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and on. In Greek, the term also indicates teaching and reasoning. 
Paul is careful to locate that learning in Christ Jesus, the one who 
enriched the Corinthians with the learning that they value so 
highly, who confirmed them in their “testimony” (v. 6), and who 
equips them with spiritual gifts (v. 7), preservation from blame (v. 
8), and faithful perseverance to carry them through to the second 
coming of Christ and the last judgment (v. 8).1 As a result, their 
entire faith should rest on God’s power, not on human wisdom 
(2:5). Paul then appeals to them in 1:10 that they apply these bless-
ings by training their minds and purposes to agree.

What is Paul concerned about? Reminding the Corinthians 
of the origin of their knowledge—that it is purely a gift from 
Christ—is his attempt to rescue them from being puffed up with 
a self-importance that allows godly wisdom to be perverted with 
worldly wisdom. That is a big problem for the Corinthians. So 
this is what Paul is centering in on: he is just about to lecture 
them on the difference between godly wisdom and worldly wis-
dom from verse 1:18 on. 

In his focus, Paul has the Corinthians’ weakness pegged ex-
actly. Very soon, he will be proved right in the most heartbreak-
ing manner. By the time of 2 Corinthians, his worst fears for their 
safety will be realized, as his opponents will exploit their unbri-
dled affinity for knowledge and use it to enslave the Corinthians 
into regarding them as great pundits, supplying them with mon-
ey, suffering their abusive ways (these “teachers” strike their stu-
dents, 2 Cor 11:20). Thus, they will domineer and oppress them. 
Paul can see all this coming in the Corinthians’ future because he 
knows the predatory nature of his opponents, the weakness for 

By the time he wrote the letter we call  
1 Corinthians, Paul was obviously becom-
ing exasperated with the saints at Corinth. 
After his ever cordial and didactic greet-
ings—reminding them that their calling 
and sanctification in the Lord is not unique 
to them, but it is a privilege that they share 
with other Christians everywhere (1 Cor 
1:2)—he starts right in on what he sees is 
wrong with them. But, before he does that, 

he shares some words of encouragement, nourishing his students 
with a kind of pedagogical sandwich, as every good teacher will, 
mentioning something positive, then the negative that needs cor-
rection, then ending with a positive, encouraging appeal, urging 
the students to do better in the future.

So Paul begins in verse 4 by expressing gratitude to God for 
the grace God has given them—and here he highlights the posi-
tive aspect of knowledge (the negative aspect he will correct as 
the letter proceeds). He thanks God for the “word”—that is, 
literally, the logos—and the knowledge with which God has en-
riched these believers (v. 5). Logos, of course, is the same word the 
Apostle John will use to describe Christ himself, God-Among-
Us, the person of the triune Godhead who enters our world to 
bring us true knowledge of God. In our day, in English, the term 
logos has been brought over from Greek as a cognate to repre-
sent all study or learning, so that we build it into the names of 
our academic disciplines, as theology (theos-logos, God-study), 
anthropology (human-study), sociology (society-study), and on 
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insider information in the Corinthians, their tenuous regard for 
community, and the way a pernicious abuser is drawn inevitably 
by bloodlust to exploit the weak. Such a fate is what he was trying 
to head off. 

So Paul builds another sandwich argument to begin his ap-
peal. In 1 Corinthians 1:10–17, he lectures the Corinthians on their 
need to build a true supportive, protective community that avoids 
factionalism and divisions. Immediately following, in 1:18—2:16, 
he contrasts worldly wisdom with godly wisdom, carefully detail-
ing the true learning about Christ, and then, in 3:1–23, he closes 
this section with a reemphasis on the need for true community, 
applied particularly to the Corinthians’ divisive context.

Surprisingly, some scholars have missed entirely Paul’s strat-
egy in this letter. When I was a seminary student, I heard the 
speculation that what Paul was actually doing is moaning and 
groaning to the Corinthians about his own failure at Athens, 
nursing his wounds, and working through a decision in this letter 
not to venture into the area of philosophical debate again, but de-
ciding to stay safely with what he knows best, which is proclaim-
ing nothing other than Jesus’ crucifixion (2:1–5 was the proof-text 
for this position)—in short, just sticking with the no-frills gospel. 
This interpretation, clever though it may at first appear, misses 
out entirely on what is happening in this letter. It also makes an 
assumption that Paul regarded himself as far less successful on 
the Acropolis’s Mars Hill than he was elsewhere. Both of these 
errors miss the logic of 1 Corinthians’ argument.

First, Paul in Athens may have faced rejection, but he also won 
converts, including two prominent thinkers, Dionysius the Ar-
eopagite and Damaris, among others (Acts 17:18–20, 34). Further, 
he was not run out of town, as he was in Antioch of Pisidia (Acts 
13:50), beaten with rods and jailed, as in Philippi (Acts 16:22–24), 
or stoned and left for dead, as in Lystra (Acts 14:19). In short, in 
Athens, Paul actually did well, according to his standards.

Second, in Corinth, Paul had a more immediate reason to 
center on Christ’s humiliation alone (Christ crucified [1 Cor 2:2]). 
From his opening statement on, the true source of their learn-
ing, gifts, and hope, right through his condemnation of the way 
the church had divided, his reminder of his own humble past 
behavior among them, his advice on the centrality and humility 
of love, his cautioning on the sensible use of spiritual gifts for the 
common good and the need to cooperate as a “body” for Christ, 
and so on, Paul the teacher is honing in on various aspects of 
their central weakness—and so prescient was his choice of target, 
given the impending threat of invasion by his opponents. That 
is why Paul immediately moves in on the Corinthians’ penchant 
for celebrity-mongering. Christ, Apollos, Cephas (Peter), even—
to his chagrin—Paul himself were being raised as figureheads by 
their schismatic factions. It did not seem safe for any prominent 
teacher to venture among them. Apollos himself refused flatly to 
return despite Paul’s pleading, perhaps having had enough of the 
Corinthians on his previous visit and wanting a bit of space be-
fore putting himself through that experience again (1 Cor 16:12). 
A lack of humiliation is like a deadly virus. It not only pollutes 
the people who have it, but threatens to infect and destroy all the 

teachers who try to help them. Being unduly lifted up is as bad 
for one’s spiritual health as being beaten down is bad for one’s 
mental and physical state.

But missing from Paul’s complaint list of those the Corin-
thians had elevated to figureheads was one group of leaders so 
skillful that they worked among the Corinthians and apparently 
managed never to be lionized: Prisca and Aquila.

So powerful was this couple in the very things that the Cor-
inthians valued so highly—learning and knowledge—they cor-
rected even Apollos, whom the Corinthians pedestaled. But 
these teachers were so effectively humble (having so thoroughly 
embraced the lesson of Christ crucified) that they avoided the 
Corinthians’ notice, and so their ministry among them appears 
to have progressed unhampered by being divided into an Aquila 
versus a Prisca faction.

In fact, when we see the six references to them together across 
the New Testament, Aquila is mentioned first in Acts 18:2 and  
1 Corinthians 16:19, while Prisca is mentioned first in Acts 18:18, 
26, Romans 16:3, and 2 Timothy 4:19, which means that they 
shared leadership mention. Obviously, this couple was thinking 
not with worldly wisdom, but with godly wisdom; thus, it is small 
wonder Paul trusted them far above many others, entrusting the 
care of several churches to them, working beside them in their 
leather goods shop, traveling with them on ministry jaunts. That 
he loved and respected them deeply comes out clearly when he 
mentions them (e.g., Rom 16:3–4).

What Prisca and Aquila knew is what Paul was warning the 
Corinthians they needed to take seriously to heart: that there is 
a logic abroad in this world that is doomed to perish (1 Cor 2:6), 
and it is opposed to the logic of God’s wisdom that leads to “our 
glory” (1 Cor 2:7). This is a perverted reasoning that Paul himself 
will “overthrow” because it is “raised up” against the knowledge 
of God (2 Cor 10:4–5). No believer should embrace it. 

Thus, like the Corinthians, the question we need to keep ask-
ing ourselves today is whether we are like Prisca and Aquila, 
humbly setting our course of action by God’s life-enhancing 
logic, or lording it over others with the world’s pernicious logic. 

When we puff ourselves up with knowledge, factionalize, and 
oppress others, suppressing their God-given gifts and leader-
ship potential, while we sit like vultures bloated on road kill atop 
church structures, swelling ourselves up with entitlement and 
clever arguments why we should be in charge and they should 
serve us, then we have prepared ourselves to perish with the wis-
dom of the world. We need to repent, for the true wisdom of God 
is nonoppressive, others-oriented, humble, and its end is to build 
up every member of the church to become mature in Christ.

In this light, this issue of Priscilla Papers is dedicated to apply-
ing the redeeming quality of others-oriented egalitarian logic to 
correcting the fallen logic of oppressing others that too often has 
permeated the church. We open our issue welcoming back to our 
pages David Cramer, who analyzes challenges to the evangelical 
egalitarian approach for nurturing and guiding the church. Next, 
Prof. Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen, a longtime wise woman who 
has greatly enriched the thought of contemporary evangelical-
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ism, points out to us the limits of depending unduly on secular 
studies to define gender for us. A newcomer to our pages, Sam 
Arts, then takes a perceptive look at the inadequacy of John Cal-
vin’s sources that limited this great thinker in his view of nature 
and the true potential of Christian women. Woodrow Walton 
follows with a perceptive book review of Lisa Stephenson’s Dis-
mantling the Dualisms. Our issue completes with Prof. Jane Beal’s 
intriguing poem on gender differences. Together, this issue’s es-
says, reviews, and creative work certainly enriched my thinking, 
and I trust they will do the same for you.

Ultimately, as the Corinthians in their best moments, each of 
us contemporary Christians also wants for ourselves and each 
other the gifts that Paul reminded the Corinthians they had re-
ceived from Christ Jesus: enrichment in learning and knowledge, 
of course, but also a strengthening of their witness, wisdom in 
how to use their spiritual gifts to build one another up and there-
by give God glory, and the prospect of being found blameless by 
God. Later in his letter, Paul will remind the Corinthians that, 
even if their knowledge expanded to the point that no mystery 
was closed to them and they could move mountains with their 

“For years 1 Timothy 2:11–14 has been at the center of an exegetical �restorm 
prompted by the ongoing debate over what the Bible says about women’s place in 
church and society. Providing new grist for an old mill, J. G. Brown poses a bold 
challenge to those who appeal to the ‘traditional’ argument that complementarianism 
is embedded in the creational order. This invocation of tradition, Brown provocatively 
argues, is misguided precisely because it is historically unfounded.”
NICHOL AS PERRIN
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mental power, yet were bereft of love for God and one another, 
they would have gained nothing lasting at all (1 Cor 13:2). In our 
hearts, if we stopped to think about it, none of us would actually 
want to receive a high position of puffed-up self-importance with 
the power to lord it over others if we realized we were exchanging 
for it the love of our God and the ultimate glory we will receive 
as good and faithful servants (1 Cor 2:7). Such a price would be 
lethally exorbitant. Thus, models like the ever-giving Paul and 
the selflessly humble, profound, and highly effective Prisca and 
Aquila are the ones we should be choosing when deciding how to 
conduct our lives and our service in the church. No other option 
makes godly sense.

Blessings,

Notes

1. All translations are by the author. Lexical definitions are from 
Barclay M. Newman, Jr., A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the New 
Testament (Stuttgart: German Bible Society, 1993). 
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Assessing Hierarchist Logic:  
Is Egalitarianism Really on a Slippery Slope?

David C. Cramer

DAVID C. CRAMER is a doctoral student in religion at Baylor Univer-
sity. He has published numerous essays on theol-
ogy and ethics and recently co-edited The Activist 
Impulse: Essays on the Intersection of Evangelicalism 
and Anabaptism (Pickwick, 2012). David lives with 
his wife, Andrea, and their children, Wesley and 
Liza, in Waco, Texas, where they are active mem-
bers of the Mennonite church, Hope Fellowship.

