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1. Dissection

Sometimes | wonder what it's like to dissect a cadaver in your
first year of medical school." You carefully slice open the
spleen, expose the spongy recesses of the lungs, learn the ge-
ometry of the foot, and then what? When you have known and
understood the structure of the heart and catalogued all its pow-
ers and pathologies, where does your mind go? Once the body

Figure 1: The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, Rembrandt

is splayed out there in front of you, pried open with each part
labeled, what do you do next? Do you go home to your lover
and find yourself incapable of love? Do you begin to trace the
contour of his shoulder but lose the arc somewhere among your

knowledge and understanding? Do you become preoccupied
with everything that can go wrong in a body, counting the ways
a mutation or a blockage or an unnoticed infection can bring it
all to ruin? Do you look to the face of your child and find yourself
unable to see? Do you embrace your mother only as pretext to
diagnose the density of her bones? Does knowledge of the body
bring anything more than an understanding of
contingency and peril? Will dissection cure you
of your reliance on humanity, or will it remind you
of your investments in living flesh?

| cannot imagine that dissection kills desire, af-
fection, or care. | think dissection must teach you
wonder, tie purpose to your hands, and inventory
all that is riding on the body. | think it must teach
you something, to cut so far, because then you
know how deep the body goes.

2. Methodological Objectivity

In the first year of a theological degree, students
usually find themselves in a bible class. It might
be Hebrew Bible in the fall or New Testament in
the spring, and most often it's both. It's a com-
mon and even essential moment of orientation
within a theological curriculum, and it's a moment that hides a
profound disorientation. In those classes, bible becomes one of
the first objects of dissection—one of the earliest cadavers to be
splayed open, sliced, and labeled. The cooling table is surround-

ed by all the tools supplied by the field: introductory textbooks
and framing essays, exegetical methods and grammatical ob-
servations, charts of possible solutions to the Synoptic Problem
or the composition of the Torah arrayed like pedigrees or gene-
alogical proofs.? The story about these classes—the jokes that
float around and the knowing smiles thrown by second-years
in the direction of first-years—is that they divest you from your
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Figure 2: A Diagram of Synoptic Relationships, Allan Barr. T&T Clark, Edin-
burgh, 1938. 27x40 inches.

interests, your commitments, your naive certainties, and your
unexamined easy truths. The story goes that in bible classes,
you trade whatever desires brought you to theological education
for a disinterested kind of detachment. You learn to read like a
scholar reads; you learn to wield the scalpel skillfully. You cut
away your attachments and learn to diagnose. Your prize—both
the goal and the most essential tool—is objectivity.

The discipline of biblical studies likes to insist on disciplinary
objectivity as its starting point. Perhaps because of its histor-
ical and present entanglements with confessional institutions
and unseemly associations with apologetics and evangelism,
biblical studies often prefers to cosplay as a science. In many
of its forms and expressions, the discipline imagines itself as
unmoored from the vagaries of faith, and unconcerned with the
unreliable whims of experience and personal piety.

In her 1987 presidential address to the Society of Biblical Lit-
erature, Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza called this a “rhetorical

stance of value-free objectivism and scientific methodism.”
Surveying various arguments made in favor of methodological
objectivity for biblical studies, Schiissler Fiorenza characterized
those arguments as valuing “radical detachment, emotional,
intellectual, and political distanciation...a-political detachment,
objective literalism, and scientific value-neutrality,” and she
sought to decenter “this rhetoric of disinterested news and pre-
supposition-free exegesis” in order to “recover the politi-
cal context of biblical scholarship and its public respon-
sibility.”* Reading her address nearly four decades later,
| am struck both by the success of her call for scholars
to locate themselves as embodied and political beings,
and also by the persistence of the guild’s pretensions
to objectivity. In one sense, we have moved well beyond
the airs to detachment in biblical interpretation that
Schiissler Fiorenza was noticing then, multiplying inter-
pretive methods that are grounded in lived experiences
and diverse kinds of knowledge. Womanist, postcolo-
nial, Minjung, islander, queer, Latina/o/e, ecological, and
feminist methodologies (to name but a few) all consti-
tute robust and enduring communities of interpretation
and meaning-making, each fostering conversations that
flourish within networks of scholars and mutually inform
one another.®

