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As I write this, my husband and I are in France, to be precise in

Montpellier, the deep dusty South, where the temperatures still rise to

the low eighties during the day, the skies are blue, and we can plan

a trip to the beach in late October. I lived here for almost a year,

eighteen years ago, while teaching a course at the Protestant

Seminary, a school with which my Seminary in the United Stat~s has

a relationship. At the time, my presence should have been

noticeable especially because the Montpellier faculty had few

women on its staff. I believe the only other female professor taught

Greek as an adjunct.1 For all that the fact of a woman professor in

their midst was unique, moreover one who had come from

elsewhere, I might as well not have existed, so little did the rest of the

faculty acknowledge my presence. 1twas fairly easy to pretend I

was not there because the French do not have the almost automatic

eagerness to meet the foreigner in their midst as is common in the

11 To be fair, the faculty in Paris, which with Montpellier constitutes one Seminary, did and
does have women professors, albeit as a minority.
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United States.2 To an extent I became invisible. Creating a kind of

invisibility for the stranger is one way to deal with her or his presence;

by ignoring them, one does not have to take account of their

difference, their claim on human intercourse, above all of their

needs. As I happened to be different in two significant ways from the . ~~

rest of my colleagues, it was far simpler to ignore not only my

difference, but my entire person.

As irony would have it, I had chosen for my course the subject

of "Hospitality to the Stranger," in the main a review of the biblical

ethic proper to the covenant community in both Testaments. The

students in the class, all forty-two of them, were for more than fifty

percent from the so-called Francophone world, that is to say from

former French colonies: Haiti, New Caledonia, Madagascar,

Cameroun, Zaire, etc. There were also a handful of students from

Switzerland and Germany, mostly women, and a very few from

Canada and the U.S. A diverse group of many colors, ethnic

2 I do not mean to say here that the French are not at all hospitable or friendly, for we
have experienced both kindness and welcome here both then and now, but that there is
a different sort of hospitality. As a foreigner in both cultures I have had very different
experiences in the two countries and both have something to be said to their advantage.
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backgrounds and native languages awaited me every time I

stepped into my class room. I soon felt at home with my students.

We were after all strangers together; my Dutch-American accent in

French hardly remarkable among the different accents that

prevailed in class. At the opening of each session we recited

together in Hebrew the text from Exodus: "A stranger you must not

oppress; you yourselves know the heart of the stranger, for you were

strangers in the land of Egypt." (Exod.23:9). At the outset I had

challenged the students to find ways of singing these words and

quite soon a student from Madagascar composed his own simple

melody in the singing of which he first directed students from his

country and eventually the entire class. Each time we met we rose

to our feet and sang our "anthem." "A stranger you must not

oppress. "3

At the time I left Louisville we had Just begun to plan the

Women's Center at the Seminary and personally I was engaged in

3 I owe a great debt to this class and its many participants as the teaching of the course
laid the foundation for what was later to become Making Wise the Simple.
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writing Reformed and Feminist. It did not take me long to discover

that Feminismand Feministconcerns were not central to the work of

the ProtestantSeminary in France.4

In this respect the School did not distinguish itself much from the

Reformed Church in France, or from the country as a whole. I

once went around a number of bookstores in Paris on the Left

Bank asking for their Women's Studies or Feminist sections and
~"

met only blank stares. Because our sojourn was in the deep

South of France and we lived in a small village in the

countryside during our stay it was very evident that patriarchal

structures and ideologies were still strong in the culture, while at

the Seminary of Montpellier the absence of women colleagues

testified clearly to the same prevailing mindset and practice.

Following the principle of making change in the location where

one resides, I offered to meet with women students who were

interested in feminist concerns, and in the end we met as

4 It may be that this subject is felt to be somewhat passe, as many feminist issuesappear
to have been solved. Of course, as in all cultures, this is true only to a degree and there
are many places and situations in which women lag behind in France as they do
elsewhere.
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mostly Germans and Swiss women, besides one French and

one Dutch-American, a group of about ten. As I work in the

library at the Seminary on October 17, 2008, I look out on the

green where we met every week in 1990to discuss an article or

book we had read. I do not now remember the precise

content of our discussions, but recall well a day-long meeting

at our house in Quissac with much eating, walking and a very~--

good time all around.