Introduction

Most evangelicals, regardless of our views on gender issues, rec-
ognize that within evangelicalism there will always be a diversity 
of views on any number of issues regarding faith and practice. 
Since for evangelicals there is no higher authority than Scripture, 
the inevitable result is that—for better or worse—there will al-
ways exist within evangelicalism competing interpretations of 
Scripture. Under the evangelical umbrella are Arminians and 
Calvinists, paedobaptists and Anabaptists, premillennialists and 
postmillennialists, egalitarians and male hierarchists. While 
most evangelicals realize that many of these positions may be ir-
reconcilable, we also recognize that those who come to a different 
view than ours may be just as honest, well-intentioned, and well-
informed interpreters of Scripture as we try to be.1 And while 
we do our best to share our views with others—even pointing 
out the weaknesses of competing views—we attempt to do so in 
an irenic fashion, knowing that one’s evangelical witness is not 
ultimately determined by the position one comes to on any one 
of these complex issues.2 

However, within the hierarchical camp, there exists a vocal 
and influential minority of strongly hierarchist scholars who ar-
gue that a commitment to egalitarianism does indeed undermine 
one’s evangelical commitment. But, since many of us either are 
or at least know strongly committed egalitarian evangelicals, this 
argument seems strange. It would be easy for evangelical egalitar-
ians simply to dismiss these hierarchists’ arguments as disingen-
uous or to respond in kind by excluding hierarchists from their 
vision of evangelicalism. However, I would caution against such 
a reaction for a number of reasons. First, Jesus explicitly com-
mands us to refuse recourse to such lex talionis or “eye for eye” 
reasoning in a command that is just as relevant in scholarship 
as it is in other social contexts. Second, such a response would 
probably generate more heat than light and make the divide 
over gender issues even greater. Third, as Christians, we should 
always respond to dissent with charity rather than skepticism. 
That means that, rather than questioning others’ motives, we 
should try to the best of our ability to understand the perspective 
of those with whom we disagree and lovingly respond to their 
concerns. When it comes to the hierarchists’ arguments, then, 
we must realize that they are motivated by very real concerns. 
They are not (necessarily) the result of a deep-seated hatred to-
ward everything egalitarian; rather, they are motivated by a deep 
concern for evangelicalism. So, whether or not we agree with the 
hierarchists’ arguments, we should nevertheless sympathize with 
the motivation behind them, namely, the desire to see our sisters 
and brothers living out the evangel, the gospel, faithfully in every 
sphere of life. Where we perceive the gospel being compromised 
by fellow evangelicals, we should be ready to offer a gentle re-
buke. On the other hand, when we perceive a misguided rebuke, 

we should also be prepared to offer a gentle response. Such a re-
sponse is what I intend to offer in the following.

Assessing the logic of Evangelical Feminism

Instead of surveying the proliferation of hierarchical literature, 
my goal is much more modest. I want to focus particularly on a 
more pointed rebuke of evangelical egalitarianism, namely, the 
book entitled Evangelical Feminism: A New Path to Liberalism?3 
As the title suggests, the author fears that egalitarianism under-
mines one’s evangelical commitments and thus could begin “re-
lentlessly leading Christians down the path to liberalism.”4 Since 
such fears seem characteristic of many evangelical hierarchists, 
we would do well to assess the arguments. And, since many of the 
particular exegetical and hermeneutical arguments of the book 
are regularly debated among hierarchical and egalitarian schol-
ars,5 I focus my assessment instead on the underlying logic of the 
argument presented in the book. I argue that the book contains 
a number of logical missteps and that, once these are corrected, 
the hierarchists’ concern proves to be chimerical. I conclude by 
arguing what many of us already know: despite our irreconcil-
able differences, there is room under the evangelical umbrella for 
egalitarians and male hierarchists alike.

The fallacy of hasty generalization or selective evidence

The fallacy of hasty generalization occurs when certain evidence 
that supports one’s conclusion is emphasized, and evidence that 
contradicts one’s conclusion is downplayed or ignored entirely. 
In short, a hasty generalization is drawn when a universal claim 
is based on only partial evidence. In its first section, Evangelical 
Feminism sets out to prove the correlation between egalitarian-
ism and liberalism. It makes much of the supposed historical 
connection between the two, claiming repeatedly that “egali-
tarian advocacy of women’s ordination goes hand in hand with 
theological liberalism.”6 It discusses at length a number of undis-
puted instances where liberal denominations support women’s 
ordination. Indeed, it argues, “There is no theologically liberal 
denomination or seminary in the United States today that op-
poses women’s ordination.”7 Such statements are relatively un-
controversial. But what are we to make of them? Does the fact 
that liberal denominations support women’s ordination entail 
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that there is a necessary or universal correlation between egali-
tarianism and liberalism? Clearly not, for it also mentions in a 
footnote some important counterevidence:

Chaves lists many other denominations, such as some Baptist 
and Pentecostal denominations, that were ordaining women 
much earlier and were not affected by theological liberalism. 
Many of these other groups placed a strong emphasis on lead-
ing and calling by the Holy Spirit (such as Pentecostal groups) 
or on the autonomy of the local congregation (such as many 
Baptist groups) and therefore they were not adopting women’s 
ordination because of theological liberalism. My point here is 
that when liberalism was the dominant theological viewpoint 
in a denomination, from 1956 onward it became inevitable 
that the denomination would endorse women’s ordination.8

And again at the conclusion of his historical discussion, the au-
thor concedes,

I am not arguing that all egalitarians are liberals. Some de-
nominations have approved women’s ordination for other 
reasons, such as a long historical tradition and a strong em-
phasis on gifting by the Holy Spirit as the primary require-
ment for ministry (as in the Assemblies of God), or because 
of the dominant influence of an egalitarian leader and a high 
priority on relating effectively to the culture (as in the Willow 
Creek Association).9

It is a bit perplexing why, with such ample evidence of evangeli-
cal egalitarianism, the book nevertheless concludes that there 
is such a strong correlation between egalitarianism and liberal-
ism. Perhaps it dismisses the counterevidence as insignificant. 
But this would surely be unfair to the many Pentecostals, Bap-
tists, Assemblies of God churches, and associations such as Wil-
low Creek, around the world, not to mention numerous other 
evangelical denominations and groups10—including not a small 
number of black churches—that “place a strong emphasis on gift-
ing by the Holy Spirit as the primary requirement for ministry.” 
Indeed, Christians for Biblical Equality (CBE), the group that 
receives the harshest criticism in the book, explicitly places “a 
strong emphasis on gifting by the Holy Spirit as the primary re-
quirement for ministry.” As CBE’s Statement of Faith reads, “We 
believe that men and women are to diligently develop and use 
their God-given gifts for the good of the home, church and soci-
ety.”11 If all such denominations and groups that serve as excep-
tions to the supposed correlation were included as evidence, the 
apparent correlation would diminish significantly, if not dissipate 
entirely. Indeed, given the global rise of denominations focusing 
on the leading and gifting of the Holy Spirit,12 the evidence of 
liberal churches in the United States from 1956 onward is almost 
negligible. Certainly, it does not constitute a wide enough sample 
to justify the claim that egalitarianism and liberalism “go hand 
in hand.” 

Rather, by ignoring the counterevidence of the many evan-
gelical egalitarian denominations and groups, the argument for a 
correlation is reduced at best to the tautology: 

(1) All egalitarian denominations that become liberal are  
liberal,

 and all egalitarian denominations that remain evangelical 
are evangelical, 

and at worst to an instance of the formal fallacy of affirming the 
consequent:

(2) If a denomination is liberal, then it is egalitarian; therefore, 
 if a denomination is egalitarian, it is (or will inevitably be-

come) liberal.

Neither (1) nor (2) is reason for concern for evangelical egali-
tarians or their evangelical hierarchical friends who are worried 
about them, since neither (1) nor (2) actually establishes a cor-
relation between egalitarianism and liberalism.

The fallacy of equating correlation with causation

If we grant, contrary to fact, the argument for the correlation 
between egalitarianism and liberalism discussed above, anoth-
er problem with the main argument still persists. For, in order 
to support the main thesis that evangelical egalitarianism leads 
down the path to liberalism, more than evidence for mere cor-
relation is required. What is required is evidence that evangeli-
cal egalitarianism causes liberalism. This at least seems to be the 
claim implicit in the book title’s wording that evangelical egali-
tarianism is a “path to liberalism.” 

The fallacy of equating correlation with causation is com-
mon and thus seductive. In the philosophy of mind, for example, 
many materialist philosophers argue that, because neuroscience 
has demonstrated a correlation between brain activity and mental 
activity, the former must be the cause of the latter. But a number 
of dualist philosophers (many of them Christian) have cried foul, 
pointing out that correlation and causation are two completely 
different things.13 There are a number of ways to make sense of 
such correlation. Perhaps brain activity is indeed the cause of 
mental activity,14 but perhaps mental activity is the cause of brain 
activity. Moreover, there is a competing materialist view which 
holds that brain activity is simply mental activity, and vice ver-
sa.15 So clearly arguing that two things “go hand in hand” is quite 
distinct from arguing that one is the cause of the other. Rather, 
there are at least four ways that two things could correlate:

(3) A could be the cause of B,
(4) B could be the cause of A,
(5) A could be the same thing as B, or
(6) A and B could both be caused by another variable C.

Options (3) through (5) were already illustrated by the example 
from the philosophy of mind, but (6) can be illustrated by a less 
pedantic topic. A study once demonstrated that in New York 
City the consumption of ice cream directly correlates to the city’s 
murder rate.16 When ice cream sales go up, so does the murder 
rate. When ice cream sales go down, the murder rate does too. 
But, even given these findings, one would be hard pressed to 
convince anyone that ice cream consumption is a new path to 
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homicide. Rather, there is a lurking variable—presumably, the 
temperature—that serves as an underlying factor for both. In 
hot summer months, people consume more ice cream, but more 
people are also out of the confines of their homes and on the city 
streets, where murders may take place. So, though there is no 
causal connection between eating ice cream and the tendency to 
murder, there is a strong correlation. 

While the title Evangelical Feminism: A New Path to Liberalism 
clearly suggests the possibility of a causal relationship between 
egalitarianism and liberalism, the arguments only suggest a cor-
relation. How is this correlation to be understood? Is it an in-
stance of (3), namely, that egalitarianism causes liberalism? This 
certainly seems to be the book’s thesis. So, for example, in the 
introduction, the author asserts that his argument is “of a ‘slip-
pery slope’ from evangelical feminism to liberalism. . . . Once an 
evangelical feminist position is adopted, the development only 
goes in one direction, again and again.”17 Despite the fact that 
he has conceded that there are many exceptions to this supposed 
trend (see above), many of his arguments actually point instead 
to instances of (4), that liberalism causes egalitarianism. So, for 
example, he discusses the Christian Reformed Church, which left 
an official inerrancy position in 1972 and approved the ordina-
tion of women in 1995.18 How evangelical egalitarianism is the 
path to liberalism in this instance, when inerrancy was rejected 
more than twenty years before women’s ordination, is perplexing. 
Indeed, the author notes that the trend he finds among such de-
nominations is first to abandon biblical inerrancy officially and 
then second to endorse the ordination of women officially. So, 
in his support for (3), the main thesis of his book, he only cites 
instances of (4). It may be an interesting historical fact that liber-
alism is one path to egalitarianism, but why this should concern 
evangelical egalitarians who have come through a different path 
(evangelicalism) is difficult to see. 

It seems unlikely that the author would argue for (5), that 
evangelical egalitarianism is identical to liberalism, since he re-
peatedly identifies evangelical egalitarians “who have not moved 
one inch toward liberalism in the rest of their doctrinal convic-
tions, and who still strongly believe and defend the inerrancy of 
the Bible.”19 Moreover, by his very definitions, evangelicalism 
and liberalism are mutually exclusive. Thus, if a form of egalitari-
anism is evangelical, then it must not be liberal. 

That leaves us with (6), that evangelical egalitarianism and 
liberalism share a common underlying variable that gives rise to 
each in different ways. And, perhaps they do. After all, liberals are 
not wrong about everything. Perhaps evangelical egalitarians and 
liberals share the same convictions about justice and the plight 
of the oppressed, a variable that has led them each in their own 
way to supporting egalitarianism. Or, perhaps liberals came to 
this view by affirming the inherent dignity of each member of 
the “human family,” while evangelicals came to this view from 
their reading of Scripture. In such a case, a correlation could exist 
without any causal relationship one way or the other. 

In his defense, the author does suggest a common underlying 
variable, namely, that both groups undermine the authority of 

Scripture. But if this is really true, then we are back to a case of 
(5), the identity view, since he defines liberalism as “a system of 
thinking that denies the complete truthfulness of the Bible as the 
Word of God and denies the unique and absolute authority of the 
Bible in our lives.”20 The author could have then spared us from 
his slippery-slope argument and simply argued that evangelical 
egalitarianism is simply the new liberalism. But this argument 
would be much harder to credit, especially when groups such as 
Christians for Biblical Equality include as the first point in their 
Statement of Faith: “We believe the Bible is the inspired Word of 
God, is reliable, and is the final authority for faith and practice.”21 
If evangelical egalitarians are simply liberals, then that is news to 
them, not to mention that it goes against the explicit statements 
of the author himself. So, neither (3), (5), nor (6) has been estab-
lished, though some support has been given for (4). It appears, 
then, that we have been given no reason to worry that evangelical 
egalitarianism is a cause of liberalism. Indeed, in some instanc-
es, it may be the other way around. But, if liberals are becoming 
evangelical egalitarians, this should be a cause for rejoicing, not 
for concern.