At the same time, though, a substantial bloc within bib-
lical studies retains the “rhetorical stance of value-free
objectivism and scientific methodism” that Schiissler
Fiorenza described. For some members of the guild, this
stance presents itself as open scorn for people who bring
theological (or even ethical) categories and convictions
to the work of biblical studies, and for other members it
shows up as a persistent belittling of emergent or iden-
tity-centered methodologies as trendy, fashionable, or
unserious. But the posture described in Schiissler Fioren-
za's 1987 address also persists as trends and patterns in
the way scholarship is organized, with some work going
methodologically unmarked while other work is labeled
as perspectival or situated. Denise Kimber Buell makes
this argument about New Testament and early Christian
studies, noting both the methodological whiteness (and male-
ness) that dominates the intellectual norms of those fields, and
the ways the guild itself is structured so that some program
units of the SBL “have a ‘visible' interpretive approach (ideologi-
cal criticism, LGBTQ hermeneutics, Paul and Politics, ecological
hermeneutics, feminist hermeneutics of the Bible) where others
do not (Pauline Epistles, Book of Acts, Gospel of Luke, etc.).” It
is still possible, and indeed easy, to earn a PhD in biblical stud-
ies, have a career in the field, travel within the Society of Bibli-
cal Literature, and never engage with the “political context of
biblical scholarship and its public responsibility” called for by
Schiissler Fiorenza.” And it is still common within the guild to
encounter scholars who openly disdain any acknowledgement
or presence of an interpreter’s perspective, whether it be an eth-
ical or theological perspective or one characterized by social
location and lived experience, or both. It often seems as if the
field’s idealized interpreter is one who can hardly be bothered to
care very much about the things they are interpreting.
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3. Christ's Wounds

Alone among the four canonical gospels, the Gospel of John
insists that we pay attention to Jesus’ wounds.® Beginning
with the crucifixion and an explanation of why Jesus’ side was
pierced but his legs were not broken, and continuing through his
resurrection encounters with followers, the gospel keeps Jesus’

Figure 3: The Man of Sorrows, Michele Giambono, ca. 1430. Tempera
and gold on wood. The Rogers Fund, 1906.

wounds in the front of the reader’s mind.® Other gospels seem
to ignore the wounds, preferring to pretend that the raised Je-
sus is whole, but John keeps our eyes on Jesus’ body. John's
gospel draws our attention again and again to the scars.

In John's story of Jesus’ death and resurrection, Jesus’ wounds
are his objective correlative.’® They are the “set of objects” and
“chain of events” that travel with him on an extraordinary jour-
ney, as T.S. Eliot put it. Jesus received his wounds at the end of
his life, by being fastened to and hung by a cross, and by being
pierced as he was suspended there in death. His legs were not
broken, but he got the tip of a Roman spear between his ribs.
Both blood and water came from the wound—John wants us to
notice that. In the text, this detail is presented as evidence that
Jesus was dead, but also as evidence that Jesus was special,
marked for mourning. John paraphrases the prophet Zechariah
to drive home the point: “When they look on the one whom they
have pierced, they shall mourn for him, as one mourns for an
only child, and weep bitterly over him, as one weeps over a first-
born.”"" We are supposed to understand that Jesus was well and

truly dead, and we are supposed to understand that the wound
is the witness both to the death and to the depth of grief that
follows after.

