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Shame is being increasingly recognised as a widespread social dynamic. However there 

has been less recognition of how much the expression of shame can be gendered.  

Women's bodies are often at the centre of conflict, or the vehicle for the 

expression of communal emotion. In many cultures, during a funeral or prolonged time 

of family mourning, it is the women who wear black. In both colonial and nationalist 

discourses, women are used as the symbol of family honour, civic order, and of the 

nation's backwardness or enlightenment. David deSilva describes how in some 

societies the woman “is embedded in the identity and honour of some male (her father, 

if she is unmarried, her husband after she marries).”87  Bruce Malina, in his book on the 

New Testament world, comments that “In the area of individual, concrete behaviour, 

honor and shame are gender specific. … individual males symbol honor and individual 

females symbol shame. … feelings of ‘shame’ to reveal nakedness, modesty, shyness, 

blushing, timidity, restraint, sexual exclusiveness – all this is positive shame (sic) for 

the female and makes her honorable.”88  

Shame finds particular female embodiment across different cultures in three 

dimensions: ascribed shame, embodied shame, and the female universal of 

menstruation and reproductive body fluids. These are part of the lived experience of 

women around the world. If shame is symbolized more in women’s bodies in cultures 

                                                   
 

 
87 David A deSilva, Honor, Patronage, Kinship & Purity: Unlocking the New Testament Culture (Downers Grove, IL: IVP 
Academic, 2000), 34. 
88 Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology., 3rd ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2001), 49. My italics. 
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around the world, how does the good news of Jesus Messiah speak to the embodied 

nature of female shame?  

Ascribed shame 

Shame is ascribed proportionally more to women in many situations. Sometimes even 

when they are the victims they bear the blame for what has happened to them.89 So 

traditionally women carried the responsibility when a couple were unable to have 

children (or only produced daughters instead of sons).90 And a recent British report 

noted that after a divorce, women were found to be twice as likely as men to feel 

shame.91 Even when it was the man who walked out of the marriage or initiated the 

divorce, the women (wives and daughters) describe their feelings of shame. In New 

Testament times, it was almost impossible for women to initiate divorce: that power 

belonged to men.92 Yet the Samaritan woman93 who had had five husbands is often 

described by commentators as an ‘immoral woman’, despite the fact that in her 

situation Jesus makes no mention of sin or forgiveness. A group of Bangladeshi women, 

hearing the story, commented, “She was probably unable to have children, which is 

why they kept divorcing her.”  

Around the world, women are made to carry the responsibility for men’s desire 

or violent actions. This is used to justify some of the required rules of women’s 

                                                   
 

 
89 A colloquial term for this is ‘slut-shaming.’ 
90 So Luke 1:7,25. 
91 Steve Doughty, “How divorce still carries a stigma in the 21st century: Half of couples who split say they feel a sense of 
shame and failure,” Daily Mail Australia, March 26, 2014, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2589429/How-divorce-
carries-stigma-21st-century-Half-couples-split-say-feel-sense-shame-failure.html. 
92 Hence Jesus’ warnings to those men who took too easy advantage of their power: Matthew 5:31-32. 
93 John 4. 
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covering in different cultures.  In the west also, by preferring language which 

describes a woman as ‘hot’ rather than talking about his own sexual desires, the man is 

placing the locus of control within the woman’s body, thus absolving him of 

responsibility for his sexual feelings – making it ‘her fault’ if he gets turned on – or if 

he doesn’t.94 When desire is wrongly directed it can demean and distort human 

relationships: and by ascribing to women the responsibility for creating desire, shame 

becomes embedded in women as female bodies.95  

Shockingly, even in situations of violence such as rape, women are frequently 

told it was their fault because of how they dressed or behaved. Is this the reason that 

some commentators prefer to ascribe blame to Bathsheba for David’s actions?96 While 

some might question the power imbalance between a woman and the king, the Bible is 

clear in attributing fault to David.97 And similarly in domestic violence, it is often 

assumed that the woman provoked the violence or was responsible for it. More 

frighteningly, women are encouraged to remain within the lived fear and shame of 

experiencing violence in the home – often even in the name of religion: and this can 

occur from religious leaders within Christianity as well as Islam.  

