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Our Saviour’s works were always there to see, for they were 
true—the people who had been cured and those raised from 
the dead, who had not merely been seen at the moment when 
they were cured or raised, but were always there to see, not 
only when the Saviour was among us, but for a long time after 
His departure; in fact some of them survived right up to my 
own time.2 

No wonder all Jerusalem was astonished (Luke 24:13–24). 
And now Jesus had gathered his eleven remaining disciples 

back to a mountain in Galilee, the faithful, the doubting, the 
thoroughly confused (Matt 28:16–17), and he gave them their di-
rective. He announced: “Given to me is all authority in heaven 
and upon earth, go (literally, having gone), therefore, make disci-
ples of all the nations, baptizing them into the name (singular) of 
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt 28:18–19).3 

A. T. Robertson, the great grammarian, points out, “The 
copulative (connecting) conjunctions [in this construction, that 
would be “and”] . . . simply present the words or clauses as on a 
par with each other.”4 This means that the Father, and the Son, 
and the Holy Spirit are “on a par” or equal to each other. Yet, 
there are not three names for God, but one “name” (singular), 
one united name. So, God is not comprised of three separate gods 
in agreement, but there is one God, with three distinct Persons 
(or faces, or personalities): all are the one God.

And, at the same time, we see orthodoxy, the theology of God 
as Triune specified in the passage, so do we also see spelled out 
clearly orthopraxy, or right practice. We followers of Jesus are 
told to teach all those to whom we reach out to obey everything 

Every Christian knows that Jesus Christ’s 
“Great Commission” in Matthew 28:19 has 
been the motivation for his people launch-
ing out across the world and discipling all 
who respond to the good news of salvation 
since our Lord began the church. What 
many Christians do not know, however, is 
that an entire theology of God is present in 
this great epic statement. And a summary 
of our way of life and our hopes of glory 

are all here too.
Jesus delivers this charge as he brings to a close his ministry 

on earth. Everything is now behind him. The suffering of perse-
cution, rejection, and, finally, execution is over. The triumph of 
his resurrection has stunned the religious community. The tem-
ple veil hangs torn and useless, and the glory of God’s presence 
has rushed out of the holy of holies and has taken up residence 
among the faithful followers of God-Among-Us. All abroad are 
risen saints—those, like Lazarus, who have been brought forth 
alive when the tombs were opened as Jesus died (Matt 27:51–53). 
Rather than figments of legend, symbolic, fictitious images that 
show a god has died, these risen reminders of Jesus’ resurrec-
tion circulated for years as a living testimony to the One who 
conquered death. Between the years AD 123/4 to 129, when the 
Emperor Hadrian, who had followed Trajan (into whose reign 
the apostle John had lived), was in Asia Minor,1 the apologist 
Quadratus wrote a well circulated pamphlet to Hadrian, defend-
ing the faith. In it, he wrote:
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Jesus commanded us to do. Our cue is to look at Jesus’ teaching, 
fleshed out in his example, and contextualize into our lives every-
thing he told us to do. 

Finally, our hope of heaven is here. Now Jesus uses what is 
called a “prompter of attention,”5 so that none of his disciples will 
miss the next part of his message. “Look!” he says (idou, which is 
often translated “behold!”), and then he delivers what he wants to 
say with a phrasing geared for emphasis, literally, “I myself—with 
you—I am, all the days until the completion of the age.”

This is the gospel in a summary: right doctrine of God, right 
guidance for living, the hope that encourages, and what to teach 
the new saints, that is, how to assist God in reconciling the world 
to Godself by correctly working to bring all under God’s rule.

In support of the orthodox teaching within the Great Com-
mission, several Priscilla Papers issues ago, we introduced “An 
Evangelical Statement on the Trinity,” affirming once more that, 
following the doctrine Jesus laid down, as revealed here in the 
Great Commission, we confess:

We believe that the sole living God who created and rules 
over all and who is described in the Bible is one Triune God 
in three coeternal, coequal Persons, each Person being pre-
sented as distinct yet equal, not as three separate gods, but 
one Godhead, sharing equally in honor, glory, worship, pow-
er, authority, rule, and rank, such that no Person has eternal 
primacy over the others.

That statement has now been posted on its own Web site (www.
TrinityStatement.com) along with explanations and an opportu-
nity to sign for those who want to stand up with us and support 
this affirmation.

In the present issue of Priscilla Papers, we take a look at the 
other side of the Great Commission—the practical component, 
orthopraxy, the discipling side. Our issue begins with the words 
of a wise woman (in the spirit of the biblical sense of that title), 
General (Rtd.) Eva Burrows of The Salvation Army (that is, The 
Army’s former “chief discipler”), as she offers cofounder Cathe-
rine Booth as a role model to follow in ministry. Next, Prof. Amy 
Davis of Nyack College explores contextualizing rites of passage 
as a form of discipling girls in the Christian community. Mat-
thew and Christa McKirland of Talbot School of Theology follow 
with an examination of the use of authority in forming Christian 
community, asking who should be entrusted with authority and 
how it should be employed to nurture to maturity the members 
of the body of Christ. I review Christian novelist Becky Wooley’s 
searing mystery satire Non-Prophet Murders. Finally, CBE staff 
member Charity Kroeker, in a most creative manner, puts it all 
together in a question in her poem about women caught “Be-
tween.”

In essence, every sincere Christian on either side of the gender 
debate wants to please God and implement correctly the teach-
ings of Jesus as they are recorded in the gospels and embedded in 
the Great Commission. But how do we know which way is right? 
Jesus announced in John 10:10 that thieves come to steal, kill, and 
destroy; that is the work of any abuser. When any of us leaders 
(under any covering or creed) wield our authority in the church 

not to grow and nurture disciples of Christ, but to aggrandize 
our own importance, enrich ourselves materially, and sabotage 
any evangelical competitors who attract the attention of those we 
consider to be “our” people, we are not discipling but abusing. 
The steps to verbal abuse (often a means to achieve those ends) 
and physical abuse (the final objectifying of those we are called to 
care-take) are small. Jesus, however, assured his followers he had 
come to serve them, to give them life in abundance, not death in 
small doses—or large ones, as in the case of cults like Heaven’s 
Gate or Jim Jones’s People’s Temple, among many others.6 

A good rule to go by, then, is this one: Is the discipling method 
I am employing in my ministry to others actually developing all 
the gifts of all of those I am serving (both women and men) and 
helping them grow measurably in all the fruits of the Spirit and 
the graces of God, or is my present program all about control, 
stifling their spiritual fruits, gifts, and graces for some theoretical 
idea about the faith that I am superimposing on those in my care? 

The Rastafarians, with whom I have reasoned much about 
faith and the true message of Christ over the years,7 have created 
a term for this sort of pernicious manipulation: downpressing. 
Not one of us who wishes to follow Christ wants to become a 
downpresser. If we find that is what we are doing in the name 
of discipleship, we need to repent in the classic sense—turn 
around—and go the other way to find an approach that uplifts 
those in our care. Our goal is to model in word and deed whole-
some teaching so those we serve can become healthy, godly disci-
plers who too will uplift those given into their care. After all, our 
work in the church is a commission from Christ, not an entitled 
dictatorship for ourselves. The Great Commission is our working 
orders. And the General who issued it is checking on our and 
God’s people’s progress constantly. Therefore, may our Lord bless 
all of us to bring life to those we disciple, as Jesus did—and that 
in abundance—as the Holy Spirit gives us guidance and strength. 

Blessings,

Notes

1. Quadratus, cited in Eusebius, The History of the Church, trans. G. 
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“idou,” A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early 
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6. See Ted Daniels, ed., A Doomsday Reader (New York, NY: New 
York University, 1999) for the lethal techniques of mind control and sub-
ordination by cult leaders.

7. See my book on the place of Jesus in Rastafarian reasonings, 
teachings, writings, and song lyrics in Dread Jesus, now available in the 
United States in a new printing from Wipf and Stock (as well as in the 
British edition from SPCK), and the general book on Rastafari: Chanting 
Down Babylon: The Rastafari Reader, which I co-edited with Professors 
Nathaniel Samuel Murrell and Adrian Anthony McFarlane (Philadel-
phia, PA: Temple University, 1998). 
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EVA BURROWS is only the second woman to be-
come world leader of The Salvation Army. She 
served in that position from 1986 to 1993, admin-
istering The Salvation Army’s work in 100 coun-
tries. She has addressed meetings and preached 

in more than seventy countries and continues to do so in retirement 
from her home in Melbourne, Australia. This article was originally pre-
sented at CBE’s 2010 conference, Equal to Serve, in Melbourne.

The Church and the World Are Better when 
Women and Men Serve Together

Eva Burrows

When I speak on the topic of biblical equality, I look out at the 
audience and wonder why each person has chosen to come. 
Some may be women who feel restricted in their church circles 
and not given opportunity to use their gifts, who hope to find 
help. Some may be men who want to understand more clearly 
the biblical basis for God’s view on gender and who need help in 
being able to give an answer to the many who hold a gender bias. 
Others may be women seeking guidance on how to juggle home, 
family, and marriage responsibilities more effectively with their 
church or business leadership positions.

I can imagine many reasons. For myself, I am happy to be 
connected with the movement and with Christians for Bibli-
cal Equality. As a Christian denomination, The Salvation Army 
(TSA) has been on the front line of gender equality with a strong 
biblical foundation for our position. It is still an active issue and 
continually developing.

I am a retired general of TSA. The general, and there is only 
one at a time, is the world leader and administrator of this global 
church and humanitarian agency. Succinctly, I had three roles: 
(1) spiritual head of a denomination of the Christian church, giv-
ing spiritual oversight, ensuring that the Army remain true to its 
foundational principles, theology, and doctrines; preaching the 
gospel and teaching the faith worldwide; and being responsible 
for the deployment of spiritual leaders around the whole world; 
(2) the responsible director of a vast humanitarian organization, 
including its administration, programs, and financial integrity, 
centered at our international headquarters in London, England, 
where TSA first began; and (3) head of the international family 
of TSA, which has strong bonds of love and loyalty that cross 
national and cultural boundaries. Hence, I traveled constantly 
around the world to spend time with our people of every col-
or, race, and language. As a South American Salvationist said, 
“I think of you as the ‘holy mother’ of The SA!” I preferred the 
comment of an African Salvationist, who said in a little speech to 
thank me for my visit: “Dear General, you are our global parent.”

Actually, to be elected to the generalship is something similar 
to the Roman Catholic College of Cardinals electing the pope 
in the Sistine Chapel—except no white smoke up the chimney! 
Our cardinals, whom we call commissioners, gather outside Lon-

don as the High Council. We are locked 
in, and, through spiritual exercises, prayer, 

and secret ballots, the general is elected. At my election, there 
were forty-six members, of whom only five were women. So 
mainly men gave me their spiritual vote. Things have developed 
further in TSA over the last twenty years regarding the leader-
ship of women, as there will be about one hundred members at 
the High Council to be held early next year, and more than half 
will be women.

World leadership is an onerous but glorious responsibility, 
which I held for seven years. If you didn’t believe God had put 
you there, you wouldn’t take it on! When I was elected, a friend 
sent me a card to encourage me. It stated, “A woman has to do 
twice as well as a man to be thought half as good. Fortunately, it 
isn’t difficult.”

However, the gender issue can be challenging sometimes, 
even in TSA. When I became commander of TSA in Australia, a 
woman Salvationist, meeting me for the first time at the door of 
the church where I had been the preacher, said, “I am pleased to 
meet you, Commissioner Burrows. When I heard that we were 
to have a woman as our new spiritual leader, I was shocked, dis-
mayed, and anxious. But when I heard you preach this morning, 
I said to myself, ‘Now there’s a man of God.’”

The Salvation Army had a significant celebration in 2010. It was 
150 years ago, on Pentecost Sunday 1860, that Catherine Booth, wife 
of our founder, stepped into the pulpit of the Methodist Church 
in Gateshead, England, where her husband was the minister, and 
preached the word of God. We recognize her move to the pulpit as 
foundational to the ministry of women within TSA. So let me tell 
you how she found the courage to give that first sermon and step 
out in full commitment to women’s ministry.

Her defense of women in the pulpit came from her defense 
of the American woman revivalist preacher Phoebe Palmer, who 
was with several American evangelists moving around England 
in the mid-nineteenth century. Phoebe Palmer spoke to the 
needs of the women in the church. She once said, “The church 
in many ways is a Potter’s Field, where the gifts of women, like so 
many strangers, are buried. How long, O Lord, how long before 
men will roll away the stone that we may see a resurrection?”1 
Encouraged by Palmer’s actions, Catherine Booth didn’t wait for 
men to roll away the stone—she got on with the work herself.

A minister at the nearby town of Sunderland had made a 
scathing attack on Phoebe Palmer and all women presuming 
to have the right to preach the gospel. Catherine Booth was in-
censed. She even wrote to her mother saying, “Can you believe it! 
How could a congregation half composed of women sit and hear 
such self-depreciatory rubbish?”2

This led Catherine Booth, as powerful with her pen as with her 
voice, to write the pamphlet Female Ministry: Women’s Right to 
Preach the Gospel.3 It is still as relevant today as it was 150 years ago 
because it was not a diatribe, but an entirely biblically based state-
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ment. Catherine was first of all a great Bible scholar. She had read 
the Scriptures through five times before she was twelve years old 
and delved deeply into God’s word. In this pamphlet, she answers 
all the texts that are still being argued over today, such as the vers-
es in 1 Corinthians, 1 Timothy, 
and Romans. She convincingly 
answers them all, explaining the 
Greek meanings of certain sig-
nificant words, quoting from the 
outstanding Bible commenta-
tors of the day, including those arguing against her position of 
women’s right to preach. She highlights Galatians 3:28: “There is 
neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor 
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” The final words of her 
pamphlet center on the Holy Spirit and his constraining power 
that leads women to exercise their God-given gifts.

This pamphlet was a significant stage in the evolution of her 
thinking on women’s ministry. Years before, when only twenty-
one years of age, she had listened to her minister preach a sermon 
on the moral and intellectual inferiority of women. She had fired 
off a long letter to him, denouncing his views as “derogatory to 
my sex, unscriptural, and dishonouring to God.”4

Nine years later, after she published her pamphlet, the Lord re-
vealed on Pentecost morning her disobedience to the Holy Spirit in 
not herself preaching Christ’s message. As her husband concluded 
his morning sermon, she walked forward and whispered to him, 
“I want to say a word.” After she gave her testimony, and much to 
his credit, the astounded William Booth announced, “This eve-
ning my wife will be the preacher.” And she was: she preached that 
night on the text, “Be filled with the Spirit” (Eph 5:18).5

That sermon was preached only a few months after the birth 
of her fourth child, and she went on to have eight children al-
together. There followed thirty years of preaching ministry, and 
many church historians state that no male preacher of her era 
exceeded her in popularity and spiritual results, even her charis-
matic preacher husband.

Following a period when William and Catherine were itin-
erant preachers, The Salvation Army was established, and Cath-
erine Booth won for women two great privileges—to be ordained 
and commissioned as ministers of the gospel and to have any 
position of leadership and responsibility equal with men in the 
church. Soon, there were women everywhere in The Salvation 
Army, both from the aristocracy as well as the working class, who 
followed in her train.

Catherine Booth never saw women in competition with men, 
but complementing them, having their own God-given gifts and 

talents which were their responsibility to use. We are glad that 
among her own gifts of preaching and teaching and interpreting 
God’s word was her piercing, logically minded intellect and her 
debating skill. Just read her sermons. 

