
Reflections on She Who Is
By Heather Isaacs

How can Seventh-day Adventists as a corporate 
body begin to examine the cultural biases 
we bring to our specific reading of the Bible? 

We might begin with our language about God. For 
example, we speak about the need to be “born again,” 
but never about the womb of God. In addition, we praise 
the “Father of All Creation” and the relationship 
between the Father and the Son without any inclusion 
of the Mother, a necessary counterpart to the Father.

T h e  w o r k  o f  f e m in is t  th e o lo g ia n  
E liz a b e th  Jo h n so n  o n  th e  b ib lical co n c e p t 

o f  W isd o m , o r  S ophia , h e lp ed  m e  to  u n d e r
s ta n d  b e t te r  d ie  c u r r e n t  lim its  o f  A d v e n tis t 

la n g u a g e  a b o u t G od . Jo h n so n ’s book  She 
Who Is: The Mystery o f God in Feminist 
Theological Discourse (N ew  Y ork: C ro ss ro a d ,

IS92), c h a l le n g e s  c la s s ic a l C h r is t ia n  
t r a d i t io n  th a t  u se s  th e  B ib le  to  re a f f irm  

p re e x is t in g  p a tr ia rc h a l sy stem s. In  th is  

b e c k  Jo h n so n  is c ritic a l o f  re a d in g s  th a t  d o  

n o t  re c o g n iz e  th e  w e ig h t o f  c u ltu ra l  

u d g m e n ts  or. b ib lical in te rp re ta t io n  an d  
in s tead  assu m e  a lite ra l, v e rb a tim  revelation .
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Johnson is up front about her normative standard of 
reading the Bible: The experience of women must be 
brought to the center of biblical interpretation and the 
resultant theology pointed toward the well being of all 
women. According to her, this will make possible “a new 
configuration of theory and praxis and the genuine 
transformation of all societies, including churches, to 
open up more human ways of living for all people, with 
each other and the earth” (l l).

If women are not able to affirm their own self- 
worth, if they are not able to oppose sexism, if they 
cannot recognize their imago dei and despair because of 
it, then Christian theology has failed them.

What makes Johnson’s work relevant to the 
Adventist principle of openness to new understandings 
of the Bible is her reliance on canonical writings. The 
canonization of the Bible excluded much of the Jewish 
Wisdom tradition that contains examples of feminine 
language for God. Still, the Bible has remained a 
“strong source of life for countless women throughout 
the centuries and continues to do so today” (63).

Johnson excavates the location of these sources for 
women’s strength and affirmation in her study of 
Wisdom and its application to the Doctrine of God. To 
her, the biblical image of Wisdom is

the most developed personification of God’s presence 
and activity in the Hebrew Scriptures, much more 
acutely limned than Spirit, torah, or word. The term 
itself is of feminine grammatical gender: hokmah in 
Hebrew, Sophia in Greek, sapientia in Latin. While this 
does not in itself determine anything, the biblical 
depiction of Wisdom is itself consistently female, 
casting her as sister, mother, female beloved, chef and 
hostess, preacher, judge, liberator, establisher of 
justice, and a myriad of other female roles where she 
symbolizes transcendent power ordering and 
delighting in the world. She pervades the world, both 
nature and human beings, interacting with them 
all to lure them along the right path of life. (87)

Sophia is manifested in each person of the Trinity 
and reveals the work of the Triune God, which is to 
seek justice in the world for all her creatures: Spirit- 
Sophia as Life-giving Spirit, Mother-Sophia as 
Compassionate Creator, Jesus-Sophia as Sophia Incarnate. 
Our first encounter with God in the Bible is in 
Spirit-Sophia, “the Spirit of God hovering over the 
waters” (Gen. 1:1).

S p irit, in  H e b re w  Ruah, d e n o te s  b re a th . U s in g  th e  
A d v e n tis t  b e lie f  in  th e  sou l as b re a th , S p ir it-S o p h ia  is

th e  b re a th  o r  sou l o f  G o d  e x h a le d  ac ro ss  an d  in to  
c rea tio n . S p ir it-S o p h ia ’s a c tiv ity  invo lves

a continuous energizing, an ongoing sustaining of 
the world throughout the broad sweep of history.
She is th e  g iver o f  life and  th e  lover o f  life, p e rv ad in g  
the  cosm os and all o f  its  in te rre la ted  c rea tu res  w ith  
life. I f  she w ere  to  w ith d raw  h e r d iv ine p resence  
e v e ry th in g  w ould  go  back to  n o th ing . (134)

Mother-Sophia embodies the creative power of 
God, which includes the protective concern she has for 
her people. The Bible uses notable metaphors from 
mothering to describe God (Isa. 42:14; 46:3-4; 49:15; 
66:13; Hos. 11:3-4). Like the she-bear in Hosea 13:8 
(“Like a bear robbed of her cubs, I will attack and 
rip them open”), Mother-Sophia is tirelessly seeking 
out justice on behalf of her creatures.

Part of the act of creating is protecting what one 
has created. Like loving human mothers, Mother- 
Sophia’s sentiment toward her children is one of love 
and acceptance. But judgment is reserved against those 
who thwart the full flourishing of her creatures and 
is part of the maternal care that Mother-Sophia gives. 
Rather than interacting with her creatures as master 
or king, Mother-Sophia is interested in being in 
relationship with her people in mutuality and love.

