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Psychology and sociology, ethnography 
and ethnology, political science and 
economics. These and other social 
sciences are tools for understanding 
the people of the world—as individuals, 
as families, as groups, as cultures and 
subcultures. The articles in this issue of 

Priscilla Papers all arise, directly or indirectly, from one or 
more social sciences.

Priscilla Papers is, understandably, heavy on biblical 
studies, theology, and church history. More often than not, 
however, its contributions to these disciplines also borrow 
from the social sciences. One of our most widely read 
articles, for example, is “The Cultural Context of Ephesians 
5:18–6:9,” written by world-class New Testament scholar 
Gordon Fee (published in the winter of 2002 and reprinted 
in our thirtieth-anniversary issue in the autumn of 2017). 
The title of this article makes it clear that both biblical 
studies and social sciences are at work. Similarly, the 2015 
article, “Judges 19 as a Paradigm for Understanding and 
Responding to Human Trafficking,” by Priscilla Papers 
Peer Review Team member Chuck Pitts, also bears a title 
that immediately reveals an interdisciplinary approach.

In addition to academic theological disciplines, 
Christian ministry is also inseparable from the social 
sciences. Preaching is an obvious example. If you have ever 
heard a lackluster sermon, it was not the biblical message 

that made you fight to stay awake. It was the art (or lack 
thereof) of communication, which is a social science. 
Consider counseling, a profession and skill set which 
arises primarily from psychology. A Christian counselor 
will approach psychology, and therefore counseling, with 
a certain set of theological beliefs. To give a final example, 
Bible translation—surely an endeavor that underlies almost 
all biblical interpretation—happens at the intersection of 
biblical studies and human language. And, of course, the 
study of language (linguistics) and of the cultures that 
produce language (anthropology) are social sciences.

§
A word about the cover photo: At various places in the 
articles that follow, you will read about marriage, adoption, 
and daughterhood (in addition to other topics, of course). 
This photograph seems an appropriate choice, for it too 
will prompt some viewers to think about marriage, and 
perhaps also about adoption. For me, it also sparks the topic 
of daughterhood, for the bride in the picture is one of my 
daughters. Honestly, can you really blame me for choosing 
a photograph that includes such a precious glimpse of my 
granddaughter?

§
The authors and other team members who have produced 
this issue of Priscilla Papers hope and trust that it will both 
broaden and sharpen your view of women, men, and the 
various relationships among them

. . . greet you in the Lord.
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Muted Group Theory:  
A Tool for Hearing Marginalized Voices

Linda Lee Smith Barkman

Muted Group Theory (MGT) is a sociological tool that aids in 
the study of interactions between dominant and sub-dominant 
groups—including, but not limited to, men and women. MGT 
can help those who have become aware of dynamics between the 
powerful and the marginalized but do not have a clear framework 
for articulating this awareness. MGT is well suited to exploring 
the subtle and overlapping power issues that occur in various 
settings, including, for example, congregational ministry and 
missions. More specifically, MGT has frequently been found 
useful for understanding communication dynamics between men 
and women.1

This article will be structured in three main sections. First, 
MGT will be introduced in terms of its development from the 
1970s to the present, its basic tenets (dominance, acceptance, 
subordination, change), and current academic discussions 
regarding related theories, strengths, and weaknesses. Second, the 
article will test the usefulness of MGT by means of a case study 
involving female prisoners (a non-dominant group) and prison 
ministry volunteers (a dominant group). A discussion of practical 
applications of MGT will conclude the article.

The Beginning and Development of MGT

MGT originated within the discipline of anthropology. The 
husband and wife anthropological team of Edwin and Shirley 
Ardener coined the term “Muted Group Theory” in 1975.2 Edwin 
Ardener, seeking an explanation for why women’s perspectives 
and voices were absent from anthropological studies, realized 
that women’s voices are “often more ‘inarticulate’ than men, 
and thus pose special technical problems for the inquirer.”3 He 
argued that women are at a disadvantage in expressing matters 
of concern unless their views are presented in a form acceptable 
to men or to “women brought up in the male idiom.”4 Edwin 
adopted the term “muted” over the word “inarticulate” to counter 
some feminists’ misunderstanding that he was referring to a 
biological condition.5

To further specify the historical context, MGT was building on 
Marshall McLuhan’s famous statement regarding communication 
theory, “The medium is the message.”6 Thus MGT claimed that it 
is not only the way that data is encoded by society (“the medium”) 
that results in muting. In fact, groups can be muted by the nature 
of discourse, even when the message contradicts the medium.7 
Shirley Ardener noticed that, even when male anthropologists 
stated that they were taking women’s voices seriously, women 
were often literally parenthesized, that is, referred to as “(or her)” 
or “(and wife).”8

It is important to note that, although Edwin was looking at 
the predicament of women, their theory was not in response to 
gender alone. Shirley reminds us, “that MGT was not only, or 
even primarily, about women—although women comprised a 
conspicuous case in point.”9 In fact, it was Edwin’s experiences 

as a scholastic youth among more powerful athletic youths that 
led him to conceive of the issues between dominant and sub-
dominant groups. Therefore, while the first scholars to take up the 
discussion of MGT were feminists (such as the Australian Dale 
Spender, the American Cheris Kramarae, and the British Deborah 
Cameron), from its very conception MGT was intended to be 
more than a gendered, feminist theory.

The second MGT iteration is credited to Kramarae, 
who in 1981 discovered in MGT a relevance to the field of 
communications.10 She noted that MGT informs how power 
functions in speech, writing, and language in general. She 
applied MGT to gendered communication studies, arguing 
that, since accepted language practices have been constructed 
primarily by men in order to express their experiences, women 
have thus been muted.11

Tenets of MGT

There are three basic tenets of MGT and how dominant and sub-
dominant groups communicate. The first concerns dominance; 
MGT addresses the issues that result from unequal participation 
in generating and expressing ideas. The second concerns 
acceptability; MGT addresses the realities and values of sub-
dominant groups when they are inadequately recognized by 
the dominant group. The third pertains to subordination; MGT 
identifies the mechanisms that limit access to arenas where 
societal rewards are obtained.12

Dominance

Because dominant and sub-dominant groups are afforded different 
experiences, they perceive the world differently.13 The dominant 
group, however, is privileged to create and define terms. These 
dominant and sub-dominant groups operate as “simultaneities,”14 
though there may be movement between membership in groups 
that are variously dominant and sub-dominant.

Acceptability

The sub-dominant group’s modes of expression are less acceptable 
to and less respected by the dominant group.15 MGT focuses on 
the way language names experiences and therefore determines 
which facets of social and individual meanings and behaviors are 
recognized and respected.16

Subordination

Therefore, the sub-dominant groups must use the dominant 
mode of communication, either translating into the dominant 
mode of expression or becoming “bilingual” and speaking in both 
modes.17 Normalizing and centering all points of reference within 
the dominant experience, while the voices of non-dominant 
individuals and groups are minimized, stigmatized, or muted, can 
be described as cultural imperialism.18
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Resistance and Change

Though not explicitly named by the Ardeners or Kramarae, 
I agree with Mary Meares and her co-authors that there is a 
critical, though often unstated, fourth tenet. An integral and 
vital component of MGT is that resistance and change are 
possible.19 This is what keeps MGT from being a pessimistic 
labeling of the marginalized and turns it into an optimistic 
tool for providing hope and voice to the marginalized. It is not 
enough that MGT states that change and resistance are possible; 
MGT also provides the tools for confronting and resisting the 
muting of marginalized groups.

Current Academic Discussions of MGT

Current discussions of MGT occur around two nexuses. The 
first concerns what distinguishes MGT from related theories, in 
particular Feminist Standpoint Theory (FST) and Co-cultural 
Theory.20 The second issue considers the strengths and weaknesses 
of MGT.

Feminist Standpoint Theory

FST is frequently linked to MGT in academic literature.21 Both 
theories focus on providing a voice to the marginalized.22 FST 
is interested in language, culture, and politics functioning as 
“prisonhouses of conventional knowledge” in a way that is closely 
related to MGT.23 Both MGT and FST recognize the hierarchical 
structure of society that results in some groups being dominant 
over others. Both also recognize and value the knowledge and 
lives of sub-dominant groups. In fact, a sub-dominant group’s 
knowledge may reflect reality more closely than that of the 
dominant group.24

However, MGT and FST are distinct in two major ways. First, 
MGT focuses on language and the power of naming while FST 
focuses on knowledge and how this knowledge is structured 
by power relations.25 The second difference entails the point of 
view. While MGT looks to the social landscape to see and hear 
the groups being described, FST listens to the labels used by 
individuals to describe their own places.26 This individual focus 
results from FST entailing conscious knowledge of and struggle 
against the dominant group worldview; one must consciously 
choose a standpoint.27 MGT’s position is in sharp contrast—not 
only does one not consciously choose to be muted, but due to 
the lack of language to describe life experiences, muted group 
members may not even recognize that they are muted.28

Strengths and Weaknesses of MGT

MGT has been criticized, rightly, for having some deficiencies in 
accounting for gender differences in communications.29 These 
deficiencies are exacerbated when MGT is unfortunately only 
found discussed in the gender section of certain undergraduate 
communication texts, where it hides as but one more incomplete 
theory of gendered communication issues.30 A quick search on 
YouTube.com reveals a number of undergraduate presentations 
on MGT for communication classes where muted group and 
women seem to be synonymous. However, I reiterate that MGT 
was never intended to be primarily about gender, and gender 
is a complex issue that involves more than power dynamics. 

MGT is about power dynamics, but it is relationships, 
not merely situations, which are responsible for muting 
voices.31 Understanding the processes of dominance and 
muting requires a broader analysis of the context—political, 
economic, and institutional—in which reality is negotiated.32 
It is true that MGT does not account for all linguistic gender 
differences. Nevertheless, this is not a fatal flaw, for MGT does 
indeed still contribute significantly to understanding some 
gender differences. 

A more serious drawback to MGT could be Kramarae’s 
admission that, simplistically used, MGT might encourage talk 
of victimization.33 But just as above, this criticism is not inherent 
to MGT as much as it is with practitioners. If MGT is used only 
to label sub-dominant groups as muted or inarticulate, then 
victimization becomes an issue. But this is not using MGT within 
its intent; MGT has the capacity to explain how muting occurs 
so that corrective action by both dominant and non-dominant 
groups can be taken to the ultimate benefit of both.

Celia Wall and Pat Gannon-Leary answer the charge that 
MGT fails to acknowledge the fact that women do speak publicly 
with the observation that the concept of male/female arena 
division has been discredited and that “separate spheres are rarely 
truly separate.”34 This charge falters because MGT does indeed 
account for the fact that the sub-dominant group may speak, but 
that the language of the dominant group must be used for that 
speech to be recognized and respected. I experienced this myself 
when, as a first year PhD student, I found myself being graded 
down for written use of language that my male teaching assistants 
considered “not academic,” but that I recognized was how many 
women speak. This was especially frustrating because I had 
already consciously chosen not to use forms and vocabulary that 
were associated with my enculturation. But I have now learned to 
use the language of the dominant group in order to have my voice 
heard within academia.

Further, while for the most part in the United States women 
are a sub-dominant group and men form a dominant group, not 
all men are always members of dominant groups. For example, 
power roles are reversed when the man is a prisoner and the 
woman is a correctional officer. MGT allows for and explains 
these reversals, accounting for the fact that no one group is always 
dominant and marginalized members sometimes participate in 
dominating other groups.35

While some users of MGT may neglect the complex nature 
of gender, class, and ethnic domination, a great strength of 
MGT is that the theory itself respects the complexities of 
cultural differences.36 Wall and Gannon-Leary, upon revisiting 
MGT in 1999, found it to still be relevant beyond gender-based 
applications.37 Carol Pierce Colfer suggests that “valuable 
information and perspectives” are possessed by muted groups, 
which in the business world can aid in planning and building 
effective programs.38

MGT is a tool for engaging with the various levels at which 
dominance and sub-dominance defines groups and affects the 
ability of persons to effectively articulate their life experiences. 
In this way, MGT accounts for the power dynamic that results 
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in muting between groups of women where the dominant group 
does not even recognize that they are dominant.

Meares has advanced MGT by research that has revealed that 
there are three types of muted response: 1. Muted but engaged, 2. 
Angrily disengaged, and 3. Resigned.39 Their research was done 
in the context of business and mistreatment of employees, but 
their results reach beyond this immediate context. In accepting 
their assumption that it is reasonable to equate muting with 
mistreatment, their grouping of responses is applicable to other 
muted groups. Muted but engaged persons remain constructive 
and have not given up trying to work through the system, 
despite their frustrations from neither being heard nor receiving 
a response from the dominant group.40 Angrily disengaged 
persons focus on anger, when their agency is limited, in order to 
avoid the situation or the mistreater.41 Their reaction to muting 
is thus to withdraw physically.42 The resigned response is an 
extension of the angrily disengaged, where no optimism that 
change is possible remains for the muted persons who therefore 
become resigned and apathetic.43 Still, even when sub-dominant 
group members are resigned to not being heard, MGT provides 
an understanding that could result in dominant group members 
learning to recognize that muting has occurred, with the 
potential outcome of their learning to hear, accept, and respect 
the different experiences of sub-dominant group members.

A final and overarching strength of MGT that has been 
touched on throughout this article but bears specific mention is 
its recognition of intersectionality. That is, MGT navigates the 
intersections of dynamic categories such as gender, ethnicity, and 
class—a necessity for any framework that seeks to provide clarity 
and progress.

Case Study: California Institution for Women

My research involves advocating for women prisoners—
specifically, proving the existence and significance of the 
communication gap between women prisoners and prison 
ministry volunteers (PMVs) in California prisons. I come 
to this interest honestly; I served thirty years as a prisoner 
at the California Institution for Women (CIW) in southern 
California.44 For most of my years within the institution, I served 
as lay minister and “moderator,” a position that included acting 
as inmate liaison between the PMVs and my fellow inmates. 