The slippery-slope fallacy

If we grant, contrary to fact, the book’s argument for the correla-
tion between egalitarianism and liberalism (see above), and, if we 
further grant, contrary to fact, its argument that this correlation 
is the result of evangelical egalitarianism causing liberalism (see 
immediately above), then yet another problem with the argu-
ment persists. For it is one thing to demonstrate that there is a 
contingent, historical causal relationship between two views, but 
it is quite another thing to show that such a causal relationship is 
a necessary or inevitable one that will occur in all future cases.22 
But the book’s thesis would be significantly weakened if evangeli-
cal egalitarianism is only a historical, contingent path to liberal-
ism. After all, many positions that are inherently good can be used 
as paths to bad positions. So, for example, as I understand it, the 
author is himself a committed Calvinist. But, as any historian can 
tell you, six of the eight Ivy League colleges and universities were 
founded by committed Calvinists.23 Nevertheless, I doubt that he 
would be happy with any of these schools’ theological positions 
today. Should we conclude, then, that Calvinism is an old path to 
liberalism? Each of these schools did, after all, slowly shift from 
Calvinism to liberalism. But, of course, noting this contingent, 
historical trend says nothing about the intrinsic worth of the Cal-
vinist system itself. There are too many variables that cause large 
institutions to shift theologically over time. Trying to isolate one 
particular variable as the cause for the shift is a quixotic task. And 
that, of course, is the problem with slippery-slope arguments in 
general. They attempt to show that one position is wrong or bad 
because it possibly leads to another position that is wrong or bad. 
But, unless the causation from the first to the second position is a 
logically necessary one, the wrongness or badness of the second 
position does not reflect on the value of the first. 

The author twice explicitly notes that he is offering a slippery-
slope argument,24 apparently not realizing that the slippery-slope 
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argument is ordinarily considered the slippery-slope fallacy in 
any introductory logic text.25 Here the author—and, indeed, all 
of us—would all do well to recall N. T. Wright’s insightful words 
on the gender debate:

Part of the problem, par ticularly in the United States, is that 
cultures become so polarized that if you tick one box many 
assume you must tick a dozen other boxes down the same side 
of the page—without realizing that the page itself is highly ar-
bitrary and culture-bound. We have to claim the freedom, in 
Christ and in our various cultures, to name issues one by one 
with wisdom and clarity, without assuming that a deci sion on 
one point commits us to a decision on others.26

So, despite the author’s impassioned contention that evangelical 
egalitarianism “inevitably leads” to a whole host of “liberal” posi-
tions—such as “the denial of anything uniquely masculine,” the 
rejection of biblical language about God, the church’s acceptance 
of homosexual practices, and the “denial of the authority of the 
Word of God”27—there is simply no logically necessary relation-
ship between these positions. His contingent, historical examples 
might provide at best an emotional or psychological connection 
between these positions, but that is a far cry from establishing a 
logical connection. 

Indeed, in his discussion of the “trajectory hermeneutic,” he 
notes that “the process of determining a ‘trajectory’ is so subjec-
tive that the same argument could be used in just the other way.”28 
The author might have done better to remember his own words 
when he began charting the trajectory in which evangelical egali-
tarianism is headed. His argument that egalitarianism leads to a 
“rejection of anything uniquely masculine” tells us more about 
his subjective view of masculinity than it does about the trajec-
tory of egalitarianism. Apparently, he believes that, if males and 
females are not ordered hierarchically, then they cannot be truly 
differentiated—in the same way that he believes that, if the per-
sons of the Trinity are not ordered hierarchically, they cannot be 
differentiated.29 This is a rather peculiar argument. I can differ-
entiate between any number of things that are not hierarchically 
ordered. I can tell the difference between oak trees and pine trees, 
owls and cardinals, white people and black people, Father and 
Son, and men and women, all without making a distinction of 
hierarchy between each pair. Only by presupposing a necessary 
hierarchical structure would one ever suggest that egalitarianism 
inevitably leads to undifferentiated androgyny. In the same way, 
there is no logical connection between affirming the full equality 
of men and women in the church and home and the rejection of 
biblical language about God, the church’s acceptance of homo-
sexual practices, or a rejection of biblical authority.30 These con-
nections are purely psychological ones in the mind of the author 
and likeminded hierarchists. They are supported (when at all) 
only by circumstantial historical evidence, which itself establish-
es neither a strong correlation, nor much less, that such a correla-
tion is causal. Once the psychological connections between these 
views are subjected to logical scrutiny, we find that the supposed 
connections are nothing but that—psychological. We must there-

fore conclude that, rather than offering a sound argument, the 
book is instead engaging in emotionally based rhetoric, however 
intuitive and persuasive it may initially appear to some. 

Conclusion

The author can, of course, argue against egalitarian interpreta-
tions of Scripture, which he does throughout the book. But, even 
if he were to establish cases of incorrect egalitarian interpreta-
tions of Scripture in certain instances,31 this would be a far cry 
from establishing that evangelical egalitarians undermine or 
deny the authority of Scripture and are thus on the inevitable 
path to liberalism.32 All it would show is that they have misread 
a particular passage of Scripture—perhaps because of their own 
biases. We all have biases, and, the sooner we admit it, the better 
interpreters we will be. Indeed, New Testament scholar Gordon 
Fee argues that the author’s own biases are read into a particu-
lar biblical passage. And while Fee somewhat polemically states 
that the author’s interpretation of that one particular passage is “a 
marvelous example of a prior hermeneutical agenda’s preceding 
the reading of texts—so much so that the plain reading of [the 
passage] is subjected to, and thus rejected because of, language 
that is not biblical at all,”33 this argument is not used as evidence 
that the author is on the path to liberalism (or fundamentalism, 
or any other kind of ism). Instead, it is a simple instance of iron 
sharpening iron—of one evangelical Bible scholar who is fully 
committed to biblical authority pointing out where another evan-
gelical Bible scholar who is fully committed to biblical authority 
has allowed presuppositions to cloud the reading of the text. Such 
critiques should be welcomed by both sides of the gender debate, 
while we all continue to affirm biblical authority and strive to 
understand Scripture better together. But, when in addition to 
biblical arguments, one side begins questioning the evangelical 
credentials of the other, then we may truly be on a slippery slope 
to some real problems in the church.34
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As unwitting children of the Enlightenment, we seem to have a 
Tower of Babel–like craving for absolute certainty. And so both 
sides in the debate recruit biologists and social scientists as latter- 
day natural theologians who are supposed to help close the 
theological gaps by telling us, from a “scientific” perspective, 
what gender complementarity “really is.” Thus, Recovering Bibli-
cal Manhood and Womanhood (RBMW)1 has chapters on biol-
ogy, psychology, and sociology, and Discovering Biblical Equality 
(DBE)2 has chapters written or cowritten by therapists, a soci-
ologist, and an academic psychologist.3 But as an academic psy-
chologist and gender studies scholar who did not contribute to 
either volume, I am now going to try to explain (not for the first 
time)4 why this is a misguided exercise. My basic points are these:

(1) Research in neither the biological nor the social sciences 
can resolve the nature-nurture debate regarding gendered psy-
chological traits or behaviors in humans, let alone pronounce on 
whether any of these should be retained or rejected in a fallen 
world—however good it remains creationally. We cannot move 
from “is” to “ought” on the basis of science alone.

(2) There are very few consistent sex differences in psycholog-
ical traits and behaviors. When these are found, they are always 
average—not absolute—differences, and, for the vast majority of 
them, the small, average—and often decreasing—difference be-
tween the sexes is greatly exceeded by the amount of variabil-
ity on that trait within members of each sex. Most of the “bell 
curves” for women and men (graphing the distribution of a given 
psychological trait or behavior) overlap almost completely. So it 
is naive at best, and deceptive at worst, to make essentialist (or 
even generalist) pronouncements about the psychology of either 
sex when there is much more variability within than between the 
sexes on most of the trait and behavior measures for which we 
have abundant data.

(3) To adapt one of Freud’s famous dictums, we cannot as-
sume that anatomy is destiny until we have controlled for oppor-
tunity. Thus, even when appeals are made to large cross-cultural 
studies that have found “consistent” behavioral and/or attitudinal 
sex differences, we cannot assume universality for those conclu-
sions until we have controlled for the existence of differing op-
portunities by gender across the various cultures.

Let me now address these three points in more detail, after 
which I will make some modest proposals about how the social 
sciences might more reasonably be expected to be helpful to both 
sides in the egalitarian-hierarchist debate.

The limitations of science

Research in neither the biological nor the social sciences can 
resolve the nature-nurture controversy regarding gendered psy-
chological traits and behavior in humans. The crucial terms here 
are the words “human” and “psychological traits and behaviors.” 
First of all, we should not be surprised that, given our creational 
overlap with all other living organisms (strikingly shown in the 
various genome projects that are underway) much can be learned 
about the structure, function, and healing of the human body 
from animal research models. But without doubt, the most sa-
lient biological feature of human beings is the plasticity of their 
brains. The legacy of a large cerebral cortex puts us on a much 
looser behavioral leash than other animals, with the result that, 
more than any other species, we are created for continuous learn-
ing—for passing on what we have produced culturally, not just 
what we have been programmed to do genetically. We are, as it 
were, hard-wired for behavioral flexibility.5 Indeed, how could 
we carry out the cultural mandate to “subdue the earth” (Gen 
1:28) as God’s accountable regents if this were not so? And, at the 
other end of the biblical drama, how could we bring the honor 
and glory of nations”—however suitably cleansed—before God 
(Rev 21:26) if all the people of all the nations had no more free-
dom within their common biological form than that which exists 
in even our closest primate neighbors? And, in between, what 
would be the point of reading and taking to heart Jesus’ parable 
of the talents (Matt 25:14–20)?

Ah, yes, some will say, but the biological and social sciences 
have shown us that men and women have clearly different talents 
and that these are rooted in biology. Really? Well, let us ask what 
we have to be able to do in order to conclude that biological sex 
clearly causes even a small, average behavioral or psychological 
difference between human males and females. First, we would 
have to be able to manipulate sex as an independent, experimen-
tal variable—that is, randomly assign people to be born with an 
XX or an XY chromosome apart from all the other specific, ge-
netic baggage they come with. Clearly, we cannot do this: babies 
come to us as genetic “package deals” who, we should remember, 
have also had non-random environments for nine months prior 
to birth. Well, then, perhaps we could take advantage of that mar-
velous natural experiment known as identical twins, each pair of 
whom have the same genes, have shared the same uterus, and 
have been shown to stay pretty similar on many behavioral and 
psychological measures even when raised in different environ-
ments. Surely that says something about the power of biology? 
Yes, it does—although not as much as one might think6— but it 
explains nothing about the origins of gender differences, because 
identical twins are always of the same sex.

Perhaps we could randomly assign members of a mixed-sex 
group of infants to be raised as boys or as girls after they are born, 
and see just how much they remain stubbornly “masculine” or 
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“feminine” despite being raised as members of the other sex. But, 
aside from the fact that this comes close to the sort of science 
that was done in Nazi Germany, but repudiated in our own soci-
ety, it would not begin to approximate a double-blind experiment 
of the sort we use, for example, to test the effectiveness of new 
medicines, because the cat would be out of the bag (so to speak) 
as soon as the babies’ caretakers began changing their diapers.7 
And, even if we could unambiguously ascertain that boys (for ex-
ample) are hard-wired to be aggressive or girls are hard-wired to 
gossip a lot, this would tell us nothing about the desirability of 
either state of affairs. In a fallen world, we cannot automatically 
assume that what seems “natural” is thereby desirable by the stan-
dards of God’s kingdom. This is a point repeatedly and cogently 
made by psychologist Cynthia Neal Kimble in chapter 27 of DBE.