Embodied shame 

As well as socially ascribed shame which women receive through life situations, women 

also experience shame in embodied form. In the west and beyond young women and 

                                                   
 

 
94 Emma Lindsay, “Why Does Dating Men Make Me Feel Like Shit?” Medium, February 18, 2017, 
https://medium.com/@emmalindsay/why-does-dating-men-make-me-feel-like-shit-12c25e539021. 
95 So Tamar: 1 Samuel 13:1-20. 
96 For example, Kenneth E. Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes: Cultural Studies in the Gospels (Downers Grove, IL: IVP 
Academic, 2008), 40-41. 
97 2 Samuel 12:1-14, 1 Kings 15:5, Matthew 1:6. 
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men experience shame associated with their bodies. Eating disorders have been linked 

with shame. External shame, feeling of less value than others, is associated with 

anorexia nervosa symptoms. Internal shame, believing that we have not lived up to our 

own standards or expectations, is connected with bulimia nervosa symptoms.98 While 

both women and men experience these disorders, they are far more prevalent in the 

female population.  

But shame is more particularly localised in a woman’s body. The proverb that ‘a 

man’s honour lies between the legs of a woman’ locates the honour of men, of families, 

even of nations, in a woman’s sexual chastity.99 This contrasts with male sexuality, 

where the expression of virility can be even valorised, or at least not sanctioned in the 

same way. In many societies, the notion of honour encodes shame with femaleness. 

The strength of this association governs not only what happens to women in sexual 

terms, but also shapes where and how women may move, what they wear, and what 

they can or cannot do. Lama Abud-Odeh suggests that Arab women “are supposed to 

perform a ‘public’ virginity with a certain body ‘style,’ the body moving within a defined 

and delimited social space. Each one of the above borders, the vaginal, the bodily, and 

the social is enforced through a set of regulations and prohibitions that the woman is 

not supposed to violate.”100 Where women can walk (particularly in public places), how 

they walk (bodily comportment), with whom, how they dress, how loudly they can talk 

                                                   
 

 
98 Nicholas A. Troop et al., “Shame in women with a history of eating disorders,” European Eating Disorders Review 16, no. 6 
(November/December 2008): 480-488, https://doi.org/10.1002/erv.858. 
99 This oft-quoted Arab proverb is also found in other countries, including Latin America. Valerie M. Hudson et al., Sex and 
World Peace (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 8. 
100 Lama Abu-Odeh, “Honor Killings and the Construction of Gender in Arab Societies,” American Journal of Comparative Law 
58, no. 4 (Fall 2010): 923, https://doi:10.5131/ajcl.2010.0007. 
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or laugh, are all mandated towards the goal of guarding their modesty. Sadaf Ahmad 

notes that for women in Pakistan “any activity deemed culturally inappropriate thus 

results in the loss of honor, and not just hers but also her family’s, and eventually her 

nation’s.”101 Family and national honour is protected through ensuring that women 

keep within carefully prescribed community cultural guidelines for modest dress  

and behaviour.  

When shame is located in the woman’s body, if she is thought to have 

transgressed community expectations for female behaviour, then family honour may 

be restored by killing her. The UNPF estimates that 5000 women are killed each year in 

‘honour’ killings (almost all in the Muslim world). Authors Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl 

WuDunn estimate that the real figures are at least 6000 annually.102 Beyond honour 

killings, women are also victims of ‘honour rapes’. Allying women’s sexuality with 

shame allows the use of rape as a weapon to disgrace the victim’s family, clan or 

nation. Militias in many countries have recognised that the most effective way to 

terrorise a civilian population is to commit brutally savage rapes. Rape was formally 

recognised as a ‘weapon of war’ by the United Nations in 2008, now so widely used 

that one commander suggests “It has probably become more dangerous to be a woman 

than a soldier in an armed conflict.”103 I heard of stories from Syrian women refugees 

                                                   
 

