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F rom the Editor  by Tim Krueger

Sometime before my wife and I started dating, we had our first 
argument. We’d attended an open mic event together at our 
Christian university, where students of color had shared their 
stories of pain and oppression. I left feeling annoyed.

“What good are events like this?” I complained. “All they do 
is stir up anger and alienate people like me who actually want 
to address racism.” I proceeded to lay out my analysis of racism, 
along with foolproof solutions.

She surprised me by insisting there was value in hearing 
people’s stories. That as a Christian community, we are to 
mourn with those who mourn, not to pontificate about things 
(or people) we don’t understand. She showed me two things that 
night: my male privilege and my white privilege.

I wasn’t accustomed to women standing up to me and 
never wearing down. Male privilege had taught me that 
women would eventually come around to my view, or at least 
give in to stop arguing. When she didn’t, I hardly knew what 
to do, but I learned from her. And I admired her for it.

And I wasn’t accustomed to being confronted about my 
resistance to hearing the pain of my non-white brothers and 
sisters. I was used to being affirmed by like-minded friends. She 
forced me to see that I’d bought the lie that white people like 
myself saw the big picture. She exposed my belief that I had the 
solutions for everyone, while those students of color were only 
concerned with themselves.

I learned that as a white male, I had the privilege of being 
unaffected by others’ pain, experiences, or perspectives. Meanwhile, 
my cultural norms, expectations, and beliefs affected them daily. 
My privilege allowed me to see my views as objective, while others’ 
were subjective. My understanding of faith had taught me that 
it was better to be unaffected, to protect my “objectivity” from 
experience or emotion that might color my understanding of 
the Bible. I believed I saw the big picture. I didn’t have subjective 
opinions, I had objective knowledge.

The truth is I knew nothing, and time and time again, I’m 
reminded that I still know next to nothing. The more I learn, the 
more I find I have yet to learn.

This truth haunts me. What do I know of biblical gender 
equality? I am fortunate that my work educates me and allows me 
to soak in the pain, joy, and wisdom of Christian women and men. 
They’ve taught me that far from being unaffected, Christians 
should work to be affectable—to be influenced and changed and 
challenged by people unlike ourselves. To recognize our biases 
and be transformed by those around us. We are to mourn with 
those who mourn and rejoice with those who rejoice.

I have a lot to learn. We all do. And in a way, this is a terribly 
selfish issue of Mutuality. It’s the issue I wish I’d had years ago 
when I was just wading into conversations of faith, gender, race, 
and justice. And it’s the issue I need now as I dig deeper.

Most of us are not trained in theology, sociology, psychology, 
or the many other fields that intersect in our movement for 
biblical gender equality, but that doesn’t excuse us from taking 
part in the work. It can, however, make it more challenging. 

I’ve found that many of my own conversations are crippled 
by differing experiences, definitions, and understandings of key 
concepts. I find myself wishing I had a better handle on not just 
the theology, but the sociology of oppression and justice. I wish I 
could better explain concepts or define terms, or had something 
I could hand to my friends to aid my conversations. This issue is 
meant to help, if even a little.

This issue gives glimpses into several facets of biblical 
gender justice, with an emphasis on sociology and social justice. 
I am indebted to my colleague, Rachel Asproth, who has a 
background in justice studies and did much of the heavy lifting 
for this issue. Among her contributions is our lead article, an 
introduction to some often-misunderstood key terms and 
concepts. Other articles explore how race and gender intersect 
in the experiences of African American and Native American 
women, the psychology behind our expectations of male and 
female behavior, and the need for models of marriage based on 
mutuality rather than gender-based hierarchy or “roles.”

As I read and learned from these articles, I gained a greater 
appreciation for Jesus, the one who never dismissed another 
person’s experience, but affirmed their humanity and who 
loves us all deeply. May we all be so affectable.

In Christ,
Tim Krueger

Affected by Injustice

I learned that as a white male, I had the 
privilege of being unaffected by others’ 
pain, experiences, or perspectives.
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Micah 6:8 contains three seemingly 
simple commands: do justice, love mercy, 
and walk humbly with God. Justice-
doing is meant to be a central tenet 
of lived faith. And yet, humans have 
struggled to deal justly with each other 
since the fall. 

The church’s ability to do justice 
is inhibited by ignorance of and 
misunderstanding of what justice 
actually is and how it is to be done by the 
church. The what of justice-doing refers 
to Christians’ concept of justice, how 
we understand oppression, injustice, 
advocacy, privilege, and power. The 
how of justice-doing refers to the ways 
Christians act on our justice paradigm 

in unjust situations or contexts. Without 
these two pillars, the church’s concept 
of justice lacks cultural awareness and 
appropriate self-reflection.

Often, those outside of the social 
justice activist community can feel 
overwhelmed by the concepts and 
terminology of justice work. Many 
Christians want to understand these 
terms and concepts so they can do 
justice well in their communities and 
in the world. 

In that vein, here is a short 
introduction to some key justice terms 
and concepts to help Christians think 
critically about what justice is and how it 
ought to look in action.

1. Privilege
Privilege refers to a set of political, 
economic, and social advantages or rights 
a person is afforded based on membership 
to a specific social group. These advantages 
are unearned. 

There are many different kinds 
of privilege. For example, a white 
person in the US enjoys racial privilege 
over people of color. A woman in 
almost every country in the world is 
disadvantaged by a global system of 
male privilege. A person with disability 
is “other”-ized by cultures that benefit 
the able. It is critical to understand that 
a person who is disadvantaged in one 

Speaking of Justice
10 Terms Christian Gender 

Justice Advocates Should Know
by Rachel Asproth
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category may enjoy privilege in one or 
more other ways. 

For example, an upper class, white 
woman in the US enjoys two kinds of 
privilege (economic and racial) while also 
suffering as a result of gender oppression. 
Privilege doesn’t exist in a vacuum. 
Understanding this can help Christian 
gender equality advocates be aware of 
their own privilege and sensitive to the 
many vehicles of marginalization.

2. Power
Privilege and power are interconnected 
concepts, but they are not the same. 
Privilege is the result of systemic 
injustice, but power is what is needed 
to oppress others. Power is simply 
the ability to get what you want. A 
privileged group has the social power to 
execute systemic injustice.

The unequal distribution of power 
is the root of oppression. A person may 
hold prejudice against another person 
or group, but without power, they lack 
the ability to influence social outcomes. 
Power is a relational concept, often 
existing in contrast to those with less 
power in society. For example, if women 
hold little social power, men, by contrast, 
hold a disproportionately large amount. 

Redistribution of power is a key task 
for social justice advocates, since power 
has historically been hoarded, not shared. 
Social justice advocates often treat power 
as a resource, recognizing that privileged 
groups must forfeit unearned, unequal 
social power to oppressed people who 
have had very little historical power. 

The redistribution of power can be 
difficult for the privileged. For example, 
some men feel that laws and initiatives 
meant to curb discrimination against 
women actually penalize men. In reality, 
they are experiencing a loss of privilege in 
the attempt to redistribute social power 
to women. 

3. Systemic Injustice
Systemic injustice is organized and non-
random oppression, discrimination 
against, and exploitation of a people 
group. It is built into an institution 
or society’s laws, practices, and values. 
It relies on the participation of many 
individuals and institutions, both 
knowingly and unknowingly, in the 
ongoing oppression of a people group. 

For example, patriarchy is a social 
system that awards men primary social, 
economic, and political power. Patriarchy is 
built into the laws, practices, and values of 
the world, illustrated by the global political 
dominance of men and their overwhelming 
control over valuable resources and 
property. Patriarchy relies on the actions 
of many individuals and institutions to 
oppress women and elevate men.

4. -Ism
In justice circles, the suffix -ism refers to 
systemic social, economic, and political 
injustice and psychological prejudice 
toward a people group. An -ism is more 
than just an individual’s prejudice 
against another people group. It is a 
system of prejudice that uses power to 

elevate the privileged and obstruct the 
marginalized. For the sake of time and 
space, we’ll touch on four -isms: racism, 
sexism, classism, and ethnocentrism. 

Racism is a system of prejudicial 
thoughts and actions toward a people 
group based on race and/or ethnicity. 
Sexism refers to a system of psychological, 
social, political, and economic prejudice 
based on sex. Classism is a system of 
prejudice based on economic differences, 
generally subordinating the lower classes 
to the upper class. Ethnocentrism is a 
system that elevates one culture above 
another, judging other groups as inferior 
based on the standards and values of 
one’s own culture. 

It’s important to remember that any 
-ism requires a key ingredient: power. 
Specifically, the power to enact systemic 
injustice. Any group can harbor hatred or 
prejudice toward another, but if a group 
lacks power over another, it’s just that—
prejudice, not racism, sexism, or any other 
-ism. Thus, accusations of reverse racism 
or reverse sexism carry no weight.

