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Recontextualising Tradition 

The impassioned teacher 

In the 1989 film, Dead Poets Society, actor Robin Williams plays Professor John Keating, an 

English teacher who inspires his students to go beyond the limiting expectations of their 

wealthy and powerful parents and their very traditionalist, upper-class boarding school. 

When Mr Keating is sacked for his unorthodox teaching methods, the boys in his senior class 

resist the efforts of the headmaster to keep control of the room and one by one, climb up to 

stand on top of their desks, recalling the words of American poet Walt Whitman and 

addressing Mr Keating as "O Captain, my Captain" as he goes to leave. Many of you here are 

probably far too young to remember the film, but I encourage you to find it on a streaming 

service and watch it or watch it again. While it may make you cry, it will also remind you of 

what it is that makes a good teacher. Reviewing it to prepare this paper, it sent me scouring 

the net to find out what had happened to my year 12 Lit teacher, Edith Smithers. Alas, I could 

find only a single photo of her and she is now in her eighties, but I do remember how much I 

loved attending her classes, which were always replete with the day's anecdotes about "Annie 

and Jane and Brian" at home, and words of advice such as "never trust a man in a brown suit" 

and "never marry a man who takes his socks off last". Oh, and the other piece of advice she 

gave was never to say "haitch", because it was very lower class and aitch was only pronounced 

that way by Irish Catholics. Well, it was the 1980s, and we were in a Baptist school, but even 

though not long after I became a Catholic myself, I have never been able to say haitch in 

ordinary circumstances and it jars when my children say it because they are in Catholic 

schools. You will be glad to know, however, that my husband does not own any brown suits.  

Of course, the point is that there are lines from John Keats and William Butler Yeats and 

John Donne and Gerard Manley Hopkins that have stayed with me for life because Mrs 

Smithers was able to open the door onto a world of beauty and a depth of meaning that took 

hold of my heart and my imagination and made me yearn for more, or, indeed, for "the more" 

which has always been my driving passion. I hope each of you recognises what I am talking 

about. I hope that there has been someone in each of your lives who has embodied such a 

love for what they teach that learning becomes sheer joy. The person who brings learning to 

life is the person for whom there is no gap between themselves and what they teach. This 
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person does not have to argue or convince you of anything because the meaningfulness of 

the subject matter becomes self-evident in their embodiment of it. You commit yourself to it 

because you experience for yourself its profundity. Through this teacher, it addresses you in 

person, not by a rubric, but in experience. And it is not too much of a stretch, I think, to 

appreciate that one of the problems we face in Catholic schools is that it has become 

increasingly difficult to find teachers who are able to live Christian faith such that the love of 

God becomes visible in them in something of the same way. I am not speaking of the person 

who yaps on about God's love or who demonstrates great piety or who gives you the sense 

that they are is incredibly religious, but of the person for whom there is no gap—for whom 

there is no gap between who they are and what they teach. This is what I mean when I speak 

of a witness.  

Now, there is more in common between a great teacher of English and a great teacher 

of Religious Education in a Catholic school than the ways in which they bring their subject 

matter alive. Anyone who teaches English in Australia ultimately has to confront the question 

of how to approach the selection of texts for study. In addition to reframing the issue of what 

constitutes a "text", teachers of English have to grapple with whether they teach from the 

Canon or whether they select texts arising from within the cultural milieu of their students. 

The choice of the former can reinforce that the views of largely dead white males have more 

to offer than writers whose characters and stories reflect something of the diversity of the 

plural context in which we live. Choosing the latter, however, can imply that we have nothing 

to learn from the past; moreover, it puts at risk the capacity of students to participate in a 

cultural heritage that must be negotiated in more than what we read. As I watch (sometimes 

horrified) the animated series Family Guy with my almost-16-year-old son, I am glad that he 

is able to find the intergenerational cultural references funny. It is the same when he listens 

to or composes sampled music: there are times when being able to recognise not only 

Bohemian Rhapsody but also Carmina Burana makes his experience that much richer. 