 
101 Sadaf Ahmad, Transforming Faith: The Story of Al-Huda and Islamic Revivalism Among Urban Pakistani Women (New York: 
Syracuse University Press, 2009), L.681. 
102 They suggest that many of the executions are disguised as accidents or suicides. Nicholas D. Kristof and Sheryl 
WuDunn, Half the Sky: Turning Oppression Into Opportunity For Women Worldwide (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010) 82. 
103 Kristof and WuDunn, Half the Sky, 84. 
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of unspeakably sadistic rape at the hands of occupying militias. Mukhtar Bibi104 in 

Pakistan has given other women courage by her refusal to suicide after a gang rape 

‘punishment’105 of her family, but rather being willing to face public shame to see her 

rapists charged, and provide help for other women.106  

A related dimension of embodied shame is the injunction for Muslim women to 

cover or hide their ‘awrah.’ Awrah is ‘that which must be concealed’. While it is often 

translated as ‘nakedness,’ in literary Arabic it actually means ‘defectiveness, 

faultiness, deficiency, imperfection; genitals; weakness.’107 What constitutes awrah 

differs both according to different Muslim schools of law, and also according to 

context. It includes some parts of men’s bodies, but it is more extensive in relation to 

women’s bodies and can include even their whole body form. Gabriele Vom Bruck 

comments about Yemeni women: “On attaining physical maturity, a woman is said to be 

‘aurah, literally, that which is indecent to reveal. … One of the guiding principles of 

learning to be female is to conceal one facet of identity – the surface of the body – 

from non-mahram108 both at home and in the street.” Women’s perfume and voices are 

included in their ‛awrah.109 The inclusion of women’s voices in their awrah is the reason 

                                                   
 

 
104 Alia Waheed, “Hope of belated justice for Pakistani woman gang-raped as a punishment,” The Guardian Australia, June 3, 
2016, https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/jun/03/mukhtar-mai-pakistani-woman-gang-rape-
punishment-hope-belated-justice. 
105 Declan Walsh, “She was gang-raped on the orders of village elders. Yesterday, Mukhtaran Bibi's nightmare began 
again,” The Guardian Australia, March 4, 2005, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/mar/04/pakistan.declanwalsh. 
106 Waheed, “Hope of belated justice” and Walsh, “She was gang-raped.” 
107 Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic (1974). Awrah is a term used within Islam which denotes the intimate 
parts of the body, for both men and women, which must be covered with clothing. Exposing the awrah is unlawful in Islam 
and is regarded as sin. The exact definition of awrah varies between different schools of Islamic thought. https://islamic-
dictionary.tumblr.com/post/5658467793/awrah-arabic-%D8%B9%D9%88%D8%B1%D8%A9-is-a-term-used. 
108 Non-related males. 
109 Gabriele vom Bruck, “Elusive Bodies: The Politics of Aesthetics among Yemeni Elite Women” in Gender, Politics, and 
Islam, ed. Therese Saliba et al., 161-200 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 172, 178. 
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that women Qur’anic reciters do not perform in public today in the Middle East. I have 

been told that if a woman’s voice is heard outside her apartment, it is as if she walked 

outside naked. Even in Indonesia, where women reciters of the Qur’an are common, 

they may face restrictions in international competitions, and also around the question 

of whether they can perform if they are menstruating.110  

Fedwa Malti-Douglas quotes Nawal El-Saadawi’s childhood “sensation that my 

body was ‘awra.”111 The English translation of El-Saadawi’s book renders it as 

“Shameful! Everything in me was shameful, and I was a child of just nine years old.”112 

In early twentieth-century Indonesia, Ahmad Dahlan (1868-1923) asked his  

female students, “Aren’t you ashamed of showing your awra to men?” “It would be a 

deep embarrassment, Sir!” they replied. “Then why do you go to male doctors when you 

are ill, even when you deliver your baby [and let them see your awra]? If you are 

ashamed, then continue studying and become doctors, so that we have female doctors 

for women.”113 

Menstrual shame 

Embodied shame finds particular and universal female form in menstruation. 