So, it is impossible to disentangle biological sex from the other 
genetic and environmental forces in which it always remains em-
bedded and with which it constantly interacts. This means that 
the two essential conditions for inferring cause and effect—the 
manipulation of one factor (sex) and the control of other (biolog-
ical and environmental) factors—cannot be met. Consequently, 
“all data on sex differences, no matter what research method is 
used, are correlational data,”8 and as every introductory social 
science student learns, you cannot draw conclusions about cau-
sality from merely correlational data: “[I]n that sense, it is more 
accurate to speak of ‘sex-related’ differences than of sex [-caused] 
differences.”9 So, let us be very clear: when we read about a 
study—experimental or correlational—that describes obtained, 
average sex difference of such-and-such a magnitude, that is all 
it is: a description of the results of a study done in one particular 
place and time with a particular sample of persons, but unable 
(even experimentally) to disentangle nature from nurture. It is a 
description, not an explanation, about the origins of any obtained 
sex differences.10

Overlap of distributions

On almost all behavioral and psychological measures that have 
been studied, the distributions (“bell curves”) for women and 
men overlap almost completely. Ah, yes, some will say, but look 
how large and consistent those sex differences are—in aggression, 
nurturance, verbal skills, spatial abilities, and so on. Surely this 
strongly suggests (even if it cannot absolutely prove) that women 
and men have innately different talents—“beneficial differences” 
in the language of both CMBW and (some) CBE adherents. Ev-
erybody knows that men are from Mars and women are from Ve-
nus—at least on average. Really? Just how large and consistent are 
such differences after a century of measuring them in domains 
such as aggression, nurturance, verbal skills, and so on? In other 
words, just how much do (or do not) those “bell curves” overlap 
for women and men? Because there is so much bad science jour-
nalism floating around about these matters (written by people 
of every political and religious stripe), some more comments on 
social science methodology are in order.

I begin with what is known among social scientists as the “file 
drawer effect.” Since psychology journals began publishing more 

than a century ago, there has been a heavy bias against accepting 
studies on males and females that find no statistically significant 
sex differences. In this kind of research, it appears that no news is 
bad news for your career, because studies finding no effect for sex 
are likely to remain unpublished (thus ending up in the author’s 
file drawer). You can see what this means: even when we do a 
literature review of many sex-comparative studies (concerning 
any of the usual suspects: verbal or spatial skills, aggression, em-
pathy, activity levels, etc.) done over many years, our conclusions, 
at least by the reigning statistical criteria, will be selectively tilted 
toward finding more rather than fewer sex differences because of 
the publishing bias I have just described.11

My second and more important point has to do with the mis-
understanding that continues to surround the term statistically 
significant. Another basic methodological caveat is this: a research 
result that is statistically significant is not necessarily of practical 
significance. According to the most common tests of significance, 
if an obtained, average difference between two groups (e.g., wom-
en and men doing a math test, volunteer subjects taking an ex-
perimental drug versus those taking a placebo, etc.) could have 
occurred fewer than five times out of a hundred “by chance,” then 
it is deemed a significant difference. However, with large enough 
samples and a small enough variability among scores, even a tiny 
average difference between two groups—i.e., groups whose bell-
curve scores overlap almost completely—may be significant in 
this statistical sense, whereas (because of the file-drawer effect) 
a much larger average difference that “just misses” being statisti-
cally significant will not likely see publication, even though its 
potentially practical significance may be much greater.12

As a result of such criticisms, a statistical technique called meta- 
analysis was developed in the 1970s for use in all areas of psycho-
logical science, including research on gender.13 As its name im-
plies, this refers to a “super-analysis” that can combine the results 
of many (e.g., several dozen, sometimes more than a hundred) 
studies on sex differences in a given domain: aggression, verbal 
ability, or whatever. This technique differs from earlier ways of 
reviewing the literature, which simply gave equal weight to all 
studies examined, tallied how many did or did not show statisti-
cally significant sex differences, and came to an “eyeball” or intui-
tive judgment as to whether reliable sex differences existed in a 
given domain.14 Instead, meta-analysis converts the findings of 
a large sample of studies into a common metric known as the 
average effect size across those studies. This is done not just by 
“averaging all the average sex differences” across the studies, but 
also by taking into account the size of each sample and the vari-
ability of the scores found in each.15 Meta-analysis allows us to 
ask, across many studies of sex differences of a certain trait or be-
havior, just how large that difference (known as d) is, or how far 
apart the tops of the two bell curves are—the tops representing 
the place where the male and female mean scores are.16 In other 
words, across many such studies, just how much do the male and 
female bell curves (or distributions of scores) overlap?17

As you can see from Figure 1, even when an average effect size 
(or d) is 1.00 (as was found, for example, in a meta-analysis of 
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studies comparing self-reported empathy in men and women),18 
the range of scores within each sex is much greater than the aver-
age difference between the sexes. But in the many meta-analyses 
of gender differences that have been done since the 1970s, an ef-
fect size (d) even as large as 1.00 is almost unheard of. Most are 
in the range from 0.0 (no detectable difference) to .35 (a small 
difference)—and even the latter means that less than 5 percent of 
the variability of all the scores can be accounted for by the sex 
of the participants.19 This underlines my previous assertion: it 
is naive at best, and deceptive at worst, to make essentialist pro-
nouncements about either sex when the range of scores within 
each sex is, for almost all traits and behaviors measured, much 
greater than the difference between the sexes. (See Figure 2 for 
some representative meta-analytic results of studies of behavioral 
and psychological sex differences.) 

It gets worse. Meta-analysis is full of embarrassments for gen-
der essentialists, but also for “gender influentialists” who think 
that even small average sex differences are pregnant with inter-
personal, ecclesiastical, and policy implications.20 For example, 
as previously noted, the meta-analytic d for women’s versus men’s 
“empathy” scores based on self-report measures is around 1.00, 
in the direction of women being more empathetic than men. But, 
when based on unobtrusive measures (i.e., studies where people 
do not know they are being measured for empathy), the meta-

analytic d shrinks to about .05. One does not have 
to be a professional social scientist to know what 
that contrast suggests. Meta-analyses can also be 
divided according to the particular era in which the 
studies were done. For example, a meta-analysis of 
studies of gender differences in verbal fluency done 
prior to 1973 (when gender roles were more rigidly 
dichotomized) found an overall, small effect size 
(d) of .23, in the direction of women scoring higher 
than men. A similar meta-analysis of studies done 
after 1973 found an effect size of .11, less than half 
the size of the earlier one. One also does not have to 
be a professional social scientist to know that sud-
den genetic mutations in men and/or women since 
1973 are unlikely to have caused such a shift. Genes 
in humans just do not mutate and spread that fast.

Attempts to evade these findings

What do convinced gender essentialists (along 
with careless science journalists and trendy Mars-
Venus advice book writers) do with such findings? 
The most common strategy is simply to ignore or 
distort them: to pretend that small, shifting tenden-
cies are absolute gender dichotomies, or something 
close to it, or to assume that statistical significance 
is always the same as practical significance. All too 
many people yearn for simple black-and-white ex-
planations of complex relations, including those 
involving men and women. (As one of my stu-
dents memorably observed, “Tendencies don’t sell 

books.”) A less common strategy nowadays is to pathologize the 
findings: to claim that, however much those gendered bell curves 
do—or can—overlap, we have to pull them apart as far as possible 
in order to approximate God’s (or nature’s, or optimal society’s) 
“true” purposes for males and females. This was the approach 
taken by philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau in his eighteenth-
century educational treatise Emile. Rousseau was convinced that 
“rational, active man” and “emotional, passive woman” were per-
fect complements for each other. Thus, though he freely conceded 
that men’s and women’s natural traits were not rigidly dichoto-
mous, he insisted that, if they were not trained to become “oppo-
site sexes,” there was no way they would be attracted to each other 
and be able to pair-bond for life.21 Two centuries later, this kind 
of theory was embodied in sociological functionalism, whose ad-
herents maintained that a division of labor by sex—whether or 
not the corresponding tendencies were enshrined in the genes—
was “functional” for the preservation of societies, both past and 
present, and so should be tampered with only cautiously, if at all.22

It is not unheard of for theologians to have taken a similar 
stance. Abraham Kuyper did so in the early twentieth century, 
claiming (quite ahistorically and with no clear exegetical war-
rant) that, however much men’s and women’s capacities “natural-
ly” overlapped, God had ordained, once and for all, that women’s 
activities be limited almost completely to the domestic sphere 

Figure 1
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and men’s to the public arenas of the academy, the church, the 
marketplace, and the political forum.23 “The woman can lend 
herself to study [of medicine and law] as well as the man,” Kuyper 
conceded in 1914. But, he added, because women’s (not men’s) 
“position of honor” was by divine definition in the home, “who-
ever has man take his place at the cradle and woman at the lec-
tern makes life unnatural.”24 

So far, the doctrine of separate spheres is not an official affir-
mation of CBMW’s gender hierarchists, aside from its application 
to certain church offices. But to the extent that gender-hierarchist 
rhetoric overlaps with romantic Mars-Venus rhetoric, as it does 
on the shelves of many Christian bookstores, it is a force to be 
reckoned with in many evangelical churches.25 And, to the extent 
that the doctrine of separate spheres, combined with the doctrine 
of male headship, results in the social and economic disempower-
ment of women (as it has in both preindustrial and industrialized 
cultures), it does not comport well with biblical notions of jus-
tice.26 This points to a third strategy, one more frequently invoked 
in the recent past. Some gender essentialists have reluctantly rec-
ognized that neither the Bible nor the natural or social sciences 
can come definitively to their rescue. Consequently, they take 
refuge in biblically and empirically questionable Jungian gender 
archetypes and their precursors in Greek mythology and East-
ern religions.27 For example, the 1982 book Let Me Be a Woman 
warned female Christians readers that Eve, in taking the initiative 
to eat the fruit, was trying to be like the “ultimately masculine” 
God—as if God were somehow metaphysically gendered. The au-
thor also appealed to the ancient Chinese concept of yin and yang 
to buttress her “Christian” argument for gender essentialism and 
gender hierarchy.28 The author’s brother in a 1978 article frankly 
acknowledged that the Bible does not supply enough resources 
to justify talking about God or humans in terms of metaphysi-
cal, eternal gender archetypes. Undeterred by this, he invited his 
readers to consider the abundance of sexual imagery in pagan 
myths and came to the conclusion that “a Christian would tend 
to attach some weight to this.”29 Really? Why?

Joan Burgess Winfrey is thus right to express concern that 
‘‘the church may once again opt for Venus-Mars gender rubbish 
in the interest of cementing roles and putting up divider walls.”30 
Even if Mars-Venus rhetoric is used only to cement different gen-
der styles rather than roles,31 it receives virtually no support from 
the meta-analytic literature which, as we have seen, shows almost 
complete overlap in the gendered distribution of traits, such as 
nurturance, empathy, verbal skills, spatial skills, and aggressive-
ness. The romanticizing and/or rank-ordering of gender arche-
types is biblically questionable whether it is done by gender-role 
traditionalists, by cultural feminists who reverse the hierarchy by 
valorizing the stereotypically feminine, or by evangelical writers 
who baptize the trendy Mars-Venus rhetoric with a thin, Chris-
tian-sounding veneer. More in keeping with both the biblical 
creation accounts of humankind and the overall findings of the 
social sciences is the bumper sticker that reads, “Men are from 
Earth, Women are from Earth: Get used to it!” 

Perhaps the most cautious way of responding to the meta-an-
alytic literature on gender comes from behavioral biologists, who, 
arguing largely from animal research, suggest that both sexes are 
capable of the full range of human behaviors, but that the thresholds 
for various behaviors may vary by gender.32 This would mean, for 
example, that men and women are both capable of (even violent) 
aggression, but men would tend to yield to such impulses more 
readily than women. This might help explain why meta-analyzed 
gender differences tend to be smaller for laboratory studies than 
for ones done out in the real world. Laboratory settings are delib-
erately shielded from a host of real-world influences and so may 
allow for “possible” behaviors to trump more or less “probable” 
ones in both sexes. But, in the end, this distinction about thresh-

Figure 2: Some effect sizes (“average ds”) from various  
meta-analyses of studies of sex differences

Trait or behavioral measure Effect size 
(average d)

Which 
sex scores 

higher?

Height (US and UK) 2.00 M

Throwing velocity 2.18 M

Empathy

a) Self-reported 1.00 F

b) Behaviorally observed .05 F

Helping behavior .34 M

Spatial rotation

a) Children .38 M

b) Adults .54 M

Interpersonal distance .54 F

Desires many sex partners .87 M

Math computation

a) Children .22 F

b) Adults .00 Neither

Math problem solving .32 M

Reading skills

a) 5–6 years of age .31 F

b) 11–19 years of age .02 F

Verbal analogies .16 M

Verbal fluency

a) Studies prior to 1973 .23 F

b) Studies after 1973 .11 F

Aggression

a) Children .58 M

b) Adults .27 M

Rough-and-tumble play .45 M

Moral reasoning

a) “Care” orientation .28 F

b) “Justice” orientation .19 M

Effect size criteria: .20 or less = negligible; .21–.35 = small;  

.36–.65 = medium; .66 and above = large
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olds does not help gender essentialists much, because, even in the 
animal research on which it is based, the thresholds themselves are 
variable within male and female subject groups, and the resulting 
distributions overlap, just as they do for actual behaviors. More-
over, as I noted previously, it is always risky to generalize from 
animal to human behavior because human brains are structured 
for much more behavioral flexibility than those of even their clos-
est primate neighbors.

