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PART I 

M a l e G e n d e r a n d R e l i g i o n 





ONE 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 

B J O R N K R O N D O R F E R 

The depictio n o f ma n a s homo  religiosus  i s no t simpl y a 
semantic acciden t tha t exclude s women . Rather , i t reflects a  socia l prac -
tice o f Christianit y i n whic h mal e religiou s institutions , patriarcha l au -
thority, an d masculin e image s o f Go d hav e bee n dominant . Th e centra l 
Christian doctrines , rituals , an d worl d view s wer e formulate d b y me n 
for men , an d althoug h no t al l me n hav e enjoye d equa l statu s withi n th e 
Christian mora l and politica l community, most were assured a  privileged 
position withi n tha t univers e or , a t least , wer e rewarde d i f the y wer e 
willing to conform. W e cannot , o f course , ignore class , religious, ethnic , 
or sexua l difference s amon g me n tha t hav e le d t o numerou s form s o f 
repression an d persecutio n o f me n i n Christia n history . We onl y need t o 
recall th e oppressio n o f peasant s durin g th e feuda l system , th e persecu -
tion o f heretic s durin g th e Inquisition , th e enslavemen t o f African s dur -
ing colonization , th e antisemiti c assaul t o n Jews , an d th e homophobi c 
retaliation agains t gende r transgressor s t o realiz e ho w man y me n an d 
women hav e bee n marginalized, victimized , an d brutalize d b y the domi -
nant force s o f European Christia n cultures . 

Yet, th e fac t remain s tha t th e dominan t tradition s hav e alway s fa -
vored men . Gender-consciou s an d feminis t scholar s hav e repeatedl y 
drawn ou r attentio n t o th e fac t tha t me n ar e normativ e i n theologica l 
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4 BJOR N KRONDORFE R 

discourse an d enjo y unrestraine d acces s t o position s o f political , socio -
economic, an d sacre d power . Usually , suc h patriarcha l system s ar e mi -
sogynist i n their portraya l o f women an d negativ e i n their assessmen t o f 
the body . Women an d body , o r wome n a s body , are depicted a s corrup t 
and evil . What moder n interpretation s ofte n overlook , however , i s tha t 
the mal e bod y itsel f i s treate d preferentially . After  all , men' s bodie s ar e 
like God's body . 

The author s o f thi s volume , who ar e with tw o exception s scholar s i n 
the field  o f religiou s studies , examine differen t aspect s o f th e mal e bod y 
in th e religiou s an d cultura l discours e i n th e histor y o f Wester n Chris -
tianity. Ho w ar e mal e bodie s constructe d i n differen t historica l period s 
and contexts? Ho w i s the male body represented i n religious and cultura l 
systems? Ho w d o race , ethnicity , an d sexua l preferenc e impac t o n th e 
intersection o f mal e bodie s an d religiou s identity ? Doe s Christianit y 
provide model s t o cop e wit h th e agin g an d ailin g mal e body ? Doe s i t 
provide model s fo r intimac y betwee n me n an d women , me n an d men ? 
Do me n se e themselve s a s havin g a  sexua l body , a  religiou s body , a 
social body ? How i s sexuality linke d t o spirituality? Ho w d o men reflec t 
the carna l dimension s o f power , abuse , an d justice ? Thes e ar e th e kin d 
of question s tha t th e author s o f Men's  Bodies,  Men's  Gods  wil l rais e 
and discuss . 

To provid e som e contex t t o th e book , I  wil l revie w a  fe w selecte d 
themes o n th e construction an d representatio n o f th e male gender i n th e 
history o f Western Christianity . 

Ascetics, Cel iba tes , a n d Preacher s 

The gospels ' proclamation o f God becomin g flesh through an d i n his son 
Jesus Chris t i s not gender-inclusive . Th e incarnatio n occur s i n a  specifi -
cally mal e bod y (notwithstandin g it s clai m t o universa l significance) , 
even i f thi s bod y i s viewe d a s asexual . T o posses s mal e genitali a ha s 
validated men' s statu s a s sole representative o f Chris t i n the past , an d i n 
some churches this remains true to this day. Although theologians , visual 
artists, and iconoclast s hav e taken grea t pain s i n concealing th e savior' s 
pelvic nakedness—wit h th e exception , perhaps , o f th e ostentatio  genu 
talium i n Renaissanc e ar t (albeit , th e genitali a o f onl y th e Chris t chil d 
and th e dead Chris t were unveiled ; see Steinberg 1983)—th e ecclesiasti -
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cal traditions leave little doubt about the centrality o f Christ' s maleness. 
Those wh o hav e trie d t o interpre t th e se x an d gende r o f God' s so n 
differently hav e been punished and marginalized. Whenever women have 
tried t o represen t God' s so n and , hence , mov e int o position s o f sacre d 
authority, the y were me t with fierce resistance. Whether w e loo k a t the 
erasure o f women' s participatio n i n th e leadershi p o f th e earl y churc h 
(Fiorenza 1984 ; Torjesen 1993 ; Clark 1983) , a t th e mystica l vision s o f 
medieval wome n i n which the y asserted a  direct relationship t o Christ' s 
body, thus bypassing the restricted access to the eucharist (Bynum 1987) , 
or at contemporary battle s over women's ordination , gender has alway s 
been a source o f conflicts . The  recent controversy ove r a  small religiou s 
theater company , whic h cas t a  femal e Jesu s i n a  performanc e durin g 
Pope John Pau l IP s visi t t o Denve r i n 1993 , remind s u s o f th e anxiet y 
over the "correct " gender representation o f Christ . Conservativ e Catho -
lics calle d th e performanc e "a n assaul t o n a  ver y centra l doctrine , no t 
only o f th e Catholi c church , bu t o f Christianity, " whil e mor e libera l 
voices praised the play, arguing, like Sister Maureen Fiedler, coordinator 
of Catholic s Spea k Out , tha t i f on e represent s "Jesu s crucified , I  can' t 
think of anyone better in the church than a woman" (Niebuhr 1993) . 