Needless to say, I am not suggesting that English teachers ultimately choose EITHER from the 

Canon OR from contemporary texts; the point I am making is that in every subject where it is 

not simply what is most current that is of most value, the question arises about the capacity 

of students to be engaged by something that might seem foreign to them at first because it 

has come from a different time or place, or even from a different world altogether. I once 
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heard an interview with children's author Mem Fox, where she described the tortured process 

of negotiating to have her books published in the United States. I am hoping that many of you 

will be familiar with her very famous book, Possum Magic, where the solution to the problem 

of the invisibility of the young possum, Hush, is to travel around Australia eating 

quintessentially Australian foods, which will make her visible again. So, the story goes, she 

eats Anzac biscuits in Adelaide, Mornay and Minties in Melbourne, Steak and Salad in Sydney, 

Pumpkin Scones in Brisbane, Vegemite Sandwiches in Darwin, Pavlova in Perth, and 

Lamingtons in Hobart. It was apparently only well into the negotiations that the American 

publishing house showcased the changes they had made to the text in order to make the book 

more comprehensible for American children—Hot Dogs in Hobart and Bagels in Brisbane, for 

example. "Why do you need to do this?" she gasped: "are American children not as intelligent 

as Australian children?" 

Engaging with revelation in tradition 

In a roundabout way that won't at first seem obvious, this very long introduction to a 

relatively short paper brings me to the question of engaging with tradition in Catholicism, and 

we can't actually engage with the question of tradition until we first think about engaging 

with revelation. Now, it seems to me that the idea of divine revelation does not make much 

sense for many people in the contemporary context, and in my view, this is at least in part 

because Catholics often think about revelation in terms of beliefs, rather than experience. For 

the couple of centuries prior to Vatican II, much Catholic theology of revelation was 

articulated in propositional terms, that is, as a set of beliefs to which it was important to 

adhere to belong to the Church. This changed at Vatican II with the desire to return to a 

primary understanding of revelation as personal. To quote Dei verbum: "Through this 

revelation, therefore, the invisible God … out of the abundance of His love speaks to us as 

friends."1 Revelation is understood first and foremost to be God's self-revelation.2 Now, I 

 
1 Vatican II Council, Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation: Dei Verbum (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice 
Vatican, 1965), section 2, trans. modified. 
2 Dei verbum seeks to reverse a trend that, according to Joseph Ratzinger in his 1968 commentary on the Council 
documents, had gathered momentum in Neo-Scholasticism, namely thinking of revelation primarily as a static 
set of truths to be believed. In his own words, written as one who was a peritus at the Council, revelation was 
thus intended in Dei verbum to be considered less “a store of mysterious supernatural teachings” and more “a 
true dialogue which touches man in his totality.” Joseph Ratzinger, "Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation 
Chapter I," in Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, ed. Herbert Vorgrimler (London/New York: Burns and 
Oates/Herder and Herder, 1969), 172. This notes is quoted from Robyn Horner, The Experience of God: A 
Phenomenology of Revelation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022, forthcoming). 
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argue that revelation is a problem for Christian and most especially Catholic theology because 

while it is fundamentally relational, it is predominantly, habitually and dogmatically conceived 

as propositional. That is not to say that its propositional sense is invalid, but simply that 

attempts to express God’s self-communication are always asymptotic: they approach, but 

never actually reach, the reality to which they point; they are invariably time and context 

bound so that they need to be revisited for new times and new contexts and in light of new 

insights. The articulation of revelation in tradition arises from shared critical reflection on an 

experience that is always and already at a step removed from immediacy. It is when 

awareness of the limits of theological expression in tradition is kept at the forefront that there 

is room for the Holy Spirit to intervene and to advocate on the part of those who may suffer 

if tradition has been disconnected from the reality of human experience and allowed to 

become static and hardened. That is why it is not only possible but critical that tradition 

develops. 