Once again we are here at the beginning of the school

year and the colleague with whom we are staying invites us to

attend the opening lecture which is also a social gathering for

faculty and students. I accept his invitation in part because the

subject of the lecture by a colleague in Hebrew Bible sounds

quite interesting to me. I attended such an event 18 years ago

and then found it noteworthy as well. At that time I was struck

by the casual manner in which the proceedings took place, so

different from our own official openings, and also noted the

complete absence of any reference to the presence of myself
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as a visiting professor from the United states. The lecture of

1989, as once again irony would have it, focused on the need

for a faith community to find itself in its history, so it can "orient

itself to the present and prepare itself for the future."5 At the

time this pronouncement caused me to reflect on problems

created by the absence of historical memory for women. In

2008 things have changed in some respect, it appears, for

although the ambiance is quite casual, the Dean presents an

overview of the current state of affairs at the school, and a

number of introductions take place, including a recognition of

my presence and my contributions to the Seminary in 1990. I

even have to rise and receive mild applause. I was amazed at

this phenomenon. On the other hand, the faculty is made up of

eight male white professors. In spite of our friend's assurance

that the Seminary would be all too happ'y to welcome a female

professor, I have my doubts. It is also disappointing to see that

5 See Johanna W.H.van Wijk-Bos. Reformed and Feminist- A Challenge to the Church
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1991): 97.
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the great diversity of the student body of the past is quite

diminished today.

On returning home I mention to my husband the relatively

wildly enthusiastic reception I have received and he observes

that although there could be a number of reasons for this

change, it is a likely possibility that I can now be received

graciously and hospitably because I am no longer a threat; I~--

am only a visitor, here for a short stay. I am now not a

"stranger, "a gerah in the biblical sense but only a "foreigner,"

a nokhri, laying no claims on this community of any sort.6At the

same time, I have few contributions to make, contributions that

may also be perceived as a threat as meeting with a group of

women to discussfeminist concerns. I am only here to observe.

As we have traveled from The Netherlands through

Germany and Switzerland and stayed there with friends I have

been observing. Everywhere, except in my own country, we

6 Wisely, Ruth, in her first exchange with Boaz, declares herself to be a nokhri, a foreigner,
rather than a gerah which in truth she was. By labeling herself in this way, she denounces
any claims on provisions, so clearly laid down for the ger in the Torah. See Ruth 2:
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have stayed with friends who were once exchange students in

Louisville. The first of these eventually completed her doctoral

degree at the Sorbonne and currently lives in Germany. A very

accomplished woman who has published two books, she tried

for years to find work in a university in Germany, going so far as

to write the required doctoral thesis, the so-called

Habilitationsschriff. She is fairly bound to stay in Germ~ny

because of family relationships and finally despairing of her

search for an academic profession, found a job fundraising for

a non-profit organization. She and her spouse, an expert in

health issues, both work very long days at work that is only

marginally satisfactory.

Our friend in Switzerland, with a doctorate from Leiden

University, having worked for five years as the pastor of the

French Church there, seems to be well situated as she is pastor

to a congregation outside of Geneva. She has full-time work

and earns a very adequate salary. As she observes to me,

however, she is the only woman in what is the equivalent of her
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Presbytery, who works full-time in a congregation, and she is

the only woman of color to work in her environment. Although

her current position is favorable in many ways, I have doubts

whether it will be satisfactory for her in the long run, as the

theological and liturgical orientation of the congregation is

different from her own, including a worship service which is

according to our friend a "shambles," while she is m~re

classically Calvinist in theology and liturgical practice. Her

husband, an accomplished lawyer, works at home which he

prefers, and in addition takes care of the house and the

cooking. While this arrangement looks quite ideal and can be

viewed as progress, I have little idea how it is received by their

context. What seems the most p~omising is that my friend is a

part of a group of women who meet regularly and that she also

.goes out of her way to visit different women pastors in their

congregations as a sign of support and encouragement.

I reflect on these things and on how differently my life

might have gone had I stayed in my home country where the
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number of women academics is small and even smaller in the

theological faculties throughout the country. In so many ways

Western Europe provides a better life for its citizens, in terms of

transportation, housing and health insurance, for example. In

so many other ways, it is still very difficult for women to follow

their chosen path. "As luck would have it," I landed in a place

where I could employ my talents as best I knew ho~w.7

Because, with all its faults and problems, the United States is the

country where feminist studies, also in the religious sphere,

have flourished and are flourishing. It is a country where we

can have at our Seminary a Women's Center, a place where

advocacy, celebration and education can take place in

regard to issuesthat pertain to women's full humanity. In view

of my renewed acquaintance with life here, I return with zeal

and enthusiasm to our work there. So much remains to be

done!

7 See Ruth 2:3. The writer of Ruth uses the phrase in my opinion ironically because Ruth's
path is steered both by her devotion to Naomi and by the Most High.
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