Early Christian movements experimente d wit h gender-variant behav -
ior an d equalit y o f th e sexe s b y manipulatin g th e body . Som e groups , 
such a s th e Encratites , renounce d sexuality . Thei r practic e o f sexua l 
continence allowe d me n an d wome n t o talk , travel , an d liv e freel y 
together. But the idea of continence di d not gain enough support amon g 
the masses of antiquity . To renounce sexuality and live in poverty was a 
price tha t onl y fe w wer e willin g t o pa y fo r a  new eschatologica l visio n 
and gender equality . Othe r groups , suc h a s th e Gnostics , trie d t o und o 
the separatio n o f bod y an d matter , man  an d woman , b y developin g 
androgynous images . Gnosti c circles , fo r example , di d no t assig n re -
demptive power to the continent body itsel f but , instead, emphasized the 
need fo r a  spiritua l cur e wit h th e hel p o f th e "feminine " principl e o f 
sophia (cf . Brow n 1988 ; Meeks 1974 , 1993) . Thi s is , perhaps, why th e 
androgynous idealis m of Gnosticism , even to this day, has appealed to a 
few spiritually curious men experimenting with gender variance (Conne r 
1993; Nobl e 1992) . Bu t i t i s importan t t o remembe r tha t th e Gnostic s 
did not celebrate the body . Rather , they strove t o becom e indifferen t t o 
it. Ever since Adam, according to the Gnostic myth, human bodies were 
the wor k o f a n inferio r creation , a  vie w tha t resulte d i n a  "mora l 
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emptying o f th e body' s significance " (Meek s 1993 : 138 ) an d lef t th e 
body wit h "littl e valu e a s a  declarator y agent " (Brow n 1988 : n o ) . 
Certainly, Gnosticis m di d no t escap e androcentri c imagery . Th e non -
canonical, gnosti c Gospe l o f Thoma s end s wit h Simo n Peter' s deman d 
that wome n leav e th e communit y o f disciples , t o whic h Jesu s replies , 
"For ever y woma n wh o wil l mak e hersel f mal e wil l ente r th e Kingdo m 
of Heaven " (Camero n 1982 : 37) . Th e tex t leave s n o roo m fo r doubt : 
redemption lie s i n th e mal e body , an d th e androgynou s unio n wil l onl y 
take plac e in the spiritual realm . 

Despite th e existenc e o f suc h group s a s th e Encratite s an d th e Gnos -
tics, th e patriarcha l Christia n household , whic h modele d itsel f afte r th e 
Roman pater  familias,  becam e the norm. Gende r division was eventuall y 
reintroduced int o ascetic practices: men's celibacy and women' s virginit y 
became model s o f spiritualit y tha t wer e n o longe r base d o n gende r 
equality. This development coincide d wit h th e strengthening o f a  dualis -
tic theolog y tha t equate d malenes s wit h sou l an d spiri t an d femalenes s 
with bod y an d matte r (cf . Ruethe r 1974 ; Nelso n 1978) . Suc h a  body -
mind dualism , however , does not ignor e the male flesh. O n th e contrary : 
though i t i s tru e tha t matter , body , an d wome n wer e perceive d a s 
obstacles t o men' s spiritua l liberatio n fro m th e darknes s o f sin , Chris -
tianity's dualis m an d misogyn y di d no t rende r th e mal e bod y insignifi -
cant. Paradoxically , th e mal e bod y remaine d men' s spiritua l battle -
ground. 

The issu e o f asceticis m i s a  cas e i n point . Th e earl y mal e asceti c 
wanted t o fre e himsel f fro m socia l norm s an d biologica l necessitie s b y 
manipulating th e bod y a t it s mos t basi c level : foo d an d sexuality . Fo r 
example, th e deser t father s o f th e thir d centur y wen t int o remot e area s 
and refuse d an y natura l sustenanc e t o th e body . Athanasiu s reporte d 
that St . Antony though t h e would blus h i f he were see n eatin g b y other s 
(Athanasius 1980 : 65) . Sham e prevente d thos e me n fro m swallowin g 
food an d spillin g semen . Literall y an d metaphorically , th e bodie s o f th e 
desert father s drie d u p a s thei r spirit s bega n t o flow—if  onl y i n th e 
nightmarish stat e o f adiaphoria,  i n which the y experience d th e breakin g 
down o f boundarie s betwee n "ma n an d desert , huma n an d beast " 
(Brown 1988 : 220). 