As Dei verbum further states, then, tradition develops as “a growth in the understanding 

of the realities and the words which have been handed down … [which] happens through the 

contemplation and study made by believers, who treasure these things in their hearts … 

through a penetrating understanding of the spiritual realities which they experience.”3 We 

could read this in terms of what has become a standard approach in thinking the development 

of doctrine, which is to say that “a growth in understanding” means a deepening of the 

understanding of what has already been received and expressed.4 This is evident in the work 

of conciliar theologian Yves Congar, who maintains that in the work of developing tradition, 

the Holy Spirit “realizes and gives an inner depth to what was said and done once and for all 

by Christ.”5 For Congar, any development is a further explanation of the original deposit of 

 
3 Vatican II Council, Dei Verbum, section 8. Emphasis added. 
4 “The deposit of Faith or the truths are one thing and the manner in which they are enunciated, in the same 
meaning and understanding, is another.” Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World: Gaudium Et 
Spes (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1965), s. 62. On my reading, this suggests that “the deposit of Faith 
or the truths” are known, and that the means of expression is adapted to the circumstances. Note, however, 
Richard Gaillardetz’s reading of this passage, which he uses to sustain an argument that tradition authentically 
develops: “For them [Newman et al.], revelation could not be exhausted by church doctrine. Doctrines were 
authentic but still imperfect and even partial expressions of divine revelation. This is reflected in the council’s 
adoption of the distinction between the ‘deposit of faith’ itself and the concrete manner in which a particular 
doctrinal statement ‘expresses’ the deposit of faith (GS 62). Church doctrine, and therefore tradition, progresses 
or develops as the church grows in its consciousness of the depth and breadth of God’s self-communication.” 
Richard R. Gaillardetz and Catherine E. Clifford, Keys to the Council: Unlocking the Teaching of Vatican Ii 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2012), 54. 
5 Yves Congar, The Meaning of Tradition, ed. Avery Dulles and A. N. Woodrow (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 
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faith, an explanation that he describes as something “more”.6 This could suggest that what 

has already been received, in its expression, has assumed a kind of finality, while an 

understanding of what it means grows. However, the phrase, “a growth in the understanding 

of the realities and the words” could be read otherwise to suggest that a gap is always opened 

up between the realities and the words, so the words and the realities never coincide. The 

realities cannot, in fact, be contained in the words of any single generation.7 If it is the case 

that God continues to reveal Godself in person, then living the Christian faith is a matter of 

being open to finding God anew and in this way adding to tradition.8 This forms the basis of 

an argument that the recontextualisation of faith is not only a theological pastime but a 

Christian imperative. 

Recontextualisation 

Let us return, then, to the impassioned teacher, the teacher for whom there is no gap 

between who they are and what they teach. The impassioned teacher who is committed to 

Christian faith reflects on scripture and tradition in dialogue with the present context because 

this nourishes her desire to find God anew in her experience and to share that exploration 

with others. There is a point to this activity. It is not a question of reflecting on tradition for 

the sake of something past, but of finding life in God's personal touch in the present. If I may 

press the analogy with studying English Literature, we do not read Jane Austen because we 

 
2004), 53. Even though Congar thinks by means of the analogy of faith to the possibility that there might be 
“interest” paid on the original deposit of faith by means of its lived transmission, he still traces this back to being 
already contained in the “apostolic heritage.” Ibid., 122. 
6 Ibid., 122-25. 
7 This might at first seem contrary to article 4 of Dei verbum: “we now await no further new public revelation 
before the glorious manifestation of our Lord.” Yet to quote Ratzinger once again: “God does not arbitrarily 
cease speaking at some point of history.”7 While Ratzinger acknowledges that “Christ is the end of God’s 
speaking, because after him there is nothing more to say,” he also explains that “if we made the point that Christ 
was the end of God’s speaking … that also means that he is the constant address of God to man.”  Joseph 
Ratzinger, "Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation Chapter I," in Commentary on the Documents of Vatican 
Ii, ed. Herbert Vorgrimler (London/New York: Burns and Oates/Herder and Herder, 1969), 71.Joseph Ratzinger, 
"Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation Chapter I," in Commentary on the Documents of Vatican Ii, ed. 
Herbert Vorgrimler (London/New York: Burns and Oates/Herder and Herder, 1969), 71. Dialogical revelation is 
personal, even while also addressed to persons in community. Moreover, it is historical, pace Ratzinger: “[Article 
3] emphatically asserts the historical character of revelation, which comes to man not as a timeless idea, but as 
the historical operation of God in our own time and sets man in the context of this history as the place of his 
salvation.” Ibid., 172. 
8 "Theology only exists … as contextual theology, and the development of tradition only as an ongoing process 
of recontextualisation." Lieven Boeve, Interupting Tradition: An Essay on Christian Faith in a Postmodern 
Context, trans. Brian Doyle (Leuven: Peeters, 2003), 26. 
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want to live like people from the eighteenth century, but because Jane Austen has something 

meaningful to say in the present context.  