The Gospel of John does not tell us where Jesus traveled during
his death or what happened to him there, but when we first meet
him again after his resurrection, Jesus is cagey about his body.
When he finds Mary Magdalene by the tomb, early in the morn-
ing, he asks her why she is weeping. There is a pedagogical
edge to the question. Does Jesus ask Mary why she is weep-
ing because he doesn’t understand her sorrow, or does he ask
because he wants her to interrogate her own tears? Either way
it's an obvious question to ask, why are you weeping, and also
a little bit rude. Jesus speaks her name, and then the next thing
he says is, “Do not hold on to me.”">? Why does he say that? There
is an understandable guardedness, even if his inaccessibility
might have hurt Mary. Perhaps he was sore, or reeling, or feeling
some change that only the resurrected can know. The text won't
tell us; it only tells us that for Mary, Jesus was unapproachable.
Do not hold on to me.
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Figure 5: The Deposition of Christ, Loftie Hours, Walters Ms. W.165,
Loftie Hours fol. 26v

In his second appearance after his death, Jesus showed the
disciples his wounds.™ He showed up unannounced, popping
up all spooky-like inside a house that had been locked in fear.
“Peace be with you” is all John tells us that Jesus said—though
all the “peace” in the world was probably not enough to soft-

Figure 5: The Incredulity of Saint Thomas, Caravaggio, 1602.

en the vision of the bloodied and resurrected form of a friend.
But that's why Jesus was there—to produce his wounded body
as a kind of evidence. John is sure to note that Jesus showed
the disciples both his hands and his side. Jesus showed his
wounds like stamps on a passport or a new tattoo, as evidence
of travels undertaken. When he had shown them, he breathed on
his friends—perhaps a way of testing the limits of his no-longer-
dead body.™ But Thomas wasn't there to see the wounds or to
feel the breath.

A week later, the disciples had gathered again, and this time
Thomas was there. Just like the first time, Jesus showed off his
wounds, and he invited Thomas especially to touch them: “Put
your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put
it in my side. Do not doubt but believe."’® This story is usually
read that way—as a tale of doubt and belief, a kind of episte-
mological trial, in which the disbelief of Thomas was countered
by evidence that could not be denied. But it can also be read
as a story about the persistence of woundedness—how injury
can follow us from one time to another, through one state to
the next, its mark tenacious and obvious, holding on despite our
insistence that it not. In both ways of reading it, this is a story
about what a wound can teach. Even a resurrected body carries
scars, the text is telling us. Embodiment and all its brokenness
persist from life to death to resurrection. There is no magical
repair in the offing, and even a power as fearsome as the power
over life and death, the power to rise from the dead, remains
subordinate to the power the body possesses to remember
what it has endured.

Across the twentieth chapter of John, while the gospel writer
insists that we pay attention, Jesus’ body transforms from a
site of violence to a site of knowledge. What at the beginning
was a sign of death and mourning has by the end become an
epistemology. By the time Jesus catches up with Thomas, the
same Jesus who had told Mary do not hold on to me was asking
Thomas to touch him. Maybe the swelling had gone down, or he
had made peace with his altered body, but Jesus was finally in a
tactile mood. “Reach out your hand and put it in my side,” Jesus
said, and see what you can learn from it.

4. But

When introducing themselves, my students often stress discon-
tinuity. ‘I grew up evangelical, but,” they will begin. “I was raised
Catholic, but.” “My undergrad degree is from a conservative
school, but,” and they often go on to explain that their begin-
nings don't necessarily have much to do with who they are in
the present. There’'s an element of do not hold on to me to it.
This might be a performance commanded by the experience of
showing up to a graduate theological school with what feels like
the wrong kind of theological baggage; negating the past might
feel like the most direct path to being understood as the person
you feel like you are in the present.

The but in those introductions is doing a lot of heavy lifting. The
but elides years of struggle, alienation, and guilt. But hides the
trauma of being disowned, reconverted, ignored, and sent away.
It fast forwards through the scary parts. But | have noticed that
but doesn't reliably deliver students to the places they hope it
will. But explains both the past and the future in a certain way,
and then we end up spending a lot of time in the middle, in var-
ious forms of the present. Many students devote their years in
theological education to rummaging around in the now, inside
the thing the but leaves out, working to understand how they
came to be here now, how it happens that they live in their par-
ticular body, how the kid who grew up evangelical or was raised
Catholic or went to a conservative undergraduate school came
to find themselves here—or, perhaps more to the point, how they
came to find themselves now.

