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Reading John 7:53–8:11 as a narrative against male 
violence against women

Male violence against women is at shocking levels in South Africa. According to Faul, ‘A 
woman is killed by an intimate partner every eight hours, a probable underestimate because 
no perpetrator is identified in 20 percent of killings’, whilst ‘More than 30 percent of girls 
have been raped by the time they are 18’. Reeva Steenkamp’s killing by her partner, Oscar 
Pistorius, came ‘the day before she planned to wear black in a “Black Friday” protest against 
the country’s excruciatingly high number of rapes’ (Faul). The purpose of this article is to 
reread a key biblical text regarding male violence against women in order to highlight how 
Jesus would want us to respond to such violence. The text is John 7:53–8:11. The NRSV: Catholic 
Edition entitles the story ‘The woman caught in adultery’. However, this title is problematic as 
it can lead to misleading readings of the text, as I will show, and so I have given it a different 
title, namely ‘The woman threatened with stoning’. 

Read online: 
Scan this QR 
code with your 
smart phone or 
mobile device 
to read online.

Introduction
Whilst male violence against women is one of the most disturbing realities in our world, its 
pervasiveness in South Africa is truly shocking. In South Africa, ‘A woman is killed by an 
intimate partner every eight hours, a probable underestimate because no perpetrator is identified 
in 20 percent of killings’ (Faul 2013). Faul adds: ‘More than 30 percent of girls have been raped 
by the time they are 18’. Reeva Steenkamp’s killing by her partner, Oscar Pistorius, came the day 
before she planned to take part in a ‘protest against the country’s excruciatingly high number of 
rapes’ (Faul 2013).

The purpose of this article is to reread a key biblical text regarding male violence against women 
in order to learn from Jesus how to respond to it. The text is John 7:53–8:11. The NRSV: Catholic 
Edition entitles the story ‘The woman caught in adultery’. However, this title is problematic as 
it can lead to misleading readings of the text. In my view a more suitable title is ‘The woman 
threatened with stoning’. It will be more helpful to you, the reader, if I give the text verbatim 
rather than paraphrasing it.

The woman threatened with stoning / John 7:53–8:11
Then each of them went home, whilst Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. Early in the morning he came 
again to the temple. All the people came to him and he sat down and began to teach them. The scribes 
and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in adultery; and making her stand before all of 
them, they said to him, ‘Teacher, this woman was caught in the very act of committing adultery. Now in 
the law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?’ They said this to test him, 
so that they might have some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent down and wrote with his finger on 
the ground. When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, ‘Let anyone among 
you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone against her’. And once again he bent down and wrote 
on the ground. When they heard it, they went away, one by one, beginning with the elders; and Jesus was 
left alone with the woman standing before him. Jesus straightened up and said to her, ‘Woman, where are 
they? Has no one condemned you?’ She said, ‘No one, sir’. And Jesus said, ‘Neither do I condemn you. 
Go your way, and from now on do not sin again’.

Interpreting the text1

Since texts do not speak for themselves but have to be interpreted, a reader has to choose principles 
of interpretation and inner dispositions that can unlock the text’s meaning in relation to his or her 

1.On this text, see Kinukawa (1995:82–96); Schottroff (1995:177–203); O’Day (1992b:631–640); O’Day (1992a:293–297); Toensing 
(2003:159–172); Lee (1996:1–15); Saunders (1996:82–85); Malone (1985:33–35); Reinhartz (2000:454–55); Watson (1999:100–108); 
McDonald (1995:415–427); Moloney (1998:258–269); Young (1995:59–70); Wallace (1993:290–296); Ehrman (1988:24–44); Lightfoot 
(1960:345–348); and Brown (1966:332–338).

Dates: Received: 18 Mar. 2015 | Accepted: 18 May 2015 | Published: 14 Aug. 2015
How to cite this article: O’Sullivan, M., 2015, ‘Reading John 7:53–8:11 as a narrative against male violence against women’, HTS 
Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 71(1), Art. #2939, 8 pages. http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/hts.v71i1.2939 
Copyright: © 2015. The Authors. Licensee: AOSIS OpenJournals. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution License.

http://www.hts.org.za
mailto:spiremos@gmail.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/hts.v71i1.2939


http://www.hts.org.za doi:10.4102/hts.v71i1.2939

Page 2 of 8 Original Research

purpose in reading it. For that reason I choose to read the text 
with a feminist hermeneutic (O’Sullivan 2010:302–309). I also 
read it on its own terms without reference to its larger literary 
context, as O’Day (1992a:297) advocates, on the grounds that 
scholars are divided as to whether or not it belongs originally 
to the tradition of John’s Gospel.2

The use of a feminist hermeneutic explains my choice of title 
for the text as l will read the story as a story of how the male 
Jesus in his capacity as saviour responds to the situation of 
a woman in danger of being stoned to death by other males, 
and on religious grounds.