As many of you have heard me say before, you can't recontextualise what you don't 

know. So, there is work to be done, and this is intellectual work as well as work of the heart. 

In this respect, the first task for us all is to work out how much of a gap there is between who 

we are and what we teach. Let me make clear that this is not a matter of being a "perfect" 

Christian or a "perfect" Catholic—as if there were such a thing—but a matter of owning up to 

how we feel about it. If it is something about which we cannot be authentic, then we should 

be very cautious about taking it on. Now, people who live the Catholic thing in Catholic schools 

in the same way that Edith Smithers taught English Literature might seem hard to find these 

days—although I have actually been blessed to meet quite a number of these people in my 

travels around Australia. But as we seek to take account of ourselves, the most important 

measure is not whether we are, in fact, like Edith Smithers but whether we would like to be 

like her, whether we are open to the possibility of being like Edith Smithers in some way. In 

other words, we need to ask ourselves: is there a fundamental consonance between who we 

are and the Catholic educational project in its very Catholicity? I think there are a range of 

possible answers to this question that allow engagement with Catholic faith in schools to be 

positive and authentic. This does not include embracing "Christian Values Education" (CVE) 

which is a way of approaching religious education by emphasising the lowest common 

denominators between Christianity and culture, without articulating any Christian 

distinctiveness.9 

Now, I'm going to go out on a limb, here, and share my theory that there is more to CVE 

than meets the eye. CVE can appear to be benign (according to this view, when we practise 

CVE, we only ever do it with the best of intentions), but in fact, CVE it is cancerous, and we let 

it continue at our peril. CVE is just secularisation by a thousand cuts. For as long as we allow 

a CVE approach, no one will ultimately be held responsible for the secularisation of Australian 

Catholic schools—the fault will simply be projected onto the consumers, who want a Catholic 

education for their children, but not too much, thanks. I think sometimes CVE can be about a 

 
9 Didier Pollefeyt and Jan Bouwens, Identity in Dialogue: Assessing and Enhancing Catholic School Identity. 
Research Methodology and Research Results in Catholic Schools in Victoria, Australia (Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2014), 
174. 
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vague intellectual assent to the Catholic thing but without any commitment of the heart. 

There is a mismatch here that makes it easier to talk about "beliefs" in the abstract than it is 

to admit to any sort of relationship with a God who communicates Godself in experience.  

So, my first point about recontextualisation is that it requires both an increasingly well-

informed knowledge of scripture and tradition AND a fundamental consonance between who 

we are and the Catholic educational project in its very Catholicity. We need to work on these 

things in the same way that we work on teaching literacy and numeracy, with the same 

dedication of time, and the same dedication of resources, and a lot of modelling and 

leadership in planning. But we need to work on them not as if it is only the cognitive dimension 

that matters. The Christian God is personal and relational, and if we cannot address that as 

persons, we are actively pushing students away from any grasp of what Christian faith means.  

The second task is to take up the challenge of Gaudium et Spes and learn to read "the 

signs of the times and [interpret] them in light of the Gospel."10 Now, when we hear "in light 

of the Gospel", we should hear: "in light of God's self-revelation in the person of Christ, which 

has been communicated in scripture and tradition, and which continues to unfold in the 

tradition to which we contribute today." I am going to give you one example of a way of 

approaching this task. 

An example of Recontextualising Tradition 

My amazing colleague, Teresa Brown, has worked with me to develop a process that we call 

"Four Steps to Recontextualisation." We will go through this in our joint workshop tomorrow; 

here I will just outline the steps before giving you an example of recontextualising tradition. 

