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Priscilla and Aquila instructed Apollos more perfectly in the way of the Lord (Acts 18)



Not Just Soccer Moms

Some months ago I was struck by some statistics I hap-
pened upon while checking out some information on the
Internet (see p. 17). These data make the point that as
women are enjoying the growing opportunities to succeed
in business and the professional world, they are becoming
an increasingly dominant force. While I was impressed by
the large numbers and percentages of women involved in
business and in decision-making on the home front, I
couldn’t help wishing the same were true across the church
spectrum. I wondered what the percentages would be had
those who compiled the numbers done a survey of how
many women were actively involved in church leadership.
Surely many of these same women who represent the
growing percentages of leadership in business attend
churches in which they are denied the opportunity to use
their gifts and their obvious abilities to lead.

The material in this issue may give you pause as well to
ponder this conundrum. Joe Lunceford’s article, “Biblical
Women Weren’t Always Submissive” (beginning on p. 13),
will, for example, bring to your attention eight women
who did not take a back seat to men in sometimes critical
leadership and decision-making. Yet these women lived in
patriarchal societies that are sometimes used as models for
contemporary man-woman relationships. I find Lunce-
ford’s review of these women a refreshing reminder that
women can and do lead, and that we may embrace that
leadership.

You will also find helpful Joan Schaupp’s article, “The
Feminine Imagery of God in the Hebrew Bible.” This is a
helpful perspective in that we are so accustomed to hearing
God described in masculine terms, it almost comes as a
surprise to find that our Creator God does indeed also
encompass the feminine.

For CBE members, board member Dan Kent’s reminder
that the basis for our understanding of the equality of men
and women is firmly anchored in Scripture. His article, “A
Whole Bible Approach to Equality,” is a solid statement of
our convictions (see p. 10). Taking that conviction a step
further, two college students collaborated on a short article
that argues the case for the use of inclusive language in
Scripture translation. “The Importance of Gender-Inclusive
Language” (p. 18) argues for the use of language that can
fully communicate God’s love to both men and women.

Rebecca Merrill Groothuis’s lead article, “Strange
Bedfellows,” is a fascinating study of the similarity in the
thought processes of those in the scientific community who
vigorously defend Darwinism and those in the church who
just as vigorously defend the traditional views of women
as subordinate to men. You should find her careful analysis
of these two groups to be helpful.

Finally, Martha Berg’s review of a book by Phoebe
Palmer, a nineteenth-century advocate for women in min-
istry, confirms the fact that egalitarianism is not an innova-
tion of our own times.

Happy reading! And don’t forget to send along your
comments from time to time.

CAROL R. THIESSEN, editor
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Intrigued by the analogy, I determined to investigate
further Johnson’s cultural analysis of the evolution/cre-
ation controversy. The more I learned about the debate rag-
ing in the scientific, educational, and political arenas over
the origin and development of life, the better I understood
the debate in the evangelical Christian community over the
roles of men and women. Conversely, my own observa-
tions of the gender wars in the church en-
hanced my understanding of the “rules of
the game” that are operative in the public
debate over biological evolution. It seemed
to me to be the same game, but with different
players waging war over a different set of
key concepts. 

In each case, the public discourse is con-
trolled by the representatives of the domi-
nant ideology (whether Darwinism or tradi-
tionalism) through the repeated and
predictable use of a number of rhetorical
strategies. Lines are drawn and categories are
created to the effect that the views of dis-
senters are dismissed before they are heard
and seriously considered.

Of course, the mere fact that certain se-
mantic strategies are employed to maintain
an ideology’s cultural hegemony does not
mean that the ideology itself is false. But it
does mean that if the ideology is false, its fal-
sity is being effectively concealed, and argu-
ments in favor of rival positions are being
unfairly silenced. 

