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Abstract. This article considers those passages in the
prophetic writings of the Hebrew Bible that present the
relationship between God and the people by means of a
metaphor of a man and his promiscuous female
partner. It reflects upon how these texts may fruitfully
be taught in a seminary or college introductory Bible
course, arguing that they should be included in the
curriculum and not ignored. Practical recom-
mendations of methods for presenting such biblical
passages in the classroom are suggested.

The impetus for this article occurred at the 1997 Society
of Biblical Literature Annual Meeting. At that meeting,
I presented a paper on the connection between Ezekiel
16, one of the marriage metaphor texts, and domestic
violence. I argued that YHWH comes off as appearing
less than kind in this text, that it reflects with an eerie
accuracy the real-life situation of domestic woman
battering, and that many biblical commentators of this
passage speak in a fashion much like that of battered
women (Day, forthcoming). During the discussion
period, one of the members of the audience replied,
``You have indeed convinced me that this is a horrible
text. But my issue is this: I teach in a seminary. How do
you suggest that I actually teach these texts to my
students?'' His question encouraged me to set out to
describe what methods I have found to be successful in
presenting such biblical passages in the classroom. The
purpose of this essay will be to articulate, within the
context of my overall pedagogical objectives, my
strategies in teaching the prophetic marriage metaphor
texts in an introductory Bible course.

Pedagogical Objectives

To begin, I will first briefly outline certain objectives
that are consciously in my mind when teaching my

introductory Hebrew Bible courses. As I teach in a
Protestant seminary of the mainline church, the goals
and experiences I describe lie within the larger context
of theological education.

Bible content

A basic and foundational goal of my introductory
course is for students to become aware of what is
actually in the Hebrew Bible. An immediate impetus
for this objective, in addition to personally deeming it
important to have an understanding of the breadth of
the biblical literature, is institutional requirement. At
my institution, passing a Bible content examination is
necessary for graduation, and any Presbyterian student
desiring ordination must also pass another Bible
content examination for her or his ordination. Many
students, I have found, do not arrive at their
theological education with knowledge of basic Bible
content, and such is even more true of the Hebrew
Bible than the New Testament.

Critical analysis

It is a purpose, I believe, of higher education in general
to promote critical thinking, not merely rote or
content-based learning, on the part of our students.
In the discipline of biblical studies, I attempt to teach
my students to think critically (in an academic sense)
about the biblical texts they encounter. In reflection
upon his own teaching, David J. A. Clines states well
such an objective:

My aim in the classroom these postmodern days is to
teach nothing to my students they can possibly forget. I
don't mean practical skills like using MacBible or the
American Theological Library Association database,
but intellectual skills of evaluation and critique, of
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analysis from varying points of view, of exposing
hidden ideologies. These are the skills in biblical
studies our students need to learn, even more than
Greek and Hebrew, and certainly more than form
criticism or the synoptic problem. (Clines 1997, 29)

I teach so as to surface critical questions about the
biblical text. Part of such a task is to encourage one's
students to learn to think consciously and critically,
and not automatically acceptingly, of the Bible. In
feminist or liberationist theory, we might speak of the
necessary approach of a ``hermeneutics of suspicion''
preceding a ``hermeneutics of acceptance.''

Ethical interpretation

I attempt to teach my students how we are responsible
for the effects of our interpretation; it is imperative
upon others that they learn to read texts in an ethical
fashion. Daniel Patte speaks of ``ethical account-
ability,'' of how ``critical exegesis is possible only
insofar as we view our critical exegetical task as a
practice that is fundamentally conceived and framed in
terms of the ethical. Critical interpretation is a praxis
that is intrinsically ethical, because from its starting
point to its concluding point it is structured by
concerns for others (and the Other)'' (1995, 2; he
speaks in chapters 2 and 3 of how his changing
exegetical practices have altered his teaching of the
Bible). My task is to encourage students not so much to
question whether their interpretation of a biblical text
is ``correct'' but instead to examine the effect that it
will have upon others. Do their interpretations serve to
liberate and encourage, or to marginalize and oppress?
Or in other words, to ask not ``What does it mean?''
but ``Who benefits and who loses?'' (Hopkins et al.
1998, 319). Other scholars speak of such power issues
in terms of colonization and the political agenda of
education; we must be wary especially in our teaching
of ``difficult'' biblical texts of what Kathleen O'Brien
Wicker terms ``discursive colonization,'' including
``power relationships in which metaphors are
actualized as experience'' (1993, 368).