As much a s the ascetics worked o n effacin g th e sexua l functio n o f th e 
penis, they di d no t escap e phallocentri c practices . Fo r mal e ascetics , th e 
ability to imitate Chris t required physica l likeness , warranted i n the male 
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body. Bu t Christ's bod y differe d fro m thei r bodie s i n regard to spiritua l 
perfection: Christ' s bod y ha d no t bee n touche d b y si n an d desir e whil e 
they experience d dail y temptations . Imitatio  Christi  mean t t o liv e i n a 
male bod y withou t masculin e desires , a  struggle tha t wa s impossibl e t o 
win. 

The unrul y erectilit y o f th e peni s constantl y reminde d me n o f thei r 
weakness. For Augustine, man's lack o f control over  his vital orga n was 
a sig n of humanity' s inheren t sinfulness . Eve n renunciation o f sexualit y 
did no t hel p ma n t o gai n tota l contro l ove r lust . Nocturna l emission s 
offered conclusiv e proof . Augustine , lik e many celibate me n befor e an d 
after him , wa s bewildere d b y nocturnall y recurring , sensua l memorie s 
which move d fro m th e real m o f dream s straigh t dow n t o th e pelvis . 
After confessin g t o involuntar y carna l emissions , Augustine , exasper -
ated, praye d t o God , "Griev e a t m y imperfec t stat e . . . an d perfec t i n 
me your mercies t o achiev e perfec t peace " (1992 : 204 ; see Miles 1992) . 
The ultimate control o f male virility was not in man's power but subject 
to God's mercy. 

Despite the projections of male desires onto female bodie s and despite 
men's fantasie s abou t women' s seductiv e power—theme s tha t ru n 
through muc h o f Christia n literature—men' s spiritua l struggle s wer e 
fought withi n an d agains t thei r ow n bodies . The  differentl y bodie d 
woman wa s exclude d fro m th e despai r an d glor y o f male-embodied , 
ascetic practices. The denial of the penis—even i n the most radical for m 
of castration , a  rout e Origin , fo r example , ha d take n (Brow n 1988 : 
168)—did no t remove the spiritual significanc e o f the phallus. 

Controlling one' s bod y throug h asceticis m an d sexua l renunciation , 
though popular among Christians in the first centuries, was not a  model 
that coul d ultimatel y compet e wit h th e sexua l regulations , gende r divi -
sions, and hierarchies o f th e evolving Christia n househol d an d Catholi c 
church. The married Christian householder continued to use the body as 
sign o f hi s o r he r mora l an d politica l commitment s (Meek s 1993) , bu t 
the mor e radica l form s o f bodil y practice s b y whic h earl y Christia n 
circles ha d achieve d ritua l visibilit y (e.g. , extrem e asceticism , celibacy , 
perpetual virginity , libertin e rites ) wer e pushe d t o th e margin s an d de -
clared heretical . 

Ascetic practices , however , survived . The y were either adjusted t o o r 
separated fro m th e normativ e code s o f th e househol d movement . Fo r 
example, virginity, as a form of female asceticism , turned into the elabo-
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rate cul t o f th e Virgi n Mar y (Kristev a 1986 ; Warne r 1976 ) whic h n o 
longer require d perpetua l virginit y o f al l daughter s o f th e Christia n 
household. Th e adoratio n o f th e Virgi n becam e compatibl e wit h th e 
institution o f marriage , thus easin g the householder' s fea r tha t th e prac -
tice of continence woul d disrup t hi s oikonotnia.  Mal e asceticism , on th e 
other hand , wa s channele d int o a  celibat e clerg y an d monasti c orders , 
while th e Christia n householde r wa s allowe d t o engag e i n a  restraine d 
but lici t sexua l life . As Christianit y evolved , th e marrie d lait y wa s sepa -
rated fro m a  celibate clergy—a proces s tha t wa s not completed unti l th e 
twelfth century , an d perhap s no t unti l th e sixteent h century , agains t th e 
bitter complaint s o f marrie d priest s (cf . Barsto w 1982 ; Ranke-Heine -
mann 1990 ; Lea 1907) . 