A feminist hermeneutic is also attentive to the fact that the 
person who stands accused is a woman, that Jesus and her 
accusers are all men, and that there may be a link between the 
situation of the woman in the story and a bias against women 
in the society.3 It emphasises the value of standing with the 
woman in the story for the sake of how to read and respond 
to the text. Interpreting the text in this way one notices that 
the woman is in effect a ‘non-person’ (Toensing 2003:159). 
She has no name, is identified only by the charge brought 
against her (Toensing 2003:162), which reduces her to an 
unacceptable sexual object, and is treated like a passive object 
for debate, a public spectacle, and as bait to try and trap 
Jesus. The fact that she has no name and her story is placed 
in the Johannine text may be significant for interpreting 
the text since ‘very often the symbolic characters in John … 
are nameless, which enhances their power to represent 
collectivities without losing their particularity’ (Schneiders 
1999a:189). She is also on her own, without an advocate, 
among men with authority, authority that can kill women. 
Knowledge of the world behind the text4 informs the reader 
that she is part of an androcentric and kyriarchal society (Baab 
1962:864–865; Leviticus 12:1–8; Mooney & De Hammond 
1989:20–21; Saunders 1996:18–19; Witherington 1990:3–5, 8; 
Wordelman 1998:390, 396),5 that, ‘however unconsciously, 
she touches a raw nerve at the heart’ of such a society (Lee 
1996:3), and that the Pharisees and scribes who accuse her 
belong to social and religious groups that excluded women. 
Given that they bring her to the Temple at a time when Jesus 
is teaching there, he may have been in the women’s court 
(Witherington 1990:39), since women were confined to that 
court (Witherington 1990:8). However, I suggest that he 
was in the wide public area beyond the Temple buildings 
proper given that the text speaks of him having gone to, and 
not into, the Temple, where he teaches what appears to be 
a mixed crowd of people.6 In the Temple building women 
were confined to places that expressed and reinforced a view 

2.Schneiders (1999b), a Johannine scholar, does not treat this story in her book on 
John.  

3.Women could not be scribes or Pharisees. 

4.The world behind the text refers to the forces that shaped its production (see 
Schneiders 1999a:97–131).

5.Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza coined the term ‘kyriarchy’ to denote systems of male 
lordship.

6.On the layout of the Temple and its precincts see France (1999:528). Since it appears 
that Jesus is not speaking only to women, I am taking it that he and the others who 
were present would not have been in the women’s court in the Temple.

of them as inferior beings to men (Witherington 1990:8). 
During menstruation and after giving birth they could not 
enter any part of the Temple.7 This message concerning the 
impurity of women’s menstruation was reinforced in their 
consciousness, as well as in men’s consciousness, by the 
prohibition on Jewish men entering the inner courts of the 
Temple if they were engaging in sexual relations with a 
menstruating woman (Wordelman 1998:396). Being brought 
to the area where the Temple building was situated, a 
building where religion regulated when, where, and how she 
could be present on the basis of her embodied female sexual 
body, and being charged within the precincts of the Temple 
in public with adultery, can be expected to have added to 
the humiliation, shame, and panic the woman must have felt.

Readers of the text with a feminist hermeneutics of the 
imagination can imagine the scribes and Pharisees arriving 
suddenly and with a great deal of noise and activity, with 
the traumatised woman, and interrupting Jesus’s teaching, 
as though no delay can be countenanced in addressing what 
they want to bring to his attention. They act with authority, 
therefore, and a sense that what they have to say can take 
priority over anything he may have been saying to his 
listeners at that point. This gives the impression that what the 
woman is accused of is terribly serious indeed.8 Their sense 
of religious righteousness is likely to have been influenced by 
the inherited religious worldview behind the text of the story 
(Lee 1996:2). Although contemporary readers of the text 
cannot be sure of what scripture the scribes and Pharisees 
knew, it is very likely that religious people like them were 
influenced strongly by knowledge of the spousal theme in 
the Prophets (Barker 2002:322–326).9 According to Hosea, 
Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, the relationship between Israel and 
Yahweh could be conceived as one between spouses. Israel 
was a symbolic female spouse who became an adulterous 
woman and thus betrayed the trust and honour of a loving 
God, who was presumed to resemble a faithful husband.10 
According to Ezekiel 23:46–49, this God ordered that Israel 
be stoned to death because of her infidelity and as a warning 
to all women.11 As Lee (1996) says, ‘No stronger metaphor 
for apostasy and idolatry could be found in these texts than 

7.See Leviticus 12:1–8. The Roman Catholic practice of ‘churching’ for mothers, which 
was still prevalent among Catholic families up to Vatican II and the late 1960s, 
also comes to mind here. Although a ceremony of thanksgiving and blessing, it 
is believed to have originated in the Mosaic regulation as to purification. See The 
1911 Classic Encyclopedia (n.d.) 1–2; see also O’Connor (1985:1–2) for accounts of 
how women in Ireland regarded or experienced churching.

8.Young (1995) argues that the Pharisees and scribes sought out Jesus for guidance 
in the hope that the death penalty could be avoided. This means, for him, that 8:6a 
is historically inaccurate in how it depicts the Pharisees, and so is an interpolation. 
Young cites Flusser and Becker in support of it being an interpolation. However, 
leaving aside whether it is an interpolation, or not, which is not decisive for a 
feminist interpretation, if the Pharisees were as caring about the woman and her 
life as he believes, then they could easily have sought out Jesus without making 
such a public spectacle of the woman. The fact that they proceed in this way also 
lends credence to the view that they are intent on discrediting Jesus and maybe 
even putting his life in danger, which makes the story resonate with his passion 
and death.