Like Jesus, most of my students have a wound. Some have
many more than one, but most of them have at least one. They
carry the marks in their flesh from life to death to resurrection,
their own objective correlatives, each with a version of Eliot’s
“chain of events” that is unique to them. Sometimes these are
psychic wounds and sometimes they are physical injuries. They
can be the bruises of theological combat, the cuts and scrapes
of narrow escapes, or the spiritual trauma of a long captivity.
Sometimes they are top surgery scars, like the split in a cocoon.
(More on this later). At first these wounds are mostly hidden,
under clothing or some other form of concealment, carefully se-
creted away at a distance, like Jesus and his do not hold on to
me to Mary Magdalene by the tomb. Early on, it feels shrewd to
hide the wounds or deny them, or at the very least explain them
away. But almost universally there comes a moment when a stu-
dent decides that it might be safe, and they begin to test what
it might be like to talk about their wounds, to show them off,
or even to ask someone to touch them. By the end, after some
years, some students have come to think of their wounds like Je-
sus thought of his: as evidence, as an epistemological opening,
or as a relational key for making themselves known.
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5. More Wounds

Here is what one wound looks like. River grew up a Black Pente-
costal.’® That's the thing that hurt them, and also the thing that
helps them know. They were in my seminar on the Acts of the

Apostles, and on the day we read the story of the Ethiopian eu-
nuch, River showed up ready to talk. In a previous life, going by
a different name and passing under the guise of a different gen-
der, they spent years at a flagship seminary of the evangelical
movement, learning Greek and Hebrew and the finer points of
exegesis. So they knew what they were doing. They stayed at
that seminary until they got kicked out. (Perhaps you can guess
which policies they were supposed to have violated). River could
talk about anything from scripture, and do it well; they could
probably recite most of the New Testament from memory. But
that day River showed up wanting to talk about the Spirit.

The Spirit of the Lord is a bully in Acts." It imposes itself on
everyone, blocking here and sending there. It forbids and it in-
structs, it appoints and captures, it directs and sends. In Acts
8:39, the Spirit snatches the apostle Philip. That's the word, in
Greek—harpazo. The Spirit of the Lord abducts Philip, kidnaps
him, and takes him somewhere he was not planning to be. River
had things to say about this Spirit—the same Spirit their Church
of God in Christ congregation had danced to and praised, the
Spirit that could be a bully when it wanted to. All that dancing,
all that charisma, all the tongues and movement, helped River
know something about the text of Acts and the Spirit found
there that the evangelical seminary courses hadn't helped them
know, and River felt betrayed by the bully Spirit they encountered
in Acts 8. The Spirit that could pull bodies through such exqui-
site movement and show them something ethereal was also
willing to impose itself, seize control, force its will, seize a body.
How dare the Spirit grasp a person and move them like that with-
out warning or consent?

Here is what another wound looks like. Brady sat up in his chair
near the front of the class, slid forward almost to the edge of his
seat, and smiled. “The way Paul talks about Onesimus,” Brady
said, “I know that way of talking.” | asked him what he
meant. Some of the other students nodded, and some of
them shifted uncomfortably in their seats. “Paul is say-
ing something between the lines that he’s not saying all
the way out loud. Paul and Onesimus, there’s more there.
‘| am sending him, that is, my own heart, back to you."®
Paul has other reasons for wanting Onesimus to stay.”
Brady told me during a break that his bishop told him
that he couldn’t be living with someone unmarried while
serving a pastorate. Brady was from Nebraska, where
the politics, especially the church politics, run conserva-
tive. “I told the bishop,” Brady said, “that | would gladly
marry Luis, if he would officiate the ceremony. The bish-
op walked away.”

Here is what another wound looks like. Jennifer was a
preacher’s kid. Her father had been a minister and she
was too—one of the first women ordained in her main-
line Protestant denomination. Everywhere she went,
she was the first woman minister that anyone had ever
met. Jennifer worked hard to win them over, church by
church, holdout by holdout, showing them by sheer force of
competency and perfection and measured smiles and just the
right height of heel that she had been called by God. A thousand
times she parried 1 Corinthians and 1 Timothy; a thousand times
she endured let a woman learn in silence with full submission.
She never slipped up and she never mailed it in; she was superb.
And a lot of them never trusted her.