Yet, a  fundamenta l conflic t remained . Th e theologica l insistenc e o n 
the simultaneity o f Jesus' maleness and Christ' s asexuality seem s to hav e 
been experience d a s a  continuou s sourc e o f frustration , fo r i t produce d 
a paradoxica l notio n o f mal e spiritualit y b y insistin g o n phalli c powe r 
while denyin g th e sexua l penis . Th e onl y perfec t man , Pop e Gregor y I 
wrote i n th e sevent h century , i s "th e on e wh o manage s no t t o bur n 
amidst th e fire"  (quote d i n Ranke-Heineman n 1990 : 142) . The inevita -
ble psychodynamic tensio n coul d onl y b e resolved b y entrenching patri -
archal powe r i n th e ecclesi a o n th e on e han d an d counterbalancin g i t 
with gender-varian t imagery , rituals , an d symbolization s o n th e other . 
This woul d explain , fo r example , why, i n a n al l mal e institution , Chris t 
was tim e an d agai n represente d i n highl y sensuou s an d androgynou s 
images. Whether w e loo k a t painting s fro m th e fourteent h an d fifteenth 
centuries, th e Sacre d Hear t iconograph y o f th e nineteent h century , o r 
the popular portrait s o f Chris t b y the American painte r Warne r Sallma n 
(Morgan 1996) , Jesu s ha s feminin e facia l features , lon g hai r touchin g 
his shoulders , an d a  bod y wrappe d i n sof t an d flowing  gowns . Hi s 
posture o n th e cros s sometime s suggest s masochisti c self-abandon , an d 
his bleedin g woun d belo w th e nippl e suggest s a  (spiritual ) feedin g o f 
humankind, jus t a s Mary's lactatin g breas t fe d hi m (Bynu m 1987) . Even 
the fluids  (blood , sweat , tears) , whic h Christ' s sufferin g bod y excrete s 
abundantly, hav e a  "feminine " quality . Accordin g t o mora l theolog y o f 
the thirteenth century , bodil y fluids  ar e more typical o f woman' s nature . 
"Woman i s les s qualifie d fo r mora l behavior, " wrot e Alber t th e Great , 
the teacher o f Aquinas, because she "contain s mor e liquid than th e man , 
and i t i s a  propert y o f liqui d t o tak e thing s u p easil y an d t o hol d 
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onto the m poorly " (quote d i n Ranke-Heineman n 1990 : 178) . Christ' s 
exuding bod y o n th e cros s betray s a  masculin e anatom y tainte d b y 
"womanish" features . 

A peculiarit y i n th e histor y o f Wester n Christianit y i s tha t i t doe s 
not worshi p th e linga  directl y bu t rathe r divinize s th e mal e bod y b y 
effeminizing it . Thos e sensuou s an d androgynou s representation s are , 
however, i n mos t case s th e produc t o f "mal e phantasmatics " (Kristev a 
1986: 178) . Rea l gende r transgressors—ga y people , transvestites , me n 
or wome n pretendin g t o b e anothe r gender—hav e been , an d stil l are , 
punished b y moral an d secular law. Though suc h androgynou s imager y 
suggests the sublimation o f the phallic presence in the Christian symbol -
ization of the sacred, it negates neither patriarchal power nor the impor-
tance of the biological male sex. This can be seen, for example, in stories 
about Pope Joan, a female pope, that began to circulate in the thirteenth 
century. Accordin g t o medieva l sources , Pop e Joan , wh o supposedl y 
reigned briefly betwee n Leo IV and Benedict III in the ninth century, had 
the misfortun e t o giv e birt h durin g a  lon g papa l processio n throug h 
Rome. She and her newborn child were stoned t o death on the spot (cf . 
Pardoe and Pardoe 1988 ; Gossmann 1994) . 

Whether w e vie w Pope  Joan a s a  historica l figure  or a s the resul t o f 
historical fiction,  th e fac t remain s that he r (rea l o r apocryphal ) infiltra -
tion int o th e institutio n o f sacerdota l celibac y require d sever e punish -
ment. The peculiar dynamic between absent penis and phallic presence— 
paradoxical, irreconcilable , ye t hel d u p t o ma n a s a  pat h t o spiritua l 
perfection—does no t allo w th e physica l presenc e o f a  woman . Sh e 
would b e a  mockery o f th e denie d penis . He r presenc e woul d tur n th e 
idealization o f celibac y int o a  sig n o f impotenc e an d thu s threate n t o 
unveil the chimera of phallic power . 

In the history of Western Christianity , i t did not suffice t o subject the 
clergy alon e t o th e enigm a o f spiritua l perfectio n (absen t penis/phalli c 
presence); mora l theolog y pu t heav y restriction s als o o n th e sexua l 
pleasures o f th e laity . Intercours e wa s permitte d o n specia l day s an d 
for procreativ e purpose s only , an d contraceptive devices , abortion , an d 
intercourse durin g menstruation wer e prohibited . Som e regulations sin -
gled out lay men, such as the notion o f copula  sicca  (dr y intercourse) o r 
coitus reservatus,  th e withdrawin g o f th e peni s afte r pleasurin g th e 
woman "withou t lettin g th e see d o f generatio n flow  forth " (Cardina l 
Huguccio, quoted in Ranke-Heinemann 1990 : 171) . 
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When th e Reformatio n reformulate d th e Catholi c doctrine s o f venia l 
and morta l sin , me n wh o converte d t o Protestantis m wer e free d fro m 
some o f th e mora l constraint s place d upo n sexuality . Marti n Luthe r 
ridiculed sacerdota l celibacy . H e regarde d sexua l instinc t a s a  la w o f 
nature tha t woul d alway s overrid e man' s vow s o f chastity . " I a m satis -
fied," Luthe r onc e said, "tha t th e saints stick i n the mud jus t like we do " 
(quoted i n Grisar 1971 : 514). Although h e acknowledged tha t som e me n 
may possess the rare gift o f celibacy, he admonished ma n to "b e marrie d 
[and] hav e a  wife. " Calvin , too , wrot e tha t ma n shoul d "abstai n fro m 
marriage onl y s o long a s he i s fit  to observ e celibacy " (quote d i n Doug -
lass 1974 : 295-96) . 