9.Lee (1996:3), however, is in no doubt that the prophetic literature with its emphasis 
on Israel as an adulterous female spouse was a powerful formative influence on 
Jewish society in the time of Jesus.  

10.Hosea 1–3, 4:10, 12, 17–18; Jeremiah 2:1–3; 3:1–3; Ezekiel 16, 23. For a message of 
this kind concerning God and female sexuality in contemporary stories, see Imbens 
and Jonker (1992).

11.Although males are also part of Israel, the death and destruction of symbolic Israel 
is carried out ‘so that all women may take warning’ (23:48).
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adultery’.12 Uncritical socialisation into and appropriation of 
such an understanding of the relationship between God and 
Israel, or of the history of the effects of such understanding – 
its efficacious history – would tend to lead people to be 
preoccupied with the sexuality of a woman, to perceive her 
through her sexuality as an actual or potential symbol of 
Israel’s infidelity to God, and to the conviction that she has to 
be punished accordingly, if convicted of adultery.13 It would 
mean that the Pharisees and scribes in this story could also 
project the guilt for the wrongdoings in their own lives onto 
the woman, and deal punitively with these wrongdoings 
through their treatment of her. It could lead them to be 
uncritical about the extent to which they were seeking to 
uphold a destructive cultural notion of ‘male honour’ and its 
concomitant presumption that women were the property of 
men and subject, also, to their control.14 It could lead them 
to cover over their fear that wives might be adulterous with 
impunity.15

The influence of this world behind the text would also help 
to explain why there is no mention of the man (Kinukawa 
1995:90).16 Although Deuteronomy prescribed stoning 
to death for men caught in adultery with a virgin already 
engaged to be married, and death by an unspecified means 
if the woman was already the wife of another man (Lv 20:10 
and Dt 22:22–29, see Reinhartz 2000:455) - and stoning was 
the normal form of the death penalty for all types of adultery 
according to Ezek 16:38–40, and was still in practice in Jesus’ 
time (Brown 1966:333) - the weighting against women of 
other parts of that tradition, and of the culture in general, 
was conducive to double standards where this part of the 
tradition was concerned (Creegan 2002:41–42).17

If, as seems very likely, the mentality of the Pharisees and 
scribes in this story was influenced negatively by texts such 
as those concerning unfaithful Israel as an adulterous spouse, 
then it can be presumed that they regarded themselves as 
upright and holy men carrying out their God-given religious 
duty in seeking to have the woman stoned, even if their 
primary objective was to trap Jesus (France 1999:529). 
Challenging Jesus concerning the woman, in the area of the 

12.Lee (1996:3).

13.Although stoning was prescribed as the form of death for betrothed virgins, but not 
for married women, Godet holds that where the law was silent, the punishment 
of stoning was inflicted. This view, he writes, is confirmed by Leviticus 20:2, 27 
in relation to 20:10, where the law is silent on the form of death penalty to be 
imposed (Godet 1978:647).

14.See Kinukawa (1995:85, 87), Lee (1996:3) and Schottroff (1995:182–183) on the 
stoning of a woman in Iran in 1990 in relation to this story. The phenomenon of the 
killing of women for the sake of upholding patriarchal family honour in some parts 
of the world also comes to mind at this point.

15.O’Day (1992b:634–635) makes the point that the text could evoke this fear in 
male readers. See also Schottroff (1995:180) concerning similar speculation by 
Augustine regarding the early Church’s resistance to accepting it.

16.Twohig-Moengangongo (1997:228) reports that Reginald, then a Nigerian student 
of theology at the Spiritan International School of Theology (SIST), shows how 
these double standards still apply today when he asks: ‘Why in my home parish 
is an adulterous woman made to do public penance by kneeling before the altar 
during Sunday mass whilst there is no sign of the man − has he not also sinned?’ 

17.The reason why the kyriarchal law also sanctioned the stoning of the man was 
because the man had violated the honour and property of another man. The 
absence of the man, for Schottroff (1995:181), means that the text reflects a social 
praxis of getting rid of women by means of accusing them of adultery. See the story 
of Susanna, in Daniel 13, in which Susanna is the victim of an elaborate frame-up. 

Temple, gave such religious belief a more intense character 
and raised the stakes for him.