It is also critical to understand that an 
-ism can be unconscious or unintentional. 
A psychological state of prejudice may exist 
without a person’s knowledge. Likewise, 
a person can unknowingly benefit from 
a system of injustice, receiving unearned 
privileges and access to resources. For 
example, a man may not recognize that 
he benefits from a global system of sexism, 
but he is still complicit in the oppression 
of women.

Ignorance, willful or otherwise, 
of how we may benefit from systemic 
injustice is just as dangerous as explicit 
participation in an oppressive system. In 
other words, being unaware of systemic 
injustice does not make us any less 
complicit in the oppression of others.

Gender equality advocates should be 
deeply aware of how power and prejudice 
combine to systematically oppress women 
and other marginalized groups. 

5. Intersectionality
Intersectionality is the theory that 
oppressive systems are interconnected and 
thus, cannot be examined or dismantled 

For a black, Asian, Latina, or Native American 

woman in the us, white privilege and male 

privilege are not only equal problems, they 

are interconnected problems.
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separately. Practically, this means 
that a person or group can experience 
oppression or marginalization in many 
ways simultaneously. 

For a black, Asian, Latina, or Native 
American woman in the US, white 
privilege and male privilege are not only 
equal problems, they are interconnected 
problems. As advocates for gender 
equality, we must understand that justice 
that isn’t intersectional is incomplete 
and potentially destructive. It excludes 
and silences women who experience 
interconnected, layered oppression. 

6. Feminism/Christian 

Feminism
Feminism is the advocacy of women’s 
social, political, and economic equality 
to men. Christian feminism adds 
another category to the list: spiritual 
equality. Christian feminism advocates 
for gender equality in the home, church, 
and world. 

While secular feminism has many 
strains, some compatible with the gospel 
and some not, the core idea is simply that 
men and women should have the same 
value, rights, and opportunities. Though 
some Christians still struggle to cast 
aside misconceptions of feminism, many 
Christians view the gospel and feminism 
as compatible. 

7. Womanism
Womanism, or black feminism, was 
born out of a criticism of feminism 
as white-centric. Many black women 
felt that feminism did not welcome or 
ref lect the perspectives and needs of 
black women. 

Black women experience racism and 
sexism simultaneously. Womanism seeks 
to articulate the unique experience of 
dual oppression in the lives of women 
of color. Womanism also offers a critical 
challenge to those who advocate for 
gender equality or identify as feminists 
without considering the impact of racial 
injustice on women of color. 

In addition to womanism, gender 
justice advocates should be familiar with 
the many related women’s movements and 
perspectives such as: Chicana (Xicanisma) 
feminism, Africana womanism, Latina 
feminism, Mujerista theology, Asian 
American feminism, Islamic feminism, 
and indigenous feminism. 

8. Colorblindness
This is a critical concept to understand, 
especially for Christians. Because we 
as Christians believe that all humans 
share the same worth before God, it is 
easy to dismiss difference of any kind, 
including skin color. If you live in the 
US, you have probably heard a white 
Christian say, “I don’t see skin color; I 
just see people.” Well-meaning as it may 
be, this approach is actually f lawed for 
several reasons. 

Colorblindness ignores the 
complex identities of others. It blinds 
the privileged to the unique issues and 
injustices oppressed people face, and 
it prevents us from celebrating our 
differences. The reality is that a man’s 
experience is not just like a woman’s 
experience. Likewise, a person in a 
majority racial group does not share the 
experience of a person in a minority, 
marginalized racial group.

Colorblindness is a refusal to 
acknowledge both one’s own privilege and 
the injustice being done to a marginalized 
person or group. An advocate for gender 
equality should be color-aware—able to 
recognize how racial bias impacts how 
they think about gender equality.

9. Ally
An ally is a member of an advantaged 
group who chooses to advocate for the 
oppressed. An ally recognizes their 
privilege, seeks to eliminate oppression, 
and works alongside the marginalized. 
This last piece is particularly critical, 
because it is easy for allies to develop 
a “savior complex,” in which they view 
themselves as rescuers of the oppressed. 
This is just another expression of privilege. 

Colorblindness 

ignores the complex 

identities of others. 
It blinds the 

privileged to the 

unique issues and 

injustices oppressed 

people face, and it 

prevents us from 

celebrating our 

differences.
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In reality, a true ally checks their 
privilege regularly and respects the agency 
and voice of oppressed groups and persons. 
An ally should also learn to leverage their 
privilege, meaning that they use their 
unearned advantage to give power to an 
oppressed person. An ally earns that title. 
Christians advocating for gender equality 
or any other justice issue must constantly 
reevaluate whether their behavior and 
advocacy actually benefit the oppressed.

10. Agency
Agency refers to a person’s capacity to 
act independently, make choices, and 
impose those choices. Agency is a critical 
concept for gender equality advocates 

to understand, because women have 
typically been seen as a group in need of 
male rescue. Because of this stereotype, 
a woman who is abused or oppressed is 
often seen primarily as a victim. This 
is problematic, because it minimizes 
the humanity and ability of women; 
women who have been victimized still 
retain agency.

An oppressed person can still 
exercise agency when he or she makes 
choices that oppose an unjust social 
structure. Particularly as gender 
equality advocates, Christians must 
respect the agency of women so that 
efforts to help women do not paint 
them as victims only, undermining 
their authority and autonomy.

God calls Christians to move on behalf 
of the oppressed. But he also grants us 
wisdom, the ability to self-reflect, and 
access to knowledge that can help us do 
lasting and meaningful justice in his name. 
As Christians, we must pair our desire to 
do justice with a critical understanding 
of what justice entails and how it is best 
executed. May we be a church built on 
more than just good intentions.

Rachel Elizabeth Asproth grad-
uated from Bethel University 
with a degree in English litera-
ture and reconciliation stud-
ies. She is currently the editor 
of the CBE Scroll and Arise. Her 

chief passions are reading, writing, social justice 
issues, and travel. She lives in New Brighton, MN.
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by Mitzi J. Smith

I self-identify as a womanist biblical scholar who performs 
biblical interpretation from a womanist perspective. A 
womanist perspective unapologetically prioritizes black 
women's experiences, voices, traditions, artifacts, and 
concerns as legitimate sources of dialogue and knowledge. 
A womanist perspective provides an intentional and 
contextual frame of reference for biblical interpretation 
that is relevant for black women, the black community, 
and/or the most marginalized in the world.1

Author and poet Alice Walker first defined a 
“womanist” in her 1979 short story “Things Fall Apart.” 
In her 1983 book, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, 
she provided an expanded definition of a womanist. 
Walker writes that womanist derives from womanish, an 
expression black mothers use for their female children 
who exhibit womanish, as opposed to girlish, behaviors 
and attitudes. Acting womanish means being responsible, 
serious, courageous, outrageous, and willful; wanting to 
be and acting grown-up. As a womanist, I am empowered 
to seriously and courageously speak truth to power; 
to responsibly attend to what is life-giving, freeing, 
and self-critical, as well as to that which diminishes, 
silences, obliterates, and tricks minoritized peoples into 
submission to oppressive texts, contexts, interpreters, 
and interpretations. 

Womanism and/or black feminism (some 
women prefer the latter self-designation, although 
they are synonymous) has always concerned itself 
with intersectionality or with the destruction of 
interconnected forms of oppression that impact black 

Womanism, 

Intersectionality, 

and Biblical Justice
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women’s lives (and other women of color) 
and their communities. Black women 
experience multiple forms of oppression, 
simultaneously. Such oppressions include 
racism, sexism, and classism. As a political 
act, womanist biblical interpretation 
seeks to critically engage, expose, and/or 
dismantle the interconnected oppressions 
found in biblical texts, contexts, or 
interpretations. 

White feminism, as a political 
movement and as a perspective for 
critically interpreting biblical texts and 
contexts, has generally prioritized gender 
analysis and neglected race and class. Black 
women have not enjoyed the privilege of 
addressing gender to the exclusion of race 
or class. While womanism and white 
feminism are related, they are distinct. 
Walker’s definition states that “womanist 
is to feminist as purple to lavender.” The 
two are not identical, but they sometimes 
overlap in their agendas, sharing the goal 
of dismantling gender oppression in favor 
of human equality. 

White feminism has a history of 
subordinating issues of race and class 
to white women’s gender concerns. For 
example, at the first women’s rights 
convention in Seneca Falls, New York in 
1848, white women asserted the priority 
of sexism over abolition of slavery; 
black women activists were not invited 
to the convention. When white women 
marched for their right to work outside 
of the home, black women had been 
working “outside their homes” for years 
without pay. The enslavement of black 
people had greater impact on the lives 
of black women than gender oppression. 
Gender oppression that black women 
experienced was because of their status 
as slaves in America. As Sojourner Truth 

stated in her famous “Ain’t I a Woman” 
speech, black women worked as much and 
as hard as black men in the masters’ fields 
because they were black and enslaved. 
Slave masters also held total control over 
the bodies and sexuality of enslaved 
black women. They could be coerced into 
submitting to the sexual desires of white 
slave masters, raped, or forced to breed 
with male slaves in order to increase the 
master’s human property holdings. 