Luther's theology that human s are saved "b y faith alone " and that th e 
priesthood extend s to al l believers opened th e door t o a  more egalitaria n 
understanding o f human relationships . Peasants , women, and th e radica l 
wing o f th e Reformatio n pushe d t o rectif y socia l injustices , t o redefin e 
sacramental authority , an d t o rethin k issue s o f sexualit y an d pleasur e 
(Noble 1992 : 189 ; Marshall 1989 ; Douglass 1974) . Today, we know, of 
course, tha t thes e movement s wer e eventuall y crushe d b y mainstrea m 
Protestantism whic h insiste d o n obedienc e t o th e stat e an d introduce d 
the ide a o f individualize d piety . Th e clerica l monopol y wa s replace d b y 
the patriarcha l family . Marriag e wa s looke d upo n i n a  favorabl e light , 
but marrie d couple s were , a s before , warne d o f th e danger s o f uncon -
trolled lus t tha t pollute d matrimony . 

Despite th e liberatin g promis e o f th e Protestan t spirit , wome n re -
mained exclude d fro m ordination . Whe n th e gate s o f th e wome n con -
vents and monasterie s wer e opened i n Protestant countries , women eve n 
lost wha t littl e religiou s autonom y the y ha d retaine d a s nun s (Wiesne r 
1989). Luthe r sneere d a t wome n saint s (Erikso n 1962 : 71) . Women' s 
new place was the home where they could practic e thei r fait h a s mother s 
and th e wive s o f pastors . "I f a  mothe r o f a  famil y wishe s t o pleas e an d 
serve God, " Luthe r wrote , "le t he r car e fo r th e family, . .  . educate an d 
teach he r childre n [and ] do her tas k i n the kitchen" (quote d i n Douglas s 
1974: 295) . A  submissiv e wif e wa s respecte d b y he r husband , bu t a 
disobedient wif e suspecte d o f sorcer y (Barsto w 1994 : 60 ; Nobl e 1992 : 
i88f). 

Husbands wer e als o admonishe d t o d o thei r dutie s i n th e emergin g 
bourgeois family . "[I] t i s of greatest importanc e fo r ever y married man, " 
Luther preache d i n a  sermo n o n th e estat e o f marriage , "t o pa y closer , 
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more thorough, and continuous attention to the health of his child's soul 
than to the bod y which h e has begotten " (reprinte d i n Lul l 1989 : 636) . 
Yet, Protestant men, married or not, held onto their leadership positions 
in th e churc h an d continue d t o determin e theologica l discourse . Whe n 
the Reformatio n turne d celibate priest s int o marrie d preachers , i t eased 
the conflict betwee n absent penis and phallic presence but did not change 
patriarchal dominance . The  sexua l peni s no longe r prevente d me n fro m 
offering th e sacrament s a s lon g a s thei r sexualit y wa s controlle d b y 
marriage. Marrie d me n wer e no t exclude d fro m powe r bu t powe r re -
mained exclusively amon g men. 

The Reformatio n free d Protestan t me n from th e psychodynami c ten -
sion o f havin g t o achiev e spiritua l perfectio n throug h th e denia l o f 
desire, bu t i t di d no t challeng e phalli c power . The  Protestan t spirit , i f 
viewed a s a n earl y expressio n o f modernity , manage d t o mov e phalli c 
power fro m th e ecclesi a t o secula r institutions , suc h a s th e military , 
economic, an d political elites . As the secular force s o f modernit y gaine d 
strength, me n bega n t o see k power , authority , an d reputatio n i n th e 
economic, legal , o r scientifi c sphere s rathe r than ecclesiastica l circle s o f 
male celibate s (Nobl e 1992) . Religion , no w a  matter o f privat e convic -
tions, became a less desirable male domain. Men ar e public, women ar e 
private (Elshtai n 1981) . With progressive secularization , me n los t inter -
est i n privat e an d "womanish " religio n an d withdre w thei r ambition s 
from traditiona l spiritua l pathways . The  privatizatio n o f religio n ex -
plains, perhaps,  wh y contemporar y me n fee l spirituall y impoverishe d 
despite th e powe r an d privilege s the y stil l enjoy . I t ma y als o explai n 
why, in the twentieth century, women have been successful i n their move 
into leadership positions in many Protestant churches and why women' s 
ordination i s no w a  fiercely  debated issu e amon g Catholics . Onc e reli -
gion is declared a private affair, me n leave and women ar e admitted. 