Judging by this story Jesus has already been identified as 
someone to dispose of, and it is significant from a feminist 
perspective that a woman is used as bait for this purpose, 
because it suggests that Saunders is right to hold that the 
scribes and Pharisees were aware of ‘his liberal attitude 
towards women’ (Saunders 1996:83),18 which would have 
become well known. They wanted to use this knowledge to 
test their suspicion that he might, for her sake, oppose the 
law of Moses,19 which prescribed death for a woman caught 
in adultery.20

The role of Jesus in the story is 

that of a Jewish male whose responsibility to God, to the 
scriptures, and to the people is being evoked, at a moment when 
the woman already stares death in the face. (Schottroff 1995:184)

This raises the question, how will he as a male saviour act in 
relation to this woman, and the other men, in the story. What 
do his words and deeds communicate about the meaning and 
method of God’s salvation in the violence-laden situation? 
Does he, for example, side with the other men against the 
woman, and seek with them to restore the kyriarchal honour of 
a people injured by the woman’s alleged adultery (Schottroff 
1995:184), or does he offer a counter-cultural way of being a 
man – and a woman – in his society and religious tradition 
by the way he perceives, relates to, and protects the woman? 
Does he uphold the understanding of the men that fidelity to 
God requires a violent sacrifice of the woman as punishment 
for her alleged sin, and for the preservation of the bio-
gendered socio-cultural order,21 or does he oppose such an 
understanding which meant acting as an independent Jewish 
interpreter of the received scriptural tradition? (Schottroff 
1995:184). Does he seek to counsel the woman about how to 
come to terms with the sentence of a violent death in the way 
that a chaplain today might do for someone on death row? 
Such counsel could take the form of how she might be an 

18.It would be more accurate to denote Jesus’ attitude towards women as a liberating 
one. 

19.Watson (1999:100–108) offers a distinctive interpretation of this story. According 
to him, the woman in the story is a remarried divorcée, and as such offends against 
Jesus’ teaching on divorce, which did not concur with the Mosaic Law. The trap for 
Jesus, therefore, is whether he will extend the Mosaic Law concerning death for an 
adulteress to a remarried divorcée. I am not persuaded by his argument, however. 
It does not seem plausible to me that the Pharisees and scribes could lead away a 
woman found with her new husband for the sake of using her against Jesus. 

20.Whilst many commentators, including Saunders (1996), hold that Jesus in this story 
is also being tested to learn if he will say something that opposes the authority of 
the Romans, who did not, according to such commentators, allow Jews to carry out 
a death sentence, I am not convinced that this was the case. The text simply says at 
8:6, ‘so that they might have some charge to bring against him’. The story assumes 
they felt obliged to stone the woman. They declare at 8:5, ‘in the Law Moses 
commanded us to stone such women’. They could hardly accuse him of something 
they believed themselves. Watson (1999:101) makes similar points. Toensing 
(2003:163) holds that Roman Law would not necessarily have been usurped in 
cases of adultery. Young (1995:59–70), as I wrote above, goes against traditional 
explanations by arguing that the Pharisees actually wanted the woman to be 
spared. According to Young (1995:59–70), John 8:6a is an interpolation, but even if 
it is, this still does not change what I consider to be from a feminist perspective the 
central focus in the story, namely, where does Jesus stand in relation to a religious 
law that came into being under kyriarchal conditions of social existence and that 
called for a woman to be stoned to death who was judged to have committed 
adultery.  

21.O’Day (1992b:634–635) points out that the men may have feared that wives might 
be adulterous with impunity.

http://www.hts.org.za


http://www.hts.org.za doi:10.4102/hts.v71i1.2939

Page 4 of 8 Original Research

example of moral influence for others by going to her death 
with dignity, and a contrite heart. Does he make it clear to her 
that if the stoning is not carried out the religiously grounded 
socio-cultural order could be undermined? Does he seek to 
fortify her with words about how violent suffering embraced 
in the right spirit can be redemptive?

What Jesus does is to turn the situation around, which 
exemplifies the value of his maleness in enabling him to 
forward God’s salvation. He ‘makes the cross-over from one 
worldview to the other: from identification with righteous 
male authority to female “sinner”’ (Lee 1996:12). The men are 
faced with their own sinfulness and depart quietly.22 Neither 
does Jesus condemn the woman. On the contrary: 

Jesus straightened up and said to her, ‘Woman, where are they? 
Has no one condemned you?’ She said, ‘No one, sir.’ And Jesus 
said, ‘Neither do I condemn you.23 Go your way, and from now 
on do not sin again.’

Learning from the Story
A number of points can be made about this story from the 
perspective of the aim of this article. Firstly, Jesus as the 
revelation of God’s salvation does not sanction a violent 
death for the woman, and goes further by acting to save her 
from such a death. In doing so, he discloses a spirituality that 
moves him to reject a sacred system of sacrificial violence, 
especially where women were concerned, that formed part 
of the hegemonic strand in his religious tradition (Schneiders 
2000:101). His spirituality also leads him to reject other death-
dealing elements of meaning that the culture had formed and 
institutionalised historically in the society.24 His response 
signifies that the authentic righteousness of God concerning 
God’s saving meaning for relations between women and 
men is a transformative righteousness of salvation from such 
violence for all concerned.25 His response means that the old 
order of the Fall, and the violence against women deriving 
from it, which is indicated in Gen 3:16, is being ushered out 
by a new order of saving love in Jesus (John Paul II 1988:34–
36, 43).26 This new order of redemption has implications not 

22.Young (1995:59–70) argues that they depart because they had found in a young 
Jesus, who was also an innovative religious teacher, a way of not having to seek 
the death penalty, which the Mosaic Law demanded. For Young, the Pharisees at 
the time of Jesus were not in favour of the death penalty. I find his conjecture 
that the Pharisees and scribes were favourably disposed to being guided by Jesus 
concerning the Mosaic Law implausible. His argument also, as I wrote above, 
does not do justice to elements in the story that indicate a kyriarchal bias against 
the woman by the Pharisees and scribes. For example, they make her a public 
spectacle.