My students, most of whom are preparing for
ministry of some type, will be affecting others (those in
their congregations and communities) through how
they choose to use the biblical text. They will be
responsible to a wider public, and hence must learn to
be aware of how they are either serving or harming
others through their methods and results when
interpreting the Bible. I attempt to practice such self-
awareness as well as developing this awareness in my
students, encouraging the question, ``Are we being
ethically responsible when we perform our exegesis?''
Such an approach hinges upon ethics and honesty in
teaching. I am persuaded that when we, as educators,

perceive the subject matter of the biblical texts to be
offensive or questionable, we have an obligation to
share that perspective. Ethically speaking, it is
imperative to speak of the dangers of difficult biblical
texts; in this sense, choosing not to present one's own
evaluation in teaching situations is morally wrong.

Multivalency and diversity

I attempt to have my students learn to recognize the
multivalency of the biblical literature and to value a
diversity of interpretations of it. My goal is for
students to see a biblical text through the eyes of the
``other,'' someone unlike themselves, and in so doing to
observe firsthand that persons from different life
situations and experiences will read texts in different
ways. For instance, that we today find a greater
presence of women in theological education than in
past generations signifies a need to ponder this
situation in teaching methods and in the questions
raised of a biblical text (for example, see Chopp's
[1995] consideration of this change in religious
education). Within biblical and theological studies,
Mark K. Taylor speaks of the need for ``synchronic''
(examining the complexity of meaning as seen through
contemporary cultural forms or diverse strata of
political power) as well as the more traditional
``diachronic'' (the attempt to find meaning by looking
back to original traditions) approaches in theological
education (1991, 259±293). In an introductory Bible
course, I find it imperative to model affirmation of
multiple readings and include a variety of different
constituencies in the classroom. As does ethical
interpretation, these practices raise students' sensitivity
to their own reading processes. Fernando F. Segovia
notes how similar pedagogical methods have the effect
of

not intellectual curiosity per se but critical engagement
with other readers Ð in dialogue and struggle in light
of one's own reality and experience, one's own
construction of one-``self'' as reader. Similarly, the
goal of this . . . pedagogical emphasis on diversity in
readers is not simply to stand in awe of the many and
varied flesh-and-blood readers engaged in the
discussion but to produce as a flesh-and-blood reader
oneself a reading and interpretation of the ancient text,
to be aware of the relationship between such a ``text''
and one's own construction of one-``self,'' and to
introduce thereby one more reader, both individual
and social, into the overall discussion. (1998, 158)

The Prophetic Marriage Metaphor

The particular topic I investigate here is the marriage
metaphor texts of the prophetic literature of the
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Hebrew Bible and how we might teach them. These
texts portray the relationship between God and the
people by means of a metaphor of a man and his
female partner or wife. The basis of their relationship
is sexual violence where the subject of abuse is God,
represented by the man, and the object of the abuse is
Israel/Jerusalem/Judah, represented by the woman.
The prophets present these oracles as having the goal
of making the people aware of how sinful their actions
have been and how God will punish them for such
waywardness. Thus, theologically speaking, they are
used to reflect the character of God and the character
of the people at that point in history.

The first prophet, chronologically, to employ this
metaphor is Hosea (chaps. 1±3). YHWH is reported to
say to Hosea, ``Go, take for yourself a promiscuous
woman and have promiscuous children, for the land
commits great promiscuity by forsaking YHWH''
(1:2). The prophet describes her actions of pursuing
lovers and his resultant indictment of taking back her
food, destroying her fields, and publicly humiliating
and exposing her (2:1-14). He will then lure her back,
so she will, in his terminology, ``call [YHWH] `my
husband' and no longer call [YHWH] `my Baal' ''
(2:16). Jeremiah takes up this metaphor, referring to
Israel's unfaithfulness in terms of illicit female sexual
activity, especially in chapters 2±3 but also scattered
here and there throughout the book. YHWH accuses
the woman, ``For long ago you broke your yoke and
burst your bonds, and you said, `I will not serve!' On
every high hill and under every green tree you sprawled
and played the whore'' (2:20). YHWH faults her for
not returning to him and making a bad example for her
``false sister Judah.''