Today, black women remain the 
lowest paid group in the United States, 
because of their race and their gender. 
This pay gap disparity continues to 
relegate black women disproportionately 
to the lowest socio-economic class. A 
recent study by the Journal of American 
Medical Association confirms that 
poverty is hazardous to people’s 
health; the wealthy have significantly 
longer life spans. African Americans 
are disproportionately and negatively 
impacted by poverty, food insecurity, and 
unemployment. The gender pay gap is 
significantly worse for women of color. 

Racism, sexism, and classism are 
interlocking forms of oppression for black 
women and other women of color, having 
significantly greater negative impact on 
their lives in general. The intersectionality 
of oppression is evidenced in America’s 
biased justice and prison systems. While 
women in general are incarcerated at 
double the rate of men, African American 
women are three times more likely than 
white women to be incarcerated; Hispanic 
women are sixty-nine percent more likely 
than white women to be incarcerated. 

Also, black women who are victims 
of violent crimes receive less media 
attention than white women and are 
often dehumanized when their stories 
do make the news. Law enforcement 
officials count on media cooperation to 
help solve crimes. And if the crime and 
victim are characterized in ways that 
discourage sympathy, the public is less 
likely to cooperate and more likely to 
blame the victim.2

Social justice for black women and 
their communities continues to be a 

Racism, sexism, and classism are 
interlocking forms of oppression 
for black women and other women 
of color, having significantly 
greater negative impact on their 
lives in general.

Black women have not enjoyed the privilege of addressing 
gender to the exclusion of race or class. 
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struggle against interlocking forms of 
oppression. Because of the interrelated 
impact of race, gender, and class on 
“black, brown, and yellow” lives and 
especially on the lives of women and 
children of color, women of color who 
ignore race, gender, or class issues do so to 
the detriment of the larger community. 
If a black male focuses on race while 
ignoring or participating in gender bias 
against black women, he is exercising his 
male privilege. If white women demand 
gender parity without regard for the 
impact of racial bias on black women, 
they exercise their privileged position as 
white women. When elite women of color 
focus on racial and gender bias without 
regard for the impact of classism on poor 
women, men, and children of any race, 
they are exercising class privilege. 

Few women or people of color 
know privilege without oppression, 
and even less so for black people. The 
black church has been a place and 
source of survival, strength, health, 
community, culture, and privilege as 
well as oppression for black women. 
Many black women have a love-hate 
relationship with the black church. 

Womanists are part of a tradition of 
capable women like Harriet Tubman, Ella 
Baker, Fannie Lou Hamer, Maya Angelou, 
Oprah Winfrey, and Michelle Obama. 
This tradition is as much about struggle 
as it is about achievement and capability. 
Confronted with much opposition in their 
homes and churches, nineteenth century 
black female preachers like Zilpha Elaw, 
Julia Foote, and Old Elisabeth asserted 
and fulfilled their calls to a public 
preaching ministry. They placed God’s 
self-revelation to them and God’s calling 
above the sexism of “mortal men.” 

While black women called to pastoral 
ministry have made some inroads within 
the black church, they continue to be 
treated as second class citizens. Despite the 
surging numbers of black women attending 
and completing seminary education, few 
churches call them to be senior pastors; 
most still prefer male pastors and few male 
pastors openly or aggressively advocate 
for females to become senior pastors. I 
am always amazed at the men whom I 
teach in seminary that become senior 
pastors but continue to participate in and 
maintain the “good ole boys network,” to 
the exclusion of their female colleagues.

Implications and a biblical 
perspective on justice
So what are some implications for 
Christians for eliminating the interlocking 
forms of oppression that black women 
and others experience? Racism, sexism, 
classism, and other forms of oppression 
are violence. We should not expect black 
women and other people of color to absorb 
the violence of oppressive systems and the 
aggressions and microaggressions that 
flourish in such systems. Our silence in the 
presence of violence is violence, as implied 
by Jesus’ words on the cross, “My God, My 
God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 
15:34). As I stated in my recent blog, 

Our silence, our lack of protest helps to 
maintain a hierarchy of human worth 
wherein certain violated bodies, primarily 
brown, black, poor, non-Christian, other-
gendered bodies, deserve little to no 
protest and thus we inflict violence upon 
violence. Our silence in the face of violence 
is violence. The blood soaked ground and 
those living in the throes of violence cry 
out, ‘my God, my God, why have you 
forsaken us?’ Silence is not an option, not 
for the godly, not for the humane, not for 
those of us who claim to be nonviolent!”  
(womanistntprof.blogspot.com).

Confronted with much opposition in their homes and 
churches, nineteenth century black female preachers like 
Zilpha Elaw, Julia Foote, and Old Elisabeth asserted and 
fulfilled their calls to a public preaching ministry. They 
placed God’s self-revelation to them and God’s calling 
above the sexism of “mortal men.” 

If a black male focuses on race while ignoring or participating 
in gender bias against black women, he is exercising his male 
privilege. If white women demand gender parity without 
regard for the impact of racial bias on black women, they 
exercise their privileged position as white women.
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It is clear to me that our love 
of God will compel us to love our 
neighbors, to love our neighbors as we 
love ourselves. If we love God, we love 
what God loves; we develop a passion 
for what God is passionate about. God 
is passionate about justice. God is no 
respecter of persons (Deut. 10:17; Acts 
10:34–35); God shows no favoritism 
based on race/ethnicity, gender, or 
class. Favoritism or bias necessarily 
engenders oppression and subordinates, 
“others,” and/or minoritizes peoples. 
God sides with the oppressed and 
minoritized. Black women (and men) 
have historically drawn upon Scripture 
to assert their equality before God. 
Acts 17:26 (“From one ancestor he 
made all nations to inhabit the whole 
earth, and he allotted the times of their 
existence and the boundaries of the 
places where they would live,” NRSV) 
is a favorite scripture that African 
Americans used to support human 
equality and to denounce racism and 
sexism. Civil Rights activists Fannie 
Lou Hamer interpreted Acts 17:26 to 
mean that all people are the same, 
sharing the same blood.

Historically, societies and 
institutions that value and strive 
for power, global status, and wealth 
have necessarily accomplished those 
goals on the backs of the vulnerable 
others different from themselves and 

by violent conquest. Historically, 
colonizing powers and/or empires and 
governments have used Christianity 
as a tool to conquer and enslave 
peoples and confiscate their lands 
and resources, propagating a gospel 
founded on theological rationales for 
such violence. Yet, in the Bible, we 
find testimony of a liberator God 
who hears the cries of the oppressed, 
acts to free the oppressed, and 
continues to call God’s people to 
love of neighbors and foreigners. The 
prophetic voice of God in the Bible 
consistently indicts Israel and other 
nations (all of whom are described as 
family, Amos 3:1–2) for the violence 
they committed against one another. 
I contend that God’s prophetic voice 
has remained unchanged in this 
regard. And as a womanist biblical 
scholar and as a Christian, I see my 
vocation as a continuation of this 
prophetic tradition.

Mitzi J. Smith is associate 
professor of New Testament 
and early Christian stud-
ies at Ashland Theological 
Seminary–Detroit where 
she has taught for over ten 

years. She earned her PhD in religion from 
Harvard University and her MDiv from Howard 
University School of Divinity. Her latest book, I 
Found God in Me. A Womanist Bible Hermeneu-
tics Reader, was awarded a 2015 book of the 
year by CHOICE Magazine.

If we love God, we love what God loves; 
we develop a passion for what God is 
passionate about. God is passionate 
about justice.

1. See Mitzi J. Smith, I Found God in Me. A Womanist Biblical Hermeneutics Reader (Eugene, OR: 
Cascade, 2015).

2. See Cheryl L. Neely, You’re Dead so What? Media, Police and the Invisibility of Black Women 
as Victims of Homicide (East Lansing: Michigan State Univ. Press, 2015).
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Within evangelical circles, we are 
seeing increasing discussions about the 
need to address racism. Meanwhile, 
organizations such as Christians for 
Biblical Equality stress the importance 
of addressing sexism. What tends to be 
missing is analysis of how racism and 
sexism intersect with each other, which 
contributes to the marginalization of 
women of color. The experience of 
Native American women illustrates 
this intersection and provides a 
powerful vision of justice for all people.

Racism, Colonization, 
and Sexism in the 
Americas
Patriarchy is a fundamental building 
block of white supremacy and 
colonialism because patriarchy is the 
logic that makes social hierarchy seem 
natural. Just as the patriarchs rule 
the family, the elites of the nation-
state rule their citizens. Consequently, 
when colonists first came to this land 
they saw the necessity of instilling 

patriarchy in Native communities 
because they realized that indigenous 
peoples would not accept colonial 
domination if their own indigenous 
societies were not structured on the 
basis of social hierarchy. Prior to 
colonization, most Native American 
communities were not patriarchal and 
violence against women and children 
was very rare. Under US colonial 
rule, Native American children 
were abducted from their homes as 
a matter of state policy. They were 

A Native American perspective on 
biblical gender equality

Restoring Humanity 
by Andrea Smith
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systematically physically, sexually, 
and emotionally abused in church 
and government run schools so that 
hierarchical values could be instilled 
into Native American communities. 

