both potential partner and potential downfall. Why does Ecclesiastes feel that there is the occasional reliable man in the world but never a reliable woman? Partly because it is women who have the supreme capacity to let men down – not because they are inherently less reliable than men, but because they are the opposite sex to men and as such have most potential to hurt them. Why does 1 Timothy need to stop women exercising authority over men? Partly because they already exercise huge power over men just because they are women.

That is to take the negative side to the male Bible’s talk of women. On the other hand, women and men were created for a mutual, complementary, supportive partnership. Women are among a man’s most precious resources of love and creativity and insight. So if “Solomon” wants to personify wisdom, he personifies it as a woman. If Hosea wants to portray a relationship of love, he describes it in terms of a love relationship between himself and a woman. If John wants to describe the fruitfulness of Israel in bringing forth the Messiah, he does it by portraying Israel as a woman.

I would like to think of myself as a man who accepts many of the insights of feminism and their application to the Scriptures, and as a person for whom the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings (and for that matter the New Testament) are a key religious resource that Judaism and the church possess by God’s gift, or at least by God’s permission, rather than by God’s oversight; they are Scriptures, in fact. There is a tension between these two convictions. I was once troubled by a parallel tension between the acceptance of these writings as Scriptures and my knowledge of the implications of historical criticism. I am now comfortable with my way of handling the latter tension.
 Having worked my way through this over the years (and through other tensions involved in being both a believer and a child of modernity), I have been less anxious about this other tension. I have traveled this way before, and if I am not sure how to handle it at the moment, this does not mean it cannot be handled. It just means that I have not yet found the answer.
The prophets’ descriptions of God reflect their personalities and (for instance) their gender. Divine revelation comes via the human personality; it is because human beings are made in God’s image that they can speak of God in a way that reflects who they are as human beings. But it is only when you have men and women together that you have the divine image represented, and all this therefore suggests that (for instance) male insights on God that emerge from the Bible have to be complemented by female ones. But then I would think that, being a man.
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