The wisdom of Mother-Sophia that is merciful and 
justice loving was made flesh in the life of Jesus. In 
Jesus, “Sophia pitches her tent in the midst of the world” 
(150) and gets about the business of redeeming and 
restoring the world. Johnson believes that Jesus-Sophia 
redeemed the world not from what Martin Luther or 
John Calvin would have characterized as sin—pride 
and/or selfishness—for it is only those in power for 
whom sin is egotism and pride. For the powerless and 
oppressed, sin is the despair of not knowing one was 
made in the image of God, and Jesus came to save both.

Jesus as a m an  in  a p a tr ia rc h a l so c ie ty  c o n tin u a lly  
su b v e rte d  social n o rm s  in  h is in te ra c tio n s  w ith  w o m en . 
A s a re su lt , w o m en  w ere  d ra w n  to  h is  m in is try  and  
becam e d isc ip les a n d  su p p o rte rs . In  h is  C h ris th o o d , 
o p p re sse d  w o m en  find  re s t  and  a ffirm a tio n  b ecause  
Je su s’ m a n h o o d  does n o t  c o n s ti tu te  h is  C h ris th o o d  and  
is th e re fo re  open  to  all.

In  th e  sam e way, th e  m e ta p h o r  o f  S on  a n d  F a th e r  
sh o u ld  n o t  be u n d e rs to o d  as a co n c re te , l i te ra l  d e sc rip -
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tio n  o f  th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  th e  f ir s t  and  second  
p e rso n s  o f  th e  T rin ity . R a th er, th e  w o rk  o f  Jesu s- 
Sophia is th e  w indow  to  th e  tru e  in n e r life o f  th e  T r in ity  
an d  G o d ’s re la tio n sh ip  to  h e r  people. “H is  so lid a rity  
w ith  su ffe rin g  peo p le  in  th e  n am e  o f  G o d  even to  d ea th  
d ia g ra m s  th e  h e a r t  o f  S o p h ia -G o d , th e  essen ce  o f  h e r 
w ay  w ith  th e  w o r ld ” (168).

S o p h ia -G o d , th e n , is G o d  b o th  tra n s c e n d e n t and  
im m a n e n t in  love. E ach  p e rso n  o f  th e  T r in i ty  e x is ts  in 
co m p le te , d iv in e  freed o m — th e  w ill to  live free ly  
e n te rs  in to  so lid a r ity  w ith  c rea tio n . T h o u g h  G o d  is 
ineffable, th e  w o rk  o f  G o d  is testifiab le . T h e re  is n o t  a 
p lace  w h e re  G o d  is n o t. She su ffers w ith  th e  suffering :

H oly W isdom  does no t abhor the reality o f w om en but 
identifies w ith the pain and violence that w om en experi
ence on the  cross, o f w hatever so r t . . . .T h ro u g h  the long  
n ig h t w hen the Bethlehem  concubine is gang-raped and 
to rtu red , w here is G od? She is there, being abused and 
defiled .. . .  Sophia-G od en ters into the pain o f wom en 
w hose hum anity  is profaned and keeps vigil w ith the 
godforsaken for w hom  there is no rescue. In tu rn , their 
devastation points to  the depth o f the suffering God. (264)

In  e v e ry  d a rk  p lace  o f  p riv a tio n  an d  h o p e lessn ess , 
o u r  S u ffe rin g  G o d  is th e re . She is n o t  a p assive  o n lo o k 
er, b u t an active, life -g iv in g  fo rce  th a t  w o rk s  to  save 
and  re s to re  h e r  c rea tio n .

I have c o n d e n se d  Jo h n s o n ’s a r g u m e n t  to  a few  
key  p o in ts . R e a d in g  h e r  b o o k  sh o w ed  m e o u r  
l im ita tio n s  in  o u r  d isc u ss io n  a b o u t th e  N a tu re  o f  
Man, b e in g  “b o rn  a g a in ,” th e  F a th e r  o f  A ll C re a tio n , 
th e  c o m p le m e n ta ry  fu n c tio n  o f  th e  sexes, a n d  
o th e r  t r a d i t io n a l  d o c tr in e s  a b o u t an d  m e ta p h o rs  fo r 
G o d . I f  w e w a n t o u r  m e ssa g e  to  be u n iv e rsa l 
and  re flec t G o d ’s c o n c e rn  fo r all o f  G o d ’s people , th e n  
w e w ill need  to  c h a n g e  o u r  la n g u a g e .

A d v e n tis ts  believe th a t  befo re  G o d  can  com e again  
th e  “g o sp e l o f  th e  k in g d o m  w ill be p re a c h e d  in  all 
th e  w o rld  as a w itn e ss  to  all n a tio n s, an d  th e n  th e  end  
w ill com e” (M att. 24:14). O u r la n g u a g e  a b o u t G o d  
rev ea ls  th a t  th e re  is g o sp e l le ft fo r us th a t  w e have n o t 
y e t u n d e rs to o d .

Heather Isaacs is a graduate student at San Francisco Theological 
Seminary.
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