There is a story about an An-
glican bishop, minus his clerical 
robes, who slipped in to hear 
Catherine preach. He was aston-
ished and afterward commented 
to a friend, “If I ever have to go to 

court, don’t bother with a lawyer, get me that woman!”6
Certainly, she was a great role model as an awe-inspiring 

preacher, yet warm and feminine, a wonderful lover as evidenced 
in her love letters to William (now held in the British Museum 
alongside those of Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning) and a 
mother of eight outstanding children.

For these and other reasons, it is certain that Catherine Booth 
would be a supporter of Christians for Biblical Equality. With 
the word of God in her hand, she would agree with the idea that 
men and women minister better together and would fearlessly 
defend this biblical ideal and challenge those with ecclesiasti-
cal power who set boundaries on women in ministry. Catherine 
Booth would support women who doubt their ability and their 
right to take leadership roles, encouraging them to take the risks 
of faith and break through the barriers both in the world and in 
the church. 

Perhaps we all need to do a personal check to see whether 
we carry any prejudices, any gender bias, in our hearts or in our 
church’s corporate heart. The world and the church need the fem-
inine touch as never before. This object-centered, technologically 
minded, depersonalized world needs the influence of those gifts 
with which God has graced women, and that women, standing 
beside men in leadership, together accept their shared responsi-
bility. We will not only be better together, but the world and the 
church will be better, too.

Notes

1. Rebecca Price Janney, Great Women in American History: 23 
Women of Faith and Principle (Camp Hill, PA: Horizon, 1996), 149.

2. Catherine Bramwell Booth, The Story of Her Loves (London: Hod-
der & Stoughton, 1970), 181.

3. Available online at http://www.cresourcei.org/cbooth.html.
4. Roger Green, Catherine Booth: A Biography of the Co-founder of 

The Salvation Army (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1996), 118–19.
5. Booth, The Story of Her Loves, 186.
6. Christine Parkin, “Pioneer in Female Ministry,” Christian History 

Magazine 26 (1990): 13.

Catherine Booth would support women who doubt 

their ability and their right to take leadership roles, 

encouraging them to take the risks of faith and break 

through the barriers both in the world and in the church. 

CBE will hold its third annual international prayer walk on ursday, March 28, 
2013. Contact CBE if you want to lead or join a prayer walk in your community!

Call us or visit us on the web for more details.

Join CBE in a Galatians 3:28 Prayer Walk!



6 • Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 27, No.1 ◆ Winter 2013



Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 27, No. 1 ◆ Winter 2013 • 7 



8 • Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 27, No.1 ◆ Winter 2013

A Rite of Passage: Helping Daughters Reach Their Godly Potential
Amy F. Davis Abdallah

AMY F. DAVIS ABDALLAH is Assistant Professor 
of Theology and Bible at Nyack College in Nyack, 
New York, where she has served on the faculty 
since 2002. She enjoys taking students on inter-
national trips and personally mentoring many. 
Her publications in the area of rites of passage 
include her PhD dissertation and the article, “De-

velopment and Efficacy of a Rite of Passage for Evangelical Women.”

An honest conversation with a young Christian woman in the 
United States would reveal the prevalent hurt and fear in her ex-
perience as well as her search for meaning and identity. Media 
and society encourage her to find empowerment in a “Girls Gone 
Wild” or “Spring Break” rite of passage experience and to allow 
her peers and the opposite sex to form her meaning and identity. 
The Christian church negates these ideas, but offers discipleship 
that is often one-dimensional teaching about following God’s 
commands. She needs more than that.

So, how do we intentionally empower Christian daughters to 
become fully the women God created them to be? If their true 
identity has been exchanged for a lie, extinguished by negative 
voices or unpleasant experiences, covered by thick shame, or oth-
erwise dismantled, how can it be recovered? And, even if their 
true identity has not been stolen or lost, how do we intention-
ally develop the seedling identity in the young? This cannot be 
accomplished through one-dimensional teaching, but may be 
facilitated by a Christian rite of passage that refers to her whole 
being—spiritual, psychological, social, sexual, intellectual, and 
emotional.1

Though many American Christians are suspicious of ritual 
and symbol, we return to them at the most important times of 
life. Graduation is always full of “pomp and circumstance,” spe-
cial symbolic clothing, “crossing the stage,” and changing the tas-
sel right to left. Even the most nontraditional pastors celebrate 
a traditional wedding ritual where participants wear distinctive 
clothing, are physically given to one another, and adorn their left 
ring fingers with the symbols of that union. And, when life has 
expired, we find comfort in a ritual that has the same biblical 
readings of future hope, the flowers and casket, and the line of 
cars with headlights on, journeying to the place of rest. These are 
not the “dead rituals” that provoke the ire of American Chris-
tians. No, they are meaningful ceremonies that accompany some 
of the most important rites of passage in life. In fact, “although 
rituals tend to be conservative, that is, valuing the past and hon-
oring tradition, rituals can also be innovative, that is, training 
their participants into a new way of thinking.”2

Graduation and marriage are rites of passage in that they 
move those involved from one stage of life to another and show 
transformation as well as an increase in agency. A rite of passage 
is often called an initiation and may be accompanied by teaching, 
passing a test, overcoming, or receiving a gift or gifts.3 Not all 

rites of passage are ritualized; in fact, in North America, most are 
not. Christian women who have realized their true identity and 
potential would likely narrate a series of several life experiences 
that have catalyzed this transformation rather than a distinct 
ritual. Some may argue that initiation is a daily, gradual occur-
rence for daughters and happens through gaining more respon-
sibility at home or various “passage activities,” such as “beginning 
menstruation, getting a driver’s license, reaching drinking age, 
graduating, moving away from the parental home, or earning an 
income.”4 These are often unritualized. 

Though becoming a godly woman who realizes her true iden-
tity and potential is a very significant rite of passage, it also does 
not have an accompanying ritual. It is a mark of Christian wom-
anhood, and ritually nurturing and celebrating it transforms the 
participants. To mark passage to adulthood, some celebrate a 
quinceañera or a debutante ball, but most just float through this 
time as liminal, “betwixt and between,” wondering who they are 
and where they fit into the unclear societal or Christian scheme. 
A rite of passage for Christian womanhood can clarify the Chris-
tian scheme and provide teaching and experiences that grow 
Christian daughters. 

In 1994, The Encyclopedia of World Problems and Human Po-
tential cited the lack of rites of passage in global society as a prob-
lem that results in confusion regarding the marks of age-related 
social roles and the societal requirements for those roles.5 Young 
Christian women are learning, through the teaching of organi-
zations such as Christians for Biblical Equality (and not merely 
through societal requirements), that they may realize their true 
identity and potential without traditional gender restrictions. 
This wonderful truth may be imparted to Christian daughters 
through a rite of passage that intentionally marks their capacity 
to live fully as the people they were created to be. 

Why a rite of passage?

It is certainly possible that women may realize all of this without 
a rite of passage. Rites of passage are not always effective, as ex-
plained by Arthur Magida in Opening the Doors of Wonder and 
Ronald Grimes in Deeply Into the Bone. In the same text, howev-
er, Grimes argues that effective rites of passage have certain char-
acteristics that enhance their efficacy. Before investigating these, 
a brief understanding of rites of passage in general is in order.

Arnold van Gennep coined the phrase “rite of passage” as a 
descriptor of his research into coming-of-age rituals in indig-
enous tribes at the turn of the twentieth century. At that time, 
it was typical to observe only male rituals as the archetype for 
both genders, and he found that the ones he observed had three 
stages: preliminal, liminal, and postliminal—or “rites of separa-
tion, transition, and reincorporation.”6 The rite of separation sep-
arated the boy from his mother and physically moved him to an-
other place in the “bush” where he would undergo various trials 
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and learn skills that he would need for the next stage in life. This 
training was a liminal (i.e., on the threshold of maturity) stage, 
where the no-longer-a-boy-but-not-yet-a-man would be in spe-
cial nonhierarchical community with others like him.7 Having 
learned skills and passed the test, he would be reincorporated 
into the community as a man with new social status, responsi-
bilities, and expectations. Gordon Dalbey 
wistfully describes a Nigerian ritual that 
follows this pattern in Healing the Mascu-
line Soul: God’s Restoration of Men to Real 
Manhood, and he suggests that Christians 
follow an adapted pattern to call boys to 
manhood. 

Traditional rites of passage for women, however, are differ-
ent from those for men. Humanities and religious studies profes-
sor Bruce Lincoln found that traditional women’s rites follow a 
basic pattern of “enclosure, metamorphosis (or magnification), 
and emergence.”8 Thus, often at menarche (puberty), a girl is 
separated from others and isolated or enclosed. At this point, she 
magnifies the skills she already has and may identify with a cos-
mic or mythical heroine through the stories she is told. Then, she 
emerges as a woman, one who is able to create and sustain life. 
However, since there was no higher social status for women in 
the cultures Lincoln studied, he states, “women’s initiation offers 
a religious compensation for a sociopolitical deprivation. Or . . .  
it is an opiate for an oppressed class.”9 Christians who believe 
in equality for men and women would have difficulty wistfully 
describing this type of women’s rite and adapting the pattern. In 
fact, psychologist Abigail Brenner writes, “While this [enclosure, 
metamorphosis, emergence] may be true for traditional rites of 
passage, women today are finding the “male” structure of the 
ritual—departure, journey, and return—to be both powerful and 
true to their own process.”10

However, is rejecting the entirety of the traditional female 
pattern in order to embrace the entirety of the male pattern the 
best solution? Further, how much of another culture’s rituals 
should be transplanted into a non-ritual society? Grimes would 
argue against ritual fantasizing and wholesale borrowing. To 
think of another culture’s rites as idyllic is simply not realistic, 
and to borrow them wholesale is to “cannibalize” them and take 
“spiritual booty.”11 And while the female process does not sound 
equal, there is merit in enclosure and magnification that should 
not be lost. Why not seek to learn from both? The male process 
is accomplished in a community of peers, while the female is in-
dividual, but a combination of individuality and community may 
be the most effective. 

Simply combining these ideas, however, does not necessarily 
form an effective rite of passage; Grimes found that the effective 
ones have three characteristics. First, they function to draw atten-
tion to the passage—“spiritually, psychologically, and socially,”12 
and I add intellectually and emotionally. Second, they have the 
purpose of transformation, as from a caterpillar to a butterfly. Fi-
nally, they require much from the individuals going through the 

rite and their communities. “Ritual knowledge is rendered un-
forgettable only if it makes serious demands on individuals and 
communities, only if it is etched deeply into the marrow of soul 
and society.”13 Thus, an effective rite of passage functions as an 
attention-giver, has the purpose of transformation, and requires 
much from individuals and their communities.

My dissertation, “Rites of Passage for 
Women in Evangelical Christianity: A 
Ritual and Theological Analysis,” inves-
tigated four Christian rites of passage 
and evaluated them according to both 
Grimes’s three characteristics of effective 

rites and the four core values of evangelicalism: biblicism, con-
versionism, crucicentrism, and activism. Based on this analysis, 
the conclusion of the dissertation had a short section that sug-
gested principles for forming rites of passage for women today. 
The remainder of this article will outline the manner in which a 
rite of passage may intentionally nurture a woman’s true identity 
and godly potential as a strong daughter.

Based on the analyzed rituals, the dissertation concluded that 
mature Christian womanhood is realized through relationship; 
the rites emphasized relationship with God and with others:

This may reflect a common reading of Genesis 1–2 and an im-
plicit understanding of male and female as created in the im-
age of God. Since God is Trinity, and thus in eternal relation-
ship, relationships among humans, whether family, peer, or 
marital, display the image of the Trinitarian God. This would 
be the shared interpretation of Genesis 1:27, “So God created 
human beings in his own image, in the image of God he cre-
ated them; male and female he created them” (TNIV), and 
Genesis 2:18a, “The Lord God said, “It is not good for the 
man to be alone” (TNIV). Though this is specifically referring 
to the man, Adam, it may be generalized to humans; the idea 
that it is not good for humans to be alone is reflected in the 
definition of maturity as relational.14 

Though the rites themselves specifically emphasized relationship 
with God and others, some also implicitly emphasized a relation-
ship with self and hinted at a relationship with creation. I believe 
that the true identity of a woman (or a man) is realized through 
developing relationship with God, self, others, and creation:

These relationships are not completely separate categories or 
compartments. The dividing lines are more like buoys on rope 
in a swimming pool dividing the water than like thick walls; 
each is mixed with the others. Humans are unified beings, 
who cannot separate body and soul/spirit. . . . Humans are 
also complex beings; we are physical, social, sexual, intellec-
tual, emotional, spiritual, and relational, and these aspects of 
our being also flow into one another like water flows beneath 
the buoys on rope. 

The role of a rite of passage into . . . womanhood is to cre-
ate opportunities for girls to gain knowledge, skills, and a 

An effective rite of passage functions 

as an attention-giver, has the purpose 
of transformation, and requires much from 

individuals and their communities.
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disposition that seeks maturity and development in these 
relationships. Though a relationship with self is not clear in 
Genesis 1–2, relationship with God, others, and creation is. 
A relationship with self, or knowing and caring for oneself 
becomes clear in the biblical injunction to love one’s neighbor 
as oneself.15

A distinctively Christian rite of passage that develops these re-
lationships provides opportunity to pay attention to the passage 
into womanhood, cultivate transformation, and allow both the 
individual and the community to invest.

Rites of passage are culturally defined. For that reason, Grimes 
argues against importing a rite from another culture into one’s 
own. Even Christians residing in one particular country (e.g., the 
United States) are not a homogeneous culture; therefore, a rite of 
passage into Christian womanhood in New York City may not 
look the same as one in a small Midwestern town. The core princi-
ples would be similar, but some of the practical applications of that 
core may be different, even if both Christian communities affirm 
and promote “the biblical truth that all believers—without regard 

to gender, ethnicity or class—must exercise their God-given gifts 
with equal authority and equal responsibility in church, home and 
world.”16 Below, I will delineate the core principles for a rite of pas-
sage and then give examples of their practical application.

Core principles for inventing the rite

As stated above, divisions in one’s relationship with God, self, 
others, and creation are artificial, since they flow into one anoth-
er. For practical purposes, however, the categories can be helpful. 
Consider the keywords in the quadrants in Figure 1. These lists 
are not meant to be comprehensive, but serve as a starting point 
for delineating areas of development for Christian daughters. 

Since adult Christian women reading Figure 1 may consider 
their development in these quadrants as incomplete, a journey 
motif for womanhood is also a core principle. The women who 
lead the rite of passage and seek to help others develop these re-
lationships have not completed the journey of womanhood, for 
it lasts a lifetime; they are simply further along. A rite of passage 
invites daughters to journey together with “older sisters” who of-
fer wisdom in these areas and are continually growing. 

In addition to understanding the journey 
motif, participants concentrate on developing 
two habits that many adult Christian women 
lack: asking for help and investing in them-
selves. A personal mentor is foundational to 
the rite of passage, and the participant herself 
must ask for that relationship. Grimes states 
that a rite of passage requires investment by 
the community and, thus, individuals in the 
community of women in a local body of be-
lievers (this need not be limited to one church) 
may invest as mentors to daughters in the 
community. The participant must also choose 
to invest in herself by financially contributing 
to this process and committing her time. 