As a result, I personally experienced a communication gap 
with the PMVs, but did not have the vocabulary or framework 
to describe my experience. Upon embarking upon my PhD 
research, I knew that there was a power dynamic involved, but 
I could not initially find a theory that adequately explained 
this dynamic. It was not until I discovered MGT that the pieces 
started to fall into place.

My research is driven by a phenomenon I observed in prison 
that deeply troubled me. Women prisoners who made obvious 
life-changing commitments to Christ during their incarceration 
often subsequently violated conditions of parole and returned 
to prison. Particularly disconcerting was my observation that, 
frequently, these women presented themselves as being as happy 
to return to their “home church” in prison as they had been when 

anticipating freedom and parole. This was in sharp contrast to 
biblical principles that proclaim freedom to the prisoner (e.g., Isa 
42:7), transformation into a new creature in Christ (e.g., 2 Cor 
5:17), freedom from sin (e.g., John 8:34), and newness of life in 
Jesus (e.g., Rom 6:4).

I began to suspect that this irony involved unrealistic 
perceptions by women prisoners of what the churches outside 
of prison were like and how much support those churches would 
provide. It was not until I had experienced both the reality of the 
prisoner and the reality of the churches in the free world that I 
realized the place of power dynamics and communication gaps. 
I recalled hearing PMVs on many occasions saying something 
to the effect of, “What a wonderful church you have here! I can 
just feel the presence of the Holy Spirit here! I attend a wonderful 
church on the outside, and your church feels just like one of our 
services. When you get out of prison you should come visit our 
church.” Indeed, I have a collection of church addresses given to 
me by these well-meaning and sincere volunteers.

It is important to remember that we prisoners who convert 
to Christ in prison do not generally have experiential knowledge 
of what a “wonderful church” is outside of prison. What these 
PMVs were trying to communicate, I have come to understand 
is a place where weekly or biweekly services are well attended by 
sincere believers and where the presence of God is meaningfully 
experienced through worship and word. However, as a prisoner, 
my understanding of church was quite different. Church at CIW 
happened several times a day, seven days a week. A believing 
prisoner at CIW is never farther than a hundred yards from 
other believers who are not only willing to pray for and with 
her at any time, but who share the common experience of what 
it means to be a prisoner. A Christian prisoner knows that the 
community of believers in prison will help and support her, 
whether through financial difficulties, finding a prison job, 
health issues, the emotional trauma of family issues, or any other 
life circumstance that is too great to handle alone. Given the 
prisoners’ understanding of church, therefore, I observed that 
many women prisoners, especially those in prison for a short 
time, prepared for release by focusing all of their time and energy 
on attending worship services, Bible studies, and fellowshipping 
with other believers, to the neglect of other preparatory activities 
such as vocational or academic education and sobriety programs. 
So how was I, as an academic researcher, to account for and 
explain this chasm between these two definitions of “church”?

MGT allows me to account for muting on both macro and 
micro levels. This ability is important because, while women 
prisoners are muted on many levels, many PMVs are similarly 
muted. On the macro level, while all CIW prisoners are women, 
many of the PMVs are also women. Even though MGT is most 
often used to explain the gender-based muting of women as 
a sub-dominant group to the dominant group of men, it is an 
improper understanding of MGT to limit its use to the gender 
dynamic. Frequently, women prisoners and women PMVs share 
membership in various marginalized, sub-dominant groups 
based on ethnicity, on socio-economic status, on education, 
or even on LGBT identity. But while gender dynamics are 
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significant, and these dynamics are present in communications 
between women prisoners and male PMVs, MGT allows me to 
explore additional power dynamics.

Prison mutes. This is not a covert and subtle muting. For 
example, universally known to prisoners and virtually unknown 
to the general public is that prisoners cannot be interviewed by 
media without the permission of prison administration and an 
organization such as the California Department of Corrections 
and Rehabilitation. Prisoner phone calls are universally 
monitored and only allowed under threat of punishment for 
anything deemed inappropriate communication. In the dining 
hall, the loudest voices are those of the correctional officers 
yelling, “Quiet! You’re here to eat, not talk!” In the halls of the 
prison clinic, again the correctional officers loudly demand, “No 
talking! It’s too loud in here!” with the implication of disciplinary 
action and loss of medical services for non-compliance.

PMVs often do not realize how great the gap is that is caused 
simply by their status as non-prisoners. For the most part, PMVs 
are local missionaries, entering into the foreign culture of prison. 
The degree of muting of prisoners in context with PMVs is lost 
even on the prisoners in comparison to the overt muting of the 
macro-level power dynamic. This is why FST, with its requisite 
cognition and resistance, proved an unsuitable theological 
foundation for this research. The critical reflection necessary 
to meet the definition of FST is for the most part nonexistent 
within the women’s prison milieu. MGT’s position is more 
applicable. A prisoner talking with a PMV has so many fewer 
constraints, and is so much closer to an equal power dynamic, 
that the micro-level dynamic is easily overlooked even by the 
prisoner. This is where MGT can explain the impact that even 
these micro level power differences have on communication. 
Both the more dominant PMV and the sub-dominant prisoner 
groups are unaware of the experiences of each other, which 
results in a double-blind communication gap. While it is the 
sub-dominant group that is hindered from making adequate 
preparation for parole by not comprehending the realities of 
the church in the community, the PMVs simultaneously lose 
the opportunity to experience church in a context that is much 
closer to the first century church. 

Applications and Implications of MGT

In my several interviews in preparation for this article, it was 
common for me to hear a statement to the effect of, “MGT 
definitely relates to my area of specialization and gives me 
a way to explain the dynamics we all see but don’t have a way 
to describe.” This holds true for fields of interest as diverse as 
missiology and intercultural communication, at-risk children, 
leadership, and urban studies. In any context where power and 
dominance dynamics exist (are there any where they do not?), 
MGT is helpful in explaining not only how these dynamics 
function, but also the implications of these dynamics for those 
who are marginalized and sub-dominant.

It is further important to remember that it is not only the most 
dominant group in a specific culture that mutes. MGT explains 
the process by which any group that is more dominant may be 

muting any group that is slightly less dominant. Egalitarians 
must specifically look for the occurrence of muting in terms of 
both macro-level and micro-level dominance differences. Some 
dominant and sub-dominant group-forming dichotomies are 
universal, such as the dominance of the rich over the poor. Others 
are obvious within particular cultures, such as exist within caste 
systems or within power inequalities stemming from gender or 
ethnicity. A prime example is the importance of macro-level 
muting of prisoners by correctional officers discussed above. Yet 
just as important is the micro-level dominance differences that 
occur where the dominance distance is subtle, such as between 
prisoners and PMVs.

Conclusion

MGT explains the communication dynamics between those 
of unequal power. Dominant groups experience and perceive 
the world differently than non-dominant groups. Further, 
the dominant group names experiences, while sub-dominant 
modes of expression are less respected or accepted. Risking the 
loss of societal benefits, the sub-dominant group therefore must 
speak in a language and mode that does not adequately describe 
their experience.

MGT makes clear that marginalized groups are muted groups, 
and vice versa. It explains why the muting of sub-dominant 
groups can be difficult to see from the dominant group’s position 
of power. However, MGT’s unstated fourth tenet, that resistance 
and change are possible, gives us hope. Even when we are in 
positions of relative power, we do not have to remain blind or 
deaf. This may mean either living as a member of a marginalized 
group or doing the hard but necessary work involved in gaining 
a nuanced understanding of that group’s experience. I maintain 
that we are all, in some way or at some time, members of sub-
dominant groups. If we apply what we experience there to 
situations in which we have some degree of dominance, we will be 
able to minimize our muting of others, help those who are muted 
to find a voice, and learn to hear what those voices are saying.

Open your mouth for the mute,  
For the rights of all the unfortunate.  
Open your mouth, judge righteously,  
And defend the rights of the afflicted and needy.  
(Prov 31:8–9 NASB)
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Opal (grandmother of coauthor Naomi Eden) lived 104 years on 
this earth. A devout Christian woman, Opal gained prominence 
and authority within her rural Minnesota community as she 
advanced in age. She benefitted from an increasingly exalted 
status within her local church, as well as from deep respect from 
the small group of believers who met regularly in her home 
for prayer and Bible study. At Opal’s one-hundredth birthday 
celebration, the pastor of her Presbyterian church publicly stated 
that she knew more about the Bible 
than he did. In contradiction to many 
contemporary assumptions regarding 
the frailty of older persons, Opal 
remained lucid, lived in her own home, 
and took no medications right up to her 
104th year of life.

When Opal was younger, it would 
have been unthinkable for her to hold as prominent a place 
within her church and community as the one she held in her 
older years. Yet, her advanced age offered her opportunities 
for leadership and teaching thought of as normal only for men 
in many Christian circles. What her case reveals is that age, as 
well as gender, often shapes Christian approaches to leadership, 
teaching, and living. What we often unquestioningly assume to 
be gender issues are actually layered questions related to a host of 
possible factors, including gender, ethnicity, and age.

We gained a new appreciation for the importance of age 
norms, not only because we visited Opal regularly, but also 
because we conducted extensive research while completing our 
recent book, Age Norms and Intercultural Interaction in Colonial 
North America.1 In our book, we show how various approaches 
to the aging process shaped life for Native Americans, African 
Americans, and Europeans in the territory that eventually 
became the United States. Again and again, whether examining 
children, youths, or older adults, we found that age norms 
and gender issues intersected in important and complex ways. 
Age and gender mattered greatly in Native American villages, 
African American slave communities, and European churches. 
Our findings led us to question how gender issues and age norms 
might cross paths in society today. In particular, we began 
considering how age might affect debates and controversies 
regarding the status of men and women within contemporary 
Christian circles. 

Christian theologians and commentators have sometimes 
noted the connections between ethnicity and gender issues, 
but they have largely ignored the relevance of age. Even 
though the Bible addresses age-related issues in depth, there 
has been startlingly little consideration of how age and gender 
might affect interpretations of key passages.2 In this essay, 

we explain how this lack of attention to age is convenient for 
complementarians, since age-related questions pose significant 
logical and hermeneutical challenges to their position. 

Cultural and Biological Aspects of Human Aging

There are, of course, biological dimensions associated with human 
aging. As people proceed through childhood, they grow taller, for 
example. Yet, at the same time, culture also profoundly shapes 

the human aging process. Societies 
collectively determine when a child 
becomes an adult, for example. Even 
within societies, there can be significant 
debate and variation regarding such 
benchmarks. In the United States, 
for instance, there is considerable 
uncertainty about whether a person 

becomes an adult at age sixteen (the legal age for sexual consent 
in many states) or eighteen (the voting age) or twenty-one (the 
legal drinking age) or twenty-five (the age when a person can join 
Congress or rent a car) or even thirty-five (the age when a person 
can become President). Within churches, first communion, 
confirmation, and age requirements for deacons or elders 
often serve as benchmarks for determining adulthood and for 
establishing full membership status. Likewise, in colonial North 
America, Native Americans, African Americans, and Europeans 
viewed and treated children, youth, and older adults differently. 
Even within Scripture itself, it is clear that age norms varied over 
time and across cultures.3

A final aspect of human aging that often escapes our attention 
relates to the nature of numeracy and literacy within societies. 
Numeracy, which refers to the ability to perform basic math or 
recognize the meaning of numerals, has not been universal for 
all people. Due to varying degrees of numeracy experienced 
by people in various times and places, simply asserting that a 
person becomes an adult at age eighteen or twenty-one ignores 
a reality faced by many humans throughout history. The norms 
and benchmarks that American commentators and theologians 
might take for granted have been foreign and unenforceable for 
many, perhaps most, human beings. Over the course of human 
history, and even today, people have tracked their age with 
varying degrees of precision.

For example, in colonial North America, Europeans and 
Native Americans often kept careful records or memories 
of births. The process of tracking age was more challenging, 
however, for African American slaves. Slave owners sometimes 
neglected to record slave births, and few enslaved persons 
had opportunities to pursue an education. Runaway slave 
advertisements and other records suggest that many, though 
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certainly not all, slaves were unaware of their exact age. Today, 
there are still parts of the world where it is not typical to have 
a precise record of one’s own age. This necessarily means that 
determining transitions from childhood, to youth, to adulthood, 
and to old age involves a degree of imprecision for many people.4

Age Complicates Complementarian Interpretations of 
Scripture

The vast majority of Christians around the world believe 
it is perfectly appropriate for women to teach and lead in 
environments where males are present. This is true so long as 
the males are of a certain age, namely, so long as the women are 
teaching and leading boys and not adult men. Indeed, it would 
be almost impossible for many churches and Christian schools 
to function effectively without the leadership and service 
provided by Christian women in the teaching of young males. 
If we further consider the unthinkable proposition of mothers 
being unable to teach their sons about the faith, it is obvious 
that women must be allowed to teach males. The key issue then, 
is not so much the gender of the teacher, but the gender and age 
of the student. According to complementarian interpretations 
of the Bible, boys, at some point in their lives, become ineligible 
to receive instruction or guidance from women in certain 
religious settings.5 

A complicated question still to be answered by complementarians 
is: At what age do boys become off limits to being led and taught 
by women? Or, put another way, when do boys become men? 
The answer is not as obvious as it seems. The Bible itself does not 
provide a specific numerical age to use as a benchmark. Even if 
it did, or even if complementarians developed such a number 
using other criteria, applying a precise age would be impossible 
in social settings where males are uncertain about their 
birthdate. A society that was not numerate or literate would be 
literally unable to follow potential scriptural directives against 
female teaching and leadership if such directives required 
keeping precise track of the age of boys. This means that the 
issue of female leadership and teaching cannot be a matter of 
establishing simple, clear, precise rules. The murkiness and 
uncertainty of age in many parts of the world throughout history 
mitigates against a uniform or precise standard for excluding 
adult males from being led by women. If obedience to Scripture 
requires removing young men from situations in which women 
teach or lead, however, then there needs to be some criteria or 
method developed for determining the timing of this removal. 
Whether done universally, by setting and enforcing a standard 
age for all males, or individually, by evaluating each male case 
by case, the process would likely involve significant effort and 
careful assessment. Yet complementarians have not laid out 
such criteria.