6. White Male Biblical Scholarship

Especially in his recent work, Willie James Jennings has been
interrogating the figure of the white male biblical scholar, the
“white self-sufficient man,” the “rich ruler” of the humanities,
a ruler who “lack(s) nothing."”® He tells the story of “the white
male candidate” who “showed more” in a job interview than oth-
er, less-white, less-male candidates, glittering like a jewel set in
a crown of white completeness, dazzling the eyes of his future
white colleagues.?® Jennings lifts up the white male biblical
scholar as a paradigmatic example of how whiteness functions
in the academy, as a paragon of self-sufficiency, unbrokenly
embodied as an exemplar of competency, confidence, and un-
impeachable expertise. The white male biblical scholar has no
wounds, no traumas, no fears, and indeed no past at all. He is
an “epistemic emperor.”?' He is untouchable, not for the reasons
Jesus is untouchable by the tomb, but because no one is permit-
ted to approach him.

| am a white male biblical scholar—I should make that clear. | am
a white male biblical scholar, but—there's my but—I don't feel the
way | think it ought to feel to be one of the people Jennings de-

scribes. | don't feel like | “lack nothing,” like | “have everything the
modern academy requires,” or like | “reign in the world of religious
studies as our epistemic emperors” as | should be expected to
do.?? | can see some of my colleagues in the person Jennings
describes, but it's harder to see myself. At Society of Biblical
Literature meetings, | move in fear of being discovered a fraud.
When | publish a book, | wince every time a new batch of books is
reviewed, worried that mine will be among them and that some-
one will reveal my ignorance. (It has happened before). | am still
surprised any time someone cites me. | know that only people
presumed to be complete can go around “renouncing complete-
ness,” as the title of Jennings’ short Journal of Biblical Literature
article puts it, and that status and perceived expertise are only
easy to give away when you already have them.

| know that Jennings is right about white male biblical scholars,
not because of how it feels to be among other biblical scholars,
but because of how it feels to teach biblical studies. The only
time | feel like | am performing the script that Jennings describes
is when | am teaching my students, and | sense the wholly un-
earned deference and awe with which they regard me and the
material. The whole cadre of what Schiissler Fiorenza calls “the
scientist ethos of value-free detached inquiry” seems to come
alongside me in the classroom, invited or not.? Even the students
who don't care anything about the New Testament and who have
never read it seem to show up to my classes with a sense that
they are entering some kind of special domain, some sacred pre-
cinct where you have to remove your shoes or walk in backwards.
In there, it can be easy to feel like the high priest, anointed for this
purpose. In that reaction, it's hard for me to separate the sub-
ject matter from my own embodiment—it’s hard to know whether
they're reacting to the New Testament, or to their white male pro-
fessor—but that is precisely Jennings’ point. Students show up
to my New Testament classes eager to be taught orthodoxies,
offered revelations, and disabused of misconceptions, in a way
that they don't seem to show up for my history classes, first year
seminars, or thesis proposal courses. New Testament seems to
cast a spell, capture and stifle people’s rebelliousness, and quell
dissent. It's unsettling but more than a little bit intoxicating.

Because the New Testament classroom is where | can some-
times feel like Jennings’ self-sufficient white male biblical schol-
ar, it's also where | can sense that way of thinking move, and feel
the power it has. Its power is something pharmacological, able to
alter pathways and rewire thoughts. It blocks the nerves, it numbs
the woundedness. The scars no longer ache. Everything has been
settled already, in the New Testament classroom, and all there
is to do is to be taught about it. It's easy to parry any question a
student might have, because the deep well of self-sufficient white
male biblical scholarship has already thought of everything. Why
does Acts tell the story of the Ethiopian eunuch? Because of
Luke's geographical agenda. Why does Paul write to Philemon
about Onesimus? Because of amicus domini. Why does the Jo-
hannine Jesus share his wounds? So that Thomas could believe,
because of high Christology. Everything has been decided; every
wound has already been numbed, and there is nothing left to feel.