Possibly the main function of a rite of pas-
sage is to create space to talk about being a 
Christian woman. Though churches may nur-
ture one’s relationship with God and with oth-
ers, it is often in a generic human sense rather 
than in a gender-related sense. Individual 
women’s preferences and personalities vary, 
and we cannot determine whether gender dif-
ferences are nature or nurture, so it is impor-
tant to “move beyond [the nature or nurture 
debate] and to examine the [gender] differ-
ences as we see them and what might be valu-
able about them.”17 Christian women relate to 
God, self, others, and creation in ways that are 
often similar to others of their gender. A rite 
of passage creates space where daughters are 
not simply taught to be Christians, but to be 
Christian women.18

Figure 1: Keywords for Relationship with God, Self, Others, and Creation

Relationship With:

God Self Others Creation

•	Personal 
relationship with 
God

•	Calling/vocation

•	Purpose

•	Spiritual gifts

•	Leadership

•	Acceptance by 
God

•	Significance in 
Christ

•	Security in Christ

•	Biblical 
knowledge and 
study

•	Personal/group 
Bible study

•	Participation 
in corporate 
worship

•	Prayer

•	Skill in biblical 
interpretation

•	Consistent 
spiritual growth

•	Being created in 
the image of God

•	Strength

•	Beauty

•	Body image

•	Self-esteem

•	Perseverance /
endurance

•	Intellect

•	Desirability/
sense of worth

•	Confidence

•	Valuing men-
struation

•	Exercise

•	Nutrition

•	Sleep

•	Sexual purity

•	Hygiene

•	Care for 
appearance

•	Quiet meditation

•	Friend

•	Wife

•	Mother

•	Caregiver

•	Nurturer

•	Connecting

•	Communication

•	Verbal processor

•	Intuitive

•	Family

•	Career

•	Ethnic heritage

•	Serving; showing 
mercy

•	Knowledge of 
female biblical 
characters

•	Evangelism

•	Social justice

•	Role of women in 
church

•	Role of women in 
marriage

•	Revealing 
the beauty of 
creation

•	Creating a 
positive physical 
atmosphere (e.g., 
in a home)

•	Giving life 
(babies and 
gardening, 
cooking, etc.)

•	Creativity (think 
broadly)

•	Stewardship of 
creation

•	Care for the 
earth’s resources

•	Learning about 
the earth’s 
resources and 
their use/misuse

•	Protecting /
preserving 
creation
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Finally, the rite of passage is enhanced by rich symbolism. 
Symbols have power, but that power is often regulated by the 
community that uses those symbols. Purity rings have been an 
important symbol for Christians, because they connect to the 
wedding ring and because they are tangible, everyday remind-
ers of one’s commitment. Though symbols used in a rite of pas-
sage may vary greatly according to the local community, symbols 
must be carefully planned and used.

Symbols, creating space to talk about being a Christian wom-
an, the journey motif, learning the skills of asking for help and 
self-investment, the four relationships—these are underlying 
principles for a rite of passage that empowers Christian daugh-
ters to realize their true identity and godly potential. The rite 
must also adhere to Grimes’s three keys of ritual effectiveness and 
keep the tripartite male and female processes in mind. Lest the 
reader think this is all too complicated, vast, and theoretical, the 
following example will apply these principles to possible portions 
of a rite.

An example rite

Beginnings: Menarche

A woman experiences her rites of passage in distinct physical 
ways. Menarche, pregnancy, childbirth, and menopause physical-
ly move her from one stage to the next. Although pregnancy and 
childbirth are celebrated, menarche and menopause are often as-
sociated with shame and either dirtiness or deterioration. It would 
be of great benefit to Christian women to pay positive attention to 
these two passages; the focus for our daughters is menarche. 

Although guiding girls to realize their true identity begins as 
early as possible, it should become more intentional at the time 
of menarche. Young adolescent girls, though often rejecting the 
guidance of more mature women, still need that guidance, espe-
cially as they experience this physical change that affects all the 
aforementioned relationships. Sociologist Lisa McMinn, in Sexu-
ality and Holy Longing, laments the devaluing of menstruation in 
Western society, stating:

The collective shame and hate of menstruation that women 
share has emerged partly out of a long-running history of 
considering femaleness inferior to maleness. Many cultures 
considered female sexuality not only as being dangerous but 
as causing women to be frail, irrational, and illogical. By the 
time humanity reached the Victorian era, Western women 
had long accepted femaleness as a curse to be borne but not 
celebrated.19

A close look at Genesis 3 shows that God did not curse the man 
or the woman, but rather cursed the serpent and the ground. 
That women would have pain in childbirth was a result of the fall, 
not a curse from God. Still, Christian and non-Christian women 
alike refer to menstruation as “the curse” and are ashamed of it, 
while pharmaceutical companies regularly offer effective ways to 
avoid it. When seeking to grow strong daughters, menarche is 
an opportunity to teach young girls to bless their bodies rather 

than curse them and to celebrate that they are uniquely created 
to give life. 

A woman can give life in a way distinct to her gender. She is 
able to carry a child for nine months and bear the excruciating 
pain of labor for the joy that comes after it. A Christian woman 
can identify with the Virgin Mary—the one whom God chose 
to partner with in bearing Jesus, who was God. And, even if a 
woman does not have the ability or opportunity to bear a child, 
perhaps she can identify with Jan Meyers in her conversation 
over coffee with her friend Brent Curtis:

Suddenly, he became very earnest. When Brent got earnest, he 
would slightly cock his head, and it would shake with a small 
tremor as he waited for a response. He asked me, “How are 
you?” He really wanted to know. My threshold wasn’t espe-
cially high that day, and I teared up. I tried to explain the dif-
ficulty of continuing day to day as a single woman, especially 
as I give of myself in the counseling office, fighting for other 
people’s marriages.

Brent listened and leaned forward, and with simple focus, he 
said to me, “Jan, I’m so sorry that you are having to give life 
this way.” He knew my longings for marriage and children. 
“But one thing is sure,” he said. “You will have a very special 
place in heaven.20

God gave women the capacity to bear the weight—the heaviness 
and the pain—and the waiting—the time—in order for God to 
give life to the Redeemer, partnering with the life-giving woman. 
And this giving life, as attested above, is not simply for biologi-
cally giving life, but also for giving life to nieces, nephews, others 
in the community, a business, new recipes, plants, children—the 
list is endless! Menstruation can be a time for a woman to come 
away, reflect, and remind herself that God wants to partner with 
her in giving life to redeem others.21

The traditional stages in both male and female rites of pas-
sage may be combined at menarche. It is a rite of separation from 
childhood and an entrance into liminality. It may also include en-
closure. When a girl is nearing the age that she may menstruate, a 
group of women of various ages can gather her and several others 
her age to chat about the upcoming physical change. The women 
can give each girl a menarche “kit” with items she will need when 
she begins to menstruate and teach her to celebrate this monthly 
process through telling stories of how the women give life. This is 
the community aspect. When each girl actually begins her cycle, 
the women can celebrate her individually with a chocolate party, 
thus welcoming her into their company as one who is like them 
in this respect. She joins the company of the women and then 
also welcomes those who follow her. This celebration acts as a rite 
of separation from girlhood and may include a symbol or action 
that designates the change. 

Although in some cultures this physical change means that 
the girl is a woman, in North American culture, womanhood is 
reserved for later in life. Rites of passage are culturally bound, 
and, in this case, should reflect the best of North American 
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Christianity.22 Thus, menarche is when the young person enters 
the stage of liminality, no-longer-a-girl-but-not-yet-a-woman. 

Continuing: Concentration and consummation

While daughters begin menstruation at differing dates, a local 
community can choose a particular age or life stage to concen-
trate on her passage to womanhood. 
It is important to choose a time when 
the larger society and the church can 
actively recognize that she is no lon-
ger a girl, but now a woman. The rite 
of passage into womanhood, called 
“Woman” at Nyack College, is accom-
plished in the student’s last year, and the final ritual, “crossing 
over” into womanhood, is tied with graduation, a consummation 
in itself.23 Even communities that have not begun their daugh-
ter’s journey with a menarche celebration can choose to celebrate 
a young person’s womanhood. A yearlong process with a distinct 
beginning, middle, and end follows the traditional three-part rite 
of passage and can be contextualized for the local community. 

Budget, meeting dates, mentors, and symbols are best deter-
mined and communicated before the participant commits. At 
Nyack, in order to participate in the rite of passage, participants 
must complete an intake survey and interview, choose a mentor, 
and pay a fee. After these tasks are accomplished, Woman begins 
with a rite of separation—an initiation. Because the initiation is 
a separation from “normal” life, participants are surprised and 
somewhat uncomfortable with the ritual process, symbols, and 
gifts they receive; it seems mysterious. It brings them together 
with the small team of leaders24 and the peers with whom they 
will journey closely in this concentrated time. Their mentors hold 
them accountable for attending all meetings and completing the 
reading and the tasks assigned throughout the journey.

The participants are journeying to a final ritual where they 
embrace and define the name “woman” and to which they invite 
people in their community. This final meeting is also ritualistic 
and has symbols and gifts; the women create and present projects 
that signify what becoming a woman means to them, and they re-
ceive the symbol of womanhood. The initiation meeting is semi-
formal, while the final meeting is formal; a woman needs to be 
able to dress appropriately for differing situations. Between these 
two, several less-formal meetings unfold where the women devel-
op their relationship with God, self, others, and creation. While 
the number, format, and length of the meetings may vary, below 
are brief suggestions for developing the four relationships.25

Relationship with God—Foundational to Christian woman-
hood is knowledge of God. Christian daughters must realize that 
their Creator is neither male nor female, but that those are cate-
gories God invented and that God, the inventor, is thus outside of 
them. Women are special creations of God and bear God’s image. 
Lisa McMinn writes of six characteristics they, therefore, have:

1. Our daughters are immortal and spiritual beings with souls 
that have the potential to respond to God. . . . 2. Our daughters 

have a rational ability to reason, to take in information and 
draw conclusions, to be self-aware and self-reflective. . . . 3. Our 
daughters are intrinsically relational, as God is (as demonstrat-
ed by the Trinity), and are intended to be in community. . . .  
4. Our daughters are responsible moral agents who have a 
sense of “oughtness” about their lives and their world. . . . 5. 

Our daughters are creative and able 
to create what is good and useful. . . . 
6. Our daughters possess an office of 
rulership and have been charged to be 
stewards over creation.26

Our daughters must realize these 
truths.

The main disposition for a strong daughter who knows her 
true identity and realizes her godly potential is that of consistent 
growth in her relationship with God. Activities that develop this 
relationship may include learning biblical interpretation skills, 
prayer, spiritual gifts inventories, and reading and discussing 
the stories of women in Scripture.27 A woman’s relationship with 
God is enhanced through examples of biblical women as well as 
these other activities.

Relationship with self—Most Christian churches seek to grow 
their members’ relationships with God and with one another; in 
fact, exalting Christ (relationship with God) and loving people 
(relationship with others) is sometimes the mission statement of 
churches. However, it seems that many people, young ones es-
pecially, do not really know themselves. Self-knowledge acts as 
a basis for one’s relationship with others: truly knowing oneself 
helps one truly know those around her. In my experience guiding 
women through a rite of passage thus far, I notice their relation-
ship with themselves is the area that needs the most growth and 
to which I give the most attention. Rather than loving the person 
made in the image of God, they tend to berate and disparage her. 

In today’s world of smart phones, Skype, electronic games, 
and texting, young people rarely spend enough time quietly alone 
to learn about and respect or value themselves. Various historical 
rites of passage have emphasized times of silence and solitude, 
and McMinn tells the story of a more modern vision quest at 
her menarche for a young woman named Sarah, who spent time 
alone in a deserted cottage and was transformed.28 This is a de-
lightful combination of the male rite pattern of separation and 
the female pattern of being enclosed: “All writers on the spiritual 
life uniformly recommend, nay command under penalty of to-
tal failure, the practice of silence.”29 Thus, silence and solitude 
not only increase one’s relationship with self, but also with God. 
Therefore, it is important for the participants in a rite of passage 
to spend time alone and in silence. 

Solitude and silence connect the participant to her inner self. 
The television show “What Not to Wear” is a poignant example 
of how our tangible, visible self is related to our inner, intangible 
self; the participants often tearfully realize that their outward lack 
of style reflects their inward attitude of shame and self-hatred. 
The outward transformation during the show parallels the in-

Many Christian daughters receive conflicting 

messages about body image. The world 

teaches them to flaunt sexuality and their 

physical bodies, and the church teaches them 

not to explore sexuality until marriage. 
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ward transformation to self-acceptance and self-love and is often 
a beautiful rite of passage. Our spirits are in bodies; we cannot 
separate body and spirit, and what we do in our bodies affects our 
spirits, as what we do in our spirits affects our bodies. Abusing 
our bodies, then, whether tangibly (e.g., eating disorders) or in-
tangibly (e.g., calling ourselves ugly), has spiritual effects. There-
fore, paying attention to one’s physicality and sexuality are im-
portant spiritual disciplines. In addition to spending time alone, 
then, another focal area for relationship with self is body image.30

Many Christian daughters receive conflicting messages about 
body image. The world teaches them to flaunt sexuality and their 
physical bodies, and the church teaches them not to explore 
sexuality until marriage. These two contradictory ideas reflect a 
common theme when it comes to outward adornment in par-
ticular—women dress for others rather than dressing and act-
ing in ways that are true to their personal identity and person-
hood. The world teaches our daughters to dress in order to attract 
men, and the church teaches them to dress in a way that does 
“not cause a man to stumble.”31 Now, I am not suggesting that 
we teach daughters never to think about others when they adorn 
their bodies, but rather to think about their own true identity 
more than the unpredictable thoughts of others when they dress. 

In a Christian “What Not to Wear,” after discussing body im-
age, the women state a positive mantra about their bodies, and 
then we take their body measurements during one of the Woman 
meetings. We personalize the principles in Bradley Bayou’s The 
Science of Sexy: Dress to Fit Your Unique Figure with the Style Sys-
tem that Works for Every Shape and Size to teach them how to 
adorn their bodies well. We want our daughters to dress with con-
fidence and beauty in ways appropriate to varying situations and 
to show respect for themselves and others.32 This develops a posi-
tive body image and is supplemented by discussing and enacting 
good habits in the areas of nutrition, exercise, and self-care.

Relationship with others—Christians would agree that one’s 
relationship with others is important for the development of true 
identity and godly potential. It is important that women realize 
that they are neither fully independent nor dependent creatures; 
they are created to be interdependent.33 Rather than believing 
they can do all things on their own, becoming “better togeth-
er” and seeking relationships with other women (and men) of 
all generations enhances women’s lives. In Woman, not only do 
participants seek out a mentor, but they also contact four old-
er women whom they respect and interview them about their 
journeys of womanhood. Though the participants find this chal-
lenging, they also learn to connect their own stories with other 
women’s stories, and sisterhood is formed.

Reflecting on a woman’s relationship with others must in-
clude relationship with the opposite sex, not only in the romantic 
sense. Here, she must realize the truth that she is equal to a man 
in essence, that her access to roles in the church and society are 
not limited by gender, and that she and a possible future spouse 
will be mutually submissive. 

Relationship with creation—Similar to the relationship to her-
self, a woman’s relationship to creation is seldom developed by 

the church. Although humans were formed from dust and placed 
in a garden to take care of it, many people today are not connect-
ed either to creation or to creativity. It is essential for the human-
ity of our daughters that they reconnect to creation. Rather than 
defining the earth as something to subdue and control, daughters 
can define it as “sacred space, God’s creation that we are to care 
for, preserve and conserve.”34

Activities that develop the relationship to creation may in-
clude hiking, gardening, cooking, or other kinds of creativity. The 
participants may remember that God is Creator, and, as those 
made in God’s image, they partner with God in gardening or cre-
ate through cooking or painting. Furthermore, they can assess 
their carbon footprints and learn how to protect and preserve 
creation.