Menstruation is both a specific and all-inclusive aspect of how shame may be embodied 

                                                   
 

 
110 Pieternella van Doorn-Harder, Women Shaping Islam: Reading the Qur’an in Indonesia (Urbana and Chicago: University of 
Illinois Press, 2006), 237-9. 
111 Fedwa Malti-Douglas, Woman’s Body, Woman’s Word: Gender and Discourse in Arabo-Islamic Writing (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1991), 121. 
112 Nawal El Saadawi, Memoirs of a Woman Doctor (London: Saqi Books, 1988), 10. 
113 Tutin Aryanti, “Shame and Borders: The ’Aisyiyah’s Struggle for Muslim Women’s Education in Indonesia” in Gender, 
Religion and Education in a Chaotic Postmodern World, ed. Zehavit Gross et al., 83-92 (Netherlands: Springer, 2013), 83. The 
same impulse took Nawaal El Saadawi on to study medicine and become a doctor, and eventually Director of the Ministry of 
Public Health in Egypt. 
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in the natural cycles of being women. It was controversially highlighted by Germaine 

Greer in her comment, “If you don’t find your pants full of blood at age 13 then you 

don’t understand what it is to be a woman.”114 Most women have either experienced, or 

fear, the intense shame associated with menstrual blood leaking and becoming evident 

to those around us. Used sanitary objects evoke far more visceral disgust than 

something like a bloodstained bandage. Menstrual blood is one of the few substances 

around which there is widespread, almost universal taboo, with different meanings, 

around the world.115 

Beyond the personal dimension of associated shame, in most major religions, 

menstruation is linked with ritual uncleanness, and women being unable to participate 

fully in communal piety.  

For example, within Islam, Muslim women cannot perform the daily salah 

prayers, join in fasting, or hold or recite the Qur’an when they are menstruating. In 

many Muslim communities, they are not allowed to enter the mosque during this 

period.116 Some suggest that it is God’s mercy that women are not allowed to join these 

religious duties during their menstruation. One female mosque teacher told me: “Now 

fasting and salah are tiring and exhausting and the woman during her monthly period 

loses a lot of her blood and her time, and fasting and even salah become extra 

                                                   
 

 
114 Ian Johnston, “Germaine Greer: Author gives Cardiff University speech despite her comments on transgender people” 
Independent, November 18, 2015, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/germaine-greer-author-gives-cardiff-
university-speech-despite-protests-against-her-comments-on-a6739746.html. 
115 Thomas Buckley and Alma Gottlieb, eds., Blood Magic: The Anthropology of Menstruation (Berkley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1988). 
116 However there is also a Hadith in support of menstruating women attending the mosque: ‘A’ishah said: The Messenger 
of Allah once told me to get his mat from the masjid and I said, “I am menstruating!” He replied, “Your menses is not on 
your hands.” (Sunan Abu Dawud vol.1, no. 261 and Sahih Muslim vol.1, no. 587). www.searchtruth.com. 
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exhausting. And so she isn’t ready to pray and the blood which issues from her is 

unclean: but this matter is to do with worshipping God, so during her menstruation she 

doesn’t pray.” A website agrees: “Many women suffer from extreme cramps, heavy 

bleeding, nausea, headaches, and other maladies during their cycle. It is truly a sign of 

the mercy of Allah Almighty that we are excused from prayer during this time. I know 

more than one sister who would be unable to perform the physical duties of the prayer 

during her cycle.”117 

While some may feel this taboo as a mercy, others are more sceptical! One 

woman notes: “I have little interest in what an all-male body of scholars has to say 

about my monthly cycle and what invalidates my prayer. That the scholars were all 

men and issued rulings from a deeply male experience (that, too, a very specific sort of 

male experience – based on class, region, age, etc.) needs to stop being ignored in  

the mainstream.”118 

And one of the most well-known and authoritative hadith concerning women 

ties menstruation directly with women’s deficiency:  

NARRATED ABU SAID AL-KHUDRI:  

Once Allah's Apostle went out to the Musalla (to offer the prayer) of 'Id-

al-Adha or Al-Fitr prayer. Then he passed by the women and said, 

"O women! Give alms, as I have seen that the majority of the dwellers of 

                                                   
 

 
117 “Keep Connection with God During Menstruation,” Islam Online, https://archive.islamonline.net/?p=5614. 
118 Orbala, “Menstruation, Ramadhan, and the Muslim Woman: beyond the whole “it’s a break from prayer/fasting!”” 
Freedom from the Forbidden, July 1, 2016, https://orbala.wordpress.com/2016/07/01/menstruation-ramadhan-and-the-
muslim-woman-beyond-the-whole-its-a-break-from-prayerfasting/. 
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Hell-fire were you (women)." They asked, "Why is it so, O Allah's Apostle?" 