The internalized competency and self-sufficiency of biblical
studies arrives in the New Testament classroom as pedagog-
ical violence. It does not surface or engender knowledge or
understanding; it forecloses the possibility of knowledge. It is
an epistemological painkiller. Your wounds can tell you nothing,
because the matter is already settled. What the preacher said
can't hurt you, because he was ignorant and unlearned, so stop
feeling the pain. He should have read his Dibelius and his Well-
hausen.

The students often welcome the anesthetic. It's an appreciated
relief, to take cover under the shelter of other people’s impervi-
ous certainties. It's comforting to hear that the spear between
your ribs should not have hurt you, because you were dead by
then anyway. The performed self-sufficiency and “dispassionate
industry” of biblical studies arrives in the New Testament class-
room as a norming force, as a normative regimen of knowledge
that erases experience, effaces the wounded body, and over-
writes internal forms of knowledge.?* It renders unnecessary
the carefully-crafted counter-narratives that students have nur-
tured for themselves. Biblical studies shows up as knowledge,
but behind that it stops the many ways of knowing, arrests their
creation, and constrains all the important ways of learning. It
tells River that they need not worry about the Spirit, because it's
likely that trying to squeeze justice from the text will do more
harm than good anyway, so it's best not to reckon with the Spirit,
wrestle with how their Blackness is bound up with their religious
trauma, or put your finger into too many wounds. Be suspicious
of putting too much of yourself into it. It will compromise your
objectivity. Sacred texts have no place in politics anyway, and
politics no place in the reading of the texts, the self-sufficient
ones insist. Renounce your body to free your mind.

7. Parallel Openness

If the Gospel of John insists that the reader pay attention to Je-
sus’ wounds, then few have heeded the call more faithfully than
late medieval artists and the people for whom they produced
devotional art and objects.?® The wounds of Christ proliferated
in medieval art, appearing in both public settings like altarpiec-
es and private settings like prayer books. Sometimes these im-
ages of wounds seem to have functioned like technologies for
reckoning with one’s own ailing and failing body on divine terms,
understanding trials of the flesh through Jesus’ own mortifica-
tion and suffering.?¢ Other times, abstracted from the body, the
wounds became like “wells, plentifully flowing with blood as a
source of the spiritual benefits of mercy, grace, life, pity, and
comfort."?” In the late medieval period, the abstracted wounds of
Christ began to take on a decidedly genital form, resembling de-
pictions of vulvas from elsewhere in visual culture.?® For all read-
ers but especially women, the “vulva-wound implored a variety of
tactile responses from devotees,” who (judging by wear patterns
on the manuscripts) seem to have interacted with the images.?
Sophie Sexon sees evidence in the manuscripts and their pat-
terns of use that these devotional materials “demonstrate an ex-

10

2024; 5:1 The Wabash Center Journal on Teaching

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License

11



pressly haptic response to the image of Christ’s body, showing
where patrons have kissed or rubbed away the image of Christ's
wounds” through repeated tactile engagement with the imag-
es.% All of this together points to an important and seemingly
widespread medieval practice of using Christ's wounds as an
aperture through which to see one’'s own embodied vulnerabil-
ity and particularity. Devotees insisted on seeing themselves
in Christ's body, across barriers of gender, sexuality, and even
anatomy.

Figure 7: Christ's Side Wound, Psalter and Prayer Book of Bonne
of Luxembourg, The Cloisters MS. 69.86, fol. 331r

In a lengthy response to Leo Steinberg’'s book The Sexuality of
Christ in Renaissance Art and Modern Oblivion,*' Caroline Walker
Bynum takes issue with Steinberg’s reading of the Renaissance
iconography of Jesus’ penis as evidence of painters’ particu-
lar theological perspectives, but she also follows his invitation
to think more broadly about how gender and sexuality work—
sometimes counterintuitively—in visual depictions of holy bod-
ies. In Renaissance portrayals, Bynum sees a fluidity of gender
and sexuality that might feel foreign to our modern contexts,
in which “not only the penis but also the eyes and breasts,
even the toes, of Christ engendered extravagant emotional re-
sponse.”® Bynum especially notes the way the iconography of
Christ's wounded side parallels and eventually assimilates that
of Mary’s lactating breast, diversifying the kinds of haptic con-
nections that were already present in late medieval depictions
of wounds as vulvas.® (A particularly forthright depiction of this
parallel can be seen in Figure 8, in which Christ points to his
wound and Mary holds her breast as if to breastfeed, both with
eyes fixed on God [“the Father”] in supplication, to emphasize
the unique and special warrant for making intercessions that