We cannot assume that anatomy is destiny until we 
have controlled for opportunity

In a final attempt to rescue gender essentialism, some scholars 
claim that, if a certain gender difference holds up cross-culturally 
—that is, across many different learning environments—we can 
more safely conclude that it is “natural” and “fixed.” But this con-
clusion is also too simple. For example, in chapter 27 of DBE, 
the author cites (and seems to accept as accurate) cross-cultural 
studies showing that men “are more oriented toward promiscu-
ity and finding a younger and attractive female partner,” while 
women are “more concerned with finding older men who have 
attained financial resources and social status.”33 Although she 
does not reference any of the relevant research, the most-quoted 
study of this sort is a thirty-seven-nation survey of mate-selection  
standards by Texas psychologist David Buss. Buss suggested his 
findings meant that men everywhere are genetically predisposed 
for reproductive reasons to look for youth and beauty in a pro-
spective mate, while women are more predisposed to look for 
ambition and wealth in the men they seek to marry.34 But his 
study made no attempt to control for the differing opportunities 
that face women and men in many cultures. That powerful, older 
men marry gorgeous younger women more than the opposite 
scenario is certainly the case. But, as New York Times science 
journalist Natalie Angier wryly observed, “If some women con-
tinue to worry that they need a man’s money because the playing 
field remains about as level as Mars—or Venus if you prefer—
then we can’t conclude anything about innate preferences.”35

More recently, social psychologists Alice Eagly and Wendy 
Wood did control for changing opportunities by sex.36 They took 
the thirty-seven countries of Buss’s study and rank-ordered them 
according to two indices of gender equality devised by the United 
Nations Development Program. One is the Gender-Related De-
velopment Index (GDI), which rates each nation on the degree 
to which its female citizens do not equal their male counterparts 
in lifespan, education, and basic income (which is still the case, 
though to varying degrees, in all nations). The other is the Gen-
der Empowerment Measure (GEM), which rates nations on the 
degree to which women, in comparison to men, have entered the 
public arena as local and national politicians, and as technicians, 
professionals, and managers.37 Using these two measures, they 
found that, as gender equality in Buss’s thirty-seven-nation list 
increased, the tendency for either sex to choose mates according 
to Buss’s so-called evolutionary sex-selection criteria decreased. 
Eagly and Wood concluded from this that sex differences in mate-
selection criteria are less the result of evolved biological strategies 

than of the historically constructed sexual division of labor, which 
makes women dependent on men’s material wealth and men de-
pendent on women’s domestic skills. As this wall of separation 
breaks down—a process nicely traced by the two UN measures—
both sexes revert to more generically human (and might we add, 
biblical?) criteria to judge potential mates, such as kindness, de-
pendability, and a pleasant personality.38

Making relationships the unit of analysis: how the 
social sciences can help

So far, I have tried to show that the odds are not good for using 
social science research to define the content of gender comple-
mentarity— if by that we mean showing how men and women 
essentially, or even generally, differ for all times and places. Nor 
should that surprise us. A responsible reading of Scripture indi-
cates that God has built a lot of flexibility into what we call gen-
der, which is why I always prefer to talk about gender relations 
rather than using the more static term gender roles. As Richard 
Hess noted in his treatment of Genesis 1 (chapter 3 of DBE), sex 
is something we share with other, lower creatures, but gender is 
a part of the cultural mandate.39 If we compare Genesis 1:20–22 
with Genesis 1:26–28, we see that God first speaks to both animals 
and humans in exactly the same terms: “Be fruitful and increase 
in number and fill [the seas, the earth].” What differs is that the 
primal human pair is given an additional mandate: to subdue the 
earth. Reformed theologians have taken this to mean that hu-
man beings, whether or not they acknowledge the divine source 
of this mandate, are called to unfold the potential in creation in 
ways that flexibly express the image of God, yet stay within the 
limits of God’s creation norms. What Christians have too often 
done instead, under the influence of pagan and Greek thought 
and the doctrine of separate spheres, is to assign men to subdue 
the earth while telling women to be fruitful and multiply.

This seems to me to get it quite backward. While the cultural 
mandate does not require a blanket endorsement of androgyny 
(another example of rigid, ahistoric thinking), it does suggest that 
any construction of gender relations requiring an exaggerated, 
permanent separation of activities and/or virtues by sex is eventu-
ally going to run into trouble (as it has within the last half century), 
because such exaggeration is creationally distorted and thus po-
tentially unjust toward both sexes. Sexual dimorphism is indeed 
part of our creational framework, but gender is something to be 
responsibly structured and renegotiated throughout the successive 
acts of the biblical drama—not a mystical, rigid, archetypal given.

Thus, we need to think of gender as much in terms of a verb 
as a noun: “doing gender” is a responsible cultural activity whose 
mixed outcomes need to be critically examined in the context of 
the continuing biblical drama in which we are all actors. For peo-
ple with a low tolerance for ambiguity, this can be very upsetting. 
Many of us would rather be like the “wicked and lazy servant” 
in the parable of the talents (Matt 25:14–30), keeping our assets 
buried in the cold ground of gender stereotypes and a fall-based 
gender hierarchy, instead of flexibly multiplying them in the ser-
vice of God and neighbor.
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In chapter 26 of DBE, Jack and Judith Balswick, a sociologist 
and marriage and family therapist, have perceptively developed 
a relational approach to gender in the service of just and flour-
ishing marriages. In such marriages, “The locus of authority is 
placed in the relationship, not in one 
spouse or the other,” and both indepen-
dence and interdependence are crucial:

Behind the “two are better than 
one” Scripture is the idea that two 
independent persons have unique 
strengths to offer each other and 
the relationship. Without two separate identities, interdepen-
dence is not possible. Some hold to the notion that depen-
dency or fusion is the ideal . . . [but] two overly dependent 
persons, hanging on to each other for dear life, have no solid 
ground on which to stand when things get difficult or an un-
expected stress hits.40

At the other, hierarchical extreme, they note, “The dilemma of 
unequal partnership is that husbands carry the burden of hav-
ing to know everything and always be right, while wives pretend 
not to know or suppress what they know is right.”41 In contrast 
to both these distortions, the Balswicks’ four marital relationship 
principles—covenant, grace, mutual empowerment, and intima-
cy—focus less on prescribed roles (which are seen to be flexible 
and negotiable throughout the family life cycle) and more on pro-
cesses needed for the ongoing flourishing of couples and families. 
These include that “partners hold equal status; accommodation in 
the relationship is mutual; attention to the other in the relation-
ship is mutual; and there is mutual well-being of the partners.”42

Does it matter for these processes that the “partners” are male 
and female, or does this relations-without-roles model lead to 
“soft androgyny” and thence to the endorsement of non-hetero-
sexual unions? Clearly not for the Balswicks, since they have in-
cluded a thoughtful section in their chapter on the demonstrated 
benefits, for both sons and daughters, of coparenting by fathers 
and mothers. However, even these gendered and generational 
dynamics are not as simple as was once thought. Freudian and 
functionalist theorists believed that boys, for example, needed 
to have lots of interaction with their fathers in order to learn 
“correct” masculine attitudes, behaviors, and roles. But there is 
a wealth of research, both in industrialized and pre-industrial 
cultures, showing that the more fathers are nurturantly involved 
with their sons, the more secure those sons are in their gender 
identity, which is simply the sense of being happy and adequate 
as a male. At the same time, nurturantly fathered sons are less 
likely to engage in stereotypical “hypermasculine” behavior, such 
as antisocial aggression, the sexual exploitation of girls, or mi-
sogynist attitudes and actions.43

Similar benefits accrue to nurturantly fathered girls, who are 
more likely to show independent achievement and less likely 
to engage in premature sexual and reproductive activity. Why 
is this so? In cultures and subcultures where fathers are absent 
or uninvolved, boys tend to define themselves in opposition to 

their mothers and other female caretakers and to engage in mi-
sogynist, hypermasculine behaviors as a way to shore up a fragile 
gender identity.44 And girls who are not sufficiently affirmed as 
persons by available and nurturing fathers are at risk of becom-

ing developmentally “stuck” in a mind-
set that sees sexuality and reproductive 
potential as the only criteria of femi-
nine success.45 The bottom line appears 
to be this: children of both sexes need 
to grow up with stable, nurturant, and 
appropriately authoritative role models 
of both sexes to help develop a secure 

gender identity. But strong coparenting also allows growing chil-
dren to relate to each other primarily as human beings, rather 
than as reduced, gender-role caricatures. Paradoxical as it may 
seem, those who are most concerned to display rigidly stereo-
typical masculinity and femininity are apt to have the least secure 
gender identities.

Clearly, this does not require that children’s role models al-
ways and only be their biological parents.46 But it strongly sug-
gests there are limits to the diversity of family forms we should 
encourage around a core norm of heterosexual, role-flexible co-
parenting, as described by the Balswicks in their DBE chapter. As 
Genesis 1 reminds us, sex is indeed something we share with the 
lower animals, and, as such, it is irrelevant to the image of God 
in humans. At the same time, lifelong cooperation between the 
sexes is part and parcel—indeed, the climax—of the Genesis 2 
creation account in a way that is not required of other animals: 
“For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be 
united to his wife, and they will become one flesh” (Gen 2:24). 
Sociologist David Fraser notes that this verse holds in tension 
three essential aspects of marriage: public wedlock (“leaving”), 
sexual union (“one flesh”), and lifelong covenant (“cleaving”). 
Yet, he significantly notes, “In this passage the couple is com-
plete without children.”47 Thus, heterosexual pair-bonding is not 
simply a convenient way to have children, although children are 
indeed part of God’s promised blessing in creation. It is based on 
the deeper creational truth that women and men are both created 
in the image of God, derive equal dignity and respect from that 
image, and are called to be God’s earthly regents—not separately, 
nor hierarchically, nor in competition with each other, but co-
operatively. This does not mean that all men and women must 
marry; the New Testament is very clear on the value of single-
ness. But it does suggest that attempts to form single-sex commu-
nities (or to impose a rigid doctrine of separate spheres within 
families and/or churches) as a way of avoiding the challenges of 
heterosexual cooperation and gender justice are something less 
than creationally normative and will eventually be shown to be 
so by their results.
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Calvin, Nature, and Women
Sam Arts

Introduction

When we say, “We are persuaded from Scripture that masculin-
ity and femininity are rooted in who we are by nature,”1 what do 
we mean by “nature”? How do we relate our view of nature to 
our understanding of the role of women? In this article, I will 
examine how John Calvin, to whom contemporary Reformed 
churches owe so much for their confessions and practices, used 
the argument from nature to understand the role of women as 
different from that of men. 

When Calvin uses the term “nature,” at first glance, it appears 
that he is referring to the creation account, the state before the 
fall. For example, in his commentary on 1 Timothy 2:12, where 
Paul addresses the issue of women teaching and subsequently the 
account of Eve, Calvin explains woman is not entitled to teach, 
because “woman . . . by nature (that is, by the ordinary law of 
God) is formed to obey.”2 Calvin appears to suggest that woman 
is subject to man by nature because the subjection was ordained 
in the creation story.3 Nonetheless, for Calvin, many other things 
also are regulated by nature.4 For instance, the need for a dis-
tinction of ranks in society is based on natural reason: “[T]he 
political distinction of ranks is not to be repudiated, for natural 
reason itself dictates this in order to take away confusion.”5 Breast 
feeding, for Calvin, is divinely constituted by nature: “[H]e [God] 
constitutes nurses; and they who deem it a hardship to nourish 
their own offspring, break . . . the sacred bond of nature.”6 Nature 
teaches respect for parents: “the honor of parents, . . . [t]he honor 
due to the old . . . is dictated by nature itself.”7 Calvin regards 
these things as ordered by nature, yet they are not parts of the 
creation story. This suggests that, in Calvin’s mind, certain things 
are already determined by nature whether or not they are in the 
pre-fall creation story. How, then, does Calvin decide certain 
things are ordered by nature? Why does Calvin use the concept 
of nature in his theology? What impact does this argument of 
nature have upon his understanding of the role of women? 

The term nature can mean many things.8 In this article, how-
ever, I use it to mean either God-assigned purpose, current struc-
ture and tendency, or the natural world, and discuss the term pri-
marily in light of the first two. My thesis is that, in his application 
of natural law, Calvin’s view of women was shaped by his view of 
nature, which reflected cultural views in his time about women. 
I will discuss this by examining Calvin’s view of nature, his use of 
natural law, and his views of women.