Today, thoug h me n ma y hav e man y goo d reason s t o celebrat e th e 
liberation fro m th e religious yok e o f celibacy , thi s comes wit h losses . A 
privatized religion has left contemporary men of faith without a medium 
to talk about their bodies religiously. As convoluted as the moral debates 
over such issues a s coitus reservatus  ma y have been , they provided me n 
with a public religious forum to discuss the intimacies of the male body . 
In modernity , thi s discours e ha s becom e romanticized , sexualized , an d 
medicalized. Lik e religio n itself , th e mal e bod y i s a  privat e affair . Th e 
male bod y excretin g liquid s is , fo r example , n o longe r a  spiritua l ico n 
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but ofte n a  pornographic image . In the twentiet h century , pornographi c 
language an d medica l terminolog y rathe r tha n religiou s imager y see m t o 
dominate th e discours e o n th e mal e body . Perhaps , th e dominan t idea l 
of masculinit y i n Christia n culture s ha s shifte d fro m denyin g th e peni s 
to oversexin g it , albei t neve r challengin g th e powe r an d th e presenc e o f 
the phallus . 

W i l d m e n a n d M y t h o p o e t i c Spir i tual i t y 

In ligh t o f thi s heritage , i t i s not surprisin g tha t man y me n i n contempo -
rary American society feel estranged fro m religion . Neither Christianity' s 
severe scrutin y o f mal e desire s no r modernity' s privatizatio n o f religio n 
appeals t o me n i n a  competitive , consumption-oriented , an d pleasure -
seeking culture . Bu t i n th e 1980s , informa l group s an d gathering s o f 
American me n i n searc h fo r ne w form s o f masculin e spiritualit y gaine d 
public visibility . Today, they are known a s the mythopoetic men' s move-
ment (cf . Kuper s 1993 : 146-50 ; Clatterbaug h 1990 : 85-103 ; Nelso n 
1992: 76-80 ; Dot y 1993) . Thi s movemen t o f predominantl y white , 
middle-class me n ha s bee n abl e t o articulat e a  sens e o f spiritua l alien -
ation. I t als o offer s a  cure : Revitaliz e th e ol d sources ! Thes e source s 
include Gree k mythologie s (Bole n 1989 ; Doty 1993) , th e biblica l tradi -
tions (Culbertso n 1992 ; Arnol d 1991 ; Judy 1992) , pre-Christia n an d 
pagan religion s (Rowa n 1987 ; Conner 1993) , the masculin e wisdo m o f 
fairy tale s (Bl y 1990) , an d th e generativ e powe r o f mal e archetype s 
(Keen 1991 ; Anderson 1990 ; Moore an d Gillett e 1990) . 

The mythopoeti c movemen t ha s recentl y com e unde r seriou s criti -
cism—though les s for it s aspiration t o find new forms o f male religiosit y 
than fo r it s representatio n o f gender . Feminist s hav e bee n particularl y 
critical o f th e mal e mythmaker s o f th e 1980 s an d 1990s , viewin g the m 
as th e spiritua l expressio n o f th e conservativ e backlas h tha t America n 
society i s currentl y experiencing . Feminis t critic s hav e describe d th e 
work an d practice of such men as Robert Bly , Sam Keen, Robert Moore , 
and Dougla s Gillett e a s a  "depolitization " o f the concepts o f "masculin -
ity" and "sexism " (hooks) , a "grotesquel y one-dimensional , easily popu -
larized pseudoanalysis " (Randall) , a s "essentialist " an d "dangerou s t o 
women" (Brown) , a n "anti-feminis t backlas h . . . o f whit e me n .  . . 
reestablishing] th e traditional male-dominan t value s of Western patriar -
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chal culture" (Noble) , an d a  "glorification o f rapis t divinities an d sexis t 
fairy tales" (Caputi and MacKenzie; all quoted in Hagan 1992) . 

Such characterization s unfairl y homogeniz e thes e groups , glossin g 
over som e significan t difference s amon g them ; yet , considerin g th e nu -
merous veiled and open attacks against feminism in the current literature 
on masculin e spirituality , th e women' s passionat e response s ar e under -
standable. Notwithstanding th e occasional li p service paid to a  woman-
friendly agenda by individual authors, the general tone of their argumen-
tation belie s th e rhetoric . The  "wounde d man " i s th e focu s o f thei r 
attention. Bu t littl e i s don e t o compar e th e gravit y o f thei r wound s t o 
the damaging and painful disenfranchisemen t o f other groups. Thus, the 
potentially liberatin g practic e o f a  spiritua l men' s movemen t ha s to o 
often yielde d t o effort s o f consolidatin g patriarcha l powe r (cf . Bord o 
1993; Burant 1988 ; Nelson 1992 : 78; May and Strikwerda 1992 : xiv). 