We need to be alert to the various rhetorical devices
employed in public discourse, for the way people commu-
nicate can do more to obscure than to inform. The follow-
ing observations concerning some of these communication
strategies have been culled from both Phillip Johnson’s
insights on the Darwinism debate and my own extensive
look into the gender issue within evangelicalism over the
past ten years.3

Appealing to authority
Proponents of the orthodoxy (i.e., the dominant ideology)
typically defend their position by appealing to an authority
that their challengers have no reason not to accept. Darwin-
ists preface their assertions with “Science has shown . . .”
as readily and frequently as traditionalists intone, “The

Bible says . . .” Frequent appeal to an unimpeachable
authority dissuades the public from looking at the entire
body of evidence that is available from these sources of
authority—evidence that would, if examined carefully, cast
doubt on the confident assertions of the orthodoxy.  

The cultural hegemony of the orthodoxy is enforced by
its “priesthood”—its “wise men” who interpret the mean-

ing and significance of the evidence, whether
scientific data or biblical texts. They are the
authorities on the source of authority, and to
question their dicta is tantamount to ques-
tioning the authority (science or the Bible)
that they mediate to the common folk. 

Consequently, anyone who accepts the
source of authority to which the orthodoxy
appeals is expected to accept the orthodoxy
itself. A real scientist is, ipso facto, a Darwin-
ist. A real Bible-believing Christian is, neces-
sarily and by definition, a gender-role tradi-
tionalist. Conversely, opponents of Darwin-
ism are benighted souls who reject science in
favor of mindless religious faith. Opponents
of gender hierarchy are secularists or heretics
who have no regard for the truth of God’s
authoritative Word but desire simply to twist
and revise Scripture as their personal prefer-
ences dictate.

As a result of this maneuver, civil and
informed dialogue is shut down. Debate is no
longer an option. Alternative viewpoints are

not countenanced. Darwinian evolution is the scientific po-
sition. Gender hierarchy is the biblical position. To deviate
from these views is simply to be unscientific, or unbiblical.

The question at stake in the origins debate, however, is
not whether science is a source of truth, but whether an
honest application of scientific methodology really points
to a naturalistic evolutionary theory of life’s origin and de-
velopment. The question at stake in the gender debate is
not whether the Bible is our absolute authority, but wheth-
er the doctrine of a universalized, spiritualized gender
hierarchy is actually taught in Scripture, or is even theolog-
ically compatible with what the Bible clearly states con-
cerning the essential spiritual equality of all persons, the
equal imaging of God by both male and female, the priest-
hood of all believers, and Christ as the one mediator and
high priest between God and humanity.4

Strange Bedfellows
A look at Darwinists and traditionalists and the strategies they share.

REBECCA MERRILL GROOTHUIS

IT ALL BEGAN WITH A DINNER TABLE CONVERSATION THAT MY HUSBAND AND I ENJOYED WITH PHILLIP
Johnson and his wife a few years ago.1 In listening to Johnson's quiet complaints of how the preju-
dices and presuppositions of Darwinists have shaped public discourse on the question of life's ori-

gin, I recognized a familiar pattern. Much of what Johnson had observed concerning the contours of
the debate between Darwinists and creationists, I also had observed in the debate between evangeli-
cal traditionalists and egalitarians.2
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Inventing a public face
Those who defend and maintain the dominant ideology
typically create a PR description of their position by reduc-
ing it to its indisputably evident elements. The orthodoxy
is thereby made to appear irrefutable by any rational stan-
dard. In public rhetoric, evolution is commonly defined as
changes in the history of life through breeding patterns,
while traditionalism is often described as the acknowledg-
ment of creational differences between women and men and
the different roles that follow therefrom. The points at issue
in these controversies, however, do not concern these sim-
plistically true statements, but their assumed implications—
which are left unspecified in their official, PR definitions.