Conclusion

We want Christian daughters to realize their true identity and 
godly potential, and a rite of passage can facilitate this realization. 
Ritual theory offers much by way of process and effectiveness, 
written resources are available, and the core principles above form 
a solid foundation. It is important to keep in mind, however, that 
rite-of-passage meetings are generally not time for an academic 
lecture, but rather a time for women to develop relationships 
with Christian daughters and create space to talk about being a 
Christian woman. While no rite will necessarily touch on all the 
keywords in the four relationship quadrants, our daughters will 
absorb them as we live our journey of womanhood with them.
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Posterity will serve him; 

future generations will be told about the Lord.

They will proclaim his righteousness to a people yet unborn—

– Psalm 22:30–31

for he has done it.
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Who’s in Charge? Questioning Our Common Assumptions  
About Spiritual Authority

Matthew and Christa McKirland

Introduction and thesis

Who has authority and who does not? This question drives many 
debates in the church today, and the conclusions drawn from it 
determine how people can function. But very rarely do we ask 
the question, what is authority?

We propose a reframing of authority that defines how we func-
tion as a Christ-centered community. Being a Christ-centered  
community should be our primary concern, and, from this pur-
suit, our understanding of authority should arise. This article 
seeks to examine new-covenant believer (NCB) interpersonal 
authority, questioning the appropriateness of individuals exercis-
ing authority over fellow disciples of Jesus.1 We contend that we 
must primarily emphasize how to mature as members of Christ’s 
communal body and how to exhort others toward maturity, so 
that we, as a Christ-centered community, might fully express 
who Jesus is to the world. This maturity is dependent on a proper 
understanding of the authority of God, not on the authority of 
one person over another. By seeing authority in this way, we shift 
emphasis from office and position to maturity and gifting. And, 
since maturity in Christ is the goal of all believers, and all have 
gifts from the Spirit, these qualifications should dictate function. 
One practical way this understanding of authority can be applied 
is to the issue of women in leadership within the church.

This article will attempt to reflect Scripture’s emphasis on com-
munity, then survey Scripture’s lack of emphasis on NCB inter-
personal authority, and, finally, close with practical implications 
of what such a reorientation would mean for the body of Christ 
and, consequently, the issue of women in church leadership.

Community is primary

Central among the thematic elements of Scripture is the notion 
of community. Many point to the themes of kingdom and cov-
enant as the most pervasive ideas of the Bible, but community 
may be even more fundamental than these, as both kingdom and 
covenant found themselves on community. All things were creat-
ed by a triune, communal God who cast his image onto human-
ity, and community is an integral part of who we are as humans. 
But, what is community? Considering the whole of Scripture, we 
define Christ-centered community as a group of diverse but equal 
individuals, interdependent on one another and united in love by 
the pursuit of a shared, transcendent purpose. We contend that 
community, thus, consists of six foundational characteristics: 
shared transcendent purpose, unity, diversity, equality, love, and 
interdependence. While there is overlap, none of these distinc-
tives can be actualized independently of the others.

Recognizing the prevalence of community as a programmatic 
theme of Scripture is necessary in order to reframe the conver-
sation concerning women in ministry. Community informs our 

notion of authority and provides the framework in which we 
must regard this issue.2

Shared transcendent purpose

The new-covenant community carries out the purpose for which 
Israel was set apart: that of being a royal priesthood (Exod 19:5; 1 
Pet 3:5; Rev 5:9) and conduit of the blessing of God to all peoples 
(Gen 12, Abrahamic covenant).3 The new-covenant priesthood 
offers sacrifices of lives fully devoted to God in communal life 
(Rom 12:1–2), which shows the world who Christ is. The Old 
Testament covenants are fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ. 
Through him and by his example, the new-covenant community 
grounds itself in humility and on considering others as better 
than oneself (Phil 2:1–11). This community sees the promise of 
blessing that was given to Abraham coming to fruition when all 
peoples are included within Christ-centered community as re-
cipients of the Holy Spirit. 

Unity

Christ-centered community finds unity in being the people of 
God. Unity is central to community, and we see it from the very 
heart of God in the prayer of Jesus in John 17.4 Unity is to ex-
ist among the members of the community and also between the 
community and God. In a moment of great distress, Jesus prays 
for unity among future believers because it is essential to the 
message of the gospel being believed through those connected 
to Christ. 

Further, we see the centrality of unity expressed repeatedly in 
the letters to the early churches. Paul, specifically, is deeply con-
cerned with unity; thus, disunity in various churches becomes 
the catalyst for several of his letters.5 This notion of unity comes 
to define Christ-centered community and individual NCBs. Uni-
ty becomes all the more important as the community of Christ 
grows and becomes increasingly diverse, reaching to include 
even the Gentiles.

Diversity

Not only does this new community include Gentiles in addition 
to Jews, but it also includes women, slaves, the poor, the wealthy, 
and all others in society. Those included in the community are 
diverse, and the inclusiveness of the community of God has been 
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revealed since the promise to bless all people groups was given to 
Abraham. The beauty of diversity within the new-covenant com-
munity is seen on the day of Pentecost, when people “from every 
nation under heaven” witnessed the power of the Spirit (Acts 2:5). 

As diversity is seen in the people who make up the com-
munity, there is also diversity in terms of what these members 
do within the community. The functional diversity of Christ-
centered community is most clearly seen through spiritual gifts. 
Each NCB has been given a spiritual gift or gifts by the authority 
of the Spirit (Heb 2:4), and these gifts coincide with how God 
has uniquely called all members to minister. Everyone is gifted to 
serve, not just a select few, “since all have something to give, there 
are no mere spectators in church but only active participants.”6 
The metaphor of the body of Christ seen in Romans 12 and 1 Cor-
inthians 12 is one that values each part as vital to the life of the 
whole. And, within this community, gifts are to be exercised with 
zeal and eagerness (Rom 12:6–8). The diversity of the members is 
essential to the body working effectively as each member’s desig-
nated function serves to benefit the whole. In regard to building 
up the body, every gift that contributes to this end has deep value. 
However, no gift, ministry, or person is to be valued as greater or 
lesser than another, as equality is also central. 

Equality

Within this diverse body, united by the Spirit of God and called 
to the purpose of modeling Christ in community, is a powerful 
realization of equality, demonstrated primarily through the use 
of family language. The significance of the family in the ancient 
Greco-Roman world is far different than that of our modern, 
Western understanding. While we might think of the husband-
and-wife bond as the closest relationship in our society, in an-
cient Mediterranean society, the “tightest unit of loyalty and af-
fection is the descent group of brothers and sisters.”7 It is fitting, 
therefore, that the sibling model becomes the chief and defining 
relationship between members of the body of Christ.8

Matthew 23 highlights the centrality of familial language to 
the new-covenant community.9 Jesus contrasts the behavior of 
the religious leaders of his day with the way his followers are sup-
posed to live humbly with a mindset of equality, saying,

But you are not to be called “Rabbi,” for you have only one 
Master and you are all brothers. And do not call anyone on 
earth “father,” for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. 
Nor are you to be called “teacher,” for you have one Teacher, 
the Christ. The greatest among you will be your servant. For 
whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever hum-
bles himself will be exalted. (Matt 23:8–12)

On the basis of the brother-sister relational model, no one person 
should exalt himself or herself above others. God is Master and 
Father, and Christ is Teacher. Essential authority is in God, and 
the intimacy of the sibling relationship is to govern the NCB’s 
interpersonal relationships in Christ-centered community. This 
strong sense of equality founds itself on the humble love modeled 
by Jesus (Phil 2:5–11).

Love

Love is the guiding attitude of Christ-centered community. With-
out love, all pursuits are in vain, and all other aspects of commu-
nity crumble.10 The bond of love among followers of Christ is the 
means by which the gospel is proclaimed and believed. Christ-
centered community finds its fulfillment in being defined by love 
and humility that is countercultural and transformational, and 
this love stems from interdependence on one another.

Interdependence

Because of the depth of shared transcendent purpose, unity, di-
versity, equality, and love, members of Christ-centered commu-
nity are mutually interdependent. A Christ-centered community 
cannot exist with a party of one, but requires dependence on oth-
ers. Can someone be baptized alone? Can someone celebrate the 
Lord’s Supper alone? These are communal acts, because the new-
covenant community is an organic, catalytic body that revolu-
tionizes its culture through love and service to one another. This 
love is the greatest cause for evangelism, as it is the lifeblood of 
contagious community.11

Further, the concept of partnership in the gospel is significant, 
as we see brothers and sisters laboring alongside one another in 
the advancement of the gospel. We see this primarily in the let-
ters of Paul as he uses honorable titles to refer to men and women 
in various communities, not to bring them glory, but to glorify 
the God of the gospel. Phoebe is a minister or deacon and leader 
or patron (Rom 16:1–2);12 Priscilla and Aquila are “fellow work-
ers in Christ Jesus” (Rom 16:3); the church at Philippi consists of 
those who have entered into “partnership” with Paul (Phil 1:5), 
“partakers” (Phil 1:7), and two women among them who are in 
conflict are even called those “who have labored side by side” 
with Paul (4:2–3). In many other places, Paul commends those 
who contribute to the mission of the gospel, but never calls any-
one his “disciple.”13 Paul knew that being a member of Christ’s 
body meant serving with others, since “the life of freedom in-
volves interdependence, particularly with those who belong to 
the Christian community, resulting in a mutual serving of one 
another.”14 On the basis of mutual service within community we 
find a proper lens for viewing authority.

Degrees of authority and their definitions

In order to see what NCB interpersonal authority looks like, we 
must look more at what it does not look like, since we have so 
few examples of what might be interpreted as NCB interpersonal 
authority. In tracing authority throughout the Scriptures as it re-
lates to God and his people, we note a pattern emerges, moving 
from essential authority in the triune God, to expressed authority 
of Jesus and the written word to primary-derived authority in 
the apostles. Another, far lesser degree of authority emerges as it 
relates to NCBs.

A few clarifying points will help as we distinguish different 
degrees of authority and how they are applied. For example, es-
sential authority, expressed authority, and primary-derived au-
thority all carry with them a right to command others to obedi-
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ence.15 This is different from the secondarily derived authority of 
NCBs today, which is better termed leadership. Leadership, we 
argue, is different from authority. We thus define leadership as 
earned influence based on maturity in Christ, and there is no place 
for interpersonal authority among NCBs. 

Essential authority in the triune God

In looking at what we know of the Trinity, we see all three per-
sons present in the making of the universe (Gen 1:1–2) and fash-
ioning humanity in the divine image (1:7). This triune God does 
not derive his authority from anywhere, but is the authority, since 
by him all things “were created” out of nothing and they exist 
“through him and for him” (Col 1:16). From creation to the end 
of the Old Testament, the triune God wields ultimate power and 
reveals it in shockingly direct ways and, most often, in a com-
manding manner. After all, he has the right to command any cre-
ated thing to obedience as its Creator and Author. However, this 
authority is not an arbitrary show of power. Each of these com-
mands was meant to do one thing: to cause humanity to be with 

him in community. The only prohibitive command for Adam and 
Eve was meant to keep their perfect community in place so they 
could walk with God (Gen 2:16). The call for Abraham to leave 
his family was for God to bless all nations through him and his 
descendants (Gen 12:1–4). The law of Moses allowed a holy God 
to be among his people.16 The tedious requirements of the tab-
ernacle were given so God could dwell among his people (Exod 
40). The severe actions and words of his prophets were to turn 
the people back to the God they had grieved (Isa 1:17; 4:2–6; Jer 
1:7–8; 1:10; 16:1–21; etc.). As the story of God being with human-
ity continues into the New Testament, another form of authority 
emerges as an expression of this essential authority and is intrin-
sic to God’s triune authority (See Figure 1).

Expressed authority in the incarnate Christ and the written word

Expressed authority—the incarnate Son, Jesus Christ, as well as 
the written word of God—has the same intention of establishing 
community.17 Both Jesus and the word reveal who God is and 
how to be with him. They work together, as seen in Jesus’ appeal 
to the Hebrew Scriptures as authoritative, yet, throughout his 

life, adding his own words that become 
a part of the word of God (primarily the 
Gospels).18 Once the Son enters human 
history by the power of the Holy Spirit, 
he reveals how to access the Father, but 
teaches that this access comes through 
him alone. He also explains that he is the 
fulfillment of the word.19

In looking at how Jesus exercised his 
authority, we discover that he connects 
it with the word by saying, “Everyone 
who comes to me and hears my words 
and does them, I will show you what he 
is like . . .” and then explains that this is 
the person who builds his house upon 
the rock (Luke 6:47, emphasis added). 
He also expresses the eternal authority 
of his word: “Heaven and earth will pass 
away, but my words will not pass away” 
(Luke 21:33). While Jesus is still direct 
and commanding, he is also personal 
and loving, walking in all his authority 
through the Holy Spirit. Interpersonally, 
his authority comes through his teach-
ing and is not like the other religious 
leaders, but he has “a new teaching with 
authority” (Mark 1:27). This teaching 
was written down as our Scriptures, tell-
ing us how to live. These are now the 
commands we hold most dear, and, not 
surprisingly, have much to do with how 
to live in community.20 His coming did 
not undermine the written word, but 
gave it a deeper dimension of meaning 

ALL BELIEVERS:
Secondarily Derived

We earn the right to be 
responsible and help others 

mature in Christ.

THE TRIUNE GOD: Essential
The only being whose authority is underived, since all things proceed from his very 

essence. He commands directly with supreme authority.

JESUS, THE INCARNATED GOD/HUMAN: Expressed
He teaches with authority that must be obeyed.

WRITTEN WORD: Expressed
Inspired by the Spirit and witnessing to Jesus. It must also be obeyed.

APOSTLES: Primary-Derived
Authority is given by Jesus and exercised by the 

Spirit. They could command, but rarely did.

The Spirit, having underived 
authority as a full person of the 
triune God, is essential but also 
expressed authority. Our aim is to 
walk in this Spirit, which will 
cause us to look more like Christ.

Figure 1: The new-covenant family of God as community
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and application since through him we can be one with God and 
each other. This new dimension reveals the ultimate reality of liv-
ing life in God, a reality enjoyed before sin entered the human 
family, but restored now in Christ. 

Primary-derived authority in the apostles

Jesus had many followers while he walked this earth, some of 
whom he called out to be apostles. These twelve men would be 
the initial carriers of the message of Jesus Christ to the world. 
While it is unclear how this title may have been given to other se-
lect people, for the purpose of this article, we will examine apos-
tles designated by Jesus himself in the recorded and preserved 
Scriptures. This group had a special calling and a special authori-
ty, given to them by Jesus. This primary-derived authority carried 
with it two specific purposes, as seen through the New Testament, 
that would distinguish them from other NCBs: (1) establishing 
the church, and (2) committing to written word the teachings of 
Jesus and how to apply them (1 Cor 3:10–11; Eph 2:20).21

With the teaching of the word and the power of the Spirit 
of God working in the hearts of the people, the community of 
Christ grew larger and larger. Eventually, the apostles had to shift 
from purely preaching the good news and bringing people into 
the family of God, to building up their brothers and sisters within 
the family of God. A large part of how they built up the body 
was through writing letters through the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit. Thus, the overarching message of these apostolic letters is 
that of unity and exhorting various churches to develop the char-
acteristics of Christ-centered community. However, even when 
discussing a serious concern in the churches to which they wrote, 
very rarely did the apostles appeal to their authority as apostles. 
They appealed frequently to the words and deeds of Christ as the 

authoritative example on how to live, and they gave themselves 
as models to imitate, but rarely do we see the kind of command 
language that requires obedience. 