Let me underscore that we do not suggest that this is the only way to undertake 

recontextualisation and it is certainly not a fool proof formula. We begin with a text—usually 

a biblical text, although it could be a text from another part of the tradition. The first step is 

to pray with and or listen to the text in a number of different ways. Next, we undertake 

dialogue: with the biblical tradition; with the post-biblical tradition; and with the current 

context. After dialogue, the recontextualisation can formally take place. Finally, we evaluate 

it. So, let me take you through some of the material that I have developed for a 

recontextualisation of the story of the Woman with the Haemorrhage from Mark 5: 25-34. 

 
10 Vatican II Council, Gaudium Et Spes, s. 4. 
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This is fully documented in one of the units that Teresa and I have developed in the 

professional learning materials we are making available in Open Learning.  

Presume that we have already prayed with or listened to this text. In order to gain some 

understanding of how the text might have been understood in the past, it is important to read 

some of the critical biblical commentary available. I summarise points from different 

commentaries as follows: 

1. The story of the Woman with the Haemorrhage is "sandwiched" between two halves of the 

story of the Raising of Jairus' daughter. There are many parallels between the two stories that 

work together in the sequence of the whole narrative. By focusing only on the story of the 

bleeding woman, we are missing some of the richness of those parallels. John R. Donahue 

writes: "Though self-contained narratives, the two stories are carefully woven together. Both 

deal with women in life-threatening situations, and both women are called 'daughter' (5:22, 

34). Both women are explicitly or implicitly hoping for salvation or rescue from their situation 

(5:23, sōth; 5:28, sōthēsomai). In both narratives 'faith' is important; the woman’s faith is 

praised (5:34) and Jairus is encouraged to have faith (5:36). In both narratives 

misunderstanding of Jesus’ power (5:31, 40) is followed by its dramatic manifestation (5:34, 

42)".11 

2. Many biblical commentaries note that Mark 5: 25-34 can be read in the context of Leviticus 

15:19-25: 

19 When a woman has a discharge of blood that is her regular discharge from her body, 
she shall be in her impurity for seven days, and whoever touches her shall be unclean 
until the evening. 20 Everything upon which she lies during her impurity shall be 
unclean; everything also upon which she sits shall be unclean. 21 Whoever touches her 
bed shall wash his clothes, and bathe in water, and be unclean until the evening. 22 
Whoever touches anything upon which she sits shall wash his clothes, and bathe in 
water, and be unclean until the evening; 23 whether it is the bed or anything upon 
which she sits, when he touches it he shall be unclean until the evening. 24 If any man 
lies with her, and her impurity falls on him, he shall be unclean for seven days; and every 
bed on which he lies shall be unclean. 25 If a woman has a discharge of blood for many 
days, not at the time of her impurity, or if she has a discharge beyond the time of her 
impurity, for all the days of the discharge she shall continue in uncleanness; as in the 
days of her impurity, she shall be unclean. 

 
11 John R. Donahue, The Gospel of Mark, Sacra Pagina (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2005), 198. 
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3. Many Christian commentators read the story as the overcoming by Jesus of the Jewish 

purity laws: Jesus allows the woman to touch and be touched and sets her free from her 

illness.12  

4. Yet, some scholars argue that to read the passage in this way misinterprets the Jewish 

sources and perpetuates a history of anti-Semitic interpretation.13 On the basis of the 

Masoretic (traditional Hebrew) text of Leviticus, a menstruating woman (niddah) 

"communicates impurity by being touched" whereas a woman with an irregular flow of blood 

(zavah) does not. Neither the niddah nor the zavah "[communicate] impurity by touching." 

This means that bleeding women are not cut off from society, as some Christian scholars 

argue in considering the story. 

5. At the same time, a bleeding woman might well be shamed or ostracised on the basis of 

her smell. It is also likely that she would have stained clothing from inevitable leakages of 

blood. 