As indicated above, complementarians have been rather 
vague, at best, when addressing the issue of age. One author, when 
analyzing possible ages at which boys supposedly become too old 
to submit to female teaching and leading, initially suggests that 
the age of puberty is crucial. The same author, however, in the 

very next paragraph, emphasizes the importance of “legal age.” 
The same author later suggests that the age of twelve could be 
a benchmark, but never firmly establishes this as a guideline.6 
It is worth noting that most congregations and denominations 
do not adhere to the age of twelve; this would, for example, 
presumably preclude women from being youth leaders. A large 
church in Arizona that subscribes to the Danvers Statement7 
is equally vague, indicating on its website with no mention of 
criteria or a specific age, that, “As far as women teaching boys 
in Sunday school, the problem seems to grow in proportion to 
the age of the boys.”8 Complementarians have either ignored 
the issue of age or have been extraordinarily imprecise when 
addressing age restrictions for boys.9 But if keeping women from 
leading adult men is so crucial to obeying Scripture, as many 
complementarians assert, it would be helpful to have a clear view 
of this issue, in order to avoid “sinful practices” from occurring.

In anticipation of possible responses complementarians 
might provide to these questions, we next consider the potential 
complications associated with establishing various benchmarks 
to signal a transition from boyhood to manhood. These 
complications highlight some deep logical and hermeneutical 
conundrums that have yet to be adequately faced by 
complementarians. That is, however complementarians might 
choose to address important age-related questions, they face 
significant logical and practical challenges. 

Problematic Answers to the Question: When Does a Boy 
Become a Man?

One possible way of developing a benchmark for establishing 
when boys become men would involve determining and following 
the standards used by the ancient Jewish, Greek, or Roman 
societies that existed when the Bible was written. By establishing 
the meaning and intent of ancient writers, theologians could 
theoretically discover an age when boys become adult men. In 
other words, whatever Paul was specifically saying, when he 
used the Greek word anēr (“man”) in 1 Tim 2:12 he was almost 
certainly referring to adult men, as several commentators have 
noted.10 Complementarians could attempt to explain how 
Paul would have distinguished between boys and men in this 
challenging passage. This would provide greater clarity regarding 
when boys transition into a stage of life when they would be 
off-limits to female leadership and teaching. Fortunately for 
complementarians, scholars have carefully studied age norms 
and family life within ancient Roman and Jewish societies. Less 
fortunate for complementarians, however, are the conclusions 
reached by these same historians and scholars since current 
interpretations complicate, rather than simplify, any attempt to 
find a clear transition point separating boyhood from manhood. 

Roman Approaches

Historians who have studied ancient Roman families have found 
that the transition from boyhood to manhood was long, complex, 
and often shaped deeply by local context. In other words, there 
is no magic age when we can firmly say that a boy became a man 
in ancient Roman society. Thus, if Paul was thinking of a Roman 
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definition of manhood when he used the word anēr, he could 
have been thinking of a lower limit as young as seven or as old as 
twenty-five. After the age of seven, boys gained some property and 
inheritance rights. A rite of passage occurred around the age of 
fourteen or fifteen, when a boy exchanged his childhood clothing 
for a man’s toga. After this coming of age ceremony, the youth 
gained additional property rights and access to his inheritance, 
making it seem, at first glance, that the age of fourteen or fifteen 
marked a clear transition into manhood. Yet, the exact age of 
this transition was determined by the family and could vary 
depending upon specific circumstances. There is also evidence 
that some Roman parents, including Atia, the mother of Caesar 
Augustus, maintained strict control over their sons even after the 
rite of passage ceremony. As one ancient biographer of Augustus 
noted, “For he was of age only by law and in other respects was 
taken care of as a child.”11 To complicate matters even further, 
there were also laws requiring youths under the age of twenty-
five to secure the assistance of a curator when signing contracts 
or exchanging property. In other words, males younger than 
twenty-five were deemed unable to make important decisions 
about property on their own. Taken together, this evidence 
related to legal rights makes it impossible to determine a specific 
age when Roman boys became men.12 

In addition to insufficiency of information about rites of 
passage and men’s legal rights, there is further evidence to 
suggest that the transition from boyhood to manhood was 
murky in ancient Roman society. Youths could join the military 
by the age of sixteen, seventeen, or eighteen, which suggests that 
Roman authorities viewed males of this age as capable of making 
at least some important decisions. Marcus (born in 65 BC), son 
of the famed orator Cicero, even had his own military command 
at the age of sixteen. But soldiers were also forbidden to marry, 
suggesting a time of transition between boyhood and manhood. 
Parents and older relatives often intervened in the lives of their 
supposedly adult sons, sometimes forcefully. Cicero indicated 
that he firmly corrected and guided his nephew Quintus even 
when he was older than eighteen, treating him more like a boy 
than a man, for example. Under Roman law, the paterfamilias 
technically had power over his children, including his adult sons, 
for as long as he lived. Fathers expected, and usually received, 
deference and obedience from adult sons even after these sons 
had married and produced their own offspring. All of this 
suggests that the line between boyhood and manhood in ancient 
Roman society was unclear, making it impossible to discern 
Paul’s exact meaning when he uses the word anēr in 1 Tim 2. 
Thus complementarians who hope to use historical context about 
Roman society face the daunting task of identifying the exact age 
when males become unsuitable for submitting to the teaching 
and leading of women.13 

Jewish Approaches

Like their Roman neighbors, ancient Jewish families possessed 
broad and vague attitudes regarding the age of transition for 
males. The OT could have provided some guidance to Jewish 

communities about this subject. The account in 2 Kgs 11 suggests 
that, even when faced with the desperate circumstance of an 
evil queen, Israelite officials believed that Joash was too young 
to assume his kingship until he reached the age of seven. Other 
kings, most notably King Josiah of Judah, rose to the throne well 
before the age of twelve. On the other hand, Exod 30:14, Lev 27, 
and Num 1:3 all suggest that boys became adults around the age 
of twenty, when they had to pay certain taxes and offer military 
service. Indeed, additional information related to the kings 
suggests that priests and other older adults provided advice and 
counsel to younger men who led Judah or Israel. In other words, 
it is unclear exactly how much decision-making power seven-
year-olds such as Joash actually wielded when they became king. 
In any case, the precise extent to which these OT passages shaped 
Jewish custom during the time of the early church is uncertain.

In terms of boyhood and manhood during NT times, Jewish 
families practiced certain customs that marked important 
transitions for males. Between the ages seven and twenty, Jewish 
males apparently occupied a nebulous status between boyhood 
and manhood. Legally speaking, fathers needed to provide for 
the economic needs of their sons only until the child reached 
the age of seven. Presumably, boys older than seven could be 
economic assets rather than liabilities. The age of six or seven 
was also the time when Jewish boys entered formal education. 
Luke’s Gospel indicates that it was perfectly appropriate for 
Jesus, at age twelve, to discuss religious matters with scholars, 
but at this age Jesus also readily submitted to the authority of 
his parents. The Talmud and Mishnah offer varying opinions 
and statements regarding an age of transition. Some passages 
emphasize marriage as a significant moment, offering criticism 
and ostracism for bachelors older than twenty. The Mishnah also 
states that boys would normally be held responsible for obeying 
the commandments at the age of thirteen but that young men 
would customarily start a business or trade at twenty years of 
age. The Mishnah also indicates, however, that thirty was a time 
when males attained full physical vigor and forty was the age of 
obtaining maturity of reason. Clearly, there were vast ranges and 
significant complexity regarding all of these age norms. Overall, 
there seems to have been a great deal of haze regarding the precise 
onset of manhood for Jewish males. The bar mitzvah ceremony 
did not begin until the later part of the thirteenth century, perhaps 
because Jewish communities at that time identified a need for 
greater clarity regarding the shift from boyhood to manhood. 
All of this evidence suggests that ancient Jewish age norms offer 
little clarity or guidance for complementarians who might be 
interested in using historical context to establish a numerical age 
of transition for male Christians.14 

Other Approaches

Another potential way of determining when a boy becomes a 
man, and ostensibly becomes off-limits to female leadership and 
instruction, would be to focus on marriage. In some societies, 
including European villages in colonial North America, marriage 
was a key way of determining when people became adults.15 
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Complementarians could cite Gen 2:24 and Matt 19:5, which say 
that “a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his 
wife. . . .” Theoretically, once a male marries, he becomes an adult, 
since he leaves behind the obligations of childhood and embraces 
the responsibilities of adulthood. The ancient Greeks emphasized 
marriage as an important transition point when boys became 
men as well.16

Yet this approach carries with it numerous complications. 
If a sixteen-year-old boy was married but a thirty-five-year-
old man was single, it would seem ludicrous to assert that the 
sixteen-year-old was an adult while the thirty-five-year-old was 
a boy. Such an approach simply would not work for Roman 
Catholics, since priests and monks never marry, yet presumably 
women cannot provide leadership or instruction to male clergy 
in Catholic institutions. What about widowhood or divorce? It 
would seem silly to argue that a man reverted back to childhood 
simply because his wife died or he was divorced. As other authors 
have noted, singleness does not, in and of itself, denote minority 
status, legally or socially.17 As already mentioned, marriage was 
not a defining moment for ancient Roman males, and Paul may 
very well have applied a Roman standard when thinking about 
distinctions between boys and men. It is also noteworthy that 
ancient Jewish families could disinherit sons precisely because 
they married too far below the family’s social rank. In other 
words, an unsanctioned marriage offered little protection for 
a young Jewish man who wanted to keep his inheritance.18 
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, using marriage as such 
a benchmark would imply that Jesus, Daniel, Nehemiah, Anna, 
and other highly regarded biblical figures were not adults. If this 
were the case, Jesus would have been a person of minority status 
who was presumably incapable of making important decisions. 
Such an assertion would seem to dramatically undercut his 
ability to serve as the willing sacrifice for sin for all humanity.

Another possible complementarian approach would involve 
using biological changes, such as puberty, as a way to differentiate 
boys from men. Native Americans in colonial North America 
sometimes took such an approach.19 The obvious physical 
changes associated with this biological process make it a visible 
and fairly clear way to determine such a transition. Yet, if puberty 
was the benchmark, women would presumably have to cease 
teaching teenagers. This would seem to preclude teaching at 
Christian high schools and certainly at Christian colleges. Many 
Christian institutions would struggle to function if this were the 
case. Presumably, twelve- through eighteen-year-old males would 
therefore also be classified as adults, making them theoretically 
eligible to serve as ministers, deacons, or perhaps even elders. It 
is doubtful most churches could or would accept this practice. 
Furthermore, the age of puberty varies tremendously from 
individual to individual, adding further complexity to decision-
making. Would a school or church immediately remove a boy 
from a female teacher’s classroom when his voice cracked or 
a pimple appeared on his face? Such a question might seem 
humorous or ridiculous to some, but that is exactly the point. 
An emphasis upon rigid roles, in order to remain logically 

consistent, fairly quickly descends into legalism and arbitrary 
decision-making.

Economic independence could be another criteria to use 
when determining whether or not a boy can continue to receive 
instruction from women in churches. Presumably, when a 
male moves out of his parents’ home and establishes his own 
residence, he gravitates closer to adulthood. Yet again, however, 
the picture is murkier than it might seem at first glance. If the 
boy/man has significant debt, such as student loans, he might 
seem independent but would in fact be dependent. It would also 
be difficult to assess how much financial support from family 
members it would take to disqualify a boy from being considered 
a man. A one-time loan is quite different from regular financial 
payouts. What if the boy/man is employed in a family business 
by his parents? Enrollment at college would also be complicated. 
Students typically leave home, for at least a time, but they 
theoretically are still receiving financial support from parents. 
Some males become financially independent at age eighteen, 
while others move out of the house much later. 

Some might argue that when a boy discovers, and begins 
following, his God-given calling in life, he becomes an adult. 
This would seem to suggest that Jesus became an adult around 
age thirty, when he was baptized and began his public ministry. 
Under this criterion, Moses became an adult around the age of 
80 and Noah around 500.20 Yet, these ages would seem quite old 
to us today. Complementarians would have to be comfortable 
figuring out these and other discrepancies if applying the criteria 
of occupational and/or economic independence to the issue of 
determining the age of adulthood.

Mothers and Sons

A final challenge faced by complementarians involves the issue of 
mothers and their adult sons. Historically, Christians have been 
comfortable with the notion of mothers (and grandmothers) 
teaching and leading their adult sons. Augustine (AD 354–430) 
wrote glowingly about his mother’s continuing influence upon 
him when he was an adult. Puritan men in colonial New England 
likewise listened to and submitted to their mothers. Although the 
Bible suggests that men leave their mothers and fathers and cleave 
to their wives, it has been quite common for sons to embrace 
their mother’s authority well into adulthood. Even authors who 
have claimed to adhere to the notion that women should not 
teach or lead adult men have demonstrated flexibility regarding 
mothers and sons. Why has this been so accepted, when it seems 
to violate an important complementarian directive? The fact that 
mothers are always older than their sons likely has played a more 
important role than people have realized. In other words, the 
wisdom that age imparts somehow makes up for the supposed 
defects of a woman’s gender that would normally disqualify 
her from teaching a man. Or, the notion that a boy’s age could 
trigger a sudden and dramatic reversal of roles and authority 
between mother and son may be too overwhelming or awkward 
for most complementarians to accept. Therefore, they typically, 
if somewhat disingenuously, have affirmed a leadership and 
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teaching role for women over adult men in the select case of 
mothers and their adult sons.21

Conclusion

Our essay has demonstrated that a deeper consideration of human 
aging is warranted for all Christians, and this includes both 
complementarians and egalitarians. Complementarians need to 
begin addressing important and difficult questions about the age 
of boys and men and how this relates to the disqualification of 
women from certain opportunities for leadership and teaching. 
Careful hermeneutics and scriptural interpretation, rather than 
unspoken assumptions or contemporary norms, need to shape 
their arguments regarding the age at which males supposedly 
become unsuited for submitting to female teachers and leaders. 
Although it might be efficient and convenient to merely apply 
an age such as eighteen to this issue, it would represent a 
derelict evasion of sound hermeneutics, theological study, and 
scriptural application. Alternatively, careful investigation of 
such questions may prompt complementarians to reconsider 
their position altogether.