In addition, gender violence is a 
primary tool of colonialism and white 
supremacy. Colonizers did not just kill 
off indigenous peoples; massacres of 
native people were always accompanied 
by sexual mutilation and rape, as these 
examples illustrate (citations can be 
found in my book Conquest, Duke 
University Press, 2015):

“I saw the body of White Antelope 
with the privates cut off, and I heard 
a soldier say he was going to make a 
tobacco-pouch out of them. Each of 
the braves was shot down and scalped 
by the wild volunteers, who out with 
their knives and cutting two parallel 
gashes down their backs, would strip 
the skin from the quivering f lesh to 
make razor straps of.”

“Two of the best looking of the squaws 
were lying in such a position, and from 
the appearance of the genital organs 
and of their wounds, there can be no 
doubt that they were first ravished 
and then shot dead. Nearly all of the 
dead were mutilated.”

“One woman, big with child, rushed 
into the church, clasping the altar 

and crying for mercy for herself and 
unborn babe. She was followed, and 
fell pierced with a dozen lances. . . 
the child was torn alive from the yet 
palpitating body of its mother, first 
plunged into the holy water to be 
baptized, and immediately its brains 
were dashed out against a wall.”

The goal of colonialism is not just 
to kill colonized peoples, but to destroy 
their sense of even being people. It is 
through sexual violence that a colonizing 
group attempts to render a colonized 
peoples as inherently rape-able, their 
lands inherently invade-able, and their 
resources inherently extractable.

Of course, racism and sexism don’t 
just intersect in the lives of Native  
American women. We cannot tell the 
story of slavery without telling the 
tale of the sexual exploitation of black 
women. We cannot analyze the impact 
of war without looking at how rape is 
always systematically used as a weapon 
in war. Sexism and racism cannot be 
eliminated unless they are eliminated 
simultaneously. 

A Biblical Perspective 
When we see Jesus’ approach to 
gender, we cannot separate his regard 
for women from his attempts to 
challenge social hierarchy in general. 

He did not separate gender justice 
from a critique of colonialism, empire, 
and ethnocentrism.

In Matthew 15 (and Mark 7) a 
Syrophoenician woman approached 
Jesus asking for healing for her 
daughter. Her people had colonized 
and oppressed his, and his people 
hated hers. Playing along with the 
expectations for a Jewish rabbi, he at 
first ignores her, then responds with 
harsh words that seem natural for 
one who is speaking to his historical 
oppressor. In the course of their 
interaction, she places herself below 
the Jews her people had abused 
and exploited, and Jesus challenges 
patriarchy and ethnocentrism by 
celebrating her faith and granting 
her request.

Likewise, Jesus critiques the 
cultural superiority the Jews felt 
toward the Samaritans and men felt 
over women in his interaction with 
the Samaritan woman at the well. 
And more generally, Jesus routinely 
contrasts the hierarchy-based social 
and political system enforced by 
violence and oppression with God’s 
shalom, in which the oppressed 
are elevated to stand alongside the 
oppressor in a community defined by 
love, mercy, and justice.

Jesus routinely contrasts the hierarchy-based social and 
political system enforced by violence and oppression 
with God’s shalom, in which the oppressed are elevated 
to stand alongside the oppressor in a community defined 
by love, mercy, and justice.

When we see Jesus’ approach to gender, we cannot 
separate his regard for women from his attempts 
to challenge social hierarchy in general. He did not 
separate gender justice from a critique of colonialism, 
empire, and ethnocentrism.
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Given Jesus’ example, 
we can read Galatians 3:28 as 
not just being about a call for 
gender equality, but a call to 
unity and inclusion as the body 
of Christ—a call that entails an 
end to all forms of inequality as 
they intersect with each other—
between male and female, free 
and slave, Jew and Greek. 

Similarly, Jesus’ respect 
for women coincides with his 
critique of kingship. In 1 Samuel, 
the people ask for a king. God 
tells the people that when they 
ask for a king, they are asking for 
a system of governance based on 
oppression. God should be the 
only sovereign because God is the 
only just sovereign. As described 
in 1 Samuel 8:11–20.

This is what the king who will 
reign over you will claim as 
his rights: He will take your 
sons and make them serve with 
his chariots and horses, and 
they will run in front of his 
chariots. Some he will assign to 
be commanders of thousands 
and commanders of fifties, 
and others to plow his ground 
and reap his harvest, and still 
others to make weapons of war 
and equipment for his chariots. 
He will take your daughters to 
be perfumers and cooks and 

bakers. He will take the best of 
your fields and vineyards and 
olive groves and give them to 
his attendants. He will take 
a tenth of your grain and of 
your vintage and give it to his 
officials and attendants. Your 
male and female servants and 
the best of your cattle and 
donkeys he will take for his 
own use. He will take a tenth of 
your f locks, and you yourselves 
will become his slaves. When 
that day comes, you will cry out 
for relief from the king you have 
chosen, but the Lord will not 
answer you in that day.

But the people refused to listen 
to Samuel. “No!” they said. 
“We want a king over us. Then 
we will be like all the other 
nations, with a king to lead 
us and to go out before us and 
fight our battles.”

Thus, Jesus’ pronouncement 
in Matthew 23:8–12 can be read 
as a reversal of 1 Samuel: 

But you are not to be called 
“Rabbi,” for you have one 
Teacher, and you are all 
brothers. And do not call 
anyone on earth “father,” for 
you have one Father, and he is 
in heaven. Nor are you to be 
called instructors, for you have 
one Instructor, the Messiah. 

Given Jesus’ example, we can read 
Galatians 3:28 as not just being 
about a call for gender equality, 
but a call to unity and inclusion 
as the body of Christ—a call that 
entails an end to all forms of 
inequality as they intersect with 
each other.

Learn More

Want to learn more about Native 
American feminism? Here are 
some resources recommended by 
our author. 

Conquest: Sexual Violence 
and American Indian 
Genocide

Andrea Smith

I Am Woman: A Native 
Perspective on Sociology 
and Feminism

Lee Maracle

Yakama Rising: Indigenous 
Cultural Revitalization, 
Activism, and Healing

Michelle M. Jacob
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The greatest among you will be 
your servant. For those who exalt 
themselves will be humbled, and 
those who humble themselves will 
be exalted.

Jesus is essentially announcing 
an end to kingship, proclaiming the 
restoration of God as the only true 
sovereign, and calling for a new form 
of governance based on principles 
of equality. And as many biblical 
scholars have noted, the early church 
was in fact based on these principles 
of equality, including gender equality, 
until the church began to connect 
itself to empire.

Native feminism coincides with 
Jesus’ teaching in arguing that the 
struggle to end sexism is inseparable 
from the struggle to end colonial 
and racial oppression. Native women 
know all too well the cost of empire. 
Empire contradicts the values of 
God’s shalom, replacing them with 
hierarchies that elevate one people or 
one gender above another. It erases the 
humanity of God’s beloved creatures.

Native feminism mirrors Jesus’ 
vision of shalom and the early church’s 
radical community. It protects the 
humanity and guarantees the freedom 
of all peoples. In the words of Native 
American feminist organizer Lakota 
Harden, “If it doesn’t work for one of 
us, it doesn’t work for any of us. We’re 
all in this together. We can’t—we 
won’t turn anyone away.”

Andrea Smith is a board 
member of the Native Ameri-
can Institute for Indigenous 
Theological Studies and is 
the author of Conquest: Sexual 
Violence and Native American 

Genocide and other books.

Mutuality Wins 
EPA Awards

We’re pleased to announce that Mutuality was recognized 
with two Higher Goals in Christian Journalism awards from 
the Evangelical Press Association (EPA) at the 2016 EPA 
convention this spring.
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For me, one of the most compelling 
arguments for egalitarianism is in the 
creation and fall passages of Genesis 1 
and 3. God’s command that they, male 
and female alike, are to “be fruitful and 
increase in number; fill the earth and 
subdue it. . . rule over. . . every living 
creature” (Gen 1:28) provides a charge for 
men and women alike to contribute to 
the continuation of family and to exert 
authority over God’s creation.

It isn’t until the fall that gender 
inequality is introduced when Eve is told 
“your desire will be for your husband, and 
he will rule over you” (Gen. 3:16). These 
words foreshadow male domination and 

the striving of woman to cater to the 
desires of man. Rather than declaring 
God’s intent for creation, however, this 
passage reflects the broken relationship 
we can now expect – not as God’s original 
intent, but as a consequence of our living 
in a fallen world.

As a social scientist, I am intrigued 
by research supporting this interpretation 
of Genesis 1 and 3. This article presents a 
social science perspective on the gender 
equality described in the creation 
account alongside the power inequality 
that emerges from the fall. I will then 
conclude with a statement of hope for the 
redemption of male-female relationships.