6. One of the important things to notice about Jesus in the text is that he wants to know who 

has touched him and then addresses the woman in a very familiar way as "daughter." Frank 

Moloney refers to the section of Mark running from 3:7 to 6:6a as "Jesus and His New Family" 

to indicate the types of relationships Jesus forms.14 

7. When we read the three synoptic versions of the story together, we notice some of the 

differences between them. Chris L. de Wet observes that only Matthew has Jesus turn around 

and see the woman before healing her. He writes: "Matthew appears to save Jesus the 

embarrassment of someone 'stealing' a miracle from him, as some ancient interpreters saw 

it. In Mark and Luke, the initiative and agency remain fully with the woman, while in Matthew 

Jesus remains in control".15 

8. We can also see that Matthew and Luke speak not only of Jesus "clothes" or "cloak" but of 

the fringes on this piece of clothing. It is likely that Jesus is wearing fringes (Hebrew tzitzit) on 

 
12 For example, Leonard Swidler, Jesus Was a Feminist: What the Gospels Reveal About His Revolutionary 
Perspective (Delaware, MD: Sheed and Ward, 2007). 
13 Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity: Rabbinic and Christian Reconstructions of Biblical Gender 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000), 193. 
14 Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of Mark: A Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012). 
15 Chris L. de Wet, "John Chrysostom on the Healing of the Woman with a Flow of Blood: Exegesis, Tradition, and 
Anti-Judaism," Journal of early Christian history 9, no. 2 (2019): 7-8. 
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each corner of his outermost garment, which would have been typical for a committed Jewish 

man (cf. Numbers 15:37-41). The woman's touching of the fringes highlights Jesus' identity as 

a Jew, and more particularly, his connection to God. In other words, it highlights the woman's 

faith in God to heal. 

9. An important part of the story is the emphasis on Jesus' "power" (which leaks from him, 

just as the woman's blood distressingly leaks from her). John Donohue explains: "The idea of 

healing through touch is very common in the Hellenistic world, since healers were thought to 

be figures of power. This narrative is often invoked to undergird the view that the Markan 

Jesus is a Hellenistic theios anēr, a semi-divine figure gifted with supernatural powers".16 

10. It is also significant to note that the woman's healing brings both physical as well as 

spiritual salvation.  

11. We see that the woman "came [before Jesus] in fear and trembling, fell down before him, 

and told him the whole truth." This seems to suggest that she is ashamed for what she has 

done, or perhaps, for who she is—given her status in society. However, the phrase "fear and 

trembling" is often used in the Bible to indicate God's presence. Shelly Rambo argues that it 

is not a question of the woman feeling shamed before Jesus, but of her recognition that he is 

divine.17 

12. Rambo also argues that the trauma of the 12 years of bleeding cannot be expressed in 

words, but only physically, through touch. Jesus witnesses to this trauma in the physical 

communication of his power. Rambo comments: "Faith ... is presented within the context of 

a bodily exchange; it is not dependent on a verbal proclamation to some truth. Jesus models 

a necessary and corresponding movement as he testifies to the persistence and power of 

spirit, both human and divine" (p.253). This gives a particular depth to Frank Moloney's 

argument that the most important themes linking the two stories in the larger framework are 

those of faith and touch (81-82). 

Now, having engaged with the biblical tradition, we enter into Dialogue with the Post-

Biblical Tradition. One of the themes to emerge in the Christian discussion of the story of the 

Woman with the Haemorrhage is that of how to "deal with" menstruating women in the 

 
16 Donahue, The Gospel of Mark, 192. 
17 Shelly Rambo, "Trauma and Faith: Reading the Narrative of the Hemorrhaging Woman," International Journal 
of Practical Theology 13, no. 2 (2009). 
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context of Eucharist. Let me note that in the Lukan text, we are not dealing with a 

menstruating woman but a woman who has been bleeding for 12 years. While the Levitican 

text allows one rule for menstruating woman and another for those who are bleeding in an 

irregular way, both categories attract public disdain. 