Nature

The idea that one “should live in accordance with nature” was 
“one of the most ancient and pervasive moral ideas,” although the 
concept of nature has changed over time.9 Greek philosophers 

had different concepts of nature. For example, the earlier Greek 
philosophers thought that nature was a blind and nondirective 
force that operated by chance. But, for Plato, nature, as an intelli-
gent product of God, was something human reason could under-
stand. For Aristotle, nature was a cause of order, which humans 
could not explain. The Christian approach to nature was to see it 
as God’s creation.10

Calvin often uses the concept of nature in his works. He appeals 
to nature or something related to nature in his expressions such 
as “‘order of nature’ (ordo naturae—ordre de nature); the ‘sense 
of nature’ (sensus naturae); the ‘voice of nature itself ’ (vox ipsius 
naturae), ‘nature itself dictates’ (ipsa natura dictat); and simply ‘by 
nature’ (naturaliter), or variant forms such as ‘the law engraven 
(or implanted) on all by nature’ (legem naturaliter omnibus insi-
tam).”11 Calvin has a high regard for nature: “This, indeed, was 
the genuine order that the fabric of the world should be the school 
in which we might learn piety, and thence be conducted to eter-
nal life and perfect felicity.”12 In his commentary on 1 Corinthians 
11:14, he writes, “Paul again sets nature before them as the teacher 
of what is proper.”13 Nature teaches certain order and governance: 

We began to handle this point, why S. Paul does in this place 
namely forbid women to meddle with the office of teaching: 
and it is this, because the Church of God must have a certain 
order and governance. . . . For it were a great shame for us not 
to have that honesty at the least which nature teaches the very 
heathen. And if it be so, . . . have yet notwithstanding some 
kind of governance amongst them, how much more ought it 
to be observed amongst us?14 

For Calvin, nature teaches many other things regarding the roles 
of women: “Now, the human race could not exist without the 
woman; as nature itself taught Plato . . . to speak.”15 For him, pub-
lic office should not be the concern of women: “Natural propriety 
has been maintained, women have in all ages been excluded from 
the public management of affairs.”16 He saw it as unnatural for 
women to govern men: “Now it is certain that women were never 
received to any public office. And who has let it, or been the stay 
of it, but that God only has imprinted such a knowledge in na-
ture, that although we be not otherwise taught, yet we know that 
it were an unseemly thing to have women govern men?”17 Calvin 
frequently appeals to nature regarding the role of women.

Calvin refers to nature both before and after the fall. The for-
mer refers to “created perfection and humanity as an expression 
of the image of God,” and the latter refers to “fallen nature and all 
that is opposed to God and the law of . . . creation.”18 The distinc-
tion is expressed in his commentary on Ephesians 2:3: “For we 
are not born such as Adam was at first created. . . .”19 For Calvin, 
humanity after the fall is limited in comprehension:

We acknowledge man by nature to be blind, darkened in un-
derstanding and full of corruption and perversity of heart so 
that of himself he has no power to be able to comprehend the 
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true knowledge of God as is proper, nor to apply himself to 
good works. But on the contrary, if he is left by God to what 
he is by nature, he is only able to live in ignorance and to be 
abandoned to all iniquity.20

Calvin regarded nature as an arena that reflected God’s glory. The 
cosmos reflects God’s wisdom, power, goodness, and providence, 
and all the beauties of creation are a divine revelation of the na-
ture of God.21 In his commentaries 
and sermons on Job, Isaiah, and the 
Psalms, Calvin writes that natural 
beauty is a means of glimpsing God’s 
glory reflected in the world.22 For ex-
ample, in his commentary on Psalm 
104, he says, “That we may enjoy the 
sight of him, . . . that is to say, we 
must cast our eyes upon the very beautiful fabric of the world 
in which he wishes to be seen by us.”23 Pre-fall nature was an 
ordered world ordained by God: “the regularities within nature 
are not to be thought of as being intrinsic to it, but reflect the 
ordering imposed upon it by God in creation.” The rain does not 
fall by some blind instinct of nature; “rather, such regularities re-
flect the ordering of the world in creation, and subsequent gener-
al influence of God through providence.”24 

However, because of human sin, the cosmos became “sub-
jected to corruption. Everything in the whole cosmos suffers 
violence against the purpose of nature and in opposition to it.”25 
After the fall, nature was not nature as God had intended it to 
be. Furthermore, not only cosmos, but also human nature was 
marred by sin. In Alister McGrath’s words, nature was ontologic-
ally (that is, in terms of the structuring of the world) affected: 
“Disorder is not merely something that the human mind per-
ceives within creation; it is something that exists prior to the hu-
man recognition of it.” Nature was also affected noetically, that is, 
“in terms of the capacities of the human mind in reflecting upon 
the ordering of the world.”26 

Therefore, the knowledge of God cannot be fully realized by 
fallen human nature.27 Calvin maintains, “While experience tes-
tifies that the seeds of religion are sown by God in every heart, 
we scarcely find one man in a hundred who cherishes what he has 
received, and not one in whom they grow to maturity, much less 
bear fruit in due season.”28 Therefore, although the creation pro-
claims the Creator’s glory, it does not lead people to the know-
ledge of him. The worlds are patterns (simulachra) of things invis-
ible that are understood only by faith: “the invisible Divinity was 
represented by such visible objects, yet that we have no eyes to 
discern him, unless they be illuminated through faith by an inter-
nal revelation of God.”29 Calvin believes that the world is a mirror 
of God’s glory, which reveals enough of God’s will to stimulate 
human beings to praise and glorify God. Calvin, however, does 
not believe human beings can attain a reliable, full knowledge 
of the will of God. Humans are nearly blind because of sin, and 
therefore fallen human reason prevents humans from perceiving 
the work of God in nature. Therefore, what we perceive “nature” 
reveals about women is not reliable, as nature is fallen. Specif-
ically, the curse has revealed the imbalance in human relations 

as caused by the fall (Gen 3:16). Only by faith can such human 
blindness be corrected and human reason enabled to reclaim cre-
ation as a reliable source for the knowledge of God.30 After the 
fall, the cosmos awaits its redemption and resurrection in hope:31 
“No part of the universe is untouched by the longing with which 
everything in this world aspires to the hope of resurrection.”32 

Although creation was in disorder after the fall, Calvin be-
lieves that humans still have two 
conceivable ways of arriving at the 
knowledge of God: universe and 
conscience.33 Although nature was 
corrupted as the result of pervasive 
sin, the providential purposes of 
God were not changed. So there is 
the continuation of nature in which 

the sun continues to shine, the seasons still change, and appoint-
ed times remain for planting and for harvest. God’s wisdom, 
glory, and providence are still reflected by the order in nature.34 
Such natural knowledge, then, encourages humans to establish 
true worship of God and leads them to the hope of eternal life. 
Calvin urges humans to allow the knowledge to direct them to 
the God of nature.35 He continues, “Whenever any of us consid-
ers his own nature, let him remember that there is one God who 
governs all natures in such a way that he wishes us to look back 
to him and would have our faith directed to himself and would 
be worshiped and invoked by us”36 

The conscience, according to Calvin, is the awareness of divine 
judgment and the sense of divinity that makes humans aware that 
there is a Maker who must be worshiped, honored, and obeyed:37

God, then, has let men run wild, and they are completely 
plunged into perdition; yet there has remained some seed in 
their hearts, and they have been convicted, so that they cannot 
say, “we do not know what God is, we have no religion what-
ever”; since no one can be exempt from it; for it has remained 
engraven on the conscience that the world was not formed by 
itself; that here was some heavenly majesty to which we must 
be subject.38 

For Calvin, all humanity knows God, because he has set the 
knowledge of himself within their consciousness and keeps it 
permanently alive.39 “Hence the godless themselves illustrate 
the fact that the knowledge of God is always living in the hu-
man heart.”40 Faith is necessary for humans, and redemption is 
required for creation. 

Natural law

According to Craig Boyd, contemporary natural-law41 moral-
ity maintains, “There are some basic truths about human nature 
which require the prohibitions of some values and the practice of 
others.”42 Historically, natural law was originated in Greek phi-
losophy. Upon its completion by the Stoics, the concept of natu-
ral law was passed on to the Christian church through Roman 
jurists. The church in Rome (AD 534) regarded natural law as an 
important principle of the church law, the Corpus Iuris Civilis.43 
Stoics believed that “living according to natural law and the su-
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pernatural will of God means to live in accordance with nature.” 
So they considered “nature or natural law to be ‘the best guide 
(optimam ducem)’” for lawful rule because they related this “not 
only to legal duty but also to divine piety.”44 Thomas Aquinas 
held that within us was the natural law of morality, which could 
be obscured in particular cases, but never universally. With re-
spect to common principles, the natural law is the universal law. 
Aquinas believed that natural law never can be abolished from 
the human heart, but can be obscured in particular cases because 
of concupiscence or some other passion.45

For Calvin, nature and natural law had a close conjunction: 
“Before the fall and rebellion of humanity, . . . the law existed 
as the ‘constitution’ of the universe. Nature was not opposed to 
God,” and so “the law of nature was merely one way of express-
ing God’s orderly will for both his creatures and his creation.”46 
Calvin, therefore, frequently referred not only to nature, but also 
to natural law, using expressions such as “the law of nature,” “voice 
of nature,” and “rule of equity.”47 Harro Höpfl contends that Calvin 
gave neither serious examination to the idea of natural law nor a 
clear explanation of it. He simply referred to the “heart,” “intellect,” 
“conscience,” “natural sense,” or “reason.”48 Höpfl also points out 
that Calvin’s use of natural law was not occasional or peripheral, 
but appears in most of the places where moral issues such as incest, 
murder, adultery, slavery, and the rule of one man were treated.49 

Calvin’s use of natural law

Scholars have disagreed on Calvin’s use of natural law. Some be-
lieve that Calvin’s understanding of natural law departed from 
that of his predecessors. I. John Hesselink argues that Calvin’s 
understanding of nature was different from that of the Stoic- 
classical tradition: Calvin understood the law as ordered by the 
living will of God the Creator. The law was the divine justice de-
termined by the conception of God’s order of creation. On the 
other hand, the Stoics, Cicero, and the classical tradition posited 
independent, abstract concepts of eternal law and order.50 There-
fore, although Calvin and Cicero often speak of natural law in 
the same way, their concepts of natural law are different.51 Irena 
Backus argues that Calvin’s definition of natural law was also 
very different from the definitions of Thomas Aquinas and other 
medieval thinkers. For example, Thomas defined natural law as 
“participation of the law of God in every rational creature or the 
rational guidance of all creatures.” Because of natural law, all 
creatures were able to “derive an inclination to those actions and 
ends that are proper to their natures.” Natural law for Thomas 
also included natural instincts. Thomas metaphysically defined 
natural law, and thus allowed human reason a certain amount of 
autonomy in the moral realm. However, Calvin’s ideal of natural 
law did not carry this metaphysical idea.52 

Wilhelm Niesel believes that Calvin’s natural law has to do 
with the Decalogue: “Those things which we have to learn from 
the two tables of the law reflect to some extent and enable us to 
understand that inner law which is written and as it were im-
pressed upon the hearts of all.”53 For Calvin, humans have not 
merely a dark surmise of the will of God, but, by the law of na-
ture, are sufficiently instructed how to live rightly.54 Further-

more, instruction is carried out by the voice of conscience. A seed 
of religious awareness is implanted in the human heart so that we 
may recognize and honor our Lord, and conscience is given that 
we may sufficiently distinguish between right and wrong.55 The 
insights of conscience are the language in which the law of nature 
is couched.56 For Calvin, “The end of natural law, therefore, is 
that man may be rendered inexcusable.”57

Guenther Haas also understands that Calvin’s use of natural 
law is not metaphysical, but biblical. Appealing to Romans 2:14–
15, Calvin believed humans have moral law imprinted upon their 
hearts. God has sustained the conscience as the faculty that judg-
es between good and evil, though this knowledge is always im-
perfect. For Calvin, this knowledge was only on the second table 
of the Decalogue, the final six commandments. Humans could 
not comprehend the first table, “regarding worshiping God, by 
natural reason and conscience.” Natural law concerned only the 
second table, which humans understood better, “because of their 
natural instinct to foster and preserve civil society.”58 

On the other hand, Stephen Grabill suggests that widespread 
influence of the Barth-Brunner debate in Calvin studies set pa-
rameters that have remained relatively unchallenged until the last 
several years. The general consensus was that Calvin’s use of natu-
ral law only served a negative function—that is, it merely rendered 
people inexcusable for breaking the moral law. They contend Cal-
vin’s view of natural law was discontinuous with the older tradi-
tion. Most recent commentators maintain, however, that Calvin 
also espoused an affirmative use of natural law, particularly with 
respect to civil, social, and economic affairs.59 For instance, Peter 
Leithart reiterates the influence of Stoicism on Calvin’s thought. 
According to Leithart, Cicero, who was a great influence in the 
sixteenth century, contributed to informing Calvin’s monistic cos-
mology and psychology, which Stoicism advocated.60 Calvin in-
sisted that the knowledge of God and his law by the unregenerate 
never led them to a life of true virtue. Yet, by closely following the 
Stoic and Ciceronian idea, Calvin assumed that a universal con-
sensus of morality was generally consistent with biblical norms.61 

Stephen Grabill also insists that Calvin followed the scholas-
tic tradition in general. It is evident that Calvin emphasized “the 
conscience as an intellectual habit that grasps and acts upon the 
precepts of the moral law, either apprehending them inwardly 
from the law written on the heart (lex naturalis) or outwardly 
from the written law (Decalogue).” For Calvin, conscience was 
far more than merely distinguishing between right and wrong, 
but also carried an immediate awareness of divine judgment for 
wrongdoing. Despite humanity’s corrupted mental capabilities, 
Calvin believed that human nature still functioned competently 
in matters related to the earthly sphere (such as politics, econom-
ics, and ethics). For him, the created order continued to reflect 
God’s wisdom, goodness, and power.62 

Some scholars believe that Calvin’s understanding of natural 
law was distinguished from the Stoic, Ciceronian idea of natural 
law or from the idea of Thomas Aquinas.63 Natural law for Calvin 
did not concern abstract impersonal power, but the living God 
who speaks to all people through human conscience. For Calvin, 
natural law was a “divinely given” law and was “common to all 
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people and [was] engraved by God on the minds or consciences 
of all human beings.”64 Others insist that Calvin’s understanding 
of natural law continued the natural law tradition in the Middle 
Ages. In either case, however, Calvin believed that there was nat-
ural law, which he believed was not metaphysically, but biblically 
oriented. He was confident that one can know God’s ordained 
order before the fall through “conscience” or “reason.” 