Patrick Arnold' s boo k Wildmen,  Warriors,  and  Kings:  Masculine 
Spirituality and  the  Bible  exemplifie s th e extrem e en d o f masculinis t 
religious writings. A "new cultural disease is developing," he claims, "an 
opportunistic infection so recent that most people neither know its name 
nor even recogniz e it s existence." Arnol d call s thi s diseas e "misandry, " 
the hatred o f men . "Misandr y i s an ideological spinof f o f extrem e femi -
nism. . . . I t i s ofte n presen t alongsid e feminis t influenc e i n suc h majo r 
institutions a s academia, the church, the arts, business, and law" (1991: 
52). I n religion , feminist s hav e bee n especiall y successfu l a t spreadin g 
the disease. "Spiritualit y is an area where men are probably most vulner-
able and where misandrists, in turn, seem to make the most far-reachin g 
and malicious claims. The most virulent sources of this hatred are foun d 
in post-Christian feminis t religious writings, especially in the burgeonin g 
field o f Goddes s religion " (1991 : 55) . The  languag e o f mor e libera l 
writings may b e tamer bu t the ideas are similar. In Fire in the  Belly,  fo r 
example, Sa m Kee n distinguishe s betwee n a  prophetic feminism , whic h 
is awar e o f th e wound s o f bot h wome n an d men , an d a n ideologica l 
feminism "animate d b y a spirit of a  resentment, the tactic of blame , and 
the desir e fo r vindictiv e triump h ove r me n tha t come s ou t o f th e dog -
matic assumptio n tha t wome n ar e th e innocen t victim s o f a  mal e con -
spiracy" (1991: 196) . 

It is too painful to repeat other flagrantly anti-feminis t an d misogynist 
statements; these few examples may suffice t o illustrate the emergence of 
a male-revisionist agenda . The mythopoetic movemen t is , of course , no t 
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monolithic. Th e spectru m reache s fro m Patric k Arnold' s reactionar y 
views t o Sa m Keen' s libera l androcentris m an d th e cavernou s spac e 
hollowed ou t by Robert Bly' s conservative paternalism (se e Clatterbaug h 
1990). What bind s these writings togethe r i s their politica l an d religiou s 
sentimentalism. B y uncritically reappropriatin g androcentri c myth s an d 
traditions, the y pla y int o th e hand s o f a  conservativ e gende r ideolog y 
and policy . 

Why d o s o man y neo-Jungia n writing s o n mal e spiritualit y en d u p 
reproaching wome n fo r men' s lac k o f religiou s devotion ? Wh y d o 
mythopoetic me n lamen t thei r conditio n o f spiritua l impoverishment , 
when, i n fact , religiou s histor y i s filled  wit h book s o n male-specific , 
religious practices? I t is important t o remember tha t men, unlike women , 
whose centuries-lon g marginalizatio n ha s lef t the m wit h onl y a  fe w 
sources to reconstruc t thei r spirituality , hav e abundant materia l t o wor k 
with. I n 1888 , fo r example , d e Roskovan y produce d a  bibliograph y o n 
Christian mal e celibac y whic h alon e filled  seventee n volume s (Barsto w 
1982: 8) . Considering such voluminous archives , are men really "spiritu -
ally challenged, " o r merel y threatene d b y ne w social , political , an d 
economic realities ? D o they attend t o thei r wound s becaus e they wish t o 
rectify th e injustices o f sexism and racism , or because they seek to regai n 
power ove r a  spher e tha t the y voluntaril y gav e u p whe n modernit y 
promoted secula r notion s o f progress ? I s mythopoesi s a  spiritua l path -
way tha t lead s t o gende r equalit y an d t o toleratio n o f gender-varian t 
behavior, o r i s it a  code word fo r neo-patriarcha l values ? 

The focu s o n archetype s i n th e recen t literatur e o n mal e spiritualit y 
creates considerabl e problems . Archetype s easil y escap e a  critica l analy -
sis of the economic an d politica l statu s o f me n i n contemporary society . 
Archetypes expres s a  nostalgi c desir e fo r a n untrouble d pas t an d ar e 
enlisted i n the task o f envisioning the future o f male spirituality—unfor -
tunately, th e futur e doe s no t loo k s o different fro m th e patriarcha l past . 
The "prima l spiritua l gift s tha t me n ca n offe r t o thei r world, " Arnol d 
suggests, ar e "fightin g fo r wha t yo u believ e in , lovin g freedom , an d 
taking responsibility . Masculinit y mean s standin g ou t fro m th e crowd , 
. .  . coming t o th e rescu e whe n peopl e ge t i n trouble, . .  . thinking logi -
cally an d upholdin g th e la w [and ] reverencin g Go d a s Totall y Other " 
(1991: 50) . Suc h formulation s ma y hav e th e powe r t o reconcil e publi c 
men with privat e religion , bu t the y d o no t transfor m androcentri c struc -
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tures. They accommodate affluent men in search of a gratifying spiritual -
ity without challenging their socially privileged positions . 