1. A number of Christian writers in history maintain that menstruating women are unclean 

and should not come to the church. In a letter to Bishop Basiledes, reflecting on the story of 

the bleeding woman, Archbishop Dionysius of Alexandria writes: "Menstruous women ought 

not to come to the Holy Table, or touch the Holy of Holies, nor to churches, but pray 

elsewhere."18 This teaching is confirmed by the fourth-century Synod of Laodicea: "Women 

may not go to the altar."19 

2. There are two exceptions to this approach: the unknown author of the Didascalia (3rd 

century), who argues that Christians no longer have to keep to Jewish laws; and Pope Gregory 

the Great (6th century), who argues in a letter to Bishop Augustine of Canterbury that since 

Jesus has no problem with the woman with the haemorrhage, menstruating women can be 

part of the Eucharist.20 

3. Nonetheless, attitudes towards menstruating women remain largely negative. 

• Jerome (4th century) writes in Against Helvidius: "She who is no longer subject to the 

anxieties and pain of childbirth, she who has ceased to be a married woman with the 

cessation of the function of the menstrual blood, is freed from the curse of God". In 

his Commentary on Zechariah, he writes: "Nothing is more unclean than a 

menstruating woman, who makes unclean whatever she touches."21 

 
18 Dionysius of Alexandria, Canon II, in Philip Schaff, ed., vol. XIV, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers Series Ii. 
19 Synod of Laodecia, Canon 44, in Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, eds., Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 14, 
Second Series (1900). 
20 Alistair C. Stewart, The Didascalia Apostolorum: An English Version, Studia Traditionis Theologiae: Explorations 
in Early and Medieval Theology; 1 (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2009), chapter 26, esp. pp.253ff. "Yet still a 
woman, while suffering from her accustomed sickness, ought not to be prohibited from entering the church, 
since the superfluity of nature cannot be imputed to her for guilt, and it is not just that she should be deprived 
of entrance into the church on account of what she suffers unwillingly. For we know that the woman who 
suffered from an issue of blood, coming humbly behind the Lord, touched the hem of his garment, and 
immediately her infirmity departed from her (Luke viii.). If then one who had an issue of blood could laudably 
touch the Lord’s garment, why should it be unlawful for one who suffers from a menstruum of blood to enter in 
the Lord’s Church?" Gregory the Great, Epistle LXIV to Augustine, Bishop of the Angli, in Philip Schaff, ed. Gregory 
the Great (II), Ephraim Syrus, Aphrahat, vol. 13, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers (Grand Rapids, MI: CCEL), 188. 
21 Jerome, "On the Perpetual Virginity of the Blessed Mary against Helvidius," (380) in John N. Hritzu, ed. Saint 
Jerome Dogmatic and Polemical Works, Fathers of the Church: A New Translation; V. 53 (Washington, D.C: 
Catholic University of America Press, 1965), 41. 
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• Thomas Aquinas (13th century) affirms the common biological belief of his time that 

menstruating women cannot have intercourse because any children conceived during 

that time would be born deformed. Aquinas allows, however, that the bleeding 

woman does not fit this case, as it would be very difficult for husbands to abstain 

indefinitely.22 

• The 1917 Code of Canon Law states: "The minister serving at Mass should not be a 

woman unless, in the absence of a man, for a just cause, it is so arranged that the 

woman respond from afar and by no means approach the altar" (813.2).23 

• Until the Second Vatican Council, lay people were not allowed to be on the sanctuary, 

although this rule was modified for men or boys who wore the appropriate garb: 

Leonard Swindler argues that the rule was fundamentally about the uncleanliness of 

menstruating women and their potential to contaminate a sacred space.24 

• In section 7 of the 1972 document Ministeria Quaedem, Paul VI opens up the 

possibility of lay ministers, although he maintains the rule of not allowing women on 

the sanctuary: "In accordance with the ancient tradition of the Church, institution to 

the ministries of reader and acolyte is reserved to men."25 

• The original 1983 Code of Canon Law is more inclusive of women, allowing bishops to 

use their discretion to allow women to serve in these roles, although not to be 

permanently installed in them. Some bishops have also allowed girls to be altar 

servers. 