In the book of Ezekiel we find the most forceful and
most abrasive language, in chapters 16 and 23;
throughout these passages this metaphor is amplified
and presented in two extended narratives. Chapter 16
describes Jerusalem as an orphaned baby whom
YHWH finds by the roadside and takes for his own.
He accuses her of promiscuous action, of giving his
gifts to other lovers, and of making herself sexually
available in every open square. For punishment he
gathers her (presumed) lovers, telling her,

I will deliver you into their hands and they shall throw
down your platform and break down your lofty places;
they shall strip you of your clothes and take your
beautiful objects and leave you naked and bare. They
shall bring up a mob against you, and they shall stone
you and cut you to pieces with their swords. They shall
burn your houses and execute judgments on you in the
sight of many women; I will stop you from playing the
whore, and you shall also make no more payments. So
I will satisfy my fury on you, and my jealousy shall
turn away from you; I will be calm and will be angry
no longer. (vv. 39±42)

In sum, the woman is raped, then sliced up and
stoned, and in the end YHWH shames and silences her
(vv. 62±63). In Ezekiel 23 the sisters Samaria and
Jerusalem become God's wives. The text describes how
they engage in promiscuous sexual activities in their
youth in Egypt, how they are tempted by paramours
with penises as large as those of donkeys and
ejaculations like those of stallions. For punishment,
YHWH again here hands the women over to their
lovers for similar types of abuse. In this final text there
is no sense of any sort of possible reconciliation
between the man and the woman.

As we progress chronologically through these texts,
the language becomes more vivid (the terminology is
far more sexually graphic in the Hebrew than
represented by most English translations) and the
punishment becomes of greater and greater severity
and duration. Any sense of reconciliation in the texts
progresses from being based upon romance and
seduction (Hosea and Jeremiah) to humiliation and
shame (Ezekiel) as the reason to return to YHWH.

Scholars working in the discipline of feminist
hermeneutics have suggested several difficulties with
this metaphor in the prophetic writings (Brenner 1995;
Weems 1995; Newsom and Ringe 1998; Streete 1997).
For example, the language of the texts is crude, vulgar,
and offensive, referring to women's breasts, genitals,
and sexual vaginal emissions, as well as the male
genitalia noted above. The perspective is visually
voyeuristic, based upon a male gaze upon naked
women. Furthermore, certain interpreters find
similarities between these texts and modern
pornographic literature (Brenner and van Dijk-
Hemmes 1993, 165±193; Exum 1996, 101±128; Brenner
1997, 153±174). In these passages the man's voice and
perspective dominate: the woman's perspective is not
provided, and we may well question whether it is an
accurate representation of the situation. Female
sexuality is not presented in its own right but only as
an object for male possession, and physical abuse is
insinuated to be necessary to keep women's sexuality
under control. Yet it is not only the imagery and
language that is problematic, but also its foundational
ideology that women's bodies are the property of men.
Thus the metaphor not only plays on men's fears about
women but also reinforces patriarchal views of
marriage. And if something does go awry in the
relationship, it is the woman's fault. These texts, by the
very fact that there are more than one of them and that
they speak of more than one woman, have the effect of
suggesting that the norm for women in general is
promiscuous behavior and illicit sexuality. A
theological difficulty is also inherent. Does this analogy
between religious unfaithfulness and sexual
promiscuity serve to legitimate wife beating? This
interpretation of the text is very much at odds with the
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compassionate, loving God we like to find in the Bible
and which Hosea, at least, attempts to suggest in the
final reconciliation. In sum, when women read texts
like this, they are being (implicitly) asked to read them
against their own interests, to read them from a male
perspective, to sympathize with the man and accept the
woman's indictment as deserved.

Nor is this metaphor only a ``woman's issue.'' We
must recall that these oracles were originally delivered
to (most probably) exclusively male audiences, who
were being asked to put themselves in the position of
the shamed woman in the metaphor (Weems 1995, 35±
67). These texts utilize categories frequently reserved
for violent abuse of women and instead Ð a
scandalous thought Ð apply them to men. And at
the level of the text itself, men are also subjects, being
invited to partake of the gaze at the exposed woman.
Hence, they are difficult texts from the perspective of
both genders.

The greatest difficulty with the use of this
metaphor, I would argue, is that is makes its point at
the expense of real-life women and children. As Renita
J. Weems inquires, ``[W]hat does it do to those who
have been actually raped and battered, or who live
daily with the threat of being raped and battered, to
read sacred texts that justify rape and luxuriate
obscenely in every detail of a woman's humiliation
and battery?'' (1995, 8). Use of this metaphor carries
with it the danger that it will promote domestic
violence. I fear that such is especially the case if utilized
in tandem with those New Testament texts which
promote how wives should be submissive and obedient
to their husbands, that many women do not leave their
abusive partners because of these biblical witnesses,
because of ``what the Bible says.'' In all, this is a
hazardous metaphor to use to describe God.