Significance of natural law

The opinions of contemporary scholars are divided sharply not 
only on the function and purpose of the law of nature, but also 
on whether natural law plays a positive or negative role in Cal-
vin’s thought. According to Hesselink, those who believe natu-
ral law plays little role in Calvin’s theology are Wilhelm Niesel, 
Peter Barth, Peter Brunner, Marc-Edouard Chenevière, François 
Wendel, Thomas F. Torrance, Hans H. Wolf, Werner Krusche, 
Thomas H. L. Parker, Arthur Cochrane, and Harro Höpfl. The 
scholars who believe Calvin relied upon natural law are Gilbert 
Beyerhaus, Émile Doumergue, Josef Bohatec, Wilhelm Kolfhaus, 
Edward A. Dowey, Ronald S. Wallace, David Little, Benjamin 
Milner, and William Klempa. Scholars who believe his view of 
natural law so significant it amounts almost to a natural theology 
are Hans Engelland, Günter Gloede, and John T. McNeill.65 

Höpfl thinks that Calvin always treated natural knowledge as 
an inferior adjunct to the written divine law and as unreliable 
in matters of moral conduct for Christians. He suggests that the 
main purpose for which Calvin appealed to natural knowledge 
for moral law was perhaps to defend the justice of God’s repro-
bating and punishing those who have no access to Scripture: they 
are condemned in their own consciences in that, knowing what 
is good, they do what is evil.66 

Grabill believes that the commentators who regard the influ-
ence of natural law as positive misunderstand Calvin’s view of 
natural law, for Calvin spoke little about “natural” in comparison 
to his medieval predecessors. Furthermore, Calvin never intend-
ed to formulate a systematic doctrine of natural law, although 
Grabill admits that Calvin employed natural law extensively in 
the realms of law, politics, economics, and ethics.67 In his view, 
Calvin perceived that both natural law and the Bible might func-
tion as legitimate means for discerning morality. Yet, Calvin pre-
ferred the written law because it provided “a clearer witness of 
what was too obscure in the natural law.”68 

More recently, Boyd also asserts that natural law was not es-
sential to Calvin’s theology. Calvin as well as Luther emphasized 
God’s commands and human love more than a system of natural 
law. They thought that the fall of Adam destroyed the capacity 
for human goodness and deeply damaged the imago Dei. While 
Thomas Aquinas believed that stained image of God still retained 
the capacity to know the basic precepts of natural law, Calvin 
thought that the image was so deeply flawed and darkened that it 
could barely understand even the most basic rules for civic coop-
eration. Therefore, “Calvin makes little use of the natural law.”69 

On the other hand, some scholars believe that Calvin’s view is 
divorced from the traditional natural law theory, yet they recog-
nize its positive influence on his thought. For example, François 

Wendel thinks that Calvin refuted the medieval notion of natural 
law, which assumed natural knowledge of divine law by reason. 
Nevertheless, Calvin’s idea shows “a very clear recollection of the 
Stoic idea of an organic unity in human society,” for he believed 
humans had ability to reason and administer in civil life, despite 
their sinful nature. For Wendel, holding another law alongside 
the Decalogue also is foreign and unjustifiable to Christian theol-
ogy.70 Calvin, as a humanist, appreciated the past and the intel-
lectual legacy of both Greece and Rome, as well as the church 
Fathers. Therefore, Wendel believes that Calvin continued the 
tradition of Christian humanists and tried to use ancient thought 
in its highest expression if it agreed with the Gospel message.71

David Little believes that Calvin saw natural law as secondary 
and “suggestive” to his theology. According to Little, natural law 
for Calvin was a companion theory which was seen in relation to, 
and complementary with, the norms of Christian revelation and 
remained minimal or “vestigial” in Calvin’s words. His natural law 
had a very strong empirical ingredient such as rational, scientific 
investigation in ethical discourse, for “Calvin’s notion of humanity 
was never . . . simply derived from theological assertions.”72 

S. Elizabeth Schreiner also suggests that Calvin’s theology 
of the natural order “heavily” rests upon medieval and patristic 
sources. Schreiner argues that, for Calvin, natural law taught hu-
mans how to live in a fallen world. By drawing from traditional 
medieval and patristic arguments, Calvin developed his view of 
the existence of natural law and of conscience and natural reason, 
which together contribute to the maintenance of human order.73 
Calvin did not formulate a doctrine of natural law, but he “used 
the principle of natural law as an extension of his doctrine of 
providence.”74 

Still others believe there is a close link between Calvin’s use of 
natural law and his concern for political government. According 
to John McNeill, “natural law theories prevailed in discussions 
of law and government throughout the West from Augustine to 
Gabriel Biel (d. 1495).” Natural law theory passed over virtually 
unchallenged into the sixteenth century.75 For example, Luther 
did not hold reason in high esteem, but still regarded it as some-
thing indestructible in the original divine gift. He believed that 
natural law was essential to the government of non-Christians by 
a Christian ruler. Luther consciously used the theory of natural 
law to aid the Protestant cause during the years of anxious ten-
sion, before the outbreak of the Schmalkald Wars (1546–1547).76 

Irena Backus also suggests that natural law was very impor-
tant in Calvin’s political thought. Calvin, according to Backus, 
used the law in order to relativize the importance of the Bible 
in matters terrestrial and thus to include pagans in God’s plans. 
Calvin believed that natural law was God’s love expressed in civil 
law. Being implanted in the consciences of humans, natural law 
promoted understanding of right and wrong sufficient to remove 
any excuse for sin.77 

In summary, many scholars observe that Calvin extensively 
used natural law, but opinions vary as to how significant a role 
it played in his theology. Most agree that Calvin preferred the 
written law, the Bible, over natural law. Nonetheless, the fact that 
Calvin frequently referred to natural law indicates his familiarity 
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with it and the credit he gives to it along with the Bible. Calvin 
studied widely on humanism in Law Studies until around 1533.78 
Since natural law was accepted in the political code for orderly 
government in Calvin’s time, it is likely he considered natural 
law a reliable source to guide his interpretation of the Bible, spe-
cifically when he understood the role of women. In other words, 
Calvin relied upon natural law as he drew upon the tradition and 
legacy of the Middle Ages, often using it when he interpreted the 
Bible, as when appealing to conscience. However, “natural law” 
has a hermeneutical problem when used to interpret a text: natu-
ral for whom?79 

The problem of natural law

Clearly, what Calvin overlooked is that what he considered natu-
ral for him and his contemporaries may not be so to people in 
different places and times. While he does not specify for whom 
certain things should be “natural,” Calvin’s application implies 
that he had either himself or his contemporary readers in mind. 
When Calvin says that certain things are natural, it might have 
been convincing for his contemporaries. Nonetheless, this does 
not necessarily reflect the universal reality that can be applied to 
all people, at all times, and in all places. 

This hermeneutical tendency of Calvin is also seen in his use 
of “common sense.” For example, he uses “common sense”80 in 
his commentary on 1 Corinthians 11:34 to establish that women’s 
leadership role is not acceptable: “And common sense tells us that 
the rule of woman is improper and defective.”81 In other places, 
he also comments, “It is the dictate of common sense, that fe-
male government is improper and unseemly.82 Or, “that law of 
nature which common sense declares to be inviolable”83 His use 
of “common sense” again raises the same question as “natural” 
does: common to whom? It also raises the question of the tension 
between this and his other sophisticated readings of the Bible.

“Natural” and “common” as arguments had been long applied 
by lawyers, specifically by Cicero, as an instrument of legal argu-
mentation. They were a means to convince people and win the 
outcome.84 The terms were intended to be rhetorically effective 
when heard by contemporary hearers. While natural, common 
arguments appeal to a homogeneous culture, tending to reflect 
only the cultural feelings of each time. Jean Porter, though an 
advocate for contemporary natural law, believes that “a neutral 
interpretation of the natural givens is not possible.”85 John Finnis, 
also a prominent contemporary advocate of natural law, insists 
that natural law acknowledges a certain set of standards, neces-
sary for specific human societies to function: 

A theory of natural law claims to be able to identify condi-
tions and principles of practical right-mindedness, of good 
and proper order among men and in individual conduct. Un-
less some such claim is justified, analytical jurisprudence in 
particular and (at least the major part of) all the social sci-
ences in general can have no critically justified criteria for the 
formation of general concepts, and must be content to be no 
more than manifestations of the various concepts peculiar to 
particular peoples and/or to the particular theorists who con-
cern themselves with those people.86 

Boyd also suggests the cultural implications of natural law when 
it is applied: “The natural law prescribes minimal obligations that 
all human agents have,” prohibiting “lying, murder, and infidelity 
which we find prima facie prohibitions in any culture. Yet natural 
law requires particular application in specific contexts as what 
constitutes specific violations of these acts will vary from place to 
place and time to time.”87 When Calvin used natural law, he be-
lieved that certain things were self-evident, sharing God’s will for 
humans. Nonetheless, his view of nature as God-assigned pur-
pose was destined to reflect “nature” in the current tendency or 
structure of his time. Accordingly, his view of the role of women 
reflected the cultural view of his time. 

The role of women in Calvin’s time

In the Middle Ages, theological ideas about the role of women re-
flected longstanding misogyny. Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225–1274), 
in his Summa Theologiae, believed that both men and women 
possessed the image of God, which was their mind and intellect. 
Nevertheless, in a secondary sense, the image of God existed only 
in men as a reflection of their Creator. Recalling Paul’s words, 
Thomas concluded that man was both the beginning and end of 
woman, and that woman was created with the express purpose 
of serving man.88 Thomas viewed woman as a being made for 
the purpose of the perpetuation of the human nature manifested 
in man. For Thomas, woman was naturally subservient because 
reason predominated in man.89 

John Hus (c. 1369–1415) was a contributor to the Protestant 
movement and was one of the figures who influenced the thoughts 
of Luther. Hus’s misogyny is revealed in his understanding of Eve:

Oh Eve, you faithless rib! What were you doing there at Ad-
am’s side? Why did you strike down the sons of Adam, strip-
ping from them the garment of virtue? Oh children of Adam, 
why do you chase after this rib, to the destruction of your oth-
er bones, when you could live as well without it? You let your-
self be robbed, destroyed, murdered and eternally damned for 
its sake!90 

The general views of theologians in the Middle Ages tended to 
be that women were their husbands’ possessions,91 dependent 
on men for everything.92 As Thomas Aquinas commented, the 
general status of women was not only lower than that of men, 
but was in some ways below that of the slave.93 The view that 
women had a lower status than men and were dependent on men 
was carried into the Reformation period. Luther regarded man 
and woman as equal, sharing the same qualities of the body and 
mind. He regarded a woman’s subjection to her husband as due 
to the fall. Luther comments on Genesis 2:18:

But Moses wanted to point out . . . that this sex was to be use-
ful for procreation. Hence it follows that if the woman had not 
been deceived by the serpent and had not sinned, she would 
have been the equal of Adam in all respects. For the punish-
ment, that she is now subjected to the man, was imposed on 
her after sin and because of sin, just as the other hardships 
and dangers were . . . Therefore Eve was not like the woman of 
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today; . . . she was in no respect inferior to Adam, whether you 
count the qualities of the body or those of the mind.94 

Luther continued the idea that women 
are inferior to men. He believed that 
woman was the weakest part of hu-
man nature and that, if Adam had been 
tempted rather than Eve, he would have 
prevailed:

Satan’s cleverness is perceived also in this, that he attacks the 
weak part of the human nature, Eve, the woman, not Adam 
the man. . . . Just as in all the rest of nature the strength of 
the male surpasses that of the other sex, so also in the per-
fect nature the male somewhat excelled the female. Because 
Satan sees that Adam is the more excellent, he does not dare 
assail him; for he fears that his attempt may turn out to be 
useless. And I, too, believe that if he had tempted Adam first, 
the victory would have been Adam’s. He should have crushed 
the serpent with his foot and would have said: “Shut up! The 
Lord’s command was different.” Satan, therefore, directs his 
attack on Eve as the weaker part and puts her valor to the test, 
for he sees that she is so dependent on her husband that she 
thinks she cannot sin.95 

 Although Luther claimed that, in all respects, man and woman 
were equal before the fall, his idea of equality of woman to man 
was still limited.96 Robert Bast also believes that this teaching 
depends heavily on the late-medieval catechetical tradition and 
that there are “extraordinary parallels between Reformation cat-
echisms and their medieval and late-medieval predecessors.”97 

According to Susan Karant-Nunn, a growing number of schol-
ars today believe that, in both theology and social outlook, the 
Protestant and Catholic Reformations owed much to that which 
preceded them.98 In Calvin’s time, it was believed that women 
had secondary status and were dependent on men. Women were 
to be subject to men and were not to play any public roles or 
leadership roles over men. 