Both complementarian and egalitarian theologians and 
scholars would also be well-served to study the subject of human 
aging within the Bible with greater fervor and care. Although 
gender has received enormous scrutiny, age-related issues remain 
relatively unstudied, in spite of the fact that age-related topics fill 
the pages of Scripture. The book of Titus, for example, is filled 
with statements regarding how younger and older persons should 
relate to one another. Other verses, including Deut 34:7, Josh 
14:10–11, 2 Kgs 5, 1 Tim 4:12, 2 Tim 2:22, 1 Pet 5:5, and 1 John 
2:13, address age-related issues. Exactly how should we interpret 
and apply these passages today? Age plays a tremendous role in 
determining who receives various rights and privileges in many 
places around the world, but there has been little introspection 
about the ethics of such practices. Overall, a deeper awareness of 
human aging would enhance biblical scholarship and theological 
study, regardless of one’s perspectives regarding gender. We would 
argue that our own research highlights a consistent and crucial 
principle found within Scripture—namely, decisions regarding 
teaching and leading should flow from considerations of character 
and revelations of giftedness, rather than biological categories or 
legalistic rules. Indeed, our analysis of boyhood and manhood 
in biblical times suggests that, practically speaking, this must be 
true, since no straightforward rule regarding the age of transition 
from boyhood to manhood is discoverable within Scripture.
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While many congregations and individual Christians embrace 
egalitarian principles, many others remain committed to 
complementarian ideology, believing that men are to lead within 
the home and church and that women are to be subordinate. It is 
easy to blame men for buying into a system that maintains their 
own power position. However, the fact that many who take a more 
complementarian view are themselves women seems counter-
intuitive: Why would a woman espouse an ideology that consigns 
her to a less-than status? 

To help answer this question, we surveyed women who agree 
with female subordination to learn the rationale behind their 
beliefs. In this article, we report our findings and explore what 
they tell us about effectively promoting gender equality. 

Method

We recruited participants through social media, asking Christian 
women to provide their religious views by completing a survey. 
Although 421 individuals began the survey, only 72 of them were 
eligible to complete it based on their answers to the first three 
question: 1) “Are you a woman?” 2) “Are you a Christian?” and 
3) “Do you believe that women should be under male authority?” 
Those who answered “yes” to each of these questions were routed 
through our survey, which elicited their beliefs regarding male 
authority and female subordination along with their rationale for 
these beliefs.

Results

The Bible passages that respondents cited most frequently as the 
basis for their beliefs about women were: Eph 5 (35 respondents), 
1 Tim 2 (20), Gen 2–3 (18), Gen 1 (12), 1 Cor 11 (10), and Titus 
2 (10). 

Participants reported that, when interpreting Scripture 
regarding women, they rely on “praying for guidance” (57%) and 
“the way verses are translated into English” (46%). A substantial 
number of respondents (38%) identified reliance on what their 
“religious leaders say” and “the way women were treated during 
Bible times” (32%). Other comments related to Scripture (e.g., 
looking at the original texts and understanding their historical 

contexts) were mentioned by several in open responses, indicating 
the importance of Scripture for participants overall. 

All participants except one were aware that some Christians 
do not believe in female subordination.

Discussion
Identified Scripture Passages

It is not surprising that the passages cited most frequently by 
participants to support their position are those about which 
egalitarians and complementarians have traditionally held different 
interpretations. These passages center on wives submitting to their 
husbands (Eph 5:22, 24; Titus 2:5); male headship (1 Cor 11:3; Eph 
5:23); the order of creation (1 Cor 11:8; 1 Tim 2:13); women not 
teaching or assuming authority over a man (1 Tim 2:11–12); Eve, 
not Adam, being deceived (1 Tim 2:14); and the story of creation 
and the fall (Gen 1–3).

A striking feature of the list of identified passages is the 
prominence of Eph 5, well-known for its instructions to wives 
and husbands. It is common for egalitarians, especially egalitarian 
biblical scholars and theologians, to consider 1 Tim 2 (e.g., 
“I do not permit a woman to teach. . . .”) and 1 Cor 14 (e.g., 
“Women should remain silent in the churches. . . .”) as the central 
loadbearing texts of complementarianism. But here we witness 
Eph 5 receiving considerably more emphasis (with 35 responses) 
than 1 Tim 2 (with 20 responses). And the identified texts, which 
reveal the views of several complementarian women, significantly 
minimize 1 Cor 14 (only 5 responses)!

A corollary observation is that, while Eph 5 is prominent, the 
similar teachings of Col 3 (4 responses) and 1 Pet 3 (7 responses) 
are not. Clearly, Eph 5 has overshadowed these parallel texts.

Need for Education

The fact that these controversial passages were identified as 
foundational, while virtually all participants claimed to be 
aware of, but not in agreement with, an egalitarian perspective, 
indicates that whatever exposure they have had to an egalitarian 
interpretation has not convinced them. In fact, that so many 
of these women reported depending on Scripture for guidance 
is commendable and suggests that they might be open to 
reconsidering the meaning of these verses if they find the 
evidence compelling. 

This observation does not argue that those teaching, 
preaching, or writing from an egalitarian theology are not already 
offering compelling evidence. Nevertheless, it would be naïve 
to ignore the difficulty in changing any belief system, especially 
those learned at early ages from respected spiritual authorities. 
From early childhood on, we are taught gendered behavior in a 
myriad of ways, directly and indirectly, as it relates to our faith 
and otherwise. Therefore, those beliefs are often tacitly accepted 

Christian Women’s Beliefs on Female Subordination 
and Male Authority

Susan H. Howell and Kristyn Duncan
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without a great deal of critical thought. It will typically take more 
than simply hearing another interpretation to prompt us to 
question the accuracy of those beliefs. 

This observation does, however, emphasize the need for 
educating current and future religious leaders in careful 
exegesis and encouraging their boldness in disseminating the 
same. Persistent teaching, preaching, and writing on these 
controversial passages remains crucial.

“Subordination” vs. “Submission”

Reactions against the survey’s use of the word “subordinate” 
were strong. Participants commented that the word implies that 
women are less than, whereas men and women, they maintained, 
simply have different roles. Many egalitarians, however, assert 
that any ideology that assigns roles of leadership and authority 
to men while assigning roles without leadership and authority 
to women does, indeed, put women in a subordinate position. 
The fact that many participants indicated a preference for 
the word “submission” over “subordination,” might be due to 
the prevalence of the word “submission” in complementarian 
churches and literature. This preference may also be influenced 
by the use of “submit” in Eph 5:22 (“Wives, submit to your 
own husbands. . . .”) in translations that are popular among 
evangelicals in general (NIV) and among complementarians in 
particular (HCSB, ESV, CSB). In contrast, some older translations 
(e.g., RSV, NASB) and some translations popular among non-
evangelical Christians (e.g., NRSV) instead use the phrase “be 
subject to” here in Eph 5:22. Frequently encountering the term 
“submission” in explanations of gender-based roles might have 
distorted its meaning among some complementarians, or at least 
desensitized them to its ramifications. 

In reality, neither term indicates a mere difference in roles. 
The Oxford US English Dictionary defines “submission” as “the 
action or fact of accepting or yielding to a superior force or to 
the will or authority of another person.”1 Rather than a difference 
in roles, this definition indicates the same level of inequality as 
does the word “subordinate,” which is defined as “lower in rank 
or position.”2 Given their definitions, the term “submission” is no 
more equalizing than the term “subordination.”

Importance of Bible Translation

The translation choice between “submit” and “be subject to” is only 
one of uncountable examples of the importance of the availability 
of accurate Bible translations in English and other languages. That 
46% of participants recognized “the way verses are translated 
into English” as significant for their understanding of Scripture 
is encouraging, especially in an era when high-quality gender-
accurate Bible translations, such as the NRSV, 2011 NIV, and the 
CEB, are indeed available.3 Such translations must continue to be 
produced, updated, and made widely available.

Conclusion

The present study explored the rationale behind women’s beliefs 
in the subordination of women to the authority of men. Scripture, 
prayer, and the teaching of religious leaders were identified as 
the most important determinants of these beliefs. In addition, 
their belief seems to be related to their rejection of the word 
“subordination” and preference for the word “submission,” for 
which they make an unwarranted distinction. We suggest that 
careful exegesis, particularly for the most controversial passages, 
coupled with bold, persistent teaching, particularly with current 
and future religious leaders, is imperative for progress to be made 
with this population.

Notes
1. https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/submission.
2. https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/subordinate.
3. On gender-accurate Bible translation, see the several articles 

in Priscilla Papers 29, no. 2 (Spring 2015) and in Mutuality 24, no. 4 
(Winter 2017). See also Jeff Miller, “In Defense of Gender-Accurate 
Bible Translation,” forthcoming in Discovering Biblical Equality, 3rd 
ed., ed. Ronald W. Pierce and Cynthia Long Westfall (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity).

The Experiences of Women in Church  
and Denominational Leadership

Susan H. Howell and Ariel Thompson

Women have served in leadership positions in some Christian 
denominations for decades or even longer. Other denominations 
have more recently welcomed women into positions such as 
pastor, elder, or deacon. The egalitarian community encourages 
men and women to serve based on gifts rather than gender 
and celebrates when they embrace Paul’s pronouncement that 
in Christ “there is neither Jew  nor  Gentile, neither  slave  nor 
free, nor is there male and female . . .” (Gal 3:28 NIV). 

However, what are the experiences of women in Christian 
leadership? Do they have salaries comparable to men? Do they 
encounter stereotypes based on gender? Do they have the respect 
of their congregations? This research provides a glimpse into 
the experiences of these women to inform those who are, or 
will become, church leaders, and to increase the awareness of 
congregations and denominational offices as they seek to include 
women in fulfilling the mission of the church. 

KRISTYN DUNCAN is a senior psychology major at Campbellsville 
University where she is a research assistant for Dr. Howell. Kristyn is also 
the president of the Campbellsville University Egalitarians (CUE)..
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Method

Participants were 109 women who have held positions of 
leadership within a church or a denominational organization, 
and who volunteered in response to a social media recruitment 
request. Those interested were directed to a link which gave them 
access to the survey. While participants represented a variety 
of denominations, Nazarene (42%) and Baptist (19%) together 
made up the majority of this sample. (See Table 1 for a complete 
list of denominational affiliations.) The age of participants 
spanned across adulthood, with a slight majority (52%) being 
over fifty years of age.

Table 1. Denominations Represented by Participating Women 

Nazarene    42%
Baptist   19%
Nondenominational  6%
Methodist   4%
Anglican   4%
Presbyterian   3%
Latter Day Saints  3%
Four Square   3%
Interdenominational  3%

Results

The majority of participating women (83%) were involved in 
ministries through the local church—28% identifying themselves 
as pastors; 28% as associate pastors; 13% as volunteer leaders in 
ministries such as youth, senior citizen, missions, or Sunday 
school; and 7% holding positions of deacon or elder. Those 
leading outside of local congregations (14%) identified as leading 
through denominational boards or committees (6%), higher 
education (3%), and chaplaincy (3%).

Fifty percent of participants reported serving in churches with 
less than 100 members, with another 36% serving in churches 
with memberships of 100–500.

While annual salaries ranged from under $30,000 to over 
$70,000, they were skewed toward the low end, with most (57%) 
earning less than $30,000 per year.

Participants were mostly well educated, with 30% holding 
only an undergraduate degree and an additional 60% holding 
at least one graduate degree. Of those who wished to continue 
their education, the vast majority (90%) found their churches at 
least somewhat supportive. Less encouraging is that only about 
half (53%) believed they received support comparable to their 
male counterparts.

Of those who wished to advance in their ministry, from one 
position to another, 48% reported advancing with support from 
their church or denomination, 14% reported advancing but 
without much or any support, and 18% responded that they had 
been prevented from advancing.

The majority (64%) believed their ideas were taken into 
consideration for important decisions as least as often as the 
ideas of others. An additional 28% believed their ideas were 
considered, although not as often as others. Nevertheless, 79% 

of these women reported not being taken as seriously as a leader 
because of their gender, at least some of the time.

While 65% reported that their churches displayed at least 
some stereotypic gender roles, 87% were reported to display non-
stereotypic gender roles in at least some areas.

Discussion

The large number of churches in this sample that were given credit 
for displaying non-stereotypic gender roles is not surprising, 
given that these churches have already hired, elected, or 
appointed women to leadership positions. In fact, many women 
simply responded with statements such as “I’m the pastor.” Other 
comments included: “Our kitchen is mainly staffed by men.” “As 
far as church government, we are fully egalitarian. We preach 
egalitarian marriage. We very much value our working women, 
and our stay at home dads.” “We believe in the ‘priesthood of all 
believers.’ Men can cook. Women can teach. All are free to serve 
as they are able.”

Yet traditional roles were not extinct for most. One participant 
reported, “I’ve been told I would make a great senior pastor if 
I were only a man.” Another was told by a supervisor that she 
“needed to just accept what was because there were very few 
opportunities for women.” Another commented, “We have no 
males in the nursery—ever. Most of the time it is a male who 
prays.” One woman spoke of the inconsistency between the title 
she held and the respect she received: “Many people comment or 
joke about my being an ‘elder’ at a young age. At least one person 
referred to me as a young girl. I am a woman. A young woman. 
But definitely not a young girl.” 