For example, many Darwinists will cite evidence for
microevolution (small-scale adaptive variation within a
species) and then act as though they have proven
macroevolution (the development of all life forms from a
simple life form by a similar adaptive process of gene
mutation and natural selection, thus ruling out the need for
a supernatural Creator).5 Traditionalists will cite scientific
studies showing psychological differences between men
and women and then assume they have proven the “natu-
ralness” of their own gender role prescriptions. As Johnson
observes, people are always “eager to underwrite value-
laden philosophies by borrowing against the deserved
prestige of experimental science.”6

Interestingly, Johnson’s response to the Darwinist claim
in this regard is identical in logical structure to my re-
sponse to the traditionalist claim.7 Put briefly, it is not suffi-
cient to note that genetic mutations occur, or that differ-
ences exist between men and women. A number of features
must be shown to be true about genetic mutations or gen-
der differences before a case can be made for Darwinism or
gender hierarchy. As it happens, these features cannot be
shown to be true.

A simplistic, propagandistic description of an ideology
distracts people from the contradictions and difficulties
inherent to the ideology by focusing on its easily affirmed
aspects: an observable process of natural variation on a
small scale can occur within a species as living things
adapt to their environment; gender differences exist, there
are roles unique to each sex, role differences do not neces-
sarily entail inequality, and so forth. The keepers of the
orthodoxy then present these concepts as definitive of their
position, and accuse their challengers of taking issue with
these obviously true propositions. This approach portrays
dissenters as unconscionably irrational, and it completely
sidesteps the heart of the disagreement.

Again, the issue in the gender debate is not whether
men and women are different, but whether these differ-
ences are sufficient to justify the unequal roles, rights, and
opportunities prescribed by traditionalists. The issue in the
debate over evolution is not whether some natural varia-
tion occurs among living creatures, but whether the proc-
esses by which natural variations occur can reasonably be

construed as the sole means by which all forms of life came
into being.

Creating categories for ridicule
All too often, proponents of the orthodoxy respond to
questions and criticisms with a distinctly superior air, as
though the truth of their position were so patently clear
only a fool or a fanatic would dispute it. 

A false dilemma lies behind much of the orthodoxy’s
dismissive ridicule. Many traditionalists and Darwinists
hold doggedly to their position because they perceive the
only alternative to be, respectively, radical feminism and
the breakdown of the family, or an irrational biblical literal-
ism and a rejection of scientific objectivity. Defenders of the
orthodoxy frequently assume their opponents have an
insidious, radicalized agenda that will stop at nothing
short of total, fanatical takeover. Those egalitarians and cre-
ationists who present careful, moderate, nuanced views
simply have not revealed the full extent of their ideology or
intent. There really isn’t, nor can there be, a biblical feminist
or a rational creationist.8

Creationism is a term similar to feminism in that it serves
as a useful rhetorical tool for those who oppose it. For each
term there is both a narrow and a broad definition. Cre-
ationism can be used (typically by journalists) to refer spe-
cifically to literalistic, six-day, young-Earth creationists, or
it can be used (usually by Darwinists) to refer to all those
who do not accept evolutionary naturalism, including
those in the intelligent design movement who reject
Darwinian evolution for primarily scientific rather than
biblical reasons.9 Feminism can be—and typically is—used
to refer to politically or theologically liberal feminists who
have little respect for the authority of the Bible; but it can
also be used quite broadly (usually by traditionalists) to
designate all those who reject gender hierarchy, including
those who do so for biblical rather than cultural or political
reasons (and who would probably be regarded as “tradi-
tionalists” by modern liberal feminists). In each case, the
rhetorical punch is in the equivocation—when Darwinists
or traditionalists use one of these terms in the broad sense,
knowing that it will connote the narrow, more negative
meaning in the minds of their audience.10

Thus, opponents of Darwinian evolution are routinely
represented as scientifically ignorant religious fanatics who
refuse to acknowledge the indisputable scientific fact that
genetic changes occur across generations.11 Opponents of
traditionalism are frequently accused of being foolish, self-
centered feminists who deny all differences between men
and women, as well as the authority of Scripture. Com-
mentator Thomas Sowell’s observation is applicable here
as elsewhere: “Once you are committed to a moral melo-
drama, rational responses to the real problem become
almost impossible.”12 In a holy war, argument proceeds by
means of demonizing the opposition.