The question of inclusion

So, what to do with these passages when teaching? As I
teach in a seminary, almost all of my students come to
their education with some sort of faith perspective,
many from more traditional or conservative faith
traditions. They for themselves expect the Bible to be
``Scripture,'' somehow the ``Word of God.'' But if so,
how can such potentially offensive, potentially
hazardous, biblical texts be given such authority?
Katheryn Pfisterer Darr, in an article considering
difficult texts of various sorts in Ezekiel, gives a
suggestion that I have utilized. She speaks of making
problems out of the texts, of ``turning narratives into
problems'' (1992, 110±113). Such can be done with
these particular marriage metaphor texts, for instance,
historically (what were the historical situations at the
times of the writings and what caused the prophets to
use this particular metaphor to provide a message to

the people?), theologically (how does this view of God
and humanity conflict with others in the Bible or
religious traditions?), or practically (how do these texts
affect society today?).

We have seen the characteristics of this metaphor
that render it problematic. Yet I have found that the
typical theological student, when presented with this
material, does not automatically see the difficulty in it.
For one thing, many students, even in a graduate
program, come to our courses with a devotional
understanding of the Bible as undertaken privately or
in faith communities (synagogue, church). When
looking to the Bible, they expect to find ``good news.''
They are occasioned to think that God is always loving
and that human beings are inherently sinful. Therefore,
such is the lens through which they view these
marriage metaphor texts. In this regard, traditional
academic interpretations of these passages which do
not address these concerns are of little help in assisting
students to see the difficulties of these texts; that is, if
turning to the commentaries, students will still not
likely see the harm. Instead, as I suggest in my objective
of critical analysis, we must teach our students how to
think critically about these and other issues on their
own. If we do want our students to be aware of such
concerns, the classroom is the primary locus for
dissemination.

Should these passages be taught in our classrooms?
We should not respond an automatic ``yes'' to this
question, especially when considering the typical Bible
or Hebrew Bible survey course, during which there is
not usually enough time to include discussion of all
texts included in the canon. Should these passages be
ones to ignore? Some instructors would, perhaps for
considered reasons, indeed choose to ignore them. I
have polled some of our students, asking them how
these texts are presented when it is one of my
colleagues who is teaching our introductory survey
course on the prophets. They inform me that this
metaphor is just not included at all in lectures or
discussion. But for several reasons, I am of the opinion
that we cannot ignore these texts in our teaching of the
Hebrew Bible. The first reason is because they are in
the Hebrew Bible and part of our job as instructors is
to familiarize our students with the content of the
Bible. As I noted above, my first objective is that our
students know Bible content, and they are tested on
their knowledge. We would do them a grave disservice
by choosing not to inform them fully. In addition, our
typical students do not have a good grasp of what is in
the Bible when they walk through our doors. Many are
second-career students who have forgotten what they
may have learned about the Bible in college; many
come with undergraduate degrees not in religious
studies or even the humanities but in the sciences
(chemistry, mathematics, etc.) or professional areas
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(business, accounting, nursing, etc.); many did not
grow up in the church or synagogue but have only
come lately to it. All of these factors lead to greater
``biblical illiteracy.''

Second, students must obtain an accurate
understanding of the biblical material. To legitimately
understand a prophetic book, one must see all facets of
the message, misogynistic and all. Third and more
broadly, in order to understand the role of women and
the interactions between women and men in ancient
society in general, these texts are important witnesses
to the thought and practice of the times. And last, I am
convinced that we cannot afford to ignore these texts
for the potential harm that they can do to real-life
women and children. As educators wishing to teach
our students to be ethical interpreters of the Bible (my
third objective), we must demonstrate how they can be
used either for good or for ill. Ignoring that they exist
does not help the woman in the shelter downtown
whose pastor might refer to such passages regularly.
To fight physical abuse in society, we must ourselves
be informed and prepared, and we must likewise
prepare our students as best we can to stand against
violence.

Specific Suggestions

I will put forward four suggestions for how we might
approach and present these passages in our teaching.
The particular course in which I use these approaches
is an introductory course on the prophets and the
psalms. While I teach at a Protestant seminary, I do not
find these ideas uniquely suited to that environment;
they can work as well for the teaching of
undergraduates in an introductory Bible course in a
religious studies program.