Those who study gendered behavior 
distinguish between behaviors that are 
agentic and those that are communal. 
Agentic behavior is goal-oriented, 
and encompasses qualities such as 
decisive problem-solving, courage, and 
aggressiveness. These behaviors are more 
often associated with the traditional 
male role.

In contrast, communal behavior 
is relationship-oriented and includes 
qualities such as cooperation, 
nurturance, and affection. As you can 
probably guess, these behaviors are more 
often associated with the traditional 
female role.

Male Agency and 
Female Communion: 
God’s Creation or Result of the Fall?

by Susan Howell
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While behaviors from each set are 
valuable, when anyone exhibits one 
to the neglect of the other, problems 
arise. For instance, the person who is 
independent and courageous without 
cooperating with others or caring about 
their feelings is not likely to have healthy 
relationships. This behavioral pattern 
is referred to as unmitigated agency and 
describes an individual who focuses 
on himself or herself to the neglect of 
others.1 This trait is more often found 
in men.2

Likewise, communion can pose 
problems when experienced apart from a 
healthy amount of agency. For instance, 
the person who displays unmitigated 
communion expresses communal 
traits to the exclusion of agency. These 
individuals display communion’s 
cooperation and nurturance without 
agency’s independence or the willingness 
to make tough decisions. This behavioral 
pattern results in focusing on others to 
the exclusion of oneself and is more often 
found among women.3,4

The fact that unmitigated agency 
is more often found in men and 
unmitigated communion more often 
found in women would seem to set the 
stage for some serious problems. One 
might expect, for example, a world in 
which power is unequally distributed, 
where men expect to have the final say. 
One might expect for women to address 
their relative lack of power through 
pleasing those who hold the power. One 
might expect a home where the husband 
is considered the “head” while the wife 
takes on a more subservient role. One 
might expect a church to favor male 
leaders and to encourage its women to 
follow along with a cooperative spirt. 
One might expect exactly what we, in 
fact, do see in many homes and churches.

Yet, what we see in male agency and 
female communion does not seem to echo 
God’s original design as much as God’s 
pronouncement to Eve that “your desire 
will be for your husband and he shall rule 
over you” (Gen. 3:16).

Frances Hiebert addresses the 
disruption of relationships which came 
about through the fall in stating that 
“man tries to be God to the woman by 
pre-empting the place of God in her 
life”. . . and. . . “the woman is willing to 
go through anything in order to keep the 
relationship.” 5

I can think of nothing more definitive 
of unmitigated agency than a husband 
trying to rule over his wife, in essence, 
trying to be her God. And I cannot 
give a better example of unmitigated 
communion than the wife’s desire being 
for her husband to the point of allowing 
him to be her God.

The unmitigated agency and 
unmitigated communion that still 
describe many male-female relationships 
today are byproducts of a fallen world, a 
world that needs to be redeemed. 

Thankfully, the good news of 
Scripture is that God does not abandon us 
to sin but offers the hope of redemption, 
with the male-female relationship being 
no exception. We see evidence of this 

in the fact that many women and men, 
as well as churches, have moved beyond 
traditional gender roles.

When I see women today striving 
for both family and careers, I have hope 
that the unmitigated forms of agency 
and communion are not having the last 
word. When fathers today spend more 
time with their children than their dads 
did with them, I have hope for the next 
generation. When churches encourage 
their followers to serve based on gifts 
rather than gender, I have hope that 
traditional stereotypes are bowing to the 
recognition of each person’s gifts.

In short, I am hopeful that the male-
female relationship is in the process of 
redemption. As we each develop agentic 
alongside communal qualities without 
regard for what tradition dictates, male-
female relationships will become more 
of what God intended at creation. We, 
male and female, will together “rule over 
the earth” in right relationship with each 
other and with our God.

Susan Howell is professor of 
psychology at Campbellsville 
University where she teaches 
Gender Studies and Psychol-
ogy of Religion. Her research 
interests center around gen-

der and the integration of psychology and faith.

The unmitigated agency and unmitigated 
communion that still describe many 
male-female relationships today are 
byproducts of a fallen world, a world that 
needs to be redeemed.

1. V. S. Helgeson and H. L. Fritz, “The implications of unmitigated agency and unmitigated communion for domains of problem behavior,” 
Journal of Personality 68, no. 6 (2000): 1031–1057.

2. V. S. Helgeson and H. L. Fritz, “Unmitigated Agency and Unmitigated Communion: Distinctions from Agency and Communion,” Journal 
of Personality 33 (1999): 131–138.

3. Helgeson and Fritz, “The implications of unmitigated agency and unmitigated communion for domains of problem behavior.”
4. Helgeson and Fritz, “Unmitigated Agency and Unmitigated Communion: Distinctions from Agency and Communion.”
5. Frances Hiebert, “Beginning at the Beginning,” Priscilla Papers 3, no. 3 (1989): 13–16.
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My marriage was killing me. Either 
my marriage needed to end or 
my belief in this “all-loving God” 
who had “allowed” my husband to 
abuse me had to end. Thanks to the 
“godly” Christian counsel I received, 
I attempted to submit to emotional 
abuse in order to be faithful to God 
and to my marriage. But this was a far 
cry from what marriage was meant to 
be. My marriage could not be approved 
by a loving God. Submission to an 
abusive man results only in destruction 
and death.

God bless you if your headship and 
submission debate is about finances, 
dishes, and typing but for many women 

in this world, this debate is life and 
death. And while it is intriguing to 
read the academic debate about Bible 
translations and the implications 
and intentions of what was written 
thousands of years ago, I cannot 
help but wonder why the debate has 
blatantly ignored a discussion about 
what sort of fruit is being produced.

The truth is, the headship debate 
is generally a non-issue in a real love 
relationship. “But marriage is a love 
relationship,” one might object. “It’s a 
covenant, God’s idea.” That’s how God 
intended it, yes, but whether a marriage 
actually ref lects God’s intention is up 
to us. God gave us free will, and that 

means we decide whether marriage is a 
love relationship or not.

Love is a choice. Abuse is a choice.
The reality is that some marriages 

produce death and destruction because 
they are relationships based on power. 
The moment headship becomes about 
divinely entitled leadership, love leaves 
the room.

Value and Power
The distinguishing characteristic of 
a love relationship is the value placed 
upon the parties involved. Both parties 
should hold equal value, and this should 
be ref lected in their actions. The power 
dynamic in a love relationship really 

by Wilma Luimes
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shouldn’t matter. The power balance 
of a relationship shifts over time in the 
course of life’s journey. Try to spank a 
thirty-year-old child now and see how 
well that goes—power has shifted.

Value, however, is unchanging. 
While the world has taught us to 
believe that our value is a ref lection 
of the power we hold, that is false. 
Our real value comes from our maker; 
the fact that we ref lect God and are 
created in God’s image. God loves 
us because we are God’s and God is 
love. Furthermore, we have become 
children of God, righteous through 
Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross. Value is 
given to us by God. It is given equally 
to all, and value comes with a calling to 
hold others with the same esteem that 
God gives us. 

Because we are equally valuable, 
we have a responsibility to recognize 
the image of God in others and not 
to pursue a position of power over 
someone else, dominating and making 
ourselves large by diminishing the 

person God created them to be. To 
leverage a power imbalance this way 
is to restrict one person’s value and 
inf late another’s. A marriage defined 
by a power hierarchy is a marriage 
defined by a value imbalance. Love has 
been lost. 

God’s gift of freewill gives us the 
choice of whether we respond to people 
as valuable, or as a means to an end; 
from a position of power to dominate. 

The Logic of Headship
That is where the debate about 
headship, defined as divinely-sanctioned 
leadership, becomes a problem. At the 
root of the headship debate is a dispute 
about the value of the parties involved 
in the relationship. Man is “the head” 
because of a divinely-granted superiority 
in value, which justifies his power over 
women. Yet this system was somehow 
orchestrated by the same all-powerful 
God who became a fully human baby to 
bring about salvation and to demonstrate 
his love to the world? How can this be?

One is an act of power (pursuit 
of dominance). The other is a 
demonstration of value that overrides 
and even reverses any power imbalance: 
“For God so loved the world he gave 
his one and only Son. . .” (John 3:16, 
emphasis mine). 

Did the divine, all-powerful, all-
knowing God in his perfect love, who 
gave up power to reconcile humanity 
with God, also impose hierarchy as 
the defining feature of marriage, the 
closest earthly example of a covenant 
relationship?

This would make marriage almost 
the exact opposite of God’s own 
example of covenant love. The logic 
simply does not follow. 

Mutuality
Headship, as divinely-created leadership, 
doesn’t make sense because it is simply 
not God’s intended model of marriage. 
It is a reflection of a human quest for 
power at the expense of love, and justifies 
the abusive actions of a man who hides 

Because we are equally valuable, we have a 
responsibility to recognize the image of God in 
others and not to pursue a position of power over 
someone else, dominating and making ourselves 
large by diminishing the person God created 
them to be.