For example, in 2 Corinthians 10:8, Paul refers to his exousia 
as an apostle, which he has to “build you up and not destroy” in 
regard to the church at Corinth.22 His authority as a founder of 
the church and an includer of the Gentile people was a calling 
directly from Jesus. Paul would note this evidence of credibility 
at the beginning and close of the letters he wrote to the churches 
he had helped birth. He speaks with great authority because he 
had a great calling given to him by Jesus himself. However, even 
his use of authority in this passage is employed to build up the 
Corinthians and to serve them.23

Therefore, apostles had the right to command others so that 
they had to obey, and they used this authority to build up the 
body, especially through the writing of letters that became our 
Scriptures. The triune God implemented this command author-
ity, specifically in the Old Testament. Jesus’ teachings are also au-
thoritative in that, if one does not believe them, he or she is sepa-
rated from him and the Father. Similarly, the apostles’ teaching of 
the expressed authority (the person of Jesus Christ, which is the 
gospel) mediated through their primary-derived authority must 
be believed and obeyed in order for one to connect with God and 
to grow in him. Finally, the apostles recorded this expressed au-
thority through the Holy Spirit, contributing to the written word 
that must also be obeyed. This now leads us to the last level of 
authority: NCB interpersonal authority.

Secondary-derived authority in the new-covenant believer

The characteristic attribute of the three types of authority dis-
cussed so far is the power to compel obedience. In looking at 
NCB interpersonal authority, a different texture emerges. We see 

that authority is derived from the 
teaching of the apostles, as well 
as the rest of the Scriptures, yet 
is secondary in nature. Based 
on New Testament emphasis 
on one-another theology, as 
previously stated, this second-
ary authority would be better 
defined as earned influence and 
leadership. Instead of NCBs 
having the right to compel oth-
ers to obedience, they are urged 
to grow in maturity so that they 
can lead others to grow in their 
own maturity. Oddly, we tend to 
focus on having authority over 
one another instead of obeying 
the more than fifty passages re-
lated to how we are to love and 
serve one another (See Figure 2). 
Understanding NCB leadership 
as characterized by influencing 

 

ONE ANOTHER

COMMANDING 
AUTHORITY
1 Tim 2:12 is the only 
passage dealing 
speci�cally with gender 
and is most likely 
contextual to the 
Ephesian Gentile culture.

1 John 4:11  Mark 9:50  2 John 5  1 Pet 5:5  
1 John 4:7  1 Pet 4:10  1 Thess 4:18  1 Pet 1:22  
2 Cor 13:11  2 Cor 13:12  James 5:16  Eph 5:21  

James 5:9  Rom 16:16  1 Pet 5:14  Col 3:9  
1 Cor 7:5  Eph 4:2  Heb 10:24  Gal 5:13  

Eph 4:32  1 Cor 11:33  Col 3:13  John 13:34  
Heb 3:13  Rom 12:10  Rom 12:16  Rom 15:5  

1 John 3:23  1 Thess 5:11  2 Thess 1:3  
1 Thess 3:12  1 Cor 12:25  Eph 5:19  Col 3:16  

1 John 4:12  John 13:35  John 15:12  
Rom 15:7  Rom 14:13

1 Tim 5:7  Titus 2:15  1 Tim 2:12  
1 Tim 4:11

Figure 2: One-another theology versus commanding authority
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others confers leadership on ma-
ture NCBs who have earned the 
privilege of being responsible for 
helping others grow in maturity. 
However, there are two passages 
that seem to contradict this defi-
nition and which deserve atten-
tion: Titus 2:15 and 1 Timothy 
2:12.24 

In the most heavy-handed 
example of the use of a word 
for authority, Paul does not use 
exousia, but the word epitagas, 
in Titus 2:15. This word denotes a 
heavier authoritative power that 
is given to Titus even though he 
does not seem to be an apostle.25 
In this letter to Titus, Paul is 
explaining the kind of author-
ity that Titus needs to exercise 
in order for the church he is as-
sisting to continue.26 This newly 
founded church in Crete was ex-
periencing moral failings among 
its members (1:10–16). Again, in 
the interest of community and 
the reputation of Christ, since the body is the fullness of Christ, 
Paul tells Titus what he must do and, after giving the list of com-
mands, says, “Declare these things; exhort and rebuke with all 
epitagas. Let no one disregard you” (Titus 2:15). Though this word 
is rarely used in the New Testament (seven times total, and only 
in this one instance with reference to NCB interpersonal author-
ity), Paul seems to be using his apostolic authority to give Titus 
license to command this newly formed church. This NCB inter-
personal authority does not seem to be the normative standard, 
due to its rarity and the nature of what the letter discloses.27 

The second instance of explicit language for authority is not 
actually an example of NCB authority over another NCB, but 
a denial of authority. First Timothy 2:12 says, “I do not permit 
a woman to teach or authentein a man.” The word authentein, 
usually translated “to usurp authority over,” is used only this one 
time in all of the New Testament and tells us what authority a 
woman, in this Ephesian context, does not have, but not the kind 
of authority anyone else does have.28 This word is also paired with 
teaching, and having established that only Jesus and the apostles 
could authoritatively teach, perhaps the kind of teaching Paul is 
prohibiting is apostolic teaching (the kind of teaching that be-
came preserved as the Scriptures).29 It would seem that no NCB 
can ever teach “with authority,” since the locus of authority is 
situated outside of the teacher. The source of authority is from 
the expressed authority of the written word, which is itself from 
the essentially authoritative God of the Universe. If people, espe-
cially Ephesian women, were claiming to have this authority, Paul 
needed to object, because this is a power and authority no one 

other than God himself or God’s commissioned apostles (who 
included the woman Junia) could assume.30

First Timothy 2:12 is often used to prohibit women from serv-
ing as leaders in the body today regardless of their maturity in 
Christ. However, in light of the New Testament pattern we see 
in NCB interpersonal authority, we must ask whether or not this 
prohibition is being appropriately applied.31 If Paul and other 
New Testament writers never wrote about a positive authority of 
an NCB over another NCB (aside from the two instances dis-
cussed here about provisional authority given to Timothy and 
Titus), we must question how we have defined this authority, 
especially considering New Testament teachings on community.

The Holy Spirit and maturity/immaturity  
as distinctions

Every level of authority includes the Holy Spirit, and while he 
has not had a specific level to occupy in our scheme, hopefully 
the dynamic nature of his function has emerged through seeing 
Figure 1 and the discussion of his empowering work throughout 
every level of authority. The Spirit is also an expressed authority 
when working alongside the Father and Son (which is always the 
case). As the Spirit dwelled within the apostles, they walked by 
his authority and performed signs and wonders in Jesus’ name in 
the power of the Spirit. They wrote the word through the Spirit’s 
inspiration and strategically evangelized the world through his 
direction. The NCB also has access to this authority, but, unlike 
Jesus, the NCB must test the Spirit with the word because we are 
not perfect conduits through which the Spirit can work. Jesus, 

MATURITY
Walking in the Spirit and 
looking more like Christ

MORE AUTHORITATIVE

LESS AUTHORITATIVE

IMMATURITY
Walking in the �esh

1 Corinthians
Descriptions of community: 

quarrelers (1:11), divided (1:12), 
“people of the �esh” and “infants” 
(3:1), “not yet ready” (3:3), sexually 

immoral and “arrogant” (5:1-2)
Tone: highly exhortative, 

authoritative (of God), rebuking, 
passionate

2 Thessalonians
Descriptions of community: 

growing in faith and love (1:3), 
su�ering for Christ (1:5), yet 
many were shaken by a false 
letter (2:1-12) and some were 

idle/lazy (3:6, 11)
Tone: thankful for and boastful 

of the church, yet strongly 
urges and warns

Philippians
Descriptions of community: 

partners (1:5), “partakers” (1:7), 
su�erers with Christ and Paul 
(1:29-30), those who shared 

with Paul 4:14), sole 
benefactors (4:15-16)

Tone: thankful, a�ectionate, 
joyful, encouraging, emotional, 

reminiscent, yet still some 
rebuke

Examples in other letters: 
Eph 4:13; Col 1:28; Gal 4:19; 
2 Cor 10:6; 1 Thess 1:6

Figure 3: Paul’s responses to maturity and immaturity
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being perfect, could walk in the perfect authority of the Spirit. 
The apostles, in imitating Christ, also did their best to walk in the 
Spirit, though they did so imperfectly. They still set an example 
for NCBs to imitate, as the apostles worked out their salvation 
just like any other NCB. Thus, for the fledgling church, as matu-
rity in walking in the Spirit increased, so the need for being di-
rected and commanded by the apostles decreased. Perhaps this is 
why a common distinction among NCBs, seen primarily in Paul’s 
letters, is based on maturity and immaturity (See Figure 3).32 

At this point, it will be helpful to explain what maturity is. 
The most practical means by which a person can grow to matu-
rity is by developing the fruit of the Spirit. Galatians 5 lays out 
the mature lifestyle by which followers of Christ should progress 
from life focused on the flesh (immaturity) into life governed by 
the Spirit (maturity). This is also the means by which deterrents 
of community are defeated and the body of Christ is built up. 
Further, in Ephesians 4, a passage that parallels the teaching in 
Galatians 5, Paul gives instructions for living as a Christ-centered 
community, stressing that spiritual gifts (specifically, the ability 
to be apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers) were 
given in order that the body be built up to maturity to become 
more like Christ. Here, he also contrasts life dictated by the flesh 
with life focused on the Spirit. So we see that maturity is the de-
velopment of the fruit of the Spirit and, thus, walking in the full-
ness of life dictated by the Spirit in contrast to life governed by 
works of the flesh.

Maturity becomes a unique distinction that we see in the New 
Testament community, and the purpose of Paul’s work was to 
establish churches and then lead them to reach Christian adult-
hood and maturity.33 There seems to be a correlation between 
the maturity of a specific church and the authoritative language 
and tone Paul uses. For the churches demonstrating less matu-
rity, such as the ones at Thessalonica, Crete, Corinth, and Ga-
latia, Paul’s tone is more authoritative as he rebukes, warns, and 
strongly urges. For churches demonstrating more maturity, like 
that of Philippi, Paul employs a tone that is less authoritative as 
he is more affectionate, thankful, and encouraging. There is over-
lap among these different churches as Paul refers to each with 
familial language and in a loving and passionate tone, because 
clearly he desires for all God’s people to reach maturity. Immatu-
rity should thus be a temporal distinction.34 Also, communities, 
regardless of their overall level of maturity, are called to imitate 
Paul and other leaders (1 Cor 4:16; 11:1; 2 Thess 3:7; 3:9; Phil 3:17). 
But, above all, they are called to imitate Christ (1 Cor 11:1). Imi-
tation of other NCBs is especially important to new believers. 
Those who are mature in their faith have a responsibility not for 
commanding and directing, but guiding and leading (Heb 13:7, 
17).35 Such responsibility is earned, based on one’s proven work 
and faithfulness (2 Thess 3:6–10; Phil 2:19–24; Gal 2), and not as-
sumed by one’s position or title.

While God gives gifts to all who come to him through Jesus 
regardless of their maturity, these gifts are given based on his 
authoritative decision (1 Cor 12:7, 11; Eph 4:7; Rom 12:5–6; 1 Pet 
4:10). Following this logic, it would seem that the gifts God gives 

to individuals should dictate that person’s function. The only 
limitation that should be placed on how someone functions is 
temporal, since immaturity should be temporal. Gifting and ma-
turity therefore determine function—not title, race, gender, etc. 

In summary, the authority of an NCB is not the same as the 
command authority seen in the essential, expressed, or primary-
derived levels of authority. In fact, NCBs should not assume or 
exercise authority over one another at all. Rather, we earn influ-
ence based on maturity in Christ and are responsible to live out 
one-another theology in our communities. A strong community 
life of interdependence as we express the fullness of Jesus Christ 
(Eph 1:23) is encouraged as the mature continue to grow in ma-
turity and guide those who are less mature to the same end, all as 
disciples of Christ Jesus. While NCBs do not have authority over 
one another, this does not negate the need for structure and lead-
ership. However, the structures should be built under the direc-
tion of the Holy Spirit, with leadership based on gifting and char-
acter, not on positional authority. Further, leadership in churches 
should be plural and shared, a precedent we find clearly in the 
New Testament. Those who lead have earned that privilege based 
on their maturity in looking more like Jesus and the influence 
they have earned, over time, through their service to the body. 
Hence, the ultimate authority is the Holy Spirit, who tests by the 
word. Those who are mature have the character to evidence their 
growing closer to the Spirit and being led by the Spirit; maturity 
is the qualification for leadership.

A reorientation of our view of authority

Given this understanding of community and authority, we sug-
gest that, rather than viewing community through the lens of au-
thority, we should view authority through the lens of community. 
In Luke 10, when the seventy-two return after being sent out by 
Jesus with authority over the spiritual realm, Jesus says to them: 

Behold, I have given you authority to tread on serpents and 
scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy, and nothing 
shall hurt you. Nevertheless, do not rejoice in this, that the 
spirits are subject to you, but rejoice that your names are writ-
ten in heaven. (Luke 10:19–20)

Clear authority is given to Jesus’ disciples over all the power of 
the enemy and over all spirits, yet Jesus calls his followers to re-
joice not in their authority, but in their inclusion among the com-
munal people of God. The identity markers of Christ’s commu-
nity do not include badges of authority, even over evil, but those 
of being God’s children (Rom 8:14–17) and heirs of the promise 
(Gal 3:29).36 

An emphasis on the command authority of one or even a few 
over a Christ-centered community sets a dangerous precedent. It 
strips dignity from the community comprised of believer-priests 
who are conduits for the authority of the Spirit of God in union 
with the word of God. This emphasis also shifts the focus from 
the Chief Shepherd to a person(s). Today, if leaders are striving 
for or strongly advocating command authority in their commu-
nities, then they communicate a message that members of the 
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community are incapable of living out their priesthood apart 
from a human authority figure to manage them. Too often, the 
preservation of order or the final say in a decision is used as an 
excuse for prominent authority structures in churches. Yet, what 
messages do such structures commu-
nicate to the body as a whole? Do they 
prompt others to maturity? Do they al-
low for the outworking of the author-
ity of his Spirit? Do they encourage the 
use of spiritual gifts?

A heavy emphasis on the authority of individuals also takes 
away from the involvement of the community in decisions that 
guide and direct the group. In the New Testament, most of the 
letters are written to the entire community, and thus frequently 
use the plural “you” when they refer to community life. Even in 
matters of church discipline, responsibility rests in those imme-
diately involved and then proceeds to include the community at 
large, if necessary, for the sake of restoration (Matt 18:15–20; 2 
Cor 13:1; 1 Tim 5:19). The level of dignity of each person in Christ-
centered community is great, and leaders, as mature followers of 
Christ within the community, serve to guide and assist others out 
of their own gifting as they grow from immaturity to maturity in 
their relationships with Jesus.37

We must also trust the corrective nature of Christ-centered 
community. As we see with church discipline, the community 
is equipped to correct itself based on the common access to the 
authority of the written word and the active Holy Spirit. If a per-
son errs in the pursuit of his or her calling, then the community 
serves as a loving and remedial source of discipline unto itself, 
much like a body healing itself when wounded. This is the front 
line of healing, though, as with Luke, Paul’s “beloved physician” 
(Col 1:1), we also have doctors of the body and of the mind (as 
are counselors), our second-line resources for referral for more 
prolonged help.