A mixture of stereotypic and non-stereotypic gender roles 
seems to coincide for many churches. Likewise, the high 
percentage (92%) who believed their opinions on important 
decisions were taken into consideration was not drastically 
different from the percentage (79%) who did not believe they 
were taken as seriously due to gender. “I feel like an invisible 
person working a visible position,” said one participant. 
Another reported, “it was clear that although women could and 
did preach, men always ‘knew best’ and had ultimate leadership 
and decision making authority.” One participant stated that she 
had received “No mentoring, no encouragement, [although the 
church showed a] willingness to accept my skills and time but 
[the] pastor takes all credit and gives no affirmation.” One woman 
spoke of strategies she employs in order to have her ideas taken 
into consideration: “I’ve heard people credit my husband with 
proposals that I suggested. Or men simply say ‘I can’t remember 
who suggested this. . . .’ If it seems wise to have them associate 
the idea with me, I correct their assumptions. Sometimes it is 
strategic to let them think my proposal is someone else’s idea.”

Yet many did report being taken as seriously as men in similar 
positions. One woman said, “I don’t see a difference between the 
way my male co-pastor partner is treated as compared to myself.” 
Another stated, “My ideas are always respected and taken into 
consideration.” “I feel heard, and respected, and [am] a strong 
contributor to our overall direction,” said another.
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Likewise, of the women who wished to continue their 
education, almost all of them reported receiving support from 
their churches to do so. Encouragement in the form of verbal 
support, financial assistance, and time away were described in 
several comments. “Churches provided money for tuition and 
frequently allowed time away for [writing a] dissertation,” stated 
one woman. Another said the “congregation paid for my tuition 
to obtain a master’s degree.” “The church where I currently 
minister is extremely supportive of my desire to pursue my 
doctorate,” reported another.

Only 53% of the respondents, however, stated that this was 
the same level of support given to their male counterparts. “[The 
church] allowed me to get a DMin while serving full time. . . . [I] 
was able to take time off for classes BUT [they] did not support 
me in the same way they did the male senior pastor who was given 
some financial assistance and time to write his dissertation.” One 
woman reported, “There was time and money for a male co-pastor 
to be in college classes, but I was not given the same opportunity/
leeway in scheduling. I was not encouraged to go on and pursue 
a higher degree when I had gotten my bachelors. Most of the men 
in my same degree (Theology) were.” One woman replied, “Oh 
my gracious, no . . . every proverbial door of opportunity was 
encouraged and opened to the men in leadership. No door was 
encouraged or opened for me. I had to fight, if you will, for even 
what seemed like scraps.”

Of the women who believed they received the same level of 
support as their male counterparts, one assistant pastor replied, 
“I have not been limited in my educational pursuits. . . . Currently 
in my denomination there seems to be a level playing field.” In 
fact, in some churches even the lack of support is gender-blind, 
as one woman stated, “No one is encouraged to pursue post 
graduate study; gender has nothing to do with it.”

Mixed messages were also described, as reflected in the 
following: “They encourage education. They were also concerned 
that it would take away from my time for ministry.” “‘Good for 
you!’ ‘Go for it!’ But no financial assistance.”

For many churches, these mixed messages may stem more 
from a scarcity of funds than from gender bias. However, 
the desire to be fully inclusive of women while finding it 
difficult to break habits of traditional ideology is real for many 
denominations and congregations.

It is encouraging to note that of those wishing to advance in 
ministry, 62% were able to do so, with or without the support of 
their churches or denominations. One specifically reported, “It 
was my male boss who encouraged me to seek ordination and 
a title change in my work.” Another said, “Our denomination 
has been very supportive of women in leadership.” However, 
one participant who was serving her church in an administrative 
capacity reported, “I am an ordained minister with 20+ years of 
ministry experience. Our church is failing miserably in small 
group and discipleship—my area of expertise. I have talked with 
Senior Pastor . . . and I was offered to teach a Sunday morning 
class for which there was no advertisement or support. I have 
offered to serve on teams that discuss employee issues, teamwork, 

and again have been told thanks but no thanks.” Thus, for some, 
advancement did not happen.

The fact that most churches represented had less than 
100 members might indicate a greater likelihood of women 
obtaining leadership positions within smaller congregations. 
For denominations in which the congregation selects its own 
pastor, this might indicate a greater willingness on the part of the 
membership to consider the individual and her qualifications, 
regardless of gender. This is what social psychologists refer to as 
making target-based attributions, or making decisions based on 
the characteristics of the individual, rather than those that are 
category-based, which are made based on the category to which a 
person belongs, in this case, gender. Target-based attributions are 
more prevalent when we have come to know an individual more 
completely, as would more often be the case for those voting on a 
church leader in smaller congregations. 

For churches in which pastors are appointed by denominational 
leadership, something else might be happening. Michelle Ryan and 
Alexander Haslam use the term “glass cliff ” to describe the finding 
that companies who had appointed a female board member had 
also experienced poor performance in the five months preceding 
the appointment, thereby placing these women in positions they 
describe as “risky or precarious.”1 Whether intentional or not, 
such a practice could provide false evidence that women do not 
lead well. While research has not yet verified this practice within 
the church, it is a possibility worth considering. One participant 
illustrated this concept perfectly: “I have been given opportunities 
but only at small, struggling churches that are barely surviving. 
Even though my education and experiences are comparable 
to male colleagues with better opportunities.” Another said, “I 
graduated at the top of my class with every academic award the 
school gives yet I haven’t been offered an opportunity at a church 
over 50 people.”

The discovery that the vast majority of these women were 
well educated, yet reported annual salaries under $30,000, 
might reflect the fact that many of them were serving in smaller 
congregations. However, this finding also attests to the church 
being no exception to the gender wage gap. “Male Staff members 
without experience/degrees who have been here equal or less 
time have received salary increases (when I was told there were 
going to be no increases) in the midst of fiscal budget years.”

It is noteworthy that, for those who knew how their salary 
compared to those of male leaders, responses were equally divided 
between those who received lower pay than men (29%) and those 
who received the same salary as men (31%). None, however, 
reported having a higher salary than their male counterparts.

Yet, throughout the comments these women presented, 
regardless of the acceptance or rejection they experienced from 
their churches, the salary or educational support they were 
offered, or the level of respect they felt, all of them expressed a 
commitment to God’s work and doing their part in that work.

Conclusion and Limitations

Although this study sheds light on the experiences of a segment 
of church leadership which has been relatively unexplored, 
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several limitations should be noted. Even though social media is a 
growing method of recruiting research participants and expands 
the pool of volunteers, it does not guarantee a representative 
sample of the population. To increase the odds, we asked others 
to “share” our recruitment request, hoping for a “snowball effect” 
to extend the sample well beyond our own social spheres. We 
also recruited through the 8,000-member Biblical Christian 
Egalitarians Facebook group and through a Baptist organization 
for women in ministry. While we reached out to other 
denominations through their websites, we were unsuccessful in 
gaining their involvement. The result was that a disproportionate 
number (61%) of participants identified as Baptist or Nazarene, 
with relatively few from other denominations. Even so, since 
Baptist churches tend toward being restrictive of women in 
leadership and the Nazarene church is less restrictive, having 
them each well represented in this study did create a balance of 
sorts. Future research could expand into other denominations 
to provide a broader representation of women in church and 
denominational leadership.

Future research should also explore the possibility of a “glass 
cliff ” within the church, since this has been documented for 
businesses that have assigned women to positions usually held 
by men. 

Finally, we appreciate the willingness of these women to share 
their experiences with us and hope that their openness will bear 
fruit in the church.

Notes
1. Michelle K. Ryan and S. Alexander Haslam, “The Glass Cliff: 

Evidence that Women are Over-Represented in Precarious Leadership 
Positions,” British Journal of Management 16, no. 2 (June 2005): 81–90.

Marriage Ideology and Decision-Making
Susan H. Howell, Bethany G. Lester, Alayna N. Owens

This article reports on a study of the ideologies and decision-
making of Christian married couples. We specifically explored 
the beliefs these couples held regarding decision-making at the 
beginning of their marriages, those they currently hold, and what 
prompted any changes in those beliefs across time.

Individuals, churches, and organizations, such as CBE 
International, can benefit from knowing how Christian couples 
today describe themselves in terms of egalitarian or patriarchal 
ideology. In addition, when these couples report a shift, we can 
benefit from knowing the change agents responsible in order to 
maximize our efforts in bringing about equality in the home.

Method
Sample and Participant Selection

The 328 participants ranged in age from 18 to over 80 years of 
age, with the majority being young adults, ages 20–39. (See Table 
1 for age distribution.) Surveys were completed predominantly by 
wives (84%). A variety of ethnic backgrounds were represented, 
although the vast majority (97%) were white. Income fell within a 
normal curve. The majority of respondents (82%) reported being 
in their first marriage. Length of marriages ranged from less than 
one year to over fifty years, with a higher representation (79%) 
of those married twenty or fewer. (See Table 2 for distribution 
of years married.) Most respondents had at least some college 
(26%) or were college graduates (61%).

Instrument

The survey asked each participant to identify her or his beliefs 
about marriage, both at the beginning of their current marriage 
and at the present time. The options were as follows:

1. The husband should make the important decisions; 
the wife should submit to his authority.

2. The husband should make the important decisions 
while considering the wife’s opinion.

3. The husband and wife should work together, having 
equal input.

While we did not label them as such on the survey, these options 
were intended to exemplify extreme patriarchy, soft patriarchy, 
and egalitarianism, respectively. 

For those whose beliefs had changed over time, we provided 
a list of possible reasons for those changes and asked that they 
choose as many as applied to them. They also had the opportunity 
to write in any reasons not listed. In addition, the survey included 
questions regarding which spouse makes day-to-day decisions in 
a variety of areas.

Procedure

Each member of the research team recruited volunteer 
participants through Facebook. We utilized “snowball sampling,” 
which can be simply described as “convincing Facebook users to 
recruit their friends to join a study.”1 The request for volunteers 
included a link to our survey, which could be completed in 
approximately five minutes.

Results

An egalitarian ideology was reported by approximately 76% (248 
respondents) of the sample and a patriarchal ideology by 24% (79). 
A predominantly egalitarian sample was revealed by the finding 
that most couples reported making decisions together in a wide 
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range of areas, such as creating a budget, where to vacation, when 
and where to purchase vehicles, where to live, whether/where to 
attend worship services, and decisions regarding children. (See 
Table 3 for the complete list.)

As expected, however, some decision-making fell along 
traditional lines, with husbands, for example, being more 
involved in deciding where to have vehicles serviced and wives 
being more involved in meal planning. Even for those areas in 
which most couples worked together, traditional gender roles 
emerged in households where the decision-making fell to one 
spouse or the other (e.g., husbands making decisions regarding 
household repairs, wives taking on responsibility for doctor 
selection and making doctor appointments). (See Table 3.)

Approximately 19% of participants (62 respondents) reported 
that their ideology had changed over time. Of these, 30 reported a 
shift to egalitarian ideology; 6 from extreme to softer patriarchy; 
24 from an egalitarian to patriarchal ideology, and 2 shifting 
from a softer to more extreme patriarchy. Thus 26 moved toward, 
and 36 away from, patriarchy.

For couples whose ideology had become egalitarian and for 
those shifting from an extreme to softer patriarchy, the primary 
reasons cited were:

•	A realization that each person had decision-making 
abilities (21 respondents)

•	That two minds are better than one (12)
•	That they had learned from others (8)
•	That they were having problems in the marriage (7)
•	A belief that the Bible teaches equality (7).

For couples whose ideology had shifted from egalitarianism to 
patriarchy, the primary reason given was a belief that the Bible 
teaches male leadership (22 respondents) with a few stating that 
they had learned from others (5).

For those who moved from softer to more extreme patriarchy 
over the course of their marriage, reasons cited were believing that 

the Bible teaches that the husband should lead (2 respondents) 
and becoming educated on gender issues (1). (See Table 4.)

Discussion

These findings provide encouragement as well as challenges to 
those promoting gender equality in the home. First, we can be 
encouraged to learn that a strong majority (76%) of this sample 
espouse egalitarianism and that this ideology is reflected in the 
day to day decision-making these couples exhibit.

We can also take heart from the finding that those who 
moved into egalitarianism over time did so, at least in part, due 
to their having learned from others. This finding highlights the 
importance of individuals and couples modeling egalitarian 
principles as well as organizations such as CBE International 
providing a community of mutuality through resources such as 
conferences, literature, and social media. Knowing that others 
are watching can encourage us to put forth our best effort in 
living out the beliefs we hold.

The fact that two primary change agents identified by those 
moving into egalitarianism were the realization that two minds 
are better than one and that each spouse has decision-making 
abilities indicates a healthy valuing of each spouse, which is the 
foundation of marital mutuality. In fact, the essence of mutuality 
was captured in the written response of one participant who 
stated that since the beginning of their marriage they had 
“learned to value and trust each other.” Also noteworthy is the 
finding that even among patriarchal couples, a realization of the 
abilities of each spouse had moved a few of them to a softer form 
of patriarchy. Given the salience of such responses, an important 
component of fostering egalitarianism in the home might very 
well be an emphasis on the development of the gifts and talents 
of each individual. For each spouse to value the other’s, as well as 
his or her own, contributions would help create and maintain a 
balance in decision-making within the home, even among those 
espousing patriarchal ideology.