The reality is that some marriages produce death and 
destruction because they are relationships based 
on power. The moment headship becomes about 
divinely entitled leadership, love leaves the room.
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himself in church pews. He is the head, 
and she should submit to whatever games 
are being played in the marriage. Believe 
me, love has absolutely nothing to do 
with it. Sin has everything to do with it.

The inequality between men and 
women was a curse women inherited 
as a result of sin. Genesis 3:16b states 
“Your desire will be for your husband 
and he will rule over you.” This was not 
the divine order; it was not God’s intent 
at the time of creation.

It is a curse that was defeated at the 
cross of Calvary.

The fruit of any marriage should 
illustrate God’s intention for a love 
relationship; a picture of what the 
marriage stands for and who it 
represents. But an abusive marriage 
produces bitterness, hurt, anger, sorrow, 
and in its extreme, death. It’s a reflection 
of the imbalance of value among the 
parties in the relationship.

To abuse a wife is to take away her 
worth. To belittle a husband is to show 
him contempt. To mistreat children is 
to devalue their humanity. To abuse, 
one must be certain of one’s own 
superiority and the other person’s lesser 
value, justified any way possible. “Male 
headship” and “wifely submission” do 
just that for an abusive man.

As for submission, I have no issues 
submitting to someone who loves me 
as Christ loves the church (Eph. 5:25a). 
Submission itself is not the problem. 
The Bible states “Submit to one another 
out of reverence for Christ” (Eph. 5:21). 
It is a call for mutual submission as 
a ref lection of the value each person 
possesses. This is biblical submission.

One thing is certain: a man who 
values me and God would not stop 
me from speaking my mind or living 
out my purpose and calling. He would 
never slap me around or treat me with 
disrespect. He would never shout that 
he is the head of the family, so I must 
do, say, or look like what he wants. 
Women are never called to submit to 
a man like this, or even to a man who 
exerts control more benevolently.

And we as Christians must deal 
with such abuses from the perspective 
of justice, not simply with the goal of 
preserving a marriage. For while God 
hates divorce, the psalmist reminds us, 
“he will deliver the needy who cry out, 
the aff licted who have no one to help. 
He will take pity on the weak and the 
needy and save the needy from death. 
He will rescue them from oppression 
and violence, for precious is their 
blood in his sight” (Psalm 72:12–14). 

A true covenant relationship built on 
love cannot tolerate an imbalance of 
value. There is no room for injustice in 
godly marriage.

The question is, will we continue 
to debate headship, love, and power 
without considering its fruit? Or are we 
going to embrace biblical mutuality and 
start demonstrating a powerful love? 

Perhaps if we were less occupied 
with battling each other and started 
working together (as God intended), 
we would remember who the real enemy 
is and become much more effective at 
shining God’s light in this world. 

Wilma Luimes is the author of 
Love that Counts: A Journey of 
Healing through the Heartache 
of Destructive Relationships. 
She holds a master’s degree in 
media and journalism and an 

honors degree in psychology. Born and raised 
in Canada, Wilma works primarily in the social 
development field with a focus on strategic 
social development, relational wellness, 
communications, and change in Johannesburg, 
South Africa.

One thing is certain: a man who values me 
and God would not stop me from speaking my 
mind or living out my purpose and calling. He 
would never slap me around or treat me with 
disrespect. He would never shout that he is the 
head of the family, so I must do, say, or look like 
what he wants. 
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There has been much hand-wringing 
in the African American community 
over the steep decline in the number of 
black couples marrying. From 1860 to 
1960, black people thirty-five and older 
were more likely to marry than white 
people in the same age bracket.1 These 
numbers began to flip in the 1970s—
white couples were more likely to marry 
than black couples. The continuing rise 
in the number of black people who have 
never married has led to efforts by both 
the black church and governmental and 
non-profit agencies to reverse this trend. 

While there are many reasons why 
black marriage rates have been on the 
decline since the 1970s, a roundtable 
discussion in 2003 focused almost 
exclusively on educating the African 
American community on why marriage 
matters rather than on the reasons 
why black marriage rates are so low.2 
Their efforts presume that black singles 
do not desire to marry. By contrast, 
another study found that wealth matters 
for marriage. University of California–
Berkeley researcher Daniel Schneider 
found that wealth inequality was a major 
contributor to declining marriage rates 
among black people, especially among 

Toward a Model 
of Mutual 
Relationship in 
African American 
Marriages
by Vanessa Lovelace
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young people with less education and a 
lack of financial assets.3

Unfortunately, neither of these 
approaches adequately addresses, from a 
faith-based perspective, the reasons that 
black Christian couples who do marry 
have a thirty-six percent divorce rate. I 
believe that one reason black marriages 
fail is because of the burden of traditional 
gender expectations.

Racial and Ethnic Privilege 
in Complementarian 
Theology
I believe that so-called “biblical” 
teaching that promotes hegemonic white, 
Western masculinity and accompanying 
gender roles in marriage is a major factor 
(in addition to the usual suspects—
sex and money) contributing to the 
divorce rate among black Christians. 
A complementarian view of gender 
and marriage privileges definitions 
of masculinity and femininity that 
are hierarchical and ethnic-biased. In 
the US, heterosexual, white men are 
the standard of masculinity, and all 
other men, including black men, try 
to approximate that standard.4 Black 
women fare even worse against the norm 
of white femininity, particularly against 
white beauty standards. Thus, “biblical” 
masculinity and femininity as defined 
by the complementarian movement are 
impossible for black men and women 
to attain.

Refuting the “Biblical” 
Basis for Hierarchical 
Marriages
As an ordained minister, I consider the 
Bible to be authoritative, but as an Old 

Testament scholar, I am f lummoxed by 
the uncritical use of Bible passages to 
promote male leadership in marriage. 
Readers trot out the same passages to 
make their claims: Genesis 2:18–24 (cf. 
Matt. 19:3–6), 1 Corinthians 7, and 
Ephesians 5:21–33 (cf. Col. 3:18–19; 
1 Pet. 3:1–7). This betrays a lack of 
discernment in reading the Bible’s 
marriage-related texts.

Biblical writers often spoke of 
divine-human relationships figuratively. 
They were aware that although humans 
are made in God’s image, they are not 
God. Since humans are not equal with 
God, any relationship to God is always 
going to be subordinate. Therefore, when 
the biblical writers spoke of human 
reality in relation to God, they used social 
institutions they were familiar with to 
explain that hierarchy.

Common biblical metaphors used 
in prophetic speech to describe the 
relationship between God and Israel 
were suzerain-vassal, master-slave, parent-
child, judge-litigant, and husband-wife. 
While each of these metaphors describes 
the bond between God and Israel as a 
relationship, they also make it clear that 
the relationship was one of hierarchy and 
authority, not equality.5 These relational 
examples were also inherently unequal 
and often violent, including the husband-
wife metaphor. The danger in reading this 
literally is that some readers might take 
this as justification for spousal abuse. 

In biblical cultures, marriage was 
unequal and even violent. But does 
the use of marriage as an illustration 
of hierarchical divine-human relations 
intend to teach that relationships of 
hierarchy are God’s ideal for marriage? 
No. In fact, the biblical prophets 
Hosea, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel often used 

the intersection of marriage, sex, and 
violence to shame male Israel and effect 
a change in its behavior. For example, 
in the book of Hosea, the prophet’s 
marriage to a promiscuous woman is 
figured symbolically as Israel’s breaking 
of its covenant with God. God’s 
justification for punishing the wayward 
nation is figuratively depicted as Hosea 
threatening to strip his wife Gomer bare 
and publicly expose her as a means to get 
her to return to marital fidelity (Hosea 
2:3). It is important to recognize that 
the prophet is using figurative language 
about God’s relationship with Israel, not 
speaking literally about human marital 
relations.

In addition to using marriage as 
an analogy, the Bible describes many 
different types of marriage. Polygyny 
(more than one wife) was a form of 
marriage noted among patriarchs 
and monarchs (e.g. Gen. 30:1–9; 2 
Sam. 3:2–5). Rape marriages are also 
recounted. The widow whose husband 
died without a male heir was forced to 
marry her brother-in-law to provide her 
deceased husband with male descendants 
(levirate marriage). Married men had 
sexual relations with any women except 
other men’s wives.

The Bible describes many different 
marriage models, but it does not prescribe 
every model as the biblical ideal. We 
need to be discerning in deciding what 
the Bible does and does not “clearly” say 
about marriage.

A Better Model for Black 
Christians
This still leaves one of the favorite passages 
of the complementarian advocates: 
Ephesians 5:21–33, that belongs to the 

“Biblical” masculinity and femininity as defined by the 
complementarian movement are impossible for black men 
and women to attain.
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household codes (Col. 3:18–4:1; Eph. 
5:21–6:9; 1 Pet. 2:18–3:7). These codes 
contain regulations concerning wives 
(and women), slaves, and children. 
Black Christians have a tradition of 
rejecting literalist interpretations of this 
passage that sanction the enslavement 
of Africans, but have been slower to 
challenge interpretations that support 
the subordination of women to men.6 

New Testament scholar Clarice Martin 
argues that it is time for black Christians 
to abandon interpretations that support 
hierarchical domination in the marriage 
relationship.7 Instead, black Christians 
should adopt an alternative marriage 
model that recognizes the equal value of 
each partner in the eyes of God. 