Word association

At the beginning of a class period, before discussing
any other biblical topic or passage, I begin with a word
association exercise. My purpose is to replicate the
shock value of the marriage metaphor texts at the
semantic level (through the graphic vocabulary in
English) as well as the shock of the subject matter
itself. I ask the students to shut their eyes and listen. I
then slowly recite a series of words: adultery, whore,
prostitution, pollution, naked women, cunt, tits,
clitoris, rape, sex. These terms are intentionally
specific and graphic. Though it is generally true that
the Hebrew Bible is reticent regarding the naming of
sexual body parts (Brenner 1997, 32), this characteristic
is less true in these marriage metaphor passages,
especially in Ezekiel, in which we do find quite sexually
graphic expressions. Many of the terms are
infrequently used in the Hebrew Bible, translated with

assistance from ancient Near Eastern cognate
languages. After a moment of silence, I ask the
students what they mentally thought and how they
physically felt during that time. Were they shocked?
Disgusted? Did they feel a knot in their stomachs or a
bitter taste in their mouths? Sometimes, if I am feeling
particularly courageous, I also ask them whether they
felt at all sexually aroused. Then I turn to these
prophetic passages and point out that all such ideas
and images, in great abundance and repetition, are
found there. Thinking back to their own reactions, I
have the students imagine how ancient audiences,
listening to these prophets give these oracles, might
have felt at what they heard. Then I have the students
consider whether there may have been any difference
between how a woman in that audience and a male
member of the audience would have felt. For what type
of effect was the prophet aiming when choosing such
rhetoric? In this exercise I attempt especially to meet
my fourth objective of multivalency and diversity, to
see that different persons in the class react differently
to this topic, to demonstrate the complexity of
meaning in both ancient and contemporary
interpretations.

Separate narrative

I take one of these passages (I think that Ezekiel 16, as
the most extended narrative, works best) and type it
out on a separate piece of paper. I change the names Ð
instead of YHWH and Jerusalem, making them Bob
and Emily or some such common names. I also go
through the passage and update the language.
Possibilities include changing the ancient place names
(Canaanite, Amorite, Hittite, Egyptian, Philistine) to
ethnic categories in contemporary society, and
updating the birthing ritual, the types of clothing, the
sexual toys, and the list of weapons used against the
woman to ones we commonly use today. I distribute
copies of this narrative to the class and ask them to
read it as they would a short story. Then I have them
analyze the narrative. Who are the main characters and
what are their traits? What is the progression of the
described actions? Who is reporting the actions; from
whose point of view are things described? What are the
feelings of the male protagonist? of the female
protagonist? In sum, I try to let the students enter into
the situation described and think about it without it
being ``Bible.'' Then we talk about how we might
interpret such a story within the context of the Bible.
The emphasis of this exercise is upon my second
objective of critical analysis, to learn skills of
evaluation and critique, utilizing close analysis of texts.

Because I find that students often get hung up on
what is permissible to be in their scripture, the point of
these first two suggestions is to remove these texts
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from the role and expectations of sacred literature.
Practically speaking, though, I have discovered that
this is not entirely possible. That is, if the students are
sitting in a course entitled ``Introduction to the Hebrew
Bible,'' they tend to guess that any exercise an
instructor has them perform is somehow going to be
brought around to the Bible.

Lectionary comparison

Another method of teaching these texts is to consider
how they are used in the lectionary readings. I do this
because, as I teach in a Christian seminary, it is
relevant to those preparing for ministry to consider
how the church has chosen to use these texts in its
worship. However, I think that this concept would also
work in Jewish or in religious studies contexts; for the
latter the goal would become to see how a given
religious tradition emphasizes certain ideas,
historically in the sense of the choice of texts to be
included and currently in contemporary use by
religious communities.

First I ask the students to see if and when these four
texts appear in the Revised Common Lectionary.
When so doing, they discover that only parts of the
Hosea passage are included, 1:2±10 and 2:14±20. The
first question then becomes, why were the others
excluded? What other portions of Jeremiah and Ezekiel
were chosen instead of their marriage metaphor
sections? I have the students look at what portions of
Hosea 1±3 were chosen. They discover that the parts of
the story included are the very beginning and the very
end. The first reading (1:2±10) includes the account of
how Hosea and Gomer's children are given symbolic
names, and the second (2:14±20) is YHWH's promise
to forgive and love the woman into the future. The
heart of the little story, the graphically nasty part, is
omitted; only the pretty, optimistic part is left to be
read in church. The students might also find old
bulletins from their churches from the Sundays in
which these readings come up (they are in two different
lectionary years, so none would be more than a year in
the past) and look at which text the pastors chose to
read and on which to preach their sermons.