• The Apostolic Letter Spiritus Domini, issued by Pope Francis on 10 January 2021, 

declares: "a doctrinal development has taken place in recent years which has 

highlighted how certain ministries instituted by the Church are based on the common 

condition of being baptized and the royal priesthood received in the Sacrament of 

Baptism; they are essentially distinct from the ordained ministry received in the 

Sacrament of Orders. A consolidated practice in the Latin Church has also confirmed, 

in fact, that these lay ministries, since they are based on the Sacrament of Baptism, 

 
22 Thomas Aquinas, The Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (Benziger Bros., 
1947), IIIa Suppl q. 64, a.3. 
23 The 1917 or Pio-Benedictine Code of Canon Law in English Translation with Extensive Scholarly Apparatus,  
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2000). 
24 Swidler, Jesus Was a Feminist. 
25 Pope Paul VI, "Ministeria Quaedem," (Vatican City, on 15 August 1972: Eternal Word Television Network,, 
1972), s. 6. 
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may be entrusted to all suitable faithful, whether male or female, in accordance with 

what is already implicitly provided for by Canon 230 § 2. Consequently, after having 

heard the opinion of the competent Dicasteries, I have decided to modify canon 230 

§ 1 of the Code of Canon Law. I therefore decree that Canon 230 § 1 of the Code of 

Canon Law shall in future have the following formulation: 'Lay persons who possess 

the age and qualifications established by decree of the conference of bishops can be 

admitted on a stable basis through the prescribed liturgical rite to the ministries of 

lector and acolyte. Nevertheless, the conferral of these ministries does not grant them 

the right to obtain support or remuneration from the Church'.26 

Following this brief examination of the discussion of the text in the tradition of the 

Church, we enter into Dialogue with the Contemporary Context. In the research I undertook 

around attitudes to menstruation in the contemporary context, quite a number of potential 

angles emerged. For the sake of time, I will refer you to just one, a 2021 story from the online 

magazine, The Conversation, entitled: "Imagine having your period and no money for pads or 

tampons. Would you still go to school?" The article contains a link to the video from the 

controversial Australian "Blood Normal" campaign, which has its origins in a similar campaign 

in Britain. In my Open Learning module resources, I include a link to a news article from 2019 

entitled "Depicting blood during Libra commercial does not breach ethics code, watchdog 

rules" (Lloyd 2019). The campaign, which is about trying to normalise menstruation, clearly 

offended some in the Australian community.  

Are we now a very long way away from the Gospel Woman with the Haemorrhage? 

Well—yes, and no. There are other emphases we could have taken from the text. However, 

the issue of discrimination against women and girls who are bleeding and the harm that can 

happen to them when they are poor and have no means of managing that bleeding is very 

important right now. We could imagine a reading of the biblical text that opens onto a whole 

unit of work in health, that promotes the normalisation of menstruation, and that motivates 

the free provision of menstrual resources for girls who would otherwise skip school when 

they are menstruating because they cannot afford them. We could imagine a reading of the 

 
26 Pope Francis, "Apostolic Letter Issued "Motu Proprio" Spiritus Domini: Modifying Canon 230 §1 of the Code 
of Canon Law Regarding Access of Women to the Ministries of Lector and Acolyte," ed. Dicastero per la 
Comunicazione (L'Osservatore Romano, Weekly edition in English, 15 January 2021: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 
2021). 
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text that opens onto a whole unit of work in history, that traces the issue of misogyny in the 

Church and encourages students to read the historical sources and the canon law for 

themselves. And we could imagine a reading of the text that opens onto a whole unit of work 

in religious education, where students examine the international impact of patriarchy and 

poverty on women and encourages students to advocate for and support financially projects 

that alleviate these pressures in light of the principles of the common good and human 

dignity, and the preferential option for the poor.  

What I am advocating here is an approach to reading tradition that is able to speak in 

multiple ways to contemporary experience. I am not suggesting that we reduce tradition to 

the dimensions of our experience, but that we allow it to interrupt that experience by asking 

difficult and unexpected questions of us. And the context, too, must be allowed to interrupt 

tradition and to challenge us to make sense of that tradition in new ways. What we most 

need, though, in order to welcome God's address to us in the present instead of being 

relegated by us to the past, is to aspire to be one of those persons for whom there is no gap 

between who they are and what they teach. 
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