He replied, "You curse frequently and are ungrateful to your husbands. I 

have not seen anyone more deficient in intelligence and religion than you. 

A cautious sensible man could be led astray by some of you." 

The women asked, "O Allah's Apostle! What is deficient in our intelligence 

and religion?" He said, "Is not the evidence of two women equal to the 

witness of one man?" They replied in the affirmative. He said, "This is the 

deficiency in her intelligence. Isn't it true that a woman can neither pray 

nor fast during her menses?" The women replied in the affirmative. He 

said, "This is the deficiency in her religion."  

(SAHIH BUKHARI BOOK #6, HADITH #301)119 

While the categories of minor impurity in Islam are not gender specific, most of 

the categories of major impurity concern women: menstrual flow, emission of sexual 

fluid or sexual intercourse, and childbirth (for about six weeks). Marjo Buitelaar notes 

that although “this only means that women are more often impure but certainly not 

inherently more impure than men, in practice women tend to be more strongly 

associated with impurity than men.”120  

Anthropologist Mary Douglas’s famous definition of dirt as ‘matter out of place’ 

explains the widespread fear of bodily fluids (that enable women’s God-given 

reproductive capacity), when they are outside the woman’s body. The same definition 

                                                   
 

 
119 www.searchtruth.com. Emphasis mine. 
120 Marjo Buitelaar, “Space: Hammam—Overview” in Encyclopedia of Women & Islamic Cultures, ed. Suad Joseph, 4:541–543 
(Leiden: Brill, 2007), 542. 
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helps us see how, when women’s sexuality is understood as the property of men,  

then control or removal of the female body can be justified in order to prevent it being 

‘out of place’ or shameful or ‘dirty’. Female genital mutilation121 is a form of violent 

control cut into the bodies of women, to remove any possibility of sexual enjoyment for 

women. Its practice is justified by the need to control women’s chaotic sexuality. In 

the most extreme form of FGM, both menstruation and sexual intercourse are  

painful, and childbirth is only possible by cutting the woman open and re-sewing  

her afterwards.  

Jesus came to take the shame of humanity in his shameful death on the cross, 

that we might be reconciled to God, restored and exalted to the status of being his 

children. But how does the gospel speak specifically to shame ascribed to or embodied 

in women. 

Ascribed shame - public vindication 

Shame causes us to want to hide, to omit facts, lie or keep secrets, thinking that we 

will be rejected if people know the truth about us. However Travis Stewart suggests 

that: “When we allow ourselves to be known, especially at our worst, we experience 

true acceptance and intimacy. Shame is grounded on the belief that if we are fully 

known we will not be accepted. Only by being fully known and accepted will we defeat 

shame.”122 In western behaviour, shame may be felt more internally within the 

individual, rather than publicly constructed. So we may seek someone safe to whom we 

                                                   
 

 
121 UNFPA, “Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) frequently asked questions,” United Nations Population Fund, July 2019, 
http://www.unfpa.org/resources/female-genital-mutilation-fgm-frequently-asked-questions. 
122 W. Travis Stewart, “Shame and Bulimia,” Eating Disorder Hope, April 18, 2015, 
https://www.eatingdisorderhope.com/information/bulimia/shame-and-bulimia. 
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are able to reveal ourselves, in order to find freedom from shame. Our instinct, in 

dealing with people carrying shame, can be to talk with them secretly, wanting to 

protect them. In contrast, in collectivist cultures, shame is about the public perception 

of people.123 In this context we see how openly Jesus deals with women who are 

carrying ascribed shame. In a stunning reversal of ascribed honour and shame, he 

affirms the love and forgiveness of the sinful woman at Simon the Pharisee’s house in 

front of everyone present. In the synagogue he calls the crippled woman over to  

where he is teaching everyone, and heals her. And the woman who is healed of the flow 

of blood, he again calls out in front of everyone to name her affliction – and healing.124 

Rather than colluding with shame’s hiddenness, he exposes the situation for  

public vindication. 