Then I turn to consider the other lectionary texts for
those two Sundays. I read them all orally, in
succession, to the class, and ask them to lodge their
impressions. If they were persons in the pews, hearing
this succession of readings, what would the effect be?
What I am attempting to encourage the students to see
is how texts interpret one another. On the Sunday on
which Hosea 1:2±10 is used, the other texts are Psalm
85, Colossians 2:6±15, and Luke 11:1±13. The psalm
emphasizes that God is steadfast, faithful, and
righteous, a God who ``gives what is good'' and who
will not remain angry forever. The epistle lesson

stresses that God forgives our trespasses and the gospel
passage, that God gives only good gifts to God's
children. On the Sunday of the other Hosea reading
(2:14±20) the other readings are Psalm 103:1±13, 22; 2
Corinthians 3:1±6, and Mark 2:13±22. This psalm also
emphasizes the steadfast love of God as well as God's
mercy and forgiveness, God as One who will not be
angry forever but who punishes people according to
what they deserve. The epistle speaks of how human
beings are not competent individuals in and of
themselves but are entirely dependent upon God, and
the gospel lesson tells a story about sinful persons.

My goal in utilizing this exercise is to have the
students see how texts interpret one another and the
effect that the whole has upon a listener (my third
objective). These series of texts are especially
intriguing. In each Sunday, the other texts emphasize
how loving and patient God is, how God does only
good things, and how humans are sinful and
dependent. Placing them alongside the marriage
metaphor encourages a hearer to find in those texts a
God who is only compassionate and a human being Ð
here the woman Ð who is sinful and deserving of the
punishment God metes out. In encouraging my
students to observe how the other texts on a given
Sunday affect the understanding of the marriage
metaphor text, my larger goal is to teach them to see
that all reading is interested. We never interpret
anything in a disinterested, completely objective
fashion; even something as seemingly innocuous as
the church lectionary is not neutral. The students can
see the subliminal way that suggestion works, without
the text's stating anything outrightly about the
character of the woman. I then take this exercise into
the larger questions in an introductory Hebrew Bible
course, about how the canon might have been
composed or how they themselves are also not neutral
readers of these texts.

Discussion sessions

One of the more fruitful ways of working with these
texts is to provide time outside of class to discuss them.
Our students often complain that courses, especially
survey courses, move too quickly; they insist that they
do not have time to consider and absorb all the things
in which they have interest in the class time or to
wrestle with difficult issues. A way to counter this
concern is to set up a discussion time and announce a
topic and invite anyone in the school community to
come and take part. In doing so, I try to keep the time
allotment brief (typically an hour) so that the
commitment is not too large, to advertise in such a
way that it does not appear as just a ``feminist'' issue,
and to ask that any participants read at least one of
these texts in advance so that the discussion might be
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informed. One might also prime the pump by asking a
member from the theology field to come and include in
the discussion how we use metaphors for God.
Convening such discussion sessions takes little time
and effort on the part of the instructor; one need only
locate a time and place and determine beforehand a
few questions to get the discussion rolling. I usually
make it clear when advertising the session that it will
not be a lecture from the professor but an opportunity
for the students to bring their own questions and
concerns. Our students tend to be very appreciative of
such events; I have found that they are aching for more
educational opportunities outside of the classroom.
And even the advertisement of such an event is an
educational opportunity, for those who do not choose
to attend as well as for those who do. Regarding one
such announcement, one person commented, ``I read
the texts you noted on the flyer and I was astonished. I
never knew that was in the Bible.'' And this was one of
our faculty members, who had preached hundreds if
not thousands of sermons in his decades-long career!

When holding such a discussion session on these
texts this past fall, I asked the students whether these
passages should be taught in seminary and in the
church. Unanimously they replied that they should,
that such difficult passages should not be overlooked. I
have also been teaching a women's group, composed of
retired women in their 60's and 70's, at a local church.
We took up this topic at a recent meeting, during
which they complained that their pastor did not ever
teach or preach such texts. I turned this experience into
a teaching point for my students, observing to them
that even if they themselves find these marriage
metaphor texts personally distasteful, they need to
learn about these bits of the biblical tradition for the
sake of the persons whom they plan to serve in their
ministries. Indeed, we cannot ``protect'' either our
students or our congregations from such issues by
refusing to deal with them. Such a decision is only
patronizing.
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