A deprofessionalization of ministry

We applaud the efforts of formal education that trains women 
and men to be equippers of the body of Christ. However, some-
times, educational institutions train women and men to build 
ministry around their own particular strengths or giftedness, 
and thus primarily serve to edify the one being trained and not 
the body as a whole. Those who construct ministry around their 
personal giftings fail to uphold the message of Ephesians 4:11–13. 
Unfortunately, students at such educational institutions become 
doctrinally knowledgeable, but too frequently may be left spiri-
tually immature, not receiving adequate spiritual formation ave-
nues or given practical training in building up the body of Christ. 
This results in teaching congregants an overdependence on an 
individual: 

Remove the pastor and most Protestant churches would be 
thrown into a panic. Remove the pastor, and Protestantism 
as we know it would die. The pastor is the dominating focal 
point, mainstay, and centerpiece of the contemporary church. 
He is the embodiment of Protestant Christianity.38

The body theology we find in Romans and 1 Corinthians, how-
ever, leaves no room for a one-person show. Scripture references 
a plurality of elders and leaders, and no one is called or gifted to 
be exalted over the rest, even in a modern-day honorific sense.39 

In fact, “Paul rejects the idea of certain 
people in the community possessing 
formal rights and powers over ordinary 
members.”40 This would seem to speak 
to the language of “office” and the title 
of “senior” pastor among Christian 

communities as a human construction meant to elevate individu-
als beyond what the Scriptures state.41

You might be wondering how we could have diverged so far 
from what the Spirit intended when he inspired the human au-
thors to pen our Scriptures. According to research done by Wil-
liam David Spencer, this divergence can be traced to the publica-
tion of the Didache in the second century.42 This church discipline 
manual curtailed Christian freedom significantly, as a method 
for baptism was instituted, rituals were required, and the exercise 
of spiritual gifts was discouraged. Women were restricted from 
serving, and, eventually, this led to restrictions on men being al-
lowed to serve as well, thus creating the second-class laity. 

How do we start turning back the clock on eighteen hundred 
years of misdirection? A helpful starting point is the deprofes-
sionalization of ministry, specifically the pastorate, through 
modification of our language and rhetoric: eliminating titles 
such as senior pastor and labels such as clergy and laity. When one 
person is elevated above the rest, it may be difficult to motivate 
some individuals to pursue their gifts and be satisfied with their 
value to one another and to God. The concept of leadership as an 
office to be filled by the pastor contributes to viewing ministry 
as a specialized endeavor only for an elite few.43 Reframing the 
gender debate in terms of community rather than authority takes 
the emphasis from position and office and places it on service. 
Much of the gender debate focuses on whether or not women 
can be senior pastors or among the professional clergy. Thus, a 
decentralization of such offices in church structure would go far 
to mitigate the tension surrounding the debate.44 

But, we are not simply advocating an overhaul in language 
without a change in practice. In the Old Testament, structure ex-
ists, and individuals function as priests and in their unique gift-
ings. However, “The goal of these structures is not to squelch, 
but to release all of us to live out our calling within the context of 
the fellowship of believers.”45 In the New Testament, Ephesians 
4:11–13 tells us that the function of apostles, prophets, evangelists, 
pastors, and teachers is to build up and equip the body of Christ 
for ministry until all attain unity and knowledge that leads to ma-
turity. There is often a huge bifurcation between clergy (pastors, 
evangelists, teachers, etc.) and laity (everyone else) that commu-
nicates active value to the former and passive unworthiness to 
the latter.46 This passage, and the whole of the New Testament, 
do not affirm this distinction, but instead affirm a single, unified 
body with unique functions of mutual service and empowered 
ministry based on gifting. Calling, gifts, and maturity are inextri-

When one person is elevated above the 

rest, it may be difficult to motivate sine 

individuals to pursue their gifts and be satisfied 

with their value to one another and to God. 
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cably linked to fulfilling the purpose of the body, and our struc-
tures need to encourage these. 

Churches should be sure to equip the body with tools on how 
to study God’s word, incorporate spiritual gifts into membership 
processes, while providing arenas for people to grow in them, 
appoint properly gifted individuals for specific church needs, 
and encourage each other in godly character.47 Not only will this 
serve to deprofessionalize ministry, but also will mobilize the 
body of Christ.

A mobilization of the body of Christ

If only pastors have the gifts of pastor/shepherd, leadership, 
teaching, etc., and only a few can be pastors, then the rest of the 
body is left believing that their contributions are insignificant.48 
In order to mobilize the body of Christ for the work of ministry 
and ensure that every member is functioning most effectively, we 
must value each spiritual gift as vital to the body and make dis-
tinctions in function based on one’s gifts and maturity, not on 
external markers (1 Cor 12:14–20; Eph 4:1–16).

Communicating, both through word and practice, the need 
for diversity that involves all in the community will edify all 
members. Recognizing the various gifts in the body will send a 
message of affirmation. Often, we do not intentionally send mes-
sages of command authority, and the vast majority of church 
leaders do not wish to see the community of which they are a 
part undermobilized. However, our messages on authority are 
typically conveyed silently, through our practices. Thus, a plu-

rality of teachers might serve 
to diminish the problem of 
depending on one person for 
the teaching of the word. Ad-
ditionally, administration of 
the Lord’s Supper could be 
done by mature NCBs or even 
celebrated as a meal as it was 
in the New Testament. Mature 
believers could also baptize 
those whom they know and 
with whom they were influen-
tial in their journey of coming 
to Christ. We should also pub-
licly commission new follow-
ers of Christ to be ministers 
of the gospel to their homes, 
workplaces, and other circles 
of influence. Publicly laying 
hands on and commissioning 
these people would convey the 
sense of purpose and empow-
erment they have through the 
support of the community of 
Christ. Seminaries also should 
be utilized to help NCBs ma-
ture in their ministry skills, 

character, and spiritual gifts. These are not training grounds only 
for the few “called into the ministry,” but are for everyone, since 
we are all ministers of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Conclusion as it relates to the gender debate

This article calls into question how we have defined NCB inter-
personal authority and argues for reorientation through the lens 
of Christ-centered community. With the overarching question of 
the gender debate centering around the authority women do or 
do not have in relation to men, we would do well to begin by 
asking: what authority can any NCB have over any other NCB? 
When we refocus on how the community of Christ can be most 
built up so that all members are pursuing maturity in Christ, the 
issue of interpersonal authority seems far less of a concern and 
ultimately unnecessary. Perhaps, after having highlighted the 
harm of an unbalanced view of authority, which leads to an over-
professionalization of ministry and an undermobilization of the 
body of Christ, more emphasis can be placed on the practical 
steps of equipping the entire body to utilize its gifts (See Figure 
4).49 In this way, we focus more on applying the authority of the 
word so that individual believers can discern the authority of the 
Spirit within them in the context of community. 

Notes

1. This article only seeks to discuss the role of spiritual authority. 
Secular authority structures (government, business, education, etc.) not 
founded on the authority of God are not our concern here. These au-

Overprofessionalization 
of Church Leaders

Overemphasis on the signi�cance of “double 
honor” for some elders. Result: We make 

shepherding a “vocation” and professionalize 
the work of some of the elders, with an implication 

that those who are the professional leaders are 
the mature Christians. For structures that do 

not have elders, but still have a 
clergy/laity distinction, the same 

             principle applies.

Undermobilized Body of Christ
Underemphasis on the ministry of all 

believers in using their spiritual gifts. Result: 
“Ministry” primarily focuses on what the 

professional, vocational workers do.
The majority of the saints do 
not know their spiritual gifts, 

nor are they growing in 
their development 
and use of them.

  Overemphasis on new-covenant believer, 
interpersonal authority. Result: We situate authority in 

a person or o�ce, or, typically, a person because he holds an o�ce. 
The “church” rises or falls based on the gifting of the one pastor or a 
few professional clergy. This leads to an unhealthy dependence on 

the o�ce-holder, which leads to unequipped saints. Also, the 
o�ce-holder is often isolated and breaks under the 
unrealistic expectations of being the chief shepherd 

when that job is already taken.

The star shows where this debate is situated. If 
these other areas are addressed, the question of 
women in ministry would become much less 
divisive and contentious.

Misunderstanding of Authority

Figure 4: Three contextual problems in discussing the issue of women as elders/pastors
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thority structures do not require the indwelling of the Living God and, 
as such, are governed by different principles and take on a different tex-
ture than Christ-centered community. Christ-centered community is 
meant to be supernaturally governed and stand in contrast to secular 
authority structures (Rom 13:1–7; Mark 10:41–44).

2. In this article, priority will be given to the notion of new-covenant 
community as seen in the New Testament, even though much can be 
said for this concept’s development in the Old Testament. For more on 
community in the Old Testament, see Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the 
Community of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994).

3. This covenant sets the tone for the rest of Scripture as this promise 
is ultimately fulfilled in Christ as evidenced in Gal 3:14. 

4. In John 17:1–6, Jesus reveals the unity he has with the Father, and 
he is the expression of God’s authority. He has received this authority 
from the Father and exercises it to bring eternal life to all people. He 
proceeds by praying for his disciples in vv. 6–18 and says, “Father, protect 
them by the power of your name—the name you gave me—so that they 
may be one as we are one” (John 17:11). Then, he lifts those up who will 
believe in the message of the disciples “that all of them may be one, Fa-
ther, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that 
the world may believe that you have sent me” (John 17:21).

5. For instance, in Romans, Paul argues for unity between Jews and 
Gentiles on the basis of faith available to all peoples. In Galatians, he 
strongly rebukes the divisive notion that circumcision carries spiritual 
value in the community united by the Spirit of God, and even references 
a dispute with Peter, who had been neglecting table fellowship with his 
uncircumcised brothers.

6. Robert J. Banks, Paul’s Idea of Community: The Early House 
Churches in Their Cultural Setting, rev. ed. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
2007), 109.

7. Joseph H. Hellerman, The Ancient Church as Family (Minneapo-
lis, MN: Fortress, 2001), 36. 

8. Hellerman, The Ancient Church as Family, 35. 
9. While the new-covenant community is uniquely defined by its 

equality (Gal 3:28), this is a new development in comparison with the 
old covenant. There were clear disparities in terms of race, class, and 
gender under the old covenant. However, under the new covenant, any-
one can be a part of God’s family, and not just any member of the family, 
but a privileged “son” (Rom 8:14). A sign of this new covenant is now 
baptism and not the exclusive practice of circumcision. The priesthood 
is no longer of the Levitical order, but all are now part of the kingdom of 
priests. Hence, the equality characteristic of new-covenant community 
supersedes the inequality of the old order. 

10. The example of Jesus washing his disciples’ feet proves to be one 
of the greatest portrayals of love through service ever recorded. John 
13:3 sets the tone for the humility in Jesus’ love: “Jesus knew that the 
Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from 
God and was returning to God.” That a teacher would wash his follow-
ers’ feet is unprecedented, and the fact that this Teacher is the promised 
Messiah and Son of God who has all power makes his humble love most 
exemplary. He calls his followers to do just as he has done by saying, “A 
new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you 
must love one another. By this all [humanity] will know that you are my 
disciples, if you love one another” (John 13:34–35). 

11. In the book of Acts, we see a mobilized group of NCBs who rely 
on one another to meet their needs and thrive. Acts 6:1–7 discusses the 
appointment of the seven to distribute food to widows. In Acts 4, we see 
the community gathering together to pray corporately for boldness to 
speak the gospel message. The place they are meeting is shaken, and they 
are filled with the Spirit. We also see the sharing of possessions for distri-
bution to those as there is need (Acts 4:32–37). Also, many of Paul’s let-
ters close with a call for funds to support the believers in Jerusalem who 
gave sacrificially at the beginning stages of the church, which allowed for 
the spread of the gospel to those to whom the letters are written.

12. “a. properly, a woman set over others. b. a female guardian, protec-
tress, patroness, caring for the affairs of others and aiding them with her 
resources (A.V. succourer): Rom. 16:2.” Joseph H. Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-
English Lexicon of the New Testament: Coded with Strong’s Concordance 
Numbers (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996), 549.

13. This disciple language is used one time in Acts 9:25, but it most 
likely refers to Paul’s disciples from when he was a rabbi before his en-
counter with Christ. We would do well to model this practice by not 
calling anyone our “disciple,” but using language that emphasizes our 
coming alongside other brothers and sisters as we are discipled by Jesus 
together.

14. Banks, Paul’s Idea of Community, 181.
15. We find support for these definitions of designated authority and 

earned influence in Walter Liefeld’s essay “The Nature of Authority in 
the New Testament” in Discovering Biblical Equality: Complementarity 
without Hierarchy, ed. Ronald W. Pierce, Rebecca Merrill Groothuis, and 
Gordon D. Fee (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2005), 255–71.

16. The book of Leviticus shows the disparity between the holy God 
and the people of Israel. Yet, the law allowed community to exist on 
some level between God and humanity, though it was not the complete 
fulfillment of community we see in the later covenants, especially the 
new covenant.

17. While the Father, Son, and Spirit have essential authority, when 
the Son entered human history as Jesus of Nazareth, he gave up the right 
to this essential authority in order to walk as the expression of this au-
thority for the purpose of his crucifixion (see Phil 2). However, there is 
still much debate as to whether or not the Son and the Spirit have always 
had the same essential authority as the Father, yet authority seems to be 
a non-issue with a being who is perfectly united in all things. Debat-
ing who has the “right to command the other” or the “right to send the 
other” seems fruitless to discuss regarding a God with one will, and thus 
does not seem supportable as a logical necessity based on the Scriptures. 

18. Jesus uses Scripture when he resists the devil in the desert (Matt 
4; Luke 4). He appeals to it on other occasions in his teaching (Matt 11:10; 
13:14–15; Mark 4:11; 7:6–7; Luke 4:18–19; 7:32; John 12:40, etc.). He also 
adds to it through his new teachings and commands that his followers 
carry his teachings to the world (Matt 5:21–48; 28:19–20). 

19. For this reason, John’s statement that the “Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us” has such weight, since he is the authoritative way 
we come to know God (John 1:14).

20. In summarizing the law, Jesus says, “Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength and love your neighbor as 
yourself ” (Luke 10:27). If he summarized the law and emphasized these 
commands, these should also be the emphasis of our lives. Also, in John 
15:14 and 17, Jesus says, “You are my friends if you do what I command 
you. . . . These things I command you, so that you will love one another.”

21. At the outset of their ministries, after being commissioned 
by Christ and soon thereafter filled with the Holy Spirit, the apostles 
performed many signs and wonders. They healed the sick, cast out de-
mons, and raised the dead (Acts 5:12–16; 9:36, etc.). These powerful signs 
helped to authenticate their primary-derived authority as they traveled 
around proclaiming the gospel. However, the gospel that they preached 
was effective apart from their authority because it is an expressed au-
thority unto itself. 

22. The word exousia is the most common word used for authority 
in the New Testament.

23. See also 1 Cor 4:21; he would rather come to them gently than 
with discipline. Also, Paul allows them the dignity of getting themselves 
in order without his needing to come to them—“that when I come I may 
not have to be severe in my use of the authority that the Lord has given 
me for building up and not for tearing down” (2 Cor 13:10). Paul does 
not want to have to be heavy-handed, but he knows that the reputation 
of Christ is on the line in Corinth and that they must change or they will 
experience God’s discipline. We see a similar urging in Phlm 8: Paul has 
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the authority to command, but he appeals to the fact that Philemon is a 
brother in Christ. He allows the authority of the Spirit coupled with the 
word to urge Philemon to obedience.