Women may tend to take in and hold what has happened to them, but in that 

holding of it is the crippling misery of shame. A public telling of the story may be how 

the trauma of shame is dealt with. The Bible tells the tales of people who have been 

ascribed communal shame: but then continues with their stories and how God went on 

to use them in His purposes! Their stories include that of Rahab (a prostitute), 

Bathsheba (a victim of rape),125 and also Peter (denying his Lord). 

                                                   
 

 
123 The concept of shame embodied in women finds more communal form in some Muslim societies. Bennett and Davies 
describe how if a couple in Bugis South Sulawesi are involved in extramarital sexual relations, while both extended families 
are shamed, it is the woman and her extended family who are ascribed shame and must defend their honour. The link 
between sexuality and shame is linguistic, with the word for genitals (kemaluan) coming from the root word for shame 
(malu). Sharyn Graham Davies, “Surveilling sexuality in Indonesia” in Sex and Sexualities in Contemporary Indonesia: Sexual 
Politics, Health, Diversity and Representations, eds. Linda Rae Bennett and Sharyn Graham Davies, 29-50 (London: 
Routledge, 2016), 33. 
124 Luke 7:36-50, 13:10-17, 7:40-48. 
125 Tamie Davis, “Why David and Bathsheba is not about adultery,” Fixing Her Eyes, September 15, 2018, 
http://www.fixinghereyes.org/single-post/2018/09/15/Why-David-and-Bathsheba-is-not-about-adultery. 
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Shame (and blame) is often ascribed more to women, including in situations of 

crisis or violence. Rather than avoidance or even private counselling, thus colluding in 

the hiddenness and trauma of shame, Jesus openly encountered women who were 

carrying ascribed social shame, thus exposing the shame and at the same time publicly 

restoring their status. When we see how Jesus dealt with people ascribed shame by 

the community, we see the harmful hiddenness of shame unmasked in a public 

statement of acceptance, forgiveness (when needed) and vindication, allowing the 

communal restoration of relationships and status.  

And these narratives point us towards how Jesus Messiah took our shame and 

that of all the world, enduring the public dishonour of the cross, and how he is 

 publicly vindicated, seated now at the right hand of the throne of God. Hence we also 

are now reconciled with God and exalted, seated with him in the heavenly places in 

Jesus Messiah. 

Shame embodied – God incarnate, and crucified 

Jesus’ interaction with women who carried socially ascribed shame enabled their 

public vindication. What is the Good News for those who experience shame embedded 

in their own bodies? 

Redemption begins at the point of incarnation, where God All-powerful emptied 

himself of divinity to take on human form in Jesus Messiah. As the eternal Word took 

shape in human flesh, all flesh receives dignity and meaning. Dualisms of good and evil 

described in terms of flesh and spirit, or female and male, are disrupted. The very 
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objections that some have to God Incarnate as One who had to sleep, eat, go to the 

toilet – these are precisely the point of incarnation in bodily form, as the divine Word 

lived among us, taking on our flesh, gloriously entering into and so transforming what 

is perceived as shameful within human systems. 

But Jesus Messiah went beyond incarnation, even to the point of shameful 

death on a cross. Brittany Wilson examines how Jesus’ life and death, in particular his 

crucifixion, challenge masculine norms of his time. She describes how “Crucifixion was 

a form of execution that particularly ‘unmanned’ its victims because it involved a series 

of bodily invasions that disfigured and disempowered the one being crucified. … 

victims could be beaten, flogged, tortured, and then stripped naked…. Death itself was 

protracted and painful, with the powerless victim suffering bodily distortions and 

experiencing a loss of bodily control. … In the ancient world, crucifixion equated to 

bodily violation in its most gruesome form.” Cicero described it as a ‘cruel and 

disgusting penalty,’ and claimed that “the very word ‘cross’ should be far removed not 

only from the person of a Roman citizen but from his thoughts, his eyes and his 

ears.”126 Jesus Messiah broke the ‘manly’ norms of his time, particularly through his 

publicly exposed, bodily-penetrated, most shameful death. It is then through that 

shame, suffering and death that he is now publicly vindicated in his resurrection, and 

highly exalted in his ascension, given the name above all names. And now he continues 

to undergo suffering and physical abuse through his followers who are his Body  

on earth.127  

                                                   
 