18-19 5
20-24 65
25-29 45
30-34 60
35-39 42
40-44 19
45-49 23

50-54 17

55-59 25

60-64 11

65-69 9

70-74 4

75-79 1

80 or older 2

Table 1. Age Distribution

1 year or less 9%
More than 1 year but less than 5 years 18%

More than 5 years but less than 10 years 13%
More than 10 years but less than 20 years 14%
More than 20 years but less than 30 years 7%
More than 30 years but less than 40 years 4%
More than 40 years but less than 50 years 2%

More than 50 years 2%

Table 2. Years Married Distribution
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Areas of Decision-Making Listed on Survey Percentage of Couples 
Making Decisions 

Together

Percentage of Husbands 
Making Decisions

Percentage of Wives 
Making Decisions

Who created your household budget? 52% 16% 23%

Who decides when and where to purchase vehicles? 77% 18% 2%

Who decides where to have vehicles serviced? 43% 51% 4%

Who decides where to go for vacations? 84% 1% 12%

Who plans meals for the household? 36% 4% 58%

Who decides which doctors to see? 58% 2% 38%

Who makes appointments with doctors? 55% 1% 43%

Who decided if the wife would work outside the home? 60% 2% 30%

Who decided where the family should live? 85% 8% 5%

Who makes decisions about household repairs? 47% 46% 5%

Who decides if/where to attend worship services? 81% 5% 10%

Who decided(s) whether or not to have children? 92% 1% 1%

Who decided(s) the number of children to have? 83% 1% 5%

Who chose the name(s) of your child(ren)? 63% 1% 5%

Who decides(s) how your children are to be disciplined? 67% 1% 5%

Table 3. Areas of Joint and Separate Decision-Making

The development of individual abilities can be promoted 
in a myriad of ways: from encouraging children to appreciate 
their own giftedness, regardless of gender, to providing ample 
opportunities for men and women to utilize those gifts within 
the home, the church, and beyond. As with any group, the family 
as a whole will gain strength from building up the strengths of its 
individual members. 

It is noteworthy that the predominant rationale cited among 
former egalitarians who had shifted to patriarchy was the belief 
that the Bible teaches male leadership. For this to be such a 
prevalent rationale suggests that Bible study and education on 
egalitarian interpretations of Scripture should be a primary focus 
for those hoping to promote egalitarian ideology. In addition, 
it must be noted that twenty-two participants reported moving 
toward patriarchy because of the Bible while only seven reported 
moving toward egalitarianism because of the Bible. This strongly 
underscores the need for biblical education noted above.

Limitations

Several limitations exist for the present study. The use of 
Facebook for recruitment presents the risk of attracting a fairly 
homogeneous sample (e.g., young people who are likeminded 
and of similar education levels with our research team). Using the 
“snowball sampling” described above, we attempted to enlarge 
our sample size, requesting that our Facebook “friends” share our 
call for volunteers. Our hope was that an increase in sample size 
would result in a more diverse sample of volunteers.

The education level of our sample, however, was more 
homogenous than we had hoped, for 61% were college graduates,2 
which might account in part for the high percentage of participants 
reporting an egalitarian ideology. A more diverse sample in terms 
of education level would provide a broader picture of marriage 
ideology among couples today.

And while the political leanings of our sample ranged from 
“Very Liberal” to “Very Conservative,” more participants self-
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Reasons for Changing from Patriarchal to Egalitarian Ideology Number citing this as change agent
We realized that we each had decision-making abilities. 19

We decided that two minds are better than one. 10

We believe the Bible teaches equality in decision-making. 7

We learned from others around us. 6

We were having problems in our marriage. 6

Reasons for Shifting from Extreme to Softer Patriarchy Number citing this as change agent
We realized that we each had decision-making abilities. 2

We decided that two minds are better than one. 2

We learned from others around us. 2

We were having problems in our marriage. 1

Reasons for Changing from Egalitarian to Patriarchal Ideology Number citing this as change agent
We believe the Bible teaches that the husband should lead. 22

We learned from others around us. 5

Reasons for Changing from Softer to More Extreme Patriarchy Number citing this as change agent
We believe the Bible teaches that the husband should lead. 2

One or both of us became educated on gender issues. 1

Table 4. Reasons for Ideology Change

identified as being “Conservative” (40%) than “Liberal” (13%). 
However, that the majority of a conservatively skewed sample 
identified their marriage as aligning with egalitarian ideology 
seems remarkable and encouraging. 

Finally, the vast majority (97%) of our participants were white, 
calling for future research to proceed with a more ethnically 
diverse sample. 

Conclusion

Research with this Christian sample indicated strong support for 
egalitarian principles. Living out the ideology we profess, valuing 
each individual within the marriage relationship, and presenting 
biblical validation for equality were each highlighted as important 
agents for affecting change within this population.

Notes
1. M. Kosinski, S. C. Matz, S. D. Gosling, V. Popov, and D. Stillwell, 
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Much has been written about “sonship” and being “adopted as 
sons” as descriptions of being brought into and belonging to 
God’s family. Focus is often on the privileges of adoption in Paul’s 
letters, noting the love, honour, and freedom that follow.1 In light 
of this masculine language, we should ask whether women and 
girls experience daughterhood as bringing privileges and rights 
in the way men and boys experience sonship? More broadly, do 
we have a theology of daughterhood?2

One study analyses the context and the stories of daughters 
in the Gospel of Mark.3 Another features father/daughter 
relationships in the OT and the honour/shame culture where 
daughters could maintain their father’s honour, as in some 
cultures today, by upholding virginity before marriage and 
faithfulness afterwards.4 Still another study notes the prophet 
Isaiah’s strong criticism of the haughty upper-class Jerusalem 
women, Daughters of Zion with bangles, headbands, necklaces, 
earrings, bracelets, and veils (Isa 3:16–4:1).5 Recently, a Western 
author published “A Theology of Daughterhood” focused 
entirely on the duty of adult daughters in the twenty-first 
century to attend to the needs of the increasing number of 
aging parents.6

Feminist theologians have commented on the “texts of 
terror”7 and abuse of daughters in the OT. Daughters were at 
times traded like commodities in marriage, Aksah by Caleb 
(Josh 15:16–17; Jdg 1:12–13) and Michal by Saul (1 Sam 18, 
25:44), for example. Lot offered his daughters to a mob (Gen 
19); Jephthah sacrificed his daughter (Jdg 11); David ignored the 
rape of Tamar (2 Sam 13). Family law allowed a father to speak 
for a daughter or to discount her decisions (Num 30:3–5). Sons 
inherited the family land and carried on the family line. In the 
context of making a vow of dedication, an adult male was valued 
at fifty shekels but a female was valued at thirty (Lev 27:2–4). 
When a mother gave birth to a son she was considered unclean 
for seven days and purified after thirty-three days, while after a 
daughter she was unclean for fourteen days and purified after 
sixty-six (Lev 12:2–5). 

In light of such negative stories and laws, should we conclude 
that being a daughter is a negative? This study draws attention 
instead to a high view of daughterhood in the kingdom of God, 
where God considers daughters a great treasure. The NT points 
to spiritual daughterhood as well as sonship as the passport to the 
heights of acceptance in the kingdom of God.

Daughters in the Old Testament

The Bible was written by people who lived in hierarchical societies 
and accepted patriarchy to varying degrees. They did not see all of 
God’s increasingly observable plan for equal standing, so positive 
stories of daughters are infrequent. Nevertheless, they are there.

Fathers endeavoured to show their love by arranging good 
marriages for their daughters. Consider, for example, Bethuel 

and his son Laban working for the advantage for Rebekah (Gen 
24), and Laban, in his own way, for negotiating for the advantage 
of his daughters Leah and Rachel. Others had strong parent/
daughter bonds. Jochebed and Amram placed considerable trust 
in Miriam watching over her infant brother Moses (Exod 2:7). 
Jephthah was an inordinately foolish, wrong-headed father, yet 
he was not entirely heartless. Though from a dysfunctional family 
where he learned nothing of inter-generational love, he grieved 
deeply, devastated over his crass promise and its presumed 
control over his dancing daughter (Jdg 11:34–39). 

Two biblical women are named Abigail, which means “my 
father’s joy”8—the wife of Nabal and then of David (1 Sam 25), 
and a sister of David (1 Chr 2:16). Naomi and Ruth became 
inseparably bound together, supporting each other as mother-
in-law and daughter-in-law. Esther was the adopted daughter of 
Mordecai, who loved her greatly and did everything he could for 
her (Esth 2:7–10).

One can also cite daughters who inherited property, starting 
with the daughters of Job, whom the Bible says were especially 
beautiful—Jemimah, Keziah, and Keren-Happuch (Job 42:14–
15). The sisters Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milkah, and Tirzah 
had to argue three times for their inheritance, but the leaders 
of Israel, after asking God for advice, granted them the right to 
inherit from their father Zelophehad (Num 27:1–7, 36:1–13; Josh 
17:3–6). Aksah persuaded her father to give her and her new 
husband, Othniel, additional farmland with a good water supply 
(Josh 15:16–19; Jdg 1:12–15). These accounts push back against 
patriarchy and are a model for us today. Indeed, daughters can 
and should inherit property.9

Not often noted is the unexpected indication of father/
daughter affection in 2 Sam 12:3. In the parable told to King 
David, Nathan emphasised how much a householder loved a 
pet lamb. His explanation includes an entrancing image: “He 
raised it, and it grew up with him and his children. It shared his 
food, drank from his cup and even slept in his arms. It was like a 
daughter to him” (NIV).10 The highest metaphor the story-teller 
could use about tenderly caring for a pet was to say the owner 
loved it like a daughter.

Surprisingly, the women of Bethlehem went against tradition, 
reminding Naomi, still grieving for her sons, that Ruth—not only 
a woman, but also a Moabite—was better than a son: “For your 
daughter-in-law, who loves you and who is better to you than 
seven sons, has given him birth” (Ruth 4:15b). Though they were 
often keepers-of-tradition, these women knew an exceptional 
woman when they saw one. 

Indeed, Hebrew parents valued daughters so much that the 
idiom Daughter of Zion developed.11 It reflects a double metaphor 
in which a city was personified as a woman and, in addition, the 
people of the city were as a group called her daughter. The two 
epithets Daughter of Zion and Daughter of Jerusalem occur as 

The Delight of Daughters: A Theology of Daughterhood
Beulah Wood
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alternative names for Jerusalem and the people of Jerusalem, 
connoting them with favour. This suggests that God and the 
Scripture-writer saw “daughter” as a metaphor for someone who 
is loved. If so, we may assume the label grew from the way Hebrew 
families appreciated their daughters—so much that, when God 
wanted to say he cared about his people, he said they were like 
daughters. Sometimes there were negatives around these two 
phrases, but at their best they pointed to positive examples, such 
as those found in Zephaniah and Zechariah.

Zephaniah asked the people of Jerusalem to sing because they 
were rescued: “Sing, Daughter Zion; shout aloud, Israel! Be glad 
and rejoice with all your heart, Daughter Jerusalem! The Lord 
has taken away your punishment, he has turned back your enemy. 
The Lord, the King of Israel, is with you; never again will you fear 
any harm” (Zeph 3:14–15). Desiring that his people feel warmly 
towards him, God called them his daughters. He continued, “The 
Lord your God is with you. . . . He will take great delight in you . . . 
will rejoice over you with singing. . . . At that time I will gather you; 
at that time I will bring you home . . .” (Zeph 3:17, 20).

Zechariah, eager to announce that the Messiah would come, 
urged God’s chosen and treasured people to be like happy 
daughters: “Rejoice greatly, Daughter Zion! Shout, Daughter 
Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you, righteous and victorious, 
lowly and riding on a donkey. . . . The Lord their God will save 
his people on that day. . . . They will sparkle in his land like jewels 
in a crown. How attractive and beautiful they will be! Grain will 
make the young men thrive, and new wine the young women” 
(Zech 9:9, 16, 17). Again, God’s people are like his daughters, so 
delightful to him that they shimmer and shine in his eyes.

The word “daughter” in Zephaniah and Zechariah refers to 
the people of the land, both men and women. God, wanting to 
indicate that he loved his people, called them his daughters. And 
while we may often find daughters subsumed under the word 
“sons,” here God speaks in the opposite way.

The Gospel of Matthew quotes Zech 9:9, drawing the parallel 
and applying the words to Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem, inviting 
jubilation among God’s people. “Say to Daughter Zion, ‘See, your 
king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey . . .’” (Matt 
21:5). What warmth these words encapsulate towards daughters!

The daughter image was so strong that cities were blessed or 
cursed with daughter imagery. To bless, one prophet declared 
that the Lord said to his treasure, Jerusalem, “Come, Zion! 
Escape, you who live in Daughter Babylon! . . . Whoever touches 
you touches the apple of his eye. . . . Shout and be glad, Daughter 
Zion. For I am coming, and I will live among you . . .” (Zech 2:7, 
8, 10). “Apple of his eye” indicates being cherished above others, 
the one on whom one’s attention and love is focused.12 

Daughters in the New Testament

Two passionately loving parents of daughters appear in the 
Gospels. A father, Jairus, fell at Jesus’s feet and pleaded earnestly, 
“My little daughter is dying. Please come and put your hands on 
her so that she will be healed and live” (Mark 5:22–23). And the 
Greek mother of a troubled daughter came “as soon as she heard 
about” Jesus and also “fell at his feet,” arguing for the right to be 

heard. “‘Lord,’ she replied, ‘even the dogs under the table eat the 
children’s crumbs’” (Mark 7:25, 28; cf. Matt 15:21–28).

Consider also the surprising statement about the crippled 
woman healed on the Sabbath. Jesus honoured this incapacitated 
woman whom proud and devious men claimed should not be 
healed. He reminded them she was every bit a member of the 
family line. “Then should not this woman, a daughter of Abraham, 
whom Satan has kept bound for eighteen long years, be set free 
on the Sabbath day from what bound her?” (Luke 13:16, italics 
added). Such a statement outwitted the synagogue leaders. Jesus 
roundly humiliated them by showing that the woman had high 
value, using the rare and powerful title, “daughter of Abraham.” 

The symbolism around daughterhood is often about blessing. 
From the mouth of Jesus on the day of his crucifixion came 
another occasion to use “daughter.” With his kindest thoughts 
for his weeping women friends, Jesus turned compassionately to 
speak: “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me; weep for 
yourselves and for your children” (Luke 23:28b).

How was it that Jesus called women, at least some of them 
older than him, “daughter”? Perhaps the connotation of the 
word was stronger than that of “mother,” “sister,” or “friend.” He 
must have intended deep and deferential intimacy and sincere 
desire like a father. Similarly, he addressed the woman who had 
haemorrhaged for twelve years, “Daughter, your faith has healed 
you. Go in peace and be freed from your suffering” (Mark 5:34). 
Indeed, though he called Zacchaeus a “son of Abraham” (Luke 
19:9), he does not even call his disciples “son” in the way he calls 
certain women “daughter.”