Toward Gender-Consciou s Embodie d Spiritualit y 

The contributors t o Men's  Bodies,  Men's  Gods  d o not dwel l o n mascu -
line archetypes as models for a contemporary male spirituality but reflect 
on th e comple x an d ofte n ambiguou s religiou s force s tha t shap e mal e 
bodies and identities, taking into consideration the social, psychological , 
cultural, an d historica l dimension s o f moder n "manhood. " Th e mal e 
figures o f warriors,  wildmen , kings , Iro n Johns , lovers , magicians , o r 
shamans ma y hav e therapeuti c valu e fo r a  limite d grou p o f men , but , 
more often tha n not , suc h archetypa l configuration s misnam e th e prob-
lems, misplace the blame, and simplify th e complexity o f men's contem-
porary existence . "Fo r actual me n ar e not timeles s symboli c constructs , 
they ar e biologically , historically , an d experientiall y embodie d beings " 
(Bordo 1993 : 696).  Archetypes , o n th e othe r hand , ar e disembodied , 
ahistorical figures (for a different view , see Wehr 1987) . They have more 
in common wit h symbolization s o f phalli c presence—constant , eternal , 
erect—than th e mutabl e an d multipl e form s o f mal e bodies—flaccid , 
aging, excreting. 

Particular mal e bodie s continually challeng e th e transcendent rul e o f 
the phallus, religious or secular. Particularity requires that men's diverse 
cultural an d ethnic background s an d sexua l orientation s mus t b e taken 
into accoun t whe n movin g towar d a  renewe d understandin g o f mal e 
identity an d spirituality . Man y o f th e author s o f thi s boo k no t onl y 
analyze th e problems bu t ar e already engage d i n reinventing a  religious 
discourse o n embodiment , intimacy , an d sexuality , a  discourse tha t wa s 
lost whe n religio n becam e a  privat e affair . Ne w theological , spiritual , 
and ritual pathways for men must take their bodies seriously. For exam-
ple, i n hi s critique o f phallocentri c theology , James Nelso n admonishe s 
men no t t o projec t th e "value s o f phallos  .  .  .  ont o ou r experience d 
worlds," but to make the "fully physical, sweating, lubricating, menstru-
ating, ejaculating, urinating, defecating bodie s . . . th e central vehicles of 
God's embodimen t i n ou r experience " (1992 : 94 , 31) . Fo r men , t o 
become awar e o f th e vulnerabilit y o f thei r bodie s i s a  positiv e startin g 
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point. Rathe r tha n buildin g u p a  muscular , athletic , erect , brave , wise , 
protective, competitive , iro n body , w e coul d tr y t o sta y close r t o rea l 
bodies: itching, aging , flowing,  hurting , loving , dying, smelling, praying , 
masturbating, spilling , adorning , fathering , nurturing , growin g fat , get -
ting sick . 

Adopting th e perspectiv e o f a  gender-conscious , mal e religiosit y 
would, moreover, require men to examine the preferential treatmen t tha t 
many o f the m hav e enjoye d i n Christia n tradition s an d post-Christia n 
cultures. Suc h a  perspectiv e self-criticall y assesse s th e wound s tha t me n 
have inflicte d o n other s an d themselves . I t leave s behin d th e model s o f 
male celibates, warriors, kings, and wildmen, and investigates difference s 
among men . I t searche s fo r spiritualit y i n th e unexpected : whe n me n 
befriend othe r men , whe n the y explor e eroti c fantasies , whe n the y 
change thei r children' s diaper s o r car e fo r peopl e wit h AIDS , o r whe n 
they contemplate th e symbolizations o f the male flesh. 

Men's Bodies,  Men's  Gods  open s wit h Set h Mirsky' s "Thre e Argument s 
for th e Eliminatio n o f Masculinity " becaus e hi s piec e analyze s th e aca -
demic an d politica l contex t o f th e contemporar y men' s movemen t an d 
locates th e mythopoeti c movemen t withi n it . Revisin g Simon e d e Beau -
voir's famous statemen t t o read , "On e i s not born , but rathe r become s a 
man," Mirsk y set s out t o investigat e th e current emphasi s on th e ide a o f 
masculinity. H e i s skeptica l abou t th e renewe d interes t i n masculinit y 
because th e latte r i s to o "deepl y entrenche d i n ou r culture " t o becom e 
a too l fo r transformatio n an d liberation . A s a n essentialis t category , 
masculinity doe s no t distinguis h betwee n se x an d gender . A  masculin e 
(or masculinist) identity , therefore, i s a construction tha t enshrines tradi -
tional male gender role s and "preclude s the pursuit o f a feminist politica l 
agenda." Th e "quasi-religiou s revaluin g o f masculin e gende r identity " 
advocated b y th e mythopoeti c movemen t mus t b e criticize d fo r simila r 
reasons. Although Mirsk y concede s tha t th e searc h fo r mal e spiritualit y 
can b e a  critiqu e o f patriarcha l religions , h e regard s th e ques t fo r th e 
"deep masculine " i n the archetypa l unconsciou s a  "reactionar y fiction." 

Not ever y boo k tha t carrie s "masculinity " i n it s titl e promote s a 
conservative agenda , a s Mirsk y seem s t o fear . Suc h work s a s Holy 
Virility: The  Social  Construction  of  Masculinity  (Reynau d 1983) , Con-
temporary Perspectives  on  Masculinity  (Clatterbaug h 1990) , an d Re-
thinking Masculinity  (Ma y an d Strikwerd a 1992 ) are good example s fo r 