Calvin’s view of the role of women

Calvin, like Luther, considered woman equal to man as the im-
age bearer of God in some sense. Woman was a perfect compan-
ion to man who was to be treated with respect and honor to the 
same degree as man. More so than Luther, Calvin emphasized the 
complementary relationship between man and woman.99 None-
theless, just as Luther, he regarded woman as weaker.100 Woman, 
for Calvin, was only an image bearer of God “in the second de-
gree,”101 and she was a splendid adornment created for the ex-
press purpose of greatly enriching the man’s life.102 Unlike Thom-
as Aquinas, Calvin did not believe that the purpose of woman 
was only reproduction. Yet, like Thomas, Calvin believed woman 
existed not as a fully independent person, but as a secondary and 
dependent sex—a complement to man. 

Calvin held a view of women very similar to that of his prede-
cessors and contemporaries: that women were subordinate to men 
and were to stay in a domestic domain. Because Calvin appealed 
to nature/natural argument, which tends to reflect one’s culture, 

his view of the role of women reflected the ideology of his time. 
For Calvin, who lived in the time when breastfeeding was the only 
way to nurse a baby, bottle feeding might never be seen as also 

natural, as it is today. Respecting parents 
was considered natural in Calvin’s time, 
but today may need to be taught. Social 
ranking among people in Calvin’s time 
was seen as natural in his culture, but is 
becoming less acceptable in the contem-

porary Western world. In his interpretation of the term “helper” in 
Genesis 2:20, Calvin understood Eve as subordinate and second-
ary to Adam, while people today increasingly do not interpret it 
in the same way.103 What Calvin thought was “nature” as God-
ordained purpose was, then, merely custom, a “nature” as the cur-
rent tendency or structure of his time supposed it to be.

W. Balke argues that the work of the Holy Spirit was so es-
sential in Calvin’s interpretation that he attached great value to 
experience in his theology. Calvin repeatedly appealed to experi-
ence along with his appeal to the Bible. Thus, he was commit-
ted to continually seeking to “relate truth and reality” (or always 
reforming his practice—though always weighing that against the 
teaching of Scripture) so that he might not detach his theology 
from reality.104 If this is the case, it appears that Calvin’s nature/
natural argument played an important part in dictating his theol-
ogy from his so-called “natural” experiences. 

Some contemporary natural law theorists assert that “all hu-
man societies know the natural law precepts to be true regard-
less of particular cultural contexts since they all require peace 
as a basic good for communal life . . . specific principles which 
ground various prescriptions and prohibitions can be discovered 
by all people without regard to cultural or religious diversity.”105 
Nonetheless, when the cultural norm is stripped away, it is diffi-
cult to determine how to discover such universal principles. Cal-
vin regarded the pre-fallen state as ideal, perfect nature, which 
humans were to strive to recover. However, such a state of na-
ture may no longer be so possible for fallen humans to perceive. 
Or, it may be the case that the God-intended nature may still be 
fully realized in the process of redemption.106 According to Wil-
lis DeBoer, Calvin did not compellingly answer the question of 
whether there are “creation ordinances regarding women that are 
clear from Genesis.”107 Yet, DeBoer contends, Calvin spoke of 
the roles of women confidently, believing that they are the “God-
ordained and God-revealed order for life in this world.108 It ap-
pears to be the case, then, that, apart from cultural norms, Calvin 
was not able to claim sufficiently that God’s ordinances for the 
role of women were in Genesis. Werner Jeanrond suggests that, 
in interpretation, one needs some questions to which the Bible 
can give answers: “without any question [one] cannot structure 
[one’s] own acts of reading or seeing.”109 Calvin’s culture did not 
seem to challenge him to question the role of women, so he ap-
parently did not do so. 

Conclusion 

Calvin frequently referred to the concept of nature, by which he 
distinguished pre-fallen nature and fallen nature. After the fall, 

What Calvin thought was “nature” as God-

ordained purpose was, then, merely 

custom, a “nature” as the current tendency or 

structure of his time supposed it to be.
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the natural world and human nature were both significantly dis-
torted to the extent that it is almost impossible for human nature 
to perceive the will of God. Faith and the redemption of creation 
are required to attain true knowledge of God. Yet, because of 
God’s providential concern and grace, order in creation and con-
science in the human heart were preserved. Thus, people are left 
accountable to God for their moral decisions. 

Calvin was confident that one could know God’s established 
order before the fall by natural law. Although Calvin preferred 
the Bible to natural law, he frequently used natural law to form 
his views, mainly on moral affairs. Natural law appeared to have 
earned Calvin’s confidence from his legal training and from the 
political code of his time. Calvin’s exegesis of the Bible was often 
in conformity with what he saw as the order of natural law, al-
though he intended to put precedence on the Bible’s revelation.

Nevertheless, because the perception of natural law tends to 
reflect one’s culture, when Calvin considered the role of women, 
his interpretation inevitably reflected the view of his culture: that 
women were subordinate to men and were to stay in a domes-
tic domain. Simone de Beauvoir points out that the natural law 
tradition has emphasized the inferiority of women since Aristo-
tle.110 The examination of Calvin’s use of nature and natural law 
may explain how that might have happened. 

Merry Wisner suggests that a consciousness of gender is a so-
cial as well as a natural construct. Gender tends to be considered 
in natural terms, but it actually has become social.111 The case of 
Calvin is not an exception. Today, some think that gender roles 
are determined “by nature,” although we do not explicitly refer 
to natural law. Yet, just like Calvin, we may be envisioning the 
current cultural structure or tendency as God-ordained purpose, 
resulting in a view of certain roles as God-ordained when, in re-
ality, they have been culturally determined.
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Lisa Stephenson relates the purpose of her book in her conclud-
ing chapter rather than in her introduction. Her purpose is to 
address the theological tenets “that have sustained and justified 
the subjugation of women in ministry within Pentecostalism . . .”  
(191). She writes as a Pentecostal (Church of God, Cleveland, Ten-
nessee) to Pentecostals and relies heavily upon Pentecostal schol-
ars such as Gordon Fee, Cecil M. Robeck Jr., Roger Stronstad, 
Veli-Matti Karkkainnen, and Edith Blumhofer. Wisely, she goes 
beyond them to rely on Linda L. Belville, Bernhard W. Anderson, 
Yves Congar, Rebecca Groothius, Hans Conzelmann, Ronald W. 
Pierce, and James D. G. Dunn, who have written extensively on 
the baptism of the Holy Spirit and biblical equality. 

 From the Pentecostal perspective of Luke-Acts, Stephenson 
argues for the eradication of men being favored over women 
within ecclesial structures. She brings into her argument con-
cepts of gender and ecclesiology forwarded by liberal feminist 
Christian writers Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Rosemary Rad-
ford Reuther, and Letty M. Russell. The impression is left upon 
this reviewer that Stephenson is more in step with Letty M. Rus-
sell. On page 151 of Dismantling the Dualisms, she identifies prob-
lems within Fiorenza’s paradigm of “a discipleship of equals” and 
Reuter’s “Exodus-community” and “Women-Church” (174–75). 
While seeing merits in both Fiorenza and Reuther, she chooses 
Russell’s “household of freedom.” 

Stephenson, who received her PhD from Marquette Univer-
sity, argues well for an egalitarian relationship between men and 
women in full-time ministry. She leaves hints of an egalitarian 
sentiment up to page 57, where she first openly espouses her po-
sition. From that point on to the end of the book, the equality of 
men and women in ministry is very apparent. 

Stephenson heavily footnotes her work. Nearly every page car-
ries well-done citations displaying extensive breadth of research. 
She also exhibits care in her dealing with women in ministry as 
they appeared in the early years of the Pentecostal movement and 
became the topic of debate within the four Pentecostal denomi-
nations she examines: the Church of God, Cleveland, Tennessee; 
the Church of God in Christ; the Assemblies of God; and the 
International Church of the Foursquare Gospel.

This reviewer has no hesitation in recommending this book, 
as it is excellent in dealing with the issue of women and men 
sharing equally and mutually in the ministry of the gospel. One 
part of the book could have been further developed. First, she 
could have considered the role of Fiorenza’s and Reuther’s Roman 
Catholic backgrounds in influencing their eventual theological 

conclusions. Backgrounds do influence, whether acknowledged 
or left unacknowledged. She could have also gone beyond the 
lone liberal feminist Protestant, Letty Russell, whose long work 
with the East Harlem Protestant 
Parish in New York City from the 
1950s into the early 1980s is known 
by this reviewer. 

Missing is Suzanne de Dietrich, 
who, like Letty Russell, was con-
nected with Union Theological 
Seminary in Richmond, Virginia. 
In 1958, de Dietrich wrote a book 
entitled The Witnessing Commu-
nity: The Biblical Record of God’s 
Purpose, published by Westmin-
ster Press. It was first presented as 
a series of lectures to the faculty and students of that seminary. 
There are great similarities between de Dietrich and Russell de-
spite their differences. De Dietrich was a noted biblical theolo-
gian strong on the witnessing “household” of faith without any 
distinctions.

An examination of the bibliography of Dismantling the Dual-
isms for American Pentecostal Women in Ministry reveals the great 
depth of Lisa Stephenson’s research. She delved into denomina-
tional files, journals, personal memoirs, personal histories, of-
ficial manuals, biblical commentaries, specialized monographs 
on Old and New Testament themes, and theological journals. 
Among others, she consulted the works of Henry P. VanDusen, 
Grant Wacker, Martin Marty, Craig Keener, and Frank Macchia.

Stephenson’s work is highly recommended by this reviewer as 
a resource for those involved in Christian ministry and the fur-
therance of men and women functioning as equals in the mission 
of the church of Christ Jesus. It should be must-reading for pas-
tors, teachers, students, and anyone preparing for the Christian 
ministry.
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I am made differently from you.

I have something inside of me
you do not have, and can never have

unless you hold me.

Because of that tiny cradle
of muscle and blood,

I can sing to a baby
before a baby is born

and the baby will hear me.

I am made differently from you.

There is always a place in me
waiting for new life

to take root and grow.

Eternity shines through
the belly of mortality,

the placenta of light shines,
the cord of life thickens,

and the baby begins water-dancing.

I am made differently from you.

The echo of life sings
against your heart—

memory in a bony rib.

Drawn from the earth,
before there was birth,

you slept, and dreaming I
came walking into the world
built by the Maker’s invisible hands.

I am made differently from you!

Give me a name
and you will only begin

to know me.

From me come all the living
from the beginning 

until the redemption,
and every soul that sings 

a life-song
rocks first in my butterfly-bones,

first in the cradle of life.

I am made differently from you.

Look into my eyes
and see the tiny reflections of yourself—

your babies in my eyes.

Even when I close my eyes,
you are still inside of me,
and life comes from life, new life, alive!—
breathing living water with an open heart,
pulsing in the rhythm of time.

The Cradle of Life
Jane Beal

Illustration by Leonardo da Vinci, detail of “Views of a Foetus in the Womb,” c. 1510–1512. 
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