Daughters Acting with Initiative

Even today, some mothers in traditional societies teach their 
daughters not to use their own mind or initiative since decisions 
will be made for them. To see a biblical opposite, let us consider 
the initiative and leadership shown by some biblical daughters. 

In Exod 2, quick-thinking Miriam saved the life of Moses, her 
infant brother, and even ingeniously secured for her mother the 
task of caring for him. History does not name the parents of the 
maid in Naaman’s house, another daughter with initiative. She 
prompted Naaman, an Aramaean military commander, to seek 
help from Elisha (2 Kgs 5:2–3). In 2 Kgs 11, Jehosheba, daughter 
of King Jehoram, boldly stole Joash son of Ahaziah from among 
the royal princes who would be murdered. While Athaliah ruled 
the land, Jehosheba protected Prince Joash and his nurse for six 
years until Jehoiada the priest crowned Joash as king.

Sheerah, daughter of Beriah, was remembered in the national 
chronicles because she built two forts, Lower and Upper Beth 
Horon, and the village of Uzzen Sheerah on the defence-strategic 
pass between Gibeon and Aijalon (1 Chr 7:24). Sheerah must have 
rallied people to the task and arranged materials such as stones, 
mortar, and timber. She took responsibility as a leader. Similarly, 
Shallum and his daughters took to building construction when 
Jerusalem needed a protective wall (Neh 3:12). 

The four daughters of Philip acted with initiative as well (Acts 
21:9). With help from the Holy Spirit, these four young women 
accepted the call to lead as prophets. And what is prophecy? It 
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is speaking God’s message with authority and boldness.13 When 
there is work and a woman takes the initiative and carries it out, 
leading others where needed, God and Scripture give approval. 

Daughterhood in Theology

If we study the significant aspects of daughterhood in theology, 
we find pearls of wisdom that point to how life may be for 
daughters in the kingdom of God.

Inheritance

In Greek and Roman cultures, women did not usually inherit 
from a deceased husband, but could inherit as daughters and at 
times received resources to run a business or donate to a favoured 
cause. Perhaps this made possible the valuable pint of pure nard 
that Mary poured on Jesus (John 12:3). Notice that Martha was 
the house owner in Luke 10:38. Dorcas had the resources to make 
and give clothes away (Acts 9). Lydia could run an import and 
export business, bringing purple dye from Phoenicia, across the 
sea to Macedonia, and selling it there (Acts 16). Phoebe was so 
much her own agent that she would travel by sea from Greece to 
Rome and Paul could ask her to take a letter for him (Rom 16:1–
2). Other NT female house owners may also have inherited—
Mary mother of Mark (Acts 12:12), Chloe (1 Cor 1:11), Nympha 
(Col 4:15), and perhaps the chosen lady (1 John 1:2) and Lois 
(2 Tim 1:5).14 They were leaders with fellowships of believers 
meeting in their home, where they were legally responsible.

Picture Language

In OT times people believed a father lived on in his son and a 
man’s life became worthwhile if he had a son (Gen 15:2–4). A son 
was also a symbol of his father’s strength. Jacob, for example, said 
to Reuben, “You are my firstborn, my might, the first sign of my 
strength . . .” (Gen 49:3). Both sons and daughters brought honour to 
their parents. “Children’s children are a crown to the aged . . .” (Prov 
17:6a). “Her children arise and call her blessed . . .” (Prov 31:28a). 
In these texts from Proverbs, the Hebrew word ben (“son” or 
“child”) becomes the Greek teknon (“child”) in the Septuagint, thus 
revealing the translator’s understanding of ben as gender-inclusive. 
Essentially all English translation reveal the same understanding 
by using “children” in these texts.

In the NT, the imagery of “sonship” includes daughterhood, 
more clearly expressing the truth that all believers in Jesus, both 
men and women, are God’s children. This is not clear in some 
English Bible translations. As a result, this article utilizes the 
2011 edition of the New International Version which, like certain 
other recent translations,15 has taken significant steps toward 
a gender-accurate approach to translation. Numerous verses 
that have “son” in other translations are more representative of 
the original meaning when translated “children.” Consider, for 
example, Rom 8:14: “For those who are led by the Spirit of God 
are the children of God.” Again, “For the creation waits in eager 
expectation for the children of God to be revealed” (Rom 8:19). 
For those accustomed to the ubiquitous “son” language of other 
translations, such verses have the power to delight us with the 
gifts and honours heaped on God’s sons and daughters.

The NT offers no hint that the honours and responsibilities of 
adoption by God apply only to sons. Indeed, there is spectacular 
welcome for both daughters and sons. “Now if we are children, 
then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ . . .” 
(Rom 8:17a). Being heirs means being treated with all the 
rights of family but, extraordinarily, now in the family of God. 
Elsewhere, what was translated earlier as, “He who overcomes 
will inherit all this, and I will be his God and he will be my son” 
(Rev 21:7 NIV 1984), is now, correctly, “Those who are victorious 
will inherit all this, and I will be their God and they will be my 
children” (NIV 2011).

Adoption

Adoption was rare among ancient Hebrews. The only OT 
examples are Mephibosheth, adopted as an adult (2 Sam 9), 
Esther, cared for by cousin Mordecai (Esth 2:7), and perhaps 
Eliezer of Damascus, a servant of Abram (Gen 15). In these 
cases, we do not have access to any specific legal arrangement, 
with designated rights and privileges. In fact, Hebrew law had no 
specifics for adoption.16 In the culture of the Greeks and Romans, 
however, a man who had no son could legally adopt a boy and 
make him his son and heir. Thus adoption in the NT era was well-
known with well-defined laws and ceremonies to adopt sons. As 
a result, adoption as a picture in the NT is full of meaning.

The inclusion of daughters in the NT theological metaphor 
of adoption has been, as explained above, hidden by translations 
that use the word “son.” When English grammar formerly 
subsumed daughters under sons, it was not always clear whether 
daughters were included, or that sons and daughters were equally 
important. If asked, however, translators would likely have 
concurred that daughters are included. It is now increasingly 
recognised that gender-exclusive translation does not adequately 
teach the truth of the inclusion of women. It often leaves women 
and girls feeling excluded and men and boys thinking this should 
be so. Furthermore, it is no longer commonly accepted English 
to include women and girls under “men”/“man,” “sons,” or 
“brothers.” Bible translators are increasingly providing gender-
accurate language that does justice to Paul’s (and the Holy Spirit’s) 
intention, for God adopts all of us—women and men, girls and 
boys—when we seek his salvation. An important example is the 
2017 Christian Standard Bible, a revision of the Holman Christian 
Standard Bible, which, though translated by complementarians, 
does take certain steps toward gender-accuracy.17

Here are some examples of recently improved translations: 
While Rom 8:19 in the KJV reads, “For the earnest expectation 
of the creature waiteth for the manifestation of the sons of God,” 
the 2011 NIV has, “. . . for the children of God to be revealed.” 
Similarly, the 2011 NIV has, “I will be a father to you, and you 
will be my sons and daughters, says the Lord Almighty” (2 Cor 
6:18, italics added). However, as we will see below, difficulties in 
translation remain, for “sonship” still frequently appears.

The Greek word for “adoption” occurs five times in Paul’s 
letters as Paul develops a theology based on the concept of 
adoption. Once he says Israel as a people has been adopted by 
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God (Rom 9:4). This and the other four that refer to the adoption 
of believers in Christ (Rom 8:15, 23; Gal 4:5; Eph 1:5) highlight 
the grace of God who generously chooses humans to become his 
offspring: “he predestined us for adoption to sonship through 
Jesus Christ. . . . in accordance with the riches of God’s grace that 
he lavished on us . . .” (Eph 1:5, 7–8a).

There are several results of this new relationship, this adoption 
that makes us sons and daughters. We receive forgiveness of sins 
and thus salvation; grace and protection are lavished on us (Eph 
1 above); and we will become like Jesus: “when Christ appears, 
we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2b; 
cf. Phil 3:21).

Moreover, we become intimate enough to use the endearing 
name, Abba: “the Spirit you received brought about your adoption 
to sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father’” (Rom 8:15; cf. Gal 
4:5). We receive inheritance with its rights and privileges: “heirs 
of God and co-heirs with Christ” (as noted in Rom 8:17). And, 
perhaps even more important for present-day living, we gain 
membership and belonging in the family of God, thus implying 
respect and honour.

Yet a problem remains. The word “sonship” still appears in 
the 2011 NIV in all five occurrences of the word “adoption.” To 
be gender-accurate it should include females, but the word for 
“adoption” in Greek, huiothesia, contains in it the word for “son,” 
huios, and thus etymologically means “adopt as a son.” In Roman 
thinking, adoption typically provided a son, and there was no 
word that specified adopting a daughter. But Paul’s limitation in 
word choice does not dictate his meaning.

Consequently, the 2011 NIV has a footnote when Paul speaks 
of adoption, making clear that this is the 
strongest legal position possible: “The 
Greek word for adoption to sonship is a 
term referring to the full legal standing 
of an adopted male heir in Roman 
culture.” The masculine18 term was the 
legally strong word and Paul used it. It now applies to all God’s 
children, his sons and daughters. The footnotes in the 2011 
NIV give attention to the high privilege bequeathed to both 
daughters and sons of God, even though it is couched in the 
language of sons.

There is a parallel in the Hindi language of India. I have many 
times heard parents call their daughter beta, even though beta 
means “son.” The precise word for daughter is beti. Sons in that 
culture are highly desirable and considered more useful to the 
family. At first, I was frustrated by this custom. I argued, “Is it fair 
to tell a daughter she is as good as a son? Does that not actually 
make her feel that a daughter is not as good as a son?” But now, I 
wonder instead if this does the same as Paul did with Greek. He 
chose the highest word for privileged adoption in the language, 
in this case a masculine word, because that was the culture and 
he was satisfied to use this metaphor to claim the highest place 
for all who trusted in Christ. So he applied it to both daughters 
and sons. In God’s kingdom females are as completely lifted in 
status as males.

In fact, the Hindi word beta has become gender neutral to 
many people, referring to a son or a daughter. Similarly, huiothesia 
means, theologically speaking, adopting a son or a daughter at 
the level of privilege of a son, and so is gender neutral.

In Greco-Roman culture, adoption was not for the sake of the 
child, but to carry on the family. In many cases, the household 
wanted a male who could serve as family priest to give prayers and 
sacrifices to the family gods and for the parents to live on into the 
next generation.19 The adopted son received a new identity. His 
commitments to his old family disappeared and he took on the 
membership, honour, agency, obligations, prayers, and loyalty as 
the priest and representative in his new family. Does this have a 
message for us as sons and daughters in the kingdom of God?

In addition, as inheritor, the adopted child was more than 
simply the person who will eventually inherit. He was already an 
inheritor. In a wealthy Greco-Roman home, the children joined 
their father in controlling the property.20 So when Paul wrote 
that we are “heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ” (Rom 8:17), 
he was not speaking of the future but the present. As sons and 
daughters, we are already adopted as heirs and do not have to 
wait for someone to die.

What difference do these historical observations make today? 
In God’s kingdom, adopted sons and daughters take on new 
responsibilities, such as accountability and decision-making for 
the group, and also new privileges. Adopted men and women are 
co-heirs, co-workers, co-beneficiaries, and co-authorities now 
and in the future inheritance.

This is the same for those who are children by birth or 
adoption, the same for girls or boys. If this were not so, the Bible 

would have to keep making distinctions 
such as “Sons inherit, but not daughters,” 
and “Sons will act as priests in their new 
family of God’s people, but not daughters,” 
or “Sons have precedence in decision-
making over daughters.”

Here we daughters and sons of God our Father find 
acceptance, belonging, welcome, protection and love. “I will be 
a father to you, and you will be my sons and daughters, says the 
Lord Almighty” (2 Cor 6:18).21 And what is the goal of all this? 
Bringing “many sons and daughters to glory . . .” (Heb 2:10).

Baptism

There is a sign for this new status as children adopted into God’s 
kingdom. The old sign was circumcision, applied only to sons. 
The new sign, baptism, is able to include daughters in God’s 
kingdom. Where circumcision was for male Jews and converts 
to Judaism (Gen 17:12–13; Exod 12:48), baptism is available to 
all people. Importantly, the clearest statement of equality of male 
and female comes in the context of baptism: “So in Christ Jesus 
you are all children of God through faith, for all of you who were 
baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is 
neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male 
and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:26–28, 
italics added). That is who we are as daughters and sons in the 
kingdom of God—children together in Christ.

The clearest statement of equality 
of male and female comes in the 
context of baptism.
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Empowerment

We have built a strong case for the full status and value of 
daughters in the kingdom of God. Let us feature two more points. 
The first was foretold under the old covenant and flourished in 
the new—“Your sons and daughters will prophesy . . .” (Joel 2:28; 
Acts 2:17). Pentecost was meant to foster unity. Luke writes, 
“They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the 
women . . .” (Acts 1:14a), and “When the day of Pentecost came, 
they were all” together together (that is, “together in the same 
place,” a deliberate redundancy in the Greek text of Acts 2:1).22

Four distinctions are erased here at Pentecost—distinctions of 
ethnicity, gender, rank, and class. The Holy Spirit would become 
available to all people of any ethnicity. Your sons and daughters 
will prophesy; the Holy Spirit would be available to both men and 
women. Young men and old men will see visions and dreams; that 
is, those higher and lower in social rank. On my servants both 
men and women, hence God would pour out his Spirit without 
regard to social class.23

At this time of crisis, the beginning of the church era, when 
the Holy Spirit was empowering for tasks for the use of the 
church through the coming centuries, our God called on all 
his people of any former standing to take their standing now 
as people who speak forth nothing less than the truth of God. 
Thus God through the Spirit affirmed authority for daughters 
and maidservants, along with sons and menservants. The result 
was not sameness, for men and women are different, but the 
same status. Does status come with authority? Yes. Can anyone 
suppose that someone may have equal status without equal 
authority? This would be a contradiction in terms, for the lack 
of authority would depreciate status.