23.These words of Jesus also evoke the father’s attitude in the parable of the prodigal 
son in Luke’s Gospel, which are revelatory of God’s attitude. However, there is also 
a significant difference between the two stories. Whilst both stories are revelatory 
of the compassion of God, we know that the son in Luke’s story has lived a sinful 
life, whereas we do not know if the woman in John’s story has sinned or been 
caught in what was regarded as a sinful act; we only know that powerful men bring 
such a charge against her.

24.It is important to point out that this statement is not intended to be anti-Semitic. 
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (2000:115–136), in particular, has drawn attention 
to the dangers of articulating a Christian Jesus in a way that can be anti-Semitic. 
Jesus was a Jew and developed his understanding and practice of himself and his 
mission on a basis, also, of liberating elements in his received tradition (Schneiders 
2000:99–101; Schottroff 1995:184; O’Sullivan 2010:190–191).

25.Watson (1999:104) gives, with approval, C.K. Barrett’s citation of David Daube’s 
(1978) point that this story illustrates Jesus’ stance against the unfair treatment of 
women by men and their laws.

26.On the implied violence in the Genesis text see Thistlethwaite (1989:305). I am 
also reminded here of a young woman who suffered repeated beatings from her 

only for relations between men and women, but also cultural 
and religious meanings and values, and social and ecclesial 
structures and institutions, in every age.27 Its message to 
women is not the frightening warning of Ezek 23:46–49, 
but one that can be expressed instead in terms like these: 
‘Let all women be encouraged’. As Malone writes, there 
are ‘no threats about the stones next time. No thundering 
declamations about sex and women and Eve … Jesus looked 
up at her, not down on her’ (Malone 1985:34).28 Thistlethwaite 
adds that many women who have suffered male violence 
‘would echo the joy of the woman who exclaimed, “that’s 
right! He (Jesus) broke the law for her!’” (Thistlethwaite 
1989:307).

Jesus goes further still. All this time the woman has been 
living the traumatic violence of being consigned to silence 
as her life hung in the balance whilst her male accusers 
battled verbally with the male Jesus. We can only imagine 
what Jesus felt about this, but it is likely that it fostered in 
him what Lonergan calls the refinement of feeling that can 
pave the way for doctrinal development and corresponding 
decision (Lonergan [1973] 1990:320). Jesus now speaks 
to the woman, as a person, and in a kind way (Moloney 
1998:261–262), which reflects the developmental cognitive 
and affective effect that her experience may have had on him 
in his humanity and spirituality.29 His action empowers her 
to be heard into speech for the first time in the story.30 By 
speaking, listening to, and hearing her, he treated her with 
the dignity, care and empowerment that corresponded to 
her as a human person, which contrasts strongly with how 
the kyriarchal Pharisees and scribes communicated with and 
related to her. In this way he also responded at the same time 
to her traumatic violence, which can register in the body in 
the form of felt terror, trembling, shock, numbness, and loss 
of speech.31 Such action confirms the value of him being a 
male saviour:

The Pharisees are tense … [Jesus] accepts the woman openly 
and lovingly, as an adult and as a person … he can handle the 
situation and the relationship with her because he has nothing to 
be afraid of in himself … He must have completely accepted and 

partner and who said to me at the time in 1990, ‘If it hadn’t been for Eve, this 
would not be happening to me’. It is important to point out, however, that women 
contributed to the work of salvation in Jesus, so that he should not be understood 
as a great hero on behalf of women, with no need to receive and learn from them 
in carrying out the work of salvation. I will return to this point when I refer to the 
story of the woman from Syrophoenicia later on in my text.

27.Jesus’ call to the scribes and Pharisees to face themselves as sinners in the context 
of how they perceive and treat the woman from within their understanding of 
their religious tradition means, for O’Day (1992b:637), that Jesus is inviting them 
‘to give up the categories by which they had defined and attempted to control life’.  

28.These words of Malone take the charge against the woman at face value. I will 
return to this point of how the woman’s situation may be understood.

29.It is also possible, of course, that Jesus’ kindness and refinement of feeling may 
have been due more to an experience(s) of a kind God (O’Sullivan 2014:203–205).

30.Adrienne Rich coined this phrase of hearing women into speech and it became a 
key self-identifying way of proceeding of the feminist movement in the latter part 
of the last century. She also observed (Rich 1978:64), ‘We have lived with violence 
for too long’.