24. For the purpose of this article, we only included the passages 
that use a word for authority as opposed to including passages on sub-
mission, since there is debate as to whether submitting to someone 
means that he or she has authority, or if this means serving that person 
without an authoritative connotation. (For instance, Eph 1:21, “Submit 
yourselves one to another,” does not seem to mean that everyone has au-
thority over everyone else, but that putting the needs of others first takes 
precedence in Christ-centered community.) One passage that does use 
exousia, but is not explicitly about the church, also supports the point 
about community: 1 Cor 7:4 explains that a husband has authority over 
his wife’s body, and, in the same way, she has authority over his body. 
This statement is unique in all of the New Testament and among ancient 
writings, but seems to relate more to a husband and wife than to the 
church specifically and, for that reason, is not included in this argument 
even though it is a clear example of mutuality. Also, while 1 Cor 11 ap-
pears primarily to fall into either category of husband and wife or man 
and woman in a church setting, this passage seems to be about congre-
gational worship and maintaining gender distinctions rather than lead-
ership and/or authority. Also, the exegetical issues with 1 Cor 11 make 
it a dangerous linchpin passage on which to determine NCB interper-
sonal relationships related to gender. For more detailed discussion, see 
Thomas R. Schreiner, “Head Coverings, Prophecies, and the Trinity: 1 
Corinthians 11:2–16,” in Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: 
A Response to Evangelical Feminism, ed. John Piper and Wayne Grudem 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1991), 124–39, and Gordon Fee’s response es-
say, “Praying and Prophesying in the Assemblies,” in Discovering Bibli-
cal Equality: Complementarity without Hierarchy, ed. Ronald W. Pierce, 
Rebecca Merrill Groothuis, and Gordon D. Fee (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 2005), 142–60.

25. This word means “right or authority to command; with all or full 
authority,” Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 
and Other Early Christian Literature, ed. Frederick W. Danker, 3rd ed. 
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 383.

26. In order to understand Paul’s relationship with Titus better, Wal-
ton, Strauss, and Cooper say that Titus was sent by Paul “to represent 
him in Corinth during Paul’s worst troubles with the church in that city 
(2 Cor 2:13; 7:6–7, 13–15). His maturity is further seen in the fact that Paul 
left him in charge in Crete, a very difficult area of ministry.” John H. 
Walton, Mark L. Strauss, and Theodore W. Cooper, The Essential Bible 
Companion: Key Insights for Reading God’s Word (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2006), 110.

27. Similarly, in 1 Timothy, we see that false teaching is being pro-
mulgated in Ephesus, and young Timothy needs to take charge of the 
situation until Paul arrives. Therefore, Paul gives him the charge to com-
mand what he has told him to command (1 Tim 4:11; 5:7). While author-
ity language is not used, “command” is used twice. This authority also 
seems temporary and provisional for Timothy until Paul can come to 
Ephesus himself.

28. Due to the lack of internal biblical comparisons to ascertain the 
meaning of this word, scholars have been forced to look at extrabiblical 
sources. Linda Belleville has argued that the connotation of this word 
indicates a domineering use of authority (“Teaching and Usurping Au-
thority,” in Discovering Biblical Equality: Complementarity without Hier-
archy, 205–23). Andreas J. Köstenberger has made a case for an opposing 
view that the term carries no negative connotation, but is a statement 
excluding authority of any kind of a woman over a man (“Teaching and 
Usurping Authority: 1 Timothy 2:11–15,” Journal for Biblical Manhood 
and Womanhood 10, no. 1 [Spring 2005]: 43–54). Regardless of which 
position one takes, the fact that Paul uses exousia twelve other times, yet 
chooses a different word in this context, should cause hesitation in us-
ing this passage as the primary foundation for prohibiting women from 

teaching and leading. Also, Jesus himself prohibits having authority over 
one another (using the far more referenced exousia) in Mark 10:42.

29. This seems plausible in light of this entire discussion on NCB 
relationships and due to the fact that the context of Ephesians was a soci-
ety where the cult of the goddess Artemis was alive and well (Acts 19). If 
women were trying to usurp apostolic authority through trying to teach 
authoritatively, perhaps due to their preconversion status as priestesses, 
or simply because there was a female city god, this would have been 
dangerous indeed. 

30. While this is a prohibitive statement, we often make its converse 
a prescriptive statement. Reading that women are not to have authority 
over men, we conclude that men ought to have authority over women. 
We also assume that women can have authority over other women. This 
begs the question: On what basis can any NCB have authority over any 
other NCB?

31. In looking at the directives for church leadership in 1 Timothy, 
we see two major functions described: that of elder (also termed overseer 
and undershepherd) and deacon. While most scholars agree that deacons 
can be male or female (e.g., Phoebe, Rom 16:1), this is often justified on 
the argument no “authority” exists in this function of service. The issue 
of who can be an elder has become more central to debate, primarily be-
cause it is seen as authoritative. However, there is no authority language 
used to describe this function in the rest of the letter. So, the question 
remains: What is the nature of authority for the elder? What can an el-
der command that must be obeyed that is not already laid out in the 
expressed authority of the Scriptures? The elder can teach the word, but 
the word is the authority, working alongside the Spirit to convict that 
person. 

32. Also, concerning the laying on of hands in the New Testament 
as evidence of a special division of believers, Grenz explains, “The book 
of Acts suggests finally that the laying on of hands following baptism 
may have been a common, if not usual practice in the early church. The 
believers did not see it as a rite separate from baptism, however, but as 
part of a single act of initiation. They may have employed baptism (the 
outward declaration of faith) and the laying on of hands (the sign of the 
reception of the Spirit and of the oneness of God’s people) in one sym-
bolic expression of the mystery of conversion.” Grenz, Theology for the 
Community of God, 430.

33. Banks, Paul’s Idea of Community, 169. Other Scriptures on matu-
rity include Eph 4:13; Col 1:28; and Phil 3:12–17.

34. This is why the author of Hebrews says in 5:12, 14, “For though 
by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you 
again the basic principles of the oracles of God. You need milk, not solid 
food . . . but solid food is for the mature. . . .” There is an expectation that 
growth into maturity, evidenced by being able to teach others (which 
is also a part of the Great Commission), is the normative standard for 
followers of Christ.

35. Liefeld highlights the use of the word peithō in Hebrews 13:17 as 
a word translated “obey,” when it has a more fluid meaning of “being 
persuaded” by the leaders in the body. This is consistent with the overall 
message of Hebrews in which the author is exhorting maturation in or-
der to stand firm under persecution. The Nature of Authority in the New 
Testament, 259. 

36. While not within the scope of this article, one insight that has 
emerged is that we often overestimate the authority we have over other 
human beings, but underestimate the authority we have over spiritual 
beings.

37. In the passages that describe the function of these leaders, au-
thority language is not present; leading and guiding language is (1 Tim 
5; 1 Pet. 3).

38. Frank Viola and George Barna, Pagan Christianity? Exploring the 
Roots of Our Church Practices, revised and updated ed. (Carol Stream, 
IL: Tyndale, 2008), 106.
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39. Acts 20:28; Phil 1:1; 1 Pet 5:2; etc. Many churches today are be-
ginning to adopt this model of multiple pastors who lead and teach. 
Responsibilities are sometimes dispersed among a group of “teaching” 
pastors and “administrative” pastors, for example. Such structures are 
being adopted at churches regardless of the views of its leaders on the 
gender debate.

40. Banks, Paul’s Idea of Community, 132.
41. This is seen when people ask, “Do you think women should be 

ordained?” Such a question emphasizes the position of the person. If 
we shift the question to, “Do you think women are Spirit-gifted to have 
any of the spiritual gifts?” then we may ask, “How are women able and 
encouraged to serve in their Spirit-gifting within the body?”

42. For his complete article, see William David Spencer, “The 
Chaining of the Church,” at ChristianityToday.com, 1988, http://www.
christianitytoday.com/ch/1988/issue17/1725.html (accessed 2012).

43. The Greek terms translated as office in English occur very rarely 
in the New Testament, and on all but two occasions they are used to de-
scribe priesthood in the Old Covenant. The two occasions where office 
is used for ministry-related purposes (Acts 1:20 and 1 Tim 3:1) make use 
of an abstract form of the noun, allowing for office to be implied. Ralph 
Earle, “1 Timothy,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. 
Gaebelein, vol. 11 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1978), 363. The terms 
ierateia (Luke 1:9; Heb 7:5) and episkopē	(1 Pet 2:12; Luke 19:44; Acts 1:20; 
1 Tim. 3:1) connote the word office. Forms of episkopē are employed in 
Acts 1:20 and 1 Tim 3:1 in relation to ministry. Acts 1:20 quotes Ps 109:8 
(“may another take his office!”) and refers to the replacement of Judas 
among the twelve apostles; 1 Tim 3:1 speaks of overseers and proceeds to 
list qualifications (the vast majority of which are without contest related 
to character) for such people. The term episkopos (translated “overseer”) 
occurs five times in the New Teastament and does not necessarily imply 
office. Though office may be implied with these Greek terms, we believe 
that gifting should determine the function of overseers and elders in the 
body of Christ (along with all other functions), in addition to biblical 
qualifications found in 1 Tim 3. 

44. At this point, there is an impasse in the gender debate as to 
whether the qualifications given in 1 Timothy exclude women from the 
function of elder. Regardless of one’s interpretation, we argue that ma-
ture female NCBs should be allowed to exercise their gifts of leadership 
and teaching even if not allowed to be elders in their specific contexts. 
Further, among the qualifications for an overseer listed in 1 Tim 3 is the 
phrase “able to teach” (1 Tim 3:2). The ability to teach is listed explicitly 
as a requirement of an overseer. It seems that proper teaching of the 
word serves as an authoritative guide for the church more than the per-
son who teaches, as the elders are one conduit for the authority of God’s 
word. The other qualifications in 1 Tim 3 are character traits. The dis-
puted phrase, “man of one woman,” is often used to restrict women from 
being elders/overseers. However, it would seem, based on the thrust of 
the passage and the New Testament as a whole, that Paul’s use of this 
phrase is pointing more to the fidelity of an elder than anything else. 
This “one-woman man” language used for elders is also used for dea-
cons; however, women are often allowed to serve as deacons (Rom 16:1). 
Other qualifications are also not as strictly enforced as the gender prohi-
bition, such as “he must manage his own household well, with all dignity 
keeping his children submissive” (1 Tim 3:4). This requirement would 
take unmarried men, men without children, and men with rebellious 
children out of the running for this function. This literal interpretation 
would even make Paul and Jesus out of the running for being an elder. 
Oddly, some are comfortable with not holding those as strict require-
ments, but being male is held fastidiously. If this hinges on 1 Tim 2:2, 
in light of the information presented in this article, perhaps the entire 
understanding of the function of elder should be reexamined.

45. Stanley J. Grenz, Created for Community: Connecting Christian 
Belief with Christian Living, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1998), 245.

46. We would urge everyone to eliminate “laity” from one’s vocab-

ulary. As Marshall states, “I firmly believe that many of our problems 
regarding ministry generally would be mitigated by a less rigid under-
standing of ordination and by getting rid of the unbiblical distinction 
between clergy and laity.” I. Howard Marshall, “Women in Ministry: 
A Further Look at 1 Timothy 2,” in Women, Ministry, and the Gospel: 
Exploring New Paradigms, ed. Mark Husbands and Timothy Larsen 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2007), 54.

47. Central to deprofessionalization is teaching all followers of 
Christ to study God’s word. The word is our main source of authority 
working alongside the Spirit and is for all people to read and study. All 
too often, however, we seat authority in an individual who is able to ex-
posit the word of God masterfully, and the body becomes dependent on 
that one person because its members are not trained to study properly 
for themselves. The church of Berea in Acts 17 is considered to be of 
noble character because its members not only received the word eagerly, 
but also examined the Scriptures daily, testing Paul and Silas’s message. 
We need a community that eagerly receives the word and knows how to 
examine it rightly. Further, we need to help people discover their spiri-
tual gifts, as we function as a body based on these gifts (Rom 12:3–8; 1 
Cor 12).

48. If we redefine authority, then those who have leadership posi-
tions are not bestowed with command authority, and, if we deprofes-
sionalize ministry, then the issue of one pastor trying to function as all 
the parts of the body is also resolved. This would lead to everyone know-
ing that each can serve as a member of the body because all have a func-
tion to contribute.

49. Adapted from material discussed by Walt Russell, PhD. This il-
lustration shows the difficulty of this paradigm shift.

Dr. Paul Chilcote, Ashland Seminary faculty member
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In her biography Fighting Angel, one of the most famous and disaf-
fected missionary children of them all, the Nobel Prize–winning 
Pearl Buck, tells the sad tale of her longsuffering grandmother. 
After years of cooking, cleaning, serving for an unappreciative 
husband and set of sons, one day, she simply sat down on the 
porch. She had had enough. No amount of demanding, threaten-
ing, pleading, or cajoling could ever cause her to lift a finger to 
serve again. 

As a journalist and former church secretary, pastor’s wife 
and veteran of fifteen congregations and seven university min-
istries with her pastor husband, Becky Wooley, as her biographi-
cal sketch assures us, “knows where the bodies are buried.” She 
peoples this first novel in her projected “Grit and Grace Mys-
tery series” with a cohort of women very much like Pearl Buck’s 
grandmother.

For those who wonder what it is like to grow up in an ul-
traconservative Christian church, Becky Wooley is the expert. 
While her novel is clearly a great part over-the-top satire of fun-
damentalist culture, like all the best denizens of that genre, the 
book is profoundly serious at its core. She understands that, for 
many of us so reared, such an environment becomes our point of 
reference in the world—what we use for a plumb line to measure 
anything else we meet in thought and practice. No matter how 
much we develop or how far we stray ecclesiastically within the 
Christian community, cultural conservatism was home, and it re-
tains an a priori claim on our thinking. This pull is so great that 
many do not escape it at all. 

This is not to lay a blanket condemnation on fundamentalism 
as totally unacceptable and needing a Surgeon GeneraI’s warn-
ing that it can be hazardous to one’s health. Orthodox Christian 
fundamentalism honors Jesus as the sole way to God, upholds the 
Bible as the only completely reliable written source about Jesus, 
and reminds us that the world pollutes us in ways we often do 
not perceive, so we should all be more aware than we often are, 
especially with how our children are being leavened out. My con-
clusion from my own experience is that it is motivated by fear, 
and it is correct that there is a lot to fear in our world. At the same 
time, as any vigilante movement, it can be so focused on what is 
right that it can downplay what is loving and even what is healthy. 
Its white blood cells can kill every form of initiative, becoming 
like a cosmic black hole or the death star of Star Wars, sucking 
in the priesthood of all believers and subjugating everyone be-
neath a charismatic leader or set that would rather rule automa-
tons than help believers find their spiritual gifts and their own 
places to lead. Both the positive and the negative aspects of hy-
perconservative Christianity are, respectively, reflected and lam-
pooned in this novel. Consequently, the population of this book 
is a fascinating mixture of those who cannot emotionally leave 

Book Review: Non-Prophet Murders
By Becky Wooley (Resource Publications, Wipf and Stock, 2010)

Reviewed by William David Spencer

fundamentalism; others who are halfway out, such as the series’ 
two protagonists, the young Truman “Grit” Griffin, conservative-
college dropout who is yet drawn irresistibly back to work for the 
school, and pastor’s daughter Amy Grace Willis, both of whom 
are desperately trying to emerge; and still others who are out, but 
still living in town under the shadows of its great fundamentalist 
institutions, its several competing megachurches, and its mind-
conditioning college. 