Figure 8: In Bynum, Man of Sorrows and Mary Intercede with
God the Father, style of Konrad Witz, about 1450, Offentliche
Kunstsammlung, Basel

each of them possesses). The parallel productivity (or leaki-
ness) of Jesus’ and Mary’s bodies would seem to be connected
to the “wells” described by Pollick; the wound and the breast
(and the vulva) collaborate to signify the multiply-gendered body
of Christ as a source of both nourishment and self-understand-
ing. Throughout the medieval and Renaissance periods, we see
an ongoing and developing practice of using Christ's wounds
to understand Jesus himself, but also as a way for the viewer
to understand their own embodied existence and place in the
world. The wound becomes a potent way to see through bib-
lical narratives (and theological motifs), and to place oneself
and one’s body within the fecund porosity of holiness and holy
bodies.

8. Embodied Epistemologies

I have noticed something similar in my own classrooms—a twen-
ty-first century version of this same embodied epistemology that
flourished among medieval and Renaissance people.?* | have no-
ticed that if | teach the self-sufficient white male biblical schol-
ar version of New Testament, the one in which every question
has a tidy answer and all the wounds have been anaesthetized,
then students tend to give themselves over to that perspective
and put on the methodological objectivity (and whiteness, and
maleness) that is the field's default setting. They hold the text at
a distance, treat it like an object, parrot back the things | teach
them about being a self-sufficient white male biblical scholar,
and stand in awe of the whole enterprise. They speak and write

in the methodologically unmarked ways identified by Schiissler
Fiorenza and Buell, unconsciously mimicking the pretensions
of positionless objectivity that dominate New Testament and
early Christian studies. When students do this, they shut away
the things that brought them to theological education in the first
place. They hide their wounds under loose clothing, mentioning
them to no one. They become more likely to conclude that the
most important figures in their formation—parents, friends, pas-
tors, mentors—were either superstitious rubes or willfully hurt-
ful; my students take the medicine that makes things stop hurt-
ing. They leave caring less about the body that bears the scars,
and learning to work harder to hide their wounds.

But when their bodies are invited into the classroom, wounds
and all, my students notice that their bodies are there. It sounds
obvious, but it's true. When the wounded bodies of their friends
and loved ones are visible through the windows in the class-
room walls and in the texts on the tables and screens, my stu-
dents pay attention to them. When the fullness of bodies in
the fullness of woundedness are invited in—raced, gendered,
located, traumatized, loved, sexualized, queered, transformed,
multiply abled, visible and invisible, wounded bodies—my stu-
dents treat the dissection table differently. There is a care and
a respect in the room. Even where there is anger, hurt, disap-
pointment, and fear, students sense that there is something at
stake, something worth knowing and learning, and the class-
room transforms into a space where we can do that work. The
wounds—students’ own wounds, and the wounds of others—be-
come a way of knowing and an opening. When objectivity isn't
crowding them out, the wounds are an epistemology.