31.As I stated above, elements such as these are some of the reasons why I am not 
persuaded by Young’s (1995:59–70) argument that the Pharisees are actually 
concerned for the woman, and seek out Jesus in order to find a way around the 
death penalty. On traumatic violence, see Grant (2002:6). Stories of Jesus and 
women in dialogue are a feature of the Gospels. In John 4:1–42, for example, the 
12 are amazed to find Jesus speaking with a woman.
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integrated his own sexuality. Only a man who has done so, or at 
least begun to do so, can relate properly to women.32 

The response of Jesus in not confining himself to stopping 
the threat of fatal violence against the woman being acted 
out suggests that recourse to kyriarchal violence33 against 
women in its manifold forms, and dimensions, must be 
rejected in the new order of saving love in Jesus, because it 
fails to perceive and treat women with the respect and regard 
that Jesus communicates to this woman. Religious meanings 
concerning sin and God’s response to it that appear to justify 
such forms of violence must be similarly rejected. The action 
of Jesus, therefore, in this story contradicts, for example, 
what women sometimes have learned concerning God and 
women, namely, that the suffering of women is to be regarded 
as a test, trial or punishment from God in order to make them 
worthy for a salvation that might still be possible for them in 
an eternal life beyond death (O’Sullivan 2010:139–154).

Secondly, the story illustrates a biblical basis for, and an 
understanding of, the relationship between salvation and 
the situation of kyriarchal violence against women in the life 
of Jesus that offers a counter-witness within the biblical text 
against those parts that

frequently fail to supply women with resources for liberation; it 
[the biblical text] is often enough itself the problem, demonising 
women, degrading female sexuality, erasing women from 
the history of salvation, legitimating their oppression, and 
trivialising their experience. (Schneiders 1999a:182)

In this way, the story contributes to the liberation of the 
biblical text as a whole from its participation in violence 
against women, which is part of what is involved in the social 
and ecclesial transformation of kyriarchal violence against 
women (Schneiders 1999a:182).

Thirdly, the text is not simply a story concerning the past. 
It is also at some level the contemporary reader’s story, 
‘redescribing my world as challenged and transformed by the 
values of the reign of God’ (Schneiders 1999a:173). It can do 
this because there is a ‘world in front of the text’, ‘the world 
that the text projects ahead of itself and invites the reader 
to enter’ (Schneiders 1999a:147), and which is unlocked as 

32.See Maria Boulding’s commentary on this story in Rees and others (1978:169). 
Moloney (1998:262) cites this comment from her commentary with approval. See 
also Jacobs-Malina (1994:158–66).

33.Strictly speaking the violence should be called male kyriarchal biosocial-gender-
related violence, but I will avoid using such terminology and categorisation 
as it may be confusing. I derive the category ‘biosocial-gender’ on the basis of 
distinctions that need to be made between what I call ‘bio-gender’, bio-gender-
identity’, ‘bio-gender role’, and ‘biosocial-gender’. Bio-gender emphasises the 
intimate connection between embodied appearance and so-called gender identity, 
and the possible mismatch that can exist between them. This intimate connection 
and possible mismatch means that persons are more accurately denoted as bio-
gender-identity persons, where bio-gender-identity refers to the person’s self-
identification as a man or a woman. However, ‘bio-gender’ can refer to socially 
constructed bio-gender, and not only bio-gender-identity. Thus, biosocial-gender 
emphasises the close connection between embodied appearance, bio-gender-
identity, and socialised bio-gender, and the latter can be rooted in conformity or 
critical appropriation. I prefer the category ‘biosocial-gender-related violence’ 
rather than ‘biosocial-gender-based violence’ to name the violence I have in mind 
because in order for biosocial-gender to be the basis of violence against women it 
would have to be, not only a major, but also the central, factor in what precipitated 
the violence. However, it can be difficult to distinguish in concrete instances 
between when that is the case, and when the violence is also driven strongly by 
factors like race, class, religion, ethnicity, nationality… (O’Sullivan 2010:16–20, 
241–245).

readers come to it with new experience, feelings, questions, 
findings and disciplines (Okure 1992:221–232).34 The ultimate 
reference of the text, in other words, is the situation of the 
contemporary reader, and the contemporary meaning of the 
text ‘is not something added on to a basic literal meaning. It 
is intrinsic to the meaning of the text’ (Schneiders 1982:59). 
The call of the text according to this way of understanding 
is to be receptive to its surplus meaning, and the interaction 
of that meaning with the ‘effective historical consciousness’ 
of the reader,35 with the knowledge and decisions, in other 
words, that emerged since the text was written and that had 
a formative effect on the reader. This mode of interpretation 
yields an expanded meaning that is not confined by the 
consciousness and intention of its author, the receptive 
capacity of its first audience, or the actual world that the 
incarnate Jesus accomplished before he died in a life that 
was short, and subject to the historical character of existence 
(Schneiders 1999a:153, 163). The call of the text is to be 
faithful to the world of desire and possibility projected by 
Jesus in the text, which makes the text, not a static object 
from the past that exists in a detached state in the already 
out there now, and that must be continually reaffirmed as 
such, but a dynamic medium governed by the foundational 
praxis of authenticity in interpreters and implementers of 
their interpretations.