Author Becky Wooley is a survivor of all the best and all the 
worst of conservative Christianity, and she captures the ethos ex-
traordinarily well—all the security and the confinement of the 
mind are poignantly illustrated. One particular central concern, 
of interest to Priscilla Papers readers, is her portrayal of the plight 
of women in such churches. She captures perfectly, for example, 
the conflict that such a tradeoff creates in her depiction of one 
power-pastor’s wife:

Martha was devoted. Devoted to God and Newell Post Law-
son with a frightening passion. Lawson’s natural charisma and 
pew-shaking bass voice stirred her spiritually and physically. 
She relished the admiration given to him by friends, disciples, 
peers, and strangers. He was her sun, and she counted herself 
most blessed of women to call him husband. What God had 
joined together, Martha Elizabeth Lawson would defend to 
the death. (32)

Another pastor’s wife, Miz Dinah Willis, mother of the book’s 
heroine, Grace, is another product of her upbringing:

She had attended Ladies’ Bible lessons on child rearing and 
husband pleasing at least weekly since Grace was a baby—
twenty-two years and eight congregations ago. How those 
lessons could be relevant to the majority of the women in at-
tendance, elderly widows, she did not know. She also resented 
the fact that lessons for men on fatherhood and “husbandry” 
were never deemed necessary. With a few such lessons, Thom-
as Willis might not have dragged her and Grace from church 
to church like presumably indestructible Samsonite. (47)

WILLIAM DAVID SPENCER, editor of Priscilla Papers and author of Myste-
rium and Mystery: The Clerical Crime Novel (Southern Illinois Univ.), which 
is recognized as the definitive work on fictional 
detecting clergy, is Ranked Adjunct Full Profes-
sor of Theology and the Arts at Gordon-Conwell 
Theological Seminary’s Boston campus and co-
author of “The Timeless to the Trinity” (http://
blogs.christianpost.com/scriptural-truths). His 
new mystery novel, Name in the Papers, is forth-
coming in e-serial form from Trestle Press.
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The author adroitly captures the approach/avoidance pattern of 
dutiful attendance demanded by the culture:

She took a seat near the door, ready to leave as soon as the 
bell rang. She hated idle chitchat, and Ladies’ classes were not 
the place to speak frankly. In Ladies’ class you and your hus-
band were not near divorce. In Ladies’ class, you did not hate 
your daughter’s boyfriend. Nor did a woman question One 
True Church leaders. If she complained, she was insulting the 
bride of Christ; if she questioned 
inequalities, she was “usurping 
authority”; if she expressed frus-
tration with a cold or inattentive 
husband, she was not in “proper 
submission.” (47)

When trouble befalls such a repressed individual, there is little 
recourse. If a husband, a leader, even a pastor sins, the wife is 
sentenced to “charm school, cooking classes, exercise, church en-
dorsed bowing and scraping lessons” (52). Yes, this is dark irony 
bordering on sarcasm, but, in my experience growing up in such 
a culture, it is not at all far from the truth. Preserving the mar-
riage was always seen as the responsibility of the wife, despite the 
fact that the husband is the understood “head of the house.” If 
her marriage falls apart, the wife has only herself to blame and 
must try harder. Providentially, she can, of course, call on her 
“Christian sisters, who believed in and practiced only one spiri-
tual gift, the gift of the ‘casserole’” (87) to help her with their lim-
ited, approved set of solutions, but the resulting buildup of guilt 
and shame and frustration can produce a lethal combination. In 
the mystery novel (as sometimes in real life), it inevitably does.

Overriding all this cultural critique is a fast-paced, expertly 
written whodunit in which conservative pastors are dropping 
right and left like crumpled single dollar bills in an offering plate. 
In the midst of all this, Grace and Grit, two engaging young prod-
ucts of competing churches and the local fundamentalist college, 
have opened an emerging church called “Deeper Waters,” since it 
is in the basement of a nearby tavern (appropriately named “The 
Dive”), while both still attend their old churches. The tensions 
build in microcosm as the deaths mount in macrocosm. As in 
any good mystery, suspicion falls on one character after another 
as the protagonists begin to wonder if the body count is due to 
the coincidence of natural causes, as everyone (even the police) 
has agreed to believe, or, if the unthinkable is actually true: a gen-
uine calculating evil is generating from the inside and knocking 
off the town’s pastoral leadership.

As far as critiquing the plot, I believe that anyone who has 
had even a brush with hyperconservatism will be ready to forgive 
any missteps for the sheer exhilaration, the fine writing, and the 
engaging characters. Fine-tuning for the second edition might 
include coming up with an articulated motive for the first murder 
that explains its timing. Why now, exactly? Why not some time 
in the past or in the future? Convergence is convenient, but a bit 

more locating of motive in the choice of time frame would help. 
An interesting phenomenon I have noticed these days (appar-
ently due to the “spirit of the age,” as the great William Hazlitt 
dubbed it) is that contemporary murders in novels and films are 
usually committed for two reasons: the victim deserved it (which 
is normally applied to those who turn out to be blackmailers, 
therefore suggesting the killer is actually doing the world a ser-
vice), or the perpetrator is insane and, therefore, as much a vic-
tim as the murderee (all assuming the killer does not belong to 

the Russian Mafia, the former KGB, 
and, therefore, does not know any 
better). Plain evilness of character or 
a self-centeredness so utilitarian, so 
amoral, that it has itself become evil, 
which were both part of the motive 

corner of the traditional M.O. triangle of mystery novels (motive, 
means, opportunity), appear to be out of vogue. One must almost 
step out of the mystery these days to find such evil at large—for 
example, as well illustrated in the 2010 film The Social Network, 
where the leeching main character is comprised of one part envy 
and one part amorality of the Social Darwinist variety (read: sur-
vival of the fittest is the name of the game, and I am far more fit 
and, therefore, entitled to whatever I can steal from those who 
naively considered themselves my friends and coworkers).

The Christian-driven novel has more leeway as we affirm bad 
choices that precipitate bad morals and potentially fatal choices. 
Becky Wooley is very skillful and, I hope, having appeased the 
spirit of the age in this wonderful first outing, she will explore 
the nature of evil character in the future. As a craftsperson, she 
is first rate, creating a book that has the depth and range to keep 
us guessing the identity of the perpetrator. Like one pushing lob-
sters in a pot, she invokes no sympathy for most of the victims in 
the reader. But, then, this book is a satire, and that is one of its 
charms; it is not about “let’s all live happily together.” It is about 
“I’m fed up with all this repression, and, if I weren’t a Christian, 
this might very well happen off paper.” The beauty of fiction is 
that victimized readers can vicariously enjoy all sorts of people, 
amazingly parallel to those who in God’s name routinely make 
our lives miserable, getting their comeuppance. In real life, we 
have the grace to forgive them. That may not wash morally, but it 
serves in proxy a lot like punching a heavy bag or pounding a rac-
quetball. In the larger world, despite a recent spate of top-drawer 
artistic entries, it explains why the non-A-level variety of kung fu 
movies still remains so popular. They are folk therapeutics.

Is there a saving grace for satire in Christian literature? Peo-
ple who think that every case of their victimization should be 
answered with a meek, “That’s okay, I understand,” are kidding 
themselves. They are simply cowardly. We do nobody any good 
if we allow them to victimize us. It is not good for their moral 
growth and does nothing for our faith in our fellow beings. When 
this response is required by victimizers—I’ll oppress you and you 
accept it for Jesus’ sake—the problem is compounded. The mys-

In the classic mystery, good wins out. To draw 

the parallel to biblical equality, those who 

oppress women and limit them while puffing 

themselves up as God’s elect are in for a fall.
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tery novel has thrived for centuries because it is the literature 
of morality. Its message is simple: People who prey on others, 
no matter how sanctimonious they may present themselves and 
their actions, will get themselves done in in order to restore the 
balance of the universe. In that sense, mysteries are moral para-
bles. In the classic mystery, good wins out. To draw the parallel 
to biblical equality, those who oppress women and limit them 
while puffing themselves up as God’s elect are in for a fall. This 
satire suggests the need for self-examination. While in real life 
the consequence should not be as terminally lethal as in a novel, 
the result is not pleasant in the bitter fruit of resentment. 

A gifted but repressed spouse, or any female in a church, who 
is being worked to spiritual death with menial tasks unsuited to 
her God-given gifting is a time bomb that I, for one, used to see 
smolder and occasionally explode. Those who do not see this 
truth are skipping through a minefield and can surely expect to 
lose their “right arm,” so as to say. That is why I consider a book 
like this one so valuable and worth our attention.

The point of satire is not simply to complain, it is to warn. 
And Non-Prophet Murders, with all its over-the-top and outra-
geous hilarity—the name choices alone take it over at points to 
out-and-out farce—does just that and does it well. The book is 
clearly wit-driven, but running down the center of it is a pathos 
that turns it into something more than merely an amusing read. 
The power of such fiction is that it simulates experience in a way 
few nonfiction books can do (outside of a well-crafted autobiog-
raphy). Readers experience in vicarious parallel day after day and 
night after night of a life that accepts limits that are both others- 
and self-imposed through verisimilitude (the mirroring of real 
life). Story can highlight human foibles that might be otherwise 
missed if not being fleshed out in characters recognizable to us. 
And, through simulated interaction, fiction can help us pause 
and reconsider specious religious reasons and motivations for 
limiting others that may be assumed but never examined in real-
life church situations. Plato used this technique when presenting 
his philosophy. Instead of merely announcing it, as so many oth-
er philosophers have done, Plato constructed brief plays which 
invited readers in as participants in the free throw of ideas, as 
Socrates midwifed insights out of his hearers in what came to 
be called the maieutic (or midwifing) method of helping others 
discover the truth already embedded inside their own thought. I 
have always believed this is one reason why Plato’s philosophical 
discourses have lasted and impacted humanity to a far greater 
degree than those of other philosophies: this brilliant method 
of inviting participation in the discussion. R. K. Harrison once 
pointed out to me that God inspired a similar technique in Moses 
when he recorded the temptation and fall. It is done as a He-
brew play.1 This is not to say that the events did not occur—not 
at all. Of course, they occurred. Through the construction of the 
narrative, God, through Moses’ depiction, invites us in to par-
ticipate in this paradigm-shifting event in a way so much more 
effective than would be done by simply telling us, “And, by the 

way, our first parents were tempted and fell.” God-Among-Us, 
Jesus the Christ, taught in parables: stories with a point. Some of 
these became quite elaborate with striking characters such as the 
shrewd, dishonest steward, the angry, judgmental older son, and 
the empathetic, outcast Samaritan who knew what being ignored 
or shunned was all about. A novel like Non-Prophet Murders is 
an extended parable about the consequences that come with an 
overreliance on legalism and an underreliance on grace. 

There’s an old story I’ve heard passed among fiction writers 
about an author sitting hopefully at a book signing waiting for 
someone to notice and purchase her book. A customer picks up 
the novel with finger and thumb with the relish that one would a 
diaper some toddler had lost on the floor and asks accusingly, “Is 
this book true?” The hapless author, stung at the question, shoots 
back, “No, sir, it is not. It is truth!” My recommendation is this: 
When repression gets you down, I prescribe two chapters of Non-
Prophet Murders and a cup of tea. It is better than getting lethal.

Notes

1. He does refer to “the ‘religious drama’ that describes the pristine 
rebellion of man against God (Gen 3:1–24),” but does not elaborate the 
point in his Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd-
mans, 1969), 556.
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Between by Charity Kroeker

Shepherd, Instructor, Director.

“Father, lead in righteousness.
Read, teach, command.
We have gone astray.
Father, take the hand of the people.”

Guide, Mentor, Example.

“Dad, show me how to follow.
Listen, encourage, demonstrate.
I am God’s workmanship.
Dad, give me a hand.”

“Father, this is the path of righteousness:
We do not permit a woman to speak —ever.”

“Dad, these are my goals:
You’re my model.”

“Father, herd your daughter.”

He holds the hand of the family,
he holds the hand of the flock,
 and walks tenuously between.

When his daughter says, “Please,”
and his church says, “No,”
with whom will he go?

Photo by Mike DelGaudio via Wikimedia Creative Commons
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Membership Fees (all fees are in US dollars) 

United States Members  1 Year  3 Years
Individual � $49 � $129
Household � $69 � $184
Low Income*  � $27 � N/A
Subscription Only** � $40 � $115

International Members  1 Year  3 Years 
Individual � $59 � $154
Household � $79 � $204
Low Income* � $37 � N/A
Subscription Only** � $49 � $140

Organizations   1 Year 
1–100 people � $55
101–500 people � $85
501–1,000 people � $110
1,001–2,000 people � $220
2,001–5,000 people � $330
5,001+ people � $440

 Additional Contribution $ _______
 TOTAL $  _______
* Available to those with an annual household income of less than $23,000.
** Does not include membership benefits.
CBE is an exempt organization as described in IRC Sec. 501(c)3 and as such 
donations qualify as charitable contributions where allowed by law.
 
Payment Method 

� Check/Money Order (payable to Christians for Biblical Equality)
� Visa � MasterCard � Discover � American Express
________________________________________   __________________
account number  expiration date

_________________
verification code (the four digits on the top right corner of American Express 
cards or final three digits found on the back of other cards)

_____________________________________________________________
signature

Please mail or fax this form to:

Christians for Biblical Equality 
122 W Franklin Ave, Suite 218, Minneapolis, MN 55404-2451
Phone: (612) 872-6898 | Fax: (612) 872-6891
Email: cbe@cbeinternational.org

�
Christians for Biblical Equality

Christians for Biblical Equality is an organization of Christian men 
and women who believe that the Bible, properly interpreted, teaches 
the fundamental equality of believers of all ethnic groups, all economic 
classes, and all age groups, based on the teachings of Scripture as 
reflected in Galatians 3:28.

Mission Statement

CBE affirms and promotes the biblical truth that all believers—without 
regard to gender, ethnicity or class—must exercise their God-given gifts with 
equal authority and equal responsibility in church, home, and world.

Core Values

We believe the Bible teaches:
•	 Believers are called to mutual submission, love, and service.
•	 God distributes spiritual gifts without regard to gender, ethnicity, or class. 
•	 Believers must develop and exercise their God-given gifts in church, 

home, and world.
•	 Believers have equal authority and equal responsibility to exercise their 

gifts without regard to gender, ethnicity, or class and without the limits 
of culturally defined roles.

•	 Restricting believers from exercising their gifts—on the basis of their gender, 
ethnicity, or class—resists the work of the Spirit of God and is unjust.

•	 Believers must promote righteousness and oppose injustice in all its forms.

Opposing Injustice

CBE recognizes that injustice is an abuse of power, taking from others 
what God has given them: their dignity, their freedom, their resources, 
and even their very lives. CBE also recognizes that prohibiting 
individuals from exercising their God-given gifts to further his kingdom 
constitutes injustice in a form that impoverishes the body of Christ and 
its ministry in the world at large. CBE accepts the call to be part of God’s 
mission in opposing injustice as required in Scriptures such as Micah 6:8. 

Envisioned Future

Christians for Biblical Equality envisions a future where all believers are 
freed to exercise their gifts for God’s glory and purposes, with the full 
support of their Christian communities.

Statement of Faith

•	 We believe the Bible is the inspired Word of God, is reliable, and is the 
final authority for faith and practice. 

•	 We believe in the unity and trinity of God, eternally existing as three 
equal persons.

•	 We believe in the full deity and full humanity of Jesus Christ.
•	 We believe in the sinfulness of all persons. One result of sin is shattered 

relationships with God, others, and self. 
•	 We believe that eternal salvation and restored relationships are possible 

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

•	 We believe in the work of the Holy Spirit in salvation, and in the power 
and presence of the Holy Spirit in the life of believers. 

•	 We believe in the equality and essential dignity of men and women 
of all ethnicities, ages, and classes. We recognize that all persons 
are made in the image of God and are to reflect that image in the 
community of believers, in the home, and in society. 

•	 We believe that men and women are to diligently develop and use their 
God-given gifts for the good of the home, church, and society. 

•	 We believe in the family, celibate singleness, and faithful heterosexual 
marriage as God’s design.

•	 We believe that, as mandated by the Bible, men and women are to 
oppose injustice.

CBE Membership

CBE membership is available to those who support CBE’s Statement of 
Faith. Members receive CBE’s quarterly publications, Mutuality magazine 
and Priscilla Papers journal, as well as discounts to our bookstore and 
conferences. Visit our home page and click “Membership” for details.
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