The second point regarding empowerment for the present 
day is about the authority to judge. This responsibility of all 
those in the kingdom of God, women and men, is evident in the 
statement, “Or do you not know that the Lord’s people will judge 
the world. . . . Do you not know that we will judge angels? How 
much more the things of this life!” (1 Cor 6:2a, 3). This verse 
speaks of all God’s people. They will judge together. They are the 
same household, the same family.

A Practical Theology of Daughterhood

So where has all this history and theology of the concept of 
daughterhood taken us? How can it inform our actions in daily life?

A Time for Celebration

It has reminded us that daughters are greatly valued by God. This 
builds women’s self-esteem—physical daughters of our parents, 
and also cherished daughters in God’s family—loved, responsible, 
inheriting, given full status, able to act with initiative and 
personal agency, heirs, adopted, baptised into full membership, 
and empowered with authority.

Let women and girls bask in this wonderful thought—
loved, wanted, precious, and no one can change that. This can 
help women stand against discrimination, stand and know that 
discrimination is wrong.

A Time for Lament

As we look at the lack of honour, the exclusion from leadership 
and decisions, the suppression, the oppression and the abuse 
meted out to women and girls at varying levels in varying 
societies, we must admit it is time to lament the inequality. What 
sadness it has brought! 

Her young women grieve, and she is in bitter anguish. . . . 
I weep and my eyes overflow with tears. No one is near to 
comfort me, no one to restore my spirit. My children are 
destitute because the enemy has prevailed. . . . Listen, all 
you peoples; look on my suffering . . . (Lam 1:4b, 16, 18b). 

What I see brings grief to my soul because of all the 
women of my city. . . . Lord, you have seen the wrong 
done to me. Uphold my cause! (Lam 3:51, 59).

Lament is fitting. The shocking litany of evil may be told yet again—
exclusions in church, putdowns in homes, sex-selective abortion, 
genital mutilation, starvation, neglect, physical and emotional 
abuse, sexual abuse, early marriage, forced marriage, dowry, 
dowry-deaths, manipulation, rape, harassment, prostitution, 
wage inequality, abusive control, verbal abuse, exclusion from 
decisions. There is so much pain and hurt when daughters in the 
kingdom of God and females made in the image of God are put 
down and deprived of the joyful privilege of receiving, alongside 
sons in the kingdom, respect, honour, authority, and freedom 
from harm.24 

A Time for Questions

How can recognising the value of daughters affect parents’ 
attitude to daughters in terms of: Delight in daughters? Duties 
toward daughters? Women’s self-esteem? Views of girls and 
women by brothers, friends, or husbands? What can churches 
do to demonstrate that they recognise the equal status and 
responsibility of daughters in the kingdom of God?
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Few evangelical Christians have not heard of pastor Mark Driscoll, 
and few are therefore unaware of his scandalous history at Mars 
Hill Church in Seattle, Washington. After building up one of the 
fastest growing church networks in America (see www.acts29.
com) from the late 1990s to 2014, Driscoll was let go by the very 
fellowship of churches he helped build, on various charges of 
unethical behavior. Aside from some literal Bible-thumping at 
stadium altar-calls, threats of hellfire, calls for local spiritual revival, 
vitriolic homophobia, top-down hierarchies of power, constant 
intimidation of dissenters, cult environment, etc., his regime was 
known for its hyper-sexualization and endless commands to live a 
godly masculine or feminine life.

Jessica Johnson, an anthropologist with no religious affiliation, 
finds the ethos and orientation at Mars Hill as incarnating “biblical 
porn” (hence the title of her book). Two intersecting concepts 
explain what she means by this arresting designation. The first 
is “affective labor,” which is work intended to produce emotional 
experiences in people. The second is “biopolitics,” which generally 
refers to all of the power relations that relate to people’s bodies, 
their particular features, and their understandings of themselves 
and others—in this case, as sexual persons. 

Biblical porn is not generated through sexual performances 
per se . . . [rather] “emotional and physiological energies, 
desires, and sensations” are created and capitalized on 
during the affective labor of its cultural production and 
mediation as a social imaginary, marketing strategy, and 
biopolitical instrument. . . . At Mars Hill, such affective 
labor entailed a variety of service opportunities that primed 
the church’s atmosphere and fostered networks of care, such 
as worship band, media production, security team, and 
children’s ministry. . . . Practices of confession and processes 
of imagination were bodily and virtually mediated and 
networked. . . . This religiously inflected form of biopower 
directed a collective sense of conviction in support of 
Driscoll’s vision for Mars Hill’s empire. . . . (8–9)

In other words, Driscoll intentionally capitalized on Christian 
men’s addiction to pornography to build up his own ecclesiastical 
kingdom. This came into fruition by preaching sermons and 
creating Bible-study series about sex and marriage that launched 
his material to the top of Internet and podcasting search results; 
that is, sexually explicit Internet searches began pointing toward 
Mars Hill Church. His teaching on gender and militaristic ethos—
all supposedly licensed by God’s Word—also provided an army of 
deacons and sycophants willing to sacrifice themselves in order to 
further Mars Hill’s massive campaign of expansion. 

In short, the regime was based on (1) the “spiritual authority” 
of the pastor that could not be questioned, (2) male headship 
(dominance), (3) sexually explicit discourse that created as much 

popularity as notoriety, and (4) a spiritual warfare model of the 
church, which legitimized aggression, verbal abuse, and a thick 
culture of fear. 

Biblical Porn is an academic monograph and not a popular 
read. Other reviews (such as those on Amazon.com) point out 
the unnecessary wordiness and distracting, perhaps trivial, 
implementation of trendy academic ideologies. The work is 
also somewhat journalistic in the sense that (a) Johnson was a 
participant at Mars Hill and witnessed these dynamics herself, and 
(b) she conducted countless interviews and collected field research 
for the project. But the end result is still a success: an incisive and 
disturbing look at one of the most epic failures of complementarian 
ideology and church governance in recent times.1

Biblical Porn was truly a depressing, yet especially interesting, 
read. At least four reasons for this are evident. First, one realizes 
that the tragedy of the Mars Hill experiment is anything but 
unique. Undoubtedly, a number of other lesser-known churches 
have gone through similar convulsions, but because they lack 
popularity they will never receive the much-needed exposure to 
result in “regime-change.” 

Second, not only is regime-change volatile—regimes should 
never exist in the first place, whether in churches, families, nation-
states, or otherwise. Johnson gives a fair look at the conditions 
necessary for the disaster—which go far and beyond one man’s 
charisma, visions, and assertiveness. The problems are structural 
and systemic—they do not revolve around the one who occupies 
the top office of the hierarchy, but around the office itself. Johnson 
interacts briefly with Rachel Held Evans and Skye Jethani on this 
topic (144–47), concluding:

The evangelical-industrial complex thrived on Driscoll’s 
celebrity by perpetually monitoring and amplifying his 
controversial remarks in order to feed itself. Like the military-
industrial complex, this “evangelical-capitalist resonance 
machine” infiltrates the logic of perception while inflecting 
economic interests, working simultaneously “on the visceral 
and refined registers of cultural identity” while requiring the 
self-sacrifice of all-volunteer forces to support increases in 
baptisms, sermon downloads, and weekly attendees. (147) 

That is, Driscoll’s raw pursuit of profit, with its resulting capital 
projects—another thousand downloads, baptisms, attendees, etc.—
was a system of mechanical feedback loops. Much like how Lockheed 
Martin and Boeing use the authority of the government to profit 
from perpetual physical warfare (thus requiring physical weapons), 
so Driscoll and others like him use the authority of the church to 
profit from perpetual spiritual warfare (requiring spiritual weapons 
like new book publications, Bible-study packages, conferences, etc.). 
Driscoll was not the engine. His role was to fuel the engine that his 
entire team built up over the years—though, simultaneously, he also 
functioned as the driver of this machine.

Book Review

Biblical Porn: Affect, Labor, and  Pastor Mark Driscoll’s Evangelical Empire
by Jessica Johnson (Duke University Press, 2018)

Reviewed by Jamin Hübner
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A broader and more interesting insight of Johnson’s study 
(leaning on Jethani’s response to Held Evans) is that megachurches 
are probably inherently unsustainable. They depend on a labor 
system of exploitation and on celebrity pastors—both of which 
are fundamentally at odds with a genuinely Christian ethos. If a 
church—or denomination, or business, etc.—becomes about a 
particular pastor or leader in that church, it is already on the path 
to decline.2 True, it would have been nice if Johnson made the 
fundamental distinction between crony-capitalism and capitalism 
when drawing these parallels,3 but her general observations on this 
point remain valid. 

Third, it is deeply disheartening to think of how many thousands 
of people become disillusioned with Christianity in general after 
being played by con artists like Driscoll. The embarrassment goes 
far beyond Seattle. Driscoll, we ought to remember, wrote books 
endorsed by many other well-known church leaders, integrated 
with other ministries, and was widely represented by The Gospel 
Coalition. (This was no surprise since TGC prides itself on 
being complementarian, asserting strong spiritual leadership, 
not budging on certain conservative doctrines, etc.4) I can still 
remember cringing years ago while watching Driscoll continually 
interrupt Mark Dever in one particular TGC interview video 
which—along with all other materials—quietly disappeared from 
their website. (I spoke to one evangelical about this, for example, 
and she was surprised even to learn Driscoll had anything to do 
with TGC! The Internet scrub appears to have been successful). 

Fourth, the particulars are disturbing. Driscoll counseled 
countless couples before and after marriage and regularly 
encouraged frequent, man-centered sex. Women were disciplined 
for lusts about men they never lusted after, for not being the porn-
star they were supposed to be, and men were assured that they had 
a biblical license for sex-on-demand from their wives despite the 
pain it inflicted on women.5 Especially after such “demon trials,” 
women were regularly shamed, and as a result, they internalized 
deep spiritual worry about their souls because they raised questions 
about Driscoll’s sexual culture. Anyone—man or woman—who 
dissented was habitually called to repent, and if they did not, they 
were either shunned or excommunicated. And when it was all over 
in 2014, Johnson notes, Driscoll never did the thing he required of 
everyone else: repent of the specific, named sins he was accused of. 

Johnson’s interview material and discussion relating to PTSD—
especially in the process of being an insider and then falling outside 
the fold and being shunned—were also particularly troublesome. 
In fact, it invoked a little bit of PTSD in myself. At one point in 
my career, I was the assistant pastor of what can only be described 
as a miniature Mars Hill Church. Other than size and an absence 
of all the sexualizing, the fundamental dynamics were the same. 
The sole pastor had a specific calling from God that could not 
be questioned (and anyone who did was targeted for discipline, 
then excommunicated). Forming a cult around the charismatic 
preacher, the entire church ethos revolved around this “spiritual 
authority,” bolstered by proclamation of the Word. The model of 
the church was frequently depicted in terms of spiritual warfare. 
There was official adherence to various ideologies (e.g., Calvinism 
and complementarianism), deep admiration for evangelical 
celebrities such as John Piper, an economic focus on numbers (e.g., 

attendance, newcomers), a heavy cloud of anxiety and fear about 
being disciplined for imaginary sins of congregants, and verbal 
abuse behind closed doors. Then, the pastor resigned, only to do 
the same thing all over again at another congregation, leaving the 
first church traumatized and divided. (Johnson’s account of when 
Driscoll fired founding elders also struck a chord since I was fired 
in precisely the same kind of closed-door, heavy-handed manner.) 

I wish I could say these kinds of scandals are over—or at least 
in decline. The curse of decentralized power, patriarchalism, 
and what can only be described as “toxic masculinity,” however, 
continues to damage churches large and small. In fact, Driscoll 
himself has found new fields to conquer at his growing Trinity 
Church in Tempe, Arizona. In June of 2018, he was featured at 
the Charisma2018 Conference in Orlando, Florida. “He’s a long 
way from The Gospel Coalition and Acts 29,” wrote Warren 
Throckmorton on this development, “Those were just seasons on 
the way to a new season.”6

Biblical Porn is journalistic writing mixed with detailed 
anthropological analysis, written with a clear intent to expose 
an ever-present moral failure in the world of organized religion. 
Tragedies like Mars Hills are carefully manufactured disasters 
produced by well-intentioned people, not flukes of chance and 
random, nefarious actors. It is difficult to say how much role 
ideologies like complementarianism play in comparison to other 
variables. However, it seems safe to say that the bulk of tragic 
events simply could not have occurred in the context of an explicit, 
well-reasoned ethic of self-giving love and mutuality.

Notes
1. I originally asserted that it may have been the most epic such fail-

ure, until being reminded of Paige Patterson, who was fired from the 
presidency of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in May 2018.

2.  It reminds me of the Austrian economic saying, “It’s the boom that 
should scare you,” or Warren Buffet’s saying, “be greedy when people are 
fearful, be fearful when people are greedy.” The general point is that the 
public appearance of wild success is the truest sign of upcoming failure. 

3.  “Crony-capitalism” refers to that unfair relationship between pri-
vate enterprise and government, whereas “capitalism” simply refers to 
the accumulation of capital in the process of private market exchange, 
voluntary trade, and the enforcement of contract law. The former is par-
asitic on the political apparatus; the latter does not even need a political 
apparatus. Johnson also misuses the term “NeoCalvinism,” which refers 
not to contemporary self-identifying Reformed pastors but to the spe-
cific Dutch Calvinism of Abraham Kuyper, Herman Bavinck, and their 
successors.

4.  See https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/about/foundation-docu-
ments/.

5.  These are all documented facts, according to Johnson. 
6. Warren Throckmorton, “Mark Driscoll Rocked the Charis-

ma2018 Conference” (June 30, 2018). https://www.wthrockmorton.
com/2018/06/30/mark-driscoll-rocked-the-charisma2018-conference/.
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