Interpreters and implementers of interpretations whose 
reflexive receptivity, relationality, reflectiveness, and 
responsibility in relation to the text and the level of 
knowledge in their time are characterised by the quality 
of authenticity function at the standard of objectivity. In 
doing so, they draw the text in the direction of the beauty, 
intelligibility, truth, goodness, and love concerning Jesus and 
the situation of kyriarchal violence against women that can 
be transformative of their contemporary situation.

Thus, women who read this text today from a standpoint, 
for example, of having suffered ‘bloodied noses, bruised ribs, 
and broken limbs’ because of male violence against them,36 
and whose understanding of their situation has been affected 
by, for example, developments in civil society like the four 
United Nations conferences on the situation of women 
between 1975 and 1995, which were held respectively 
in Latin America, Europe, Africa and Asia, as well as by 
the emergent feminist perspectives on Christianity since 
1960 when Valerie Saiving (1979:25–42) wrote her ground-
breaking article ‘The human situation: A feminine view’, 
can find that this story speaks to their situation in a way that 
transforms their consciousness concerning it, thus making 
further transformative responses to such a situation possible 
also. The interaction between their experience and this story 
can break open both their experience and the story. Instead 
of believing that God somehow ordains the violence against 

34.She reads the text, not to establish what happened by the historical critical 
method, and then apply it to today, but to discern through the inner movement 
of integral interpretation which form of Christian discipleship is in fidelity to the 
world projected by the original Jesus movement. 

35.The formulation comes from Hans Georg Gadamer (Schneiders 1999a:153, 163).

36.Thistlethwaite (1989:309).
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them, they can be persuaded that a Jesus who intervened 
against powerful men for the sake of preventing the 
prescribed killing of a woman and healing her trauma, and 
who did so in order to highlight the true meaning of God’s 
order of salvation, and at the risk of great danger to himself, 
must also want an end to contemporary violence against 
women and the forces in society and religion that contribute 
to it. He must also want instead the establishment of caring 
and considerate relations of mutuality and equality between 
men and women in Church and society.

On the basis that such an understanding of the text is rooted 
in their integral religious faith, readers with such faith know 
that the Jesus whom the illustrative text projects forward 
from the past in a mode of transformative engagement 
with the situation of male violence against women has been 
affirmed in his way of being by his resurrection by God and 
lives now as the risen Christ. In view of this saving meaning 
of the resurrection of Jesus, namely that his person and way 
of acting has an eternal destiny, women today, and also men, 
can appropriate the text as an offer of a mediated encounter 
with, not only the historical, or literary, Jesus (Schneiders 
1999a:xxv–xxvi, xxx, 106), but also the risen Christ who must 
have an abiding concern to bring salvific transformation 
to the pervasive situation of kyriarchal violence against 
women in the world, at the level of contemporary meaning 
concerning that situation. Such a transformation, however, 
will also, necessarily, be a not-yet eschatologically fulfilled 
one.37

This kind of encounter intensifies identification with 
the saving Jesus of the text in a way that can enhance the 
probabilities for soteriological change in history concerning 
the pertinent violence. It can do so when readers believe that 
God will also vindicate them for risks they may have to take 
to their own well-being out of love for this Jesus, now the 
risen Christ, in their time.

The problematic final words  
of the Story
In the light of the recovery thus far of the biblical story in 
a way that can be transformative of situations of kyriarchal 
violence against women today, the final words of Jesus to 
the woman, ‘Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and 
from now on do not sin again’ evoke a feminist hermeneutic 
of suspicion. They do so because when they are placed 
alongside his call to the scribes and Pharisees to attend to sin 
in their own lives they suggest that he is placing the woman 
and the latter on the same level (Augustine 1990:1:311; O’Day 
1992b:636–37). Such a perspective, however, reflects an 
individualised notion of sin and salvation that does not do 
justice to an understanding of reality as socially constructed. 
It is at variance, therefore, with my argument concerning 
a male Jesus who functions salvifically to transform the 
situation of male violence against women as one that is 

37.As Schneiders (1999a:154) points out, the true role of biblical research is that of 
‘facilitator of salvific encounter with the Christ-event in Jesus’. 

socially constructed. It is necessary, therefore, to re-read 
these closing words in the story with such a discrepancy in 
mind in order to offer an understanding of them that can be 
integrated into my overall argument.

On such a re-reading of the first words, ‘Neither do I 
condemn you’ need not be a problem. They can mean that 
Jesus was confident enough in his own religious experience 
and interpretation of the religious tradition of his people 
to function authoritatively in relation to the religious and 
cultural meanings constitutive of the situation he was 
faced with in this story. They can mean that he was either 
aware of and took into account the cultural world behind 
her action, if she actually did commit adultery, a world of 
female subordination and exploitation, or understood how 
she could have been falsely accused, if she did not do so. 
Similarly, the words, ‘Go your way’ need not be a problem, 
as they can be heard as words of empowering and expansive 
liberation for the woman who a short time before appeared 
to have no options at all left open to her.