9. Scars

Zeke had more wounds than he could count. We had grown up a
few hours'’ travel from each other, in the same part of the South
(though twenty years apart), so | knew something of what he
had been through—but not all of it. We met during first-year ori-
entation. | saw his hometown on the list, and sought him out to
talk, to make connections. He was called by a different name
then, and was known by another gender—an assigned name
and gender that Zeke worked hard to peel away from himself
during his time in school. By the time of his final quarter, we had
spent a fair amount of time together, in a handful of classes
across several years. Now he was enrolled in my favorite class
to teach, one where we learn to read the New Testament along-
side Queer Theory. One of the things | love about that class is
that in it, we abandon all pretense to self-sufficient white male
biblical scholarship, ignoring the posturing of most mainstream
commentary. When we read the story of Lazarus, we are not
interested in the Signs Source or the redactional layers of the
Johannine text; we are interested in Jesus’ tears and the queer
family that Mary, Martha, Lazarus, and Jesus seem to have cho-
sen.® When we see the woman of Revelation 17, we are not ask-
ing about the bad Greek of John of Patmos or anything much to
do with Nero; we are asking about whose gaze has made this
woman what she is in the text.?® When, in that class, we read
about Paul’s eschatology, we find ourselves asking whether Paul
might have preferred the work of Edelman or Mufioz.*’ (It's a

tossup).

For his final paper in that class, Zeke wrote about wounds. He
wrote about Jesus’ wounds, pausing to consider the vaginal way
that medieval artists painted them and then the Renaissance
style that was parallel to Mary’s lactating breast. But then Zeke
wrote about Jesus’ wounds in his own way: as the scars from
top surgery. Zeke saw in the twentieth chapter of John a familiar
story, one about transformation, transfiguration, and trans-ness
at large, in its multiple and diverse forms. He read the gathering
in the locked room in John 20 as a “gender reveal party,” Jesus’
unveiling of a changed body, on the other side of trauma, scar-
ring, and a new kind of knowledge.

It's not an interpretation of that text that would be easy to find in
most of those methodologically unmarked SBL program units.
It's not a reading that could be arrived at easily by using the
“rhetorical stance of value-free objectivism and scientific meth-
odism” described by Schiissler Fiorenza four decades ago.* It's
not even a way that | could have thought to understand the text,

Figure 9: The Crucifixion of Saint Peter, Caravaggio, 1601.

limited to my own embodied knowledge, through the apertures
of my own wounds. But it was a truth that Zeke found by read-
ing the Gospel of John alongside his own wounded and trans-
formed body. It was found by hands in wounds. It's a testament
to how deep the body goes, and to the pedagogies of bodies and
wounds—the bodies and wounds that students bring with them,
that they learn to learn with, if they are allowed. “Reach out your
hand and put it in your own side,” Jesus might have said, and see
what you can learn from it.
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10. Vulnerability

The last we see of Jesus in John's gospel, just a few para-
graphs after he met Mary in the garden and showed Thomas
his wounds, he's grilling fish on a beach and backing Peter into a
corner. They are on the shore of the Sea of Tiberias, about a half
dozen of them, and Jesus is talking about love. As they talk, Pe-
ter can't quite say the word love the way Jesus wants him to, and
Jesus is getting frustrated. There is a do not hold on to me under
the surface of things, attached somehow to the thread of bodi-
ly ambivalence that ran through Jesus’ conversation with Mary,
but now it's Peter who isn't sure. They go around and around.
Perhaps Peter has already traded his wounds for certainty; per-
haps Peter has already settled on masculine self-sufficiency as
the safest path. Maybe he has opted for completeness, or for
“radical detachment, emotional, intellectual, and political distan-
ciation.”*® Peter might have seen the way the wounds were sunk
into Jesus’ body, the way they were laced across him, and he
might have begun to choke on the word “love.”

1 :;FT. About the Author
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“When you grow old,” Jesus told him, “someone else will fasten
a belt around you and take you where you do not wish to go."*
It will happen to you too, Jesus tells him; don't sit there pretend-
ing that you can't be hurt. An editorial remark follows in 21:19,
put in parentheses in some modern translations: “He said this to
indicate the kind of death by which he would glorify God.” Even
as Peter sat there in his self-sufficiency, talking with Jesus, the
text wants the reader to trace the shape of Peter’'s wound, to put
a hand into it, to remember it before it has happened. This com-
ment is one of the final words from the author of the gospel of
John, a benedictory remark on the high stakes of embodiment.
And these words to Peter are some of the last ones from John's
wounded Jesus—words reminding him of vulnerability, and its
inevitability, and the wounded body’s way of helping you know.
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