 
126 Brittany E. Wilson, Unmanly Men: Refigurations of Masculinity in Luke-Acts (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 
202-203. 
127 Wilson, Unmanly Men, 240. Acts 8:4-5, 22:8, 26:9-11. 
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In Jesus’ incarnation in flesh and his suffering and shameful death, those who 

follow him experience their own shame and violation taken by him,128 as they are 

redeemed to share his exalted life above. 

Body fluids – Born of a woman 

Jesus took on the shame of human bodies in his incarnation and particularly in his 

shameful crucifixion and death. But what to do with the incorporated shame, and 

religious ascription of ritual uncleanness, to women during menstruation or after 

childbirth? In a previous webzine we have discussed purity as contagious through 

Jesus Messiah.129 Here we have another aspect to explore. 

Much has been made of Jesus’ incarnation as a man in time and space (including 

around issues of women’s capacity or power to vote).130 But God’s good news in Jesus 

brings a further dimension to impurity and shame as it is embodied in women, and in 

their reproductive fluids. In the gospel of Luke we hear that the first public 

announcement to the cosmos of God Omnipotent becoming present in human form 

occurs - through a conversation between two pregnant women.131  

A Middle Eastern BMB colleague of mine, in his deeply felt cultural 

understanding of the ritual uncleanness and shame of women’s bodily fluids, could not 

                                                   
 

 
128 Isaiah 53 
129 Moyra Dale, “Ritual Purity and Defilement,” Purity, When Women Speak… webzine 2, no. 1 (April 2018), 35-66, 
https://whenwomenspeak.net/article/vol2-no1-april-2018-ritual-purity-and-defilement/. 
130 Sojourner Truth, in her memorable speech on women’s suffrage, commented: “Then that little man in black there, he 
says women can't have as much rights as men, 'cause Christ wasn't a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did 
your Christ come from? From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him.” Sojourner Truth, “Ain't I A Woman?” 
delivered in December 1851, Women’s Convention, Akron, Ohio. Fordham University, 
https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/sojtruth-woman.asp. 
131 Luke 1:39-55. In the same way the news that God incarnate had defeated death forever and was raised to new life, was 
given first to and through women (Luke 24:1-11). 
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accept that God had taken human form and been born in the messy uncleanness of a 

woman’s womb and birth canal. For him, it was impossible that God could become 

incarnate in that dimension of impurity and shame. His reaction helps us appreciate 

how startling is the news of Divine Incarnation that we read in the Gospels.  

Conclusion 

The enforced hiddenness of women’s bodies reflects hierarchies of gender and power, 

which embed shame in women as bodies. This hiddenness allows the perpetration of 

abuse and violence on them. The embodiment of shame in women makes rape an 

effective weapon of warfare, which is used to demonstrate the shame and weakness of 

the enemy, and their failure to preserve or defend their honour in their women. And 

family or national weakness, with shame, is made female in form.  

We find that Jesus Messiah meets women in each dimension of shame. He 

invites us into public restoration and participation in the story of Good News. He 

redeems us by taking our place at the cross in his own body, stripped naked and 

exposed, broken and deformed, bodily pierced / invaded (nails and spear), uncontrolled 

(thirst, hunger, loss of bodily functions). Through the very pollution of his spilt blood 

and death he brings cleansing and wholeness. 

The Bible tells us that in Jesus Messiah, God took human flesh and was born – 

of a woman. This means that women’s bodies, with all the ritual uncleanness of 

menstrual fertility and birth, are made the vehicle of God’s incarnation. So then, 

through God’s own inhabiting, women’s bodies are made holy and honoured forever. 

 

 