However, the final words of the text, which follow these 
ones, namely, ‘from now on do not sin again’ could leave the 
reader with the message that Jesus believed she had acted 
sinfully. This would explain why he did not ask her what 
happened. Not asking her implies that he was accepting that 
she had acted as her accusers said, that the charge against her 
could not, for example, have been based on lying testimony, 
arise from a trap that was laid for her, be the result of a sexual 
assault, or of pressure to give way to what might have been a 
man of high status in a society where she was regarded as a 
mere woman.38 It also implies that even if he did accept that 
she had done what they said, that the issue of how to interpret 
what it meant was not an issue for him. Had she acted with, 
or without consent? If with consent, what was the basis for 
it? Was it a protest against or a desire to escape from a bad 
marriage where she may have been a victim of violence?39 
Was it a way of asserting herself against what society with 
its degrading notions of the honour due to men and of her as 
the property of men demanded of her?40 Was it an act done 
from loneliness and a need, also to give expression to her 
sexual desire in this way?41 Was she in serious economic need 
and did the adulterous act, which may have been part of an 
adulterous affair, offer her a way of gaining funds to take 
care of her family because her husband may have neglected 

38.As Watson (1999:101) says, ‘We are not told the evidence for this adultery. Two 
eye-witnesses were required who could testify to the unequivocal nature of the 
act, to the time when and the place where it occurred.’ See the story of Susanna 
in Daniel, chapter 13 (mid-second century); see O’Sullivan (2002:10–11) for a 
contemporary illustration of this kind of case. On the possibility that the woman 
had been the subject of a trap laid for her by her husband, see Schottroff (1995:181, 
196). McDonald (1995:425) points out that the woman is cast as actually guilty of 
immoral behaviour, but that this may be an assumption by her male accusers.

39.Witherington (1984:21), following Daube, and Blinzler, holds that the woman is 
married.

40.According to Kinukawa (1995:85) where she refers to adultery in Jesus’ time, 
‘women were simply not taken to be human beings with rights equal to those of 
husbands or fathers’. She believes that the action of the woman is most likely to 
have been a form of protest against her situation as a woman, and is influenced 
in her conclusion by her knowledge of ‘the history of the suffering of women on 
account of the arbitrary violence of men – a history played out in ancient Israel and 
also in Japan and other Asian countries’ (Kinukawa 1995:94). 

41.For example, a married woman I knew, who was being neglected by her husband, 
told me that she had sexual relations with an in-law for these reasons one evening.
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them?42 Had she been taken advantage of through being 
prevailed upon psychologically to enter into sexual relations 
with a man in a society where women felt they had to give 
way to men, especially if the man was also more prominent 
socially in the society than her husband, as the man in this 
instance – if he existed – may have been? Not attending to 
considerations like these would suggest that Jesus did not 
appreciate all the factors that may have been involved in her 
action, if she had committed adultery, and how they would 
have affected her freedom, and so her capacity to sin, in the 
situation.43 The question also arises, why did he not speak 
with her about what she may have had to go back to, and 
explore with her what authentic empowerment in relation to 
it would mean, and how this could become a reality for her, 
rather than telling her to go on her way and not to sin again?

Conclusion
Questions such as these suggest that whilst a great deal can 
be learned from the biblical Jesus regarding how to proceed 
in relation to male violence against women, more may be 
needed. I have considered various possible answers elsewhere  
to the questions I have raised here, in particular that the final 
words may not be from Jesus but are an addition to the text 
(O’Sullivan 2010). Suffice it to say here that in a similar way 
to how the story of the Syrophoenician woman discloses that 
Jesus changed in his consciousness concerning himself and 
his mission, the canonical story of the woman threatened 
with fatal stoning may reflect a level of consciousness in 
Jesus concerning the situation of male kyriarchal violence 
against women in society that he later superseded. In any 
event, the fidelity of the reader to Jesus in the story included 
in John’s Gospel is grounded, as I have indicated already, in 
contemporary praxis of integral religious authenticity, and 
not fundamentalism nor, either, earlier versions of what the 
historically situated desire for authenticity arrived at. This 
is so because a text is not a ‘static object’ but a ‘dynamic 
medium’ (Schneiders 1989:5) and because the dynamic praxis 
of authentic subjectivity is the objective route to beauty, 
intelligibility, truth, goodness and love. Such grounding can 
lead to received meanings concerning the story having to be 
transcended under the influence of new research findings, 
new questions, and new refinements of feeling, et cetera. 
In this way a spirituality of creative fidelity to ‘the ongoing 
self-making of the human race’ by those who are ‘friends’ of 
Jesus44 and have ‘the ethos of Christ’ (McDonald 1995:427) 
provides evolutionary empowerment for dealing with male 
violence against women in contemporary contexts.

42.Did she exemplify the ‘feminisation of poverty’, where the poverty of women can 
be due to their gendered situation in society. I met women in Nairobi, Kenya in 
1997 for whom relationships with men were a means to secure money to feed 
their families after their husbands had neglected them and given themselves to 
excessive drinking, for example.

43.Besides sin at the level of knowledge and consent, there are also sinful effects. 
These effects can be sinful in terms of what they do to the intentions of God, even 
though those who contribute to these effects may have done so without being 
aware of, or intending, it. 

44.See Schneiders (1981:76–92) regarding redemption being a transformative work of 
friendship that establishes relationships of equality and mutuality.
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