The relational-cultural model 
developed by psychologist Judith Jordan 
and colleagues is one example of a positive 
model for black couples. This model 

promotes relational mutuality. Mutual 
relationship is open to affecting and 
being affected by the other.8 Maturity is 
achieved not by moving from dependence 
to independence, but by responsiveness 
to the other through empathy and 
understanding the other from her/his 
subjective frame of reference, respecting 
and enhancing the growth of the other, 
and being open to change. This is not a 
mutuality based on “I’ll scratch your back 
if you scratch mine,” but a willingness to 
match the investment of a partner for 
mutual benefit.9 

God created the first couple in the 
Bible to complement and support each 
other as partners. The Hebrew phrase ‘ezer 
kenegdo, often translated “helper” (NRSV, 
NIV) or “help meet” (KJV) for the man in 
Genesis 2:18 should be understood as “one 
opposite” “corresponding” or “equal” to 
the man.10 Complementarians get this 

right. However, Eve’s subordination 
as a consequence of the first humans’ 
disobedience in Gen 3:16 should not 
be interpreted as God’s good intention 
for male-female relationships. Biblical 
teachings that espouse different roles and 
duties based on gender are hierarchical 
and ethnic-biased. As such, they have no 
place in black marriages between equals. 
It is my hope that black Christian couples 
will continue to work toward mutual 
marriage relationships as God intended.

Vanessa Lovelace is assistant 
professor of Hebrew Bible/
Old Testament at the Inter-
denominational Theological 
Center in Atlanta, GA and an 
ordained minister in the Unit-

ed Church of Christ. You can find some exam-
ples of her work at www.workingpreacher.org. 
She and her husband have been married for 
twenty years. They have three children and a 
grandchild on the way.

Black Christians should adopt an alternative marriage 
model that recognizes the equal value of each partner in 
the eyes of God.
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Improvements Coming to CBE’s Bookstore

M inistry News    

We at CBE are thrilled to share some exciting changes coming 
to CBE’s bookstore. But, first some history. . .

At the time of CBE’s founding, egalitarian resources 
were few and far between, and what existed couldn’t easily 
be found. CBE filled that void with its bookstore, making 
them readily available. Thankfully, egalitarian resources are 
widely available! 

This presents CBE with an opportunity to refocus our 
energies in a way that maximizes our strengths and better 
serves the egalitarian community. We’re taking advantage of 
the opportunity.

This summer, CBE will begin pivoting our resource 
ministry away from traditional retail toward reviewing and 
creating resources, making the best egalitarian resources 
available on Amazon.

Rather than focusing on handling stock and selling books 
ourselves through our bookstore website, we will instead offer 
an Amazon page that hosts a collection of our reviewed and 
recommended books, for purchase on Amazon (or elsewhere, 

if you prefer).  We already direct our bookstore visitors to 
Amazon for many books that we recommend but do not have 
space to inventory ourselves. Embracing this model across 
the board saves us substantial time, money, and space that we 
can direct to other projects. And, we will continue to receive 
proceeds from each sale of a book we recommend on our page 
and royalties from the books we publish.

Our supporters have told us that they value CBE 
Bookstore for its careful vetting of resources, and this is 
even more crucial in an era of information overload. Now 
we’ll have time to review more books. We’ll continue 
to curate a collection of the best available resources, 
but without the overhead and other costs of running a 
traditional store.

We’ll also pour more resources into our own publishing 
efforts. We’ve already published several books and are 
working on more (watch for our forthcoming youth and 
marriage resources). Now, CBE will have more capacity to 
publish other desperately-needed resources.

A preview of our new Amazon store page (left) 
where you can find our recommended resources 
and browse by category. CBE will receive 
proceeds from any sale. 

If you’d like to buy a book directly from CBE, you 
still can. Simply click on the link to the list of sellers 
(circled above), where you’ll find us listed if we sell 
the book. Select CBE and proceed to checkout.
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We Fight
by H. Edgar Hix

 
We fight the lying mirrors

that say, “You are worse than others.”
“You are better than others.”

 
We fight the lying windows

that say, “You are better than them.”
“You are worse than them.”

 
We persecute ourselves.

We persecute each other.
We have fought worse than this.

We can do better than this.

What does this mean on a practical level? 

Here are a few changes you’ll see in the coming months...

• CBE Bookstore’s website, cbebookstore.org, will shut 
down, to be replaced by our Amazon page, which will 
host all our recommended books.

• For now, continue using our regular bookstore site. 
When we make the transition, we will automatically 
redirect users to the new page, so you don’t need to learn 
a new website url.

• Memberships and subscriptions will move to our main 
website, www.cbeinternational.org. Users will manage 
their memberships or subscriptions on our main website, 
and gain access to restricted content, like recent issues of 
Mutuality, immediately after purchase!

• Many more resources will be free on our website. We 
have a huge library of video and audio recordings that we 
currently sell, but not for long. Soon, we’ll be rolling out 
an update that will make all our recordings available on 
our website to enjoy and share.

• You’ll find more reviews on our website. Right now, 
very few reviews are on our website, but soon, they will all 
be available and we’ll add to them regularly.

• We’re having huge sales to clear out inventory! Find a 
great sale on the back cover of this magazine, and watch 
your email for more.

• We’ll continue selling our existing stock on Amazon. 
When we have books in stock, we’ll continue to sell them 
on Amazon. If you choose to buy a book we recommend 
or publish, check the list of sellers, and if we’re selling 
it, purchase from us (see the image on page 26)! While 
you’re at it, visit smile.amazon.com and enter “CBE 
International” as your charity of choice and you’ll donate 
to CBE as you shop!

These changes allow us to maximize our strengths 
and resources and better serve the CBE community 
as well as the movement for biblical gender equality.

If you have questions about the change or how it will 
affect you, don’t hesitate to give us a call at 612-872-6898 
or email us at bookstore@cbeinternational.org.

R eflect with us...    
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G    iving Opportunities

CBE’s 2015 Financial Report
Thanks to the generosity and prayerful support of the CBE community, 2015 was another record year! We published and distributed 
more resoures than ever, expanded international outreach, and cultivated an even stronger biblical challenge to patriarchy. CBE also 
exceeded our financial goals in 2015, laying the groundwork for proclaiming the truth of biblical gender equality in new ways in 2016.

CBE is impacting lives, and it’s all thanks to your faithful commitment. Thank you for your generous partnership, and we look 
forward to a powerful year for biblical gender equality in 2016.

February, 2015 | CBE was invited to the Carter 
Center’s Annual Human Rights Defenders 
Forum, signaling the global NGO community’s 
recognition that CBE’s work is critical to 
ending violence against women in religious 
communities around the world.

July, 2015 | CBE hosts its 
conference, “Becoming New,” 
in Los Angeles. The conference 
brings together Christians from 
16 countries to learn from 28 
speakers. CBE recognizes 29 
leaders with awards for their 
egalitarian activism.

“Becoming New” Conference, Los Angeles, CAHuman Rights Defenders Forum

New Resource

2015 Highlights

Photo credit: M. Schwarz/The Carter Center

the voice of Christians for Biblical Equality

Spring 2014 | Volume 21 | Issue 1

Imagining biblical masculinity without patriarchy.

Patterned after Jesus. Characterized by kingdom values. Engaged with the world.

Publishing Awards 

May, 2015 | Mutuality and 
Priscilla Papers combine to win 
4 Higher Goals in Christian 
Journalism awards from the 
Evangelical Press Association.

Photo credit: Ken Fong

June, 2015 | CBE introduces Is Gender Equality a 
Biblical Ideal?, a DVD series and companion workbook.
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ETS advocacy

November, 2015 | Egalitarian activism at the Evangelical 
Theological society is headlined by Emily Zimbrick-
Rogers’ study “A Question Mark Over My Head” 
examining women’s experiences at ETS and in the 
evangelical academy, distributed to ETS members in a 
special edition journal. Efforts lead to an apology from 
the incoming ETS president and the promise of reform. 
The 2015 ETS convention saw a plenary address by a 
woman for the first time in decades.

Contributions and Grants

Bookstore Revenue

Conference Revenue

Memberships and Subscriptions

Other Revenue

Fundraising

Management  
and General

Program Services

Revenue: $917,997 Expenses: $751,553

2015 Financials

Here’s a glimpse of what’s 
happening in 2016...

CBE’s first marriage curriculum is in the works! We’ll 
be working diligently on it, targeting a 2017 release.

“Truth be Told,” CBE’s conference on gender-based 
violence, will be held in Johannesburg, South Africa, 
September 14–17.

Big changes are on the way for CBE’s bookstore, 
allowing us to build on our strengths to better serve 
the egalitarian community and target our resources 
for maximum impact (read more on page 26–27).

We’re putting our entire archive of video and audio 
recordings on our website for free! 

We’re working to make our website more useful 
to you. Long-awaited improvements are coming 
soon, including book reviews, an advanced search, 
and more!

Membership transactions are moving to CBE’s main 
website, where you’ll be able to buy or renew your 
membership or subscription. That means instant 
access to the latest journals and no more jumping 
between CBE’s main site and bookstore site!

89%

5%
5%

<1%

<1%

71%

14%

15%
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Family to Outsiders  
and Untouchables

P resident’s Message   by Mimi Haddad

In the stillness of rural Kenya, I received a priceless gift—hours 
of absolute silence to read Scripture, observing Christ’s pursuit 
of outsiders. From Samaria to Syrophoenicia and into the lives 
of outcasts and untouchables, I began to notice how confusing 
and challenging these encounters were for the disciples. As Jesus 
disclosed his identity, and as outsiders responded in faith, the 
disciples struggled to welcome, as colleagues and kin, people very 
unlike themselves. And, they did not suffer silently the challenge 
to their assumptions and privilege.

Remember their astonishment to find Jesus in conversation 
with a Samaritan woman—the longest recorded in Scripture 
(John 4:4–30, 35–42). Was she the reason they had traveled 
so far? Why did Jesus reveal his identity to her—a woman 
from a hated people? Despite her lowly status, Jesus sought her 
out and she responded with 
a contagious faith. Christ 
welcomed her as kin, and this 
surprised the disciples.

Unlike the Samaritan 
woman, the disciples were 
privileged insiders. They saw 
Christ heal the centurion’s 
son and the man at the pool 
of Bethesda. As news of these 
miracles spread, an enormous 
crowd assembled. Testing their 
faith, Jesus asked the disciples how they would feed five thousand. 
The disciples did not recognize that as Messiah, Jesus could feed 
a multitude with just a little food (John 6:1–13). They soon met a 
woman who, with far less privilege, had the very faith they lacked.

While Christ was in Tyre, a Syrophoenician woman begged 
him to heal her daughter (Matt. 15:21–30). Testing her faith, he 
declared that he could not toss bread to dogs—those deemed 
unworthy of God’s gifts. To our amazement, her faith was strong, 
standing in contrast to the privileged disciples. She told Jesus 
that even the dogs eat the crumbs under the table. God welcomes 
all who believe, regardless of gender or ethnicity. Her faith, too, 
was contagious. Like the Samaritan woman, she realized that in 
Christ she was valued, included, and commissioned.

Consider the prostitute who joined a dinner party with Jesus 
uninvited (Luke 7:36–50). Approaching Christ with unbound hair, 
like a bride on her wedding night, she washed his feet with her tears, 

dried them with her hair, and lavished them with expensive perfume. 
Her encounter with Christ was a spectacle of intimate love and 
abandon that troubled their host. Shaming both, he told his guests 
that if Jesus were really a prophet, he would realize that the woman 
touching him was a great sinner. In response, Christ honored her 
great love and humility—traits strikingly absent in the host.

Just before Jesus’ death, another woman anointed him, 
evoking indignation from the disciples. They did not realize that 
her anointing prepared Christ for his greatest work of all—a 
shameful death that would reconcile humanity to God. By 
pouring the oil on Christ’s head, this woman anointed the Lord 
of Lords and King of Kings, just as the priests anointed Israel’s 
kings. Affirming her spiritual leadership, Jesus told the disciples, 
“When she poured this perfume on my body, she did it to prepare 

me for burial. Truly, I tell you 
wherever this gospel is preached 
throughout the world, what she 
has done for will also be told, in 
memory of her” (Matt. 26:10–13). 
This woman welcomed what Peter 
could not—that Christ would be 
rejected and crucified. Hers was 
the greatest priestly anointing in 
Israel’s history.

Christ continually welcomed 
insiders, inviting them as guests 

beside him. Yet, they did not always value his invitation. In 
contrast, women from other tribes and nations placed themselves 
on the guest list. These women insisted on being fed the crumbs 
under the table. Their faith made them daughters of Abraham and 
family in the Jesus-tribe, a kinship that offended the privileged. 
Though they were shamed by religious authorities, their humility, 
agency, and love marked them as Israel’s spiritual leaders. They 
were the first to accept Calvary as the ultimate challenge to 
powers and dominions that colluded to oppress God’s beloved. 
Christ pursued them intentionally, welcoming their faith, 
commissioning them as leaders, and including them as kin.

Jesus and the apostle Paul welcomed outsiders (Gentiles, 
slaves, women) into a baptism in Christ that joined them as 
family to Jews, the free, and males. Then and now, Christ’s 
gospel challenges human pride and privilege, but there we find 
the narrow gate that leads to life.

These women insisted on being fed the 
crumbs under the table. Their faith made them 
daughters of Abraham and family in the Jesus-
tribe, a kinship that offended the privileged.



bookstore:  cbebookstore.org M U T U A L I T Y  |  “Gender Justice 101”   31

Christians for Biblical Equality

Mission Statement
Christians for Biblical Equality (CBE) exists to promote biblical justice and 
community by educating Christians that the Bible calls women and men to share 
authority equally in service and leadership in the home, church, and world.

Statement of Faith
• We believe in one God, creator and sustainer of the universe, eternally 

existing as three persons in equal power and glory.
• We believe in the full deity and the full humanity of Jesus Christ.
• We believe that eternal salvation and restored relationships are only 

possible through faith in Jesus Christ who died for us, rose from the dead, 
and is coming again. This salvation is offered to all people.

• We believe the Holy Spirit equips us for service and sanctifies us from sin.
• We believe the Bible is the inspired word of God, is reliable, and is the final 

authority for faith and practice.
• We believe that women and men are equally created in God’s image and 

given equal authority and stewardship of God’s creation.
• We believe that men and women are equally responsible for and distorted by 

sin, resulting in shattered relationships with God, self, and others.

Core Values
• Scripture is our authoritative guide for faith, life, and practice.
• Patriarchy (male dominance) is not a biblical ideal but a result of sin.
• Patriarchy is an abuse of power, taking from females what God has given them: 

their dignity, and freedom, their leadership, and often their very lives.
• While the Bible reflects patriarchal culture, the Bible does not teach 

patriarchy in human relationships. 
• Christ’s redemptive work frees all people from patriarchy, calling women 

and men to share authority equally in service and leadership.
• God’s design for relationships includes faithful marriage between 

a man and a woman, celibate singleness and mutual submission in 
Christian community.

• The unrestricted use of women’s gifts is integral to the work of the Holy 
Spirit and essential for the advancement of the gospel in the world. 

• Followers of Christ are to oppose injustice and patriarchal teachings and 
practices that marginalize and abuse females and males.

To learn more about CBE’s values, history, and ministry,  
visit cbe.today/info.

CBE Membership

CBE offers individual and organizational memberships. Membership is 
available to those who support CBE’s Statement of Faith. Members join a 
community of believers dedicated to biblical equality, and who together 
make CBE’s ministry possible. Member benefits include:

• Subscriptions to CBE’s quarterly publications, Mutuality magazine and 
Priscilla Papers journal, including digital access to back issues

• Exclusive discounts at CBE’s bookstore

• Discounted registration to attend CBE conferences

Visit cbe.today/members to renew your membership, become a member, 
or learn more about our membership program.

Non-Member Subscriptions
Non-member subscriptions to Mutuality and Priscilla Papers are available 
to libraries and inviduals.

Visit cbe.today/subscriptions to learn more.

Get Connected with CBE
Connect with CBE online to learn more about us, enjoy the resources we 
offer, and take part in our ministry.

Visit our website to find resources or to subscribe to Arise, our 

free, weekly e-newsletter (cbeinternational.org ).

Follow our blog, the Scroll (cbe.today/blog ).

Follow us on Twitter @CBEInt (twitter.com/cbeint).

Find us on Facebook (facebook.com/christiansforbiblicalequality).

P raise and Prayer

Praise
•  CBE recently received a grant to help fund the printing 

of books and journals for attendees of our upcoming 
conference in Johannesburg, South Africa.

•  Mutuality received two Higher Goals in Christian 
Journalism awards from the Evangelical Press Association 
(EPA) this spring. Read more on page 15.

•  In addition to our conference in Johannesburg, South 
Africa, we’re pleased to be joining our partners in Kenya 
for another conference soon after, hosted by the Ekklesia 
Foundation for Gender Education.

Prayer
•  Pray for the ongoing preparations for our upcoming 

conference and leadership training in Johannesburg, South 
Africa, hosted in partnership with CBE–South Africa and 
Gender Equality Matters in Africa.

•  Pray for the continuing work on our new marriage resource.  
We’re asking God to guide the writers, shape the content, 
and clear any obstacles that may arise.

•  Pray for wisdom and provision (and very few bugs!) as we 
continue to add features and functionality to our website 
to make it as user-friendly and accessible as possible.
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