Prominent among the weaponry of demonization are
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the rhetorical strategies of caricature and stereotype. John-
son points out that, contrary to the allegations of some
Darwinists, “the intelligent design position is not that mir-
acles should be arbitrarily invoked in place of logical infer-
ences from evidence, but rather that evidence pointing to
intelligent causes, where present, should not be disregard-
ed due to bias.”13 In other words, opponents of Darwinism
invoke “miracle” (in the sense of supernatural causation)
only when the evidence points to it. Nonetheless, they are
frequently caricatured as invoking miracles capriciously
and irresponsibly, thus jeopardizing the entire scientific en-
terprise. Similarly, opponents of gender hierarchy invoke
“equality” (in the sense of equal ability or function) only
when the evidence points to it; that is, they attempt to dis-
cern when gender differences make a significant difference
and when they do not. Yet traditionalists repeatedly depict
egalitarians as invoking equality capriciously and irrespon-
sibly, such that all differences between men and women are
obliterated, even to the point where same-sex “marriage”
becomes as natural and acceptable as marriage between a
man and a woman.

Fundamental conceptual distinctions tend to dissolve in
the heat of rhetorical warfare. To say that the origin of
species is not adequately explained in naturalistic terms is
not to say that there is never a natural explanation for any-
thing. To affirm that gender differences are irrelevant to
determining qualification for Bible teaching, decision-mak-
ing, or spiritual leadership is not to declare gender differ-
ences always irrelevant to all human activity.

Because of the orthodoxy’s entrenched antipathy toward
dissenting viewpoints, criticizing the orthodoxy can end a
person’s career—whether it is in the field of scientific
research or conservative Christendom.14 People in the sci-
ences or the church who do not adhere to the dominant
view (Darwinism or traditionalism) must be careful to dis-
tance themselves from the “religious” or the “feminist,”
lest they be grouped in one of these categories—and, there-
by, dismissed from the realm of the credible. 

Just as Darwinists frequently use “religion” as a surro-
gate word for “nonsense,”15 so traditionalists tend to use
“feminism” as a surrogate word for “heresy” or “secular-
ism.” In each case, a term with a legitimate (if controver-
sial) meaning becomes a code word for the contemptuous.
In this way, positions that challenge the orthodoxy are
sneered at, not overtly, but in code, as it were. Johnson ob-
serves that “what cannot be done explicitly can often be
done implicitly, by the imposition of categories and defini-
tions that are anything but neutral in their impact.”16 In
other words, “a viewpoint or theory is marginalized when,
without being refuted, it is categorized in such a way that it
can be excluded from serious consideration.”17

Darwinists typically assert that creationism is a religious
belief, and thus has to do with subjective feelings or val-

ues, while Darwinian evolution is scientific, which is a
matter of objective knowledge or facts.18 Defining and
compartmentalizing the issue in this way conveniently
exempts Darwinists from having to give the scientific case
for creation (or intelligent design) a fair hearing. Similarly,
saying that the idea of gender equality comes from modern
cultural feminism and traditional gender roles from the
Bible excuses traditionalists from seriously considering the
biblical and theological case for equality on its own merits.

As Johnson notes, “evolutionary naturalists rely on a
cultural stereotype to shut off all criticism of their philoso-
phy. The stereotype portrays all opponents as extreme
Genesis literalists who reject the evidence of science for
purely religious reasons.”19 Likewise, traditionalism main-
tains its ideological dominance, not primarily through
hermeneutical arguments (which are not followed by rank
and file evangelicals), but through constant recourse to the
cultural argument: biblical egalitarians have simply been
duped by secular feminism. The relentless ridicule and
rejection of anything categorized as “feminist” imposes
ideological blinders on people’s minds, ensuring that their
thinking remains in lockstep with that of the traditionalist
priesthood. For instance, the ferocity of the public outcry in
the spring of 1997 that shut down translators’ efforts to ren-
der the New International Version of the Bible in gender-
inclusive language was not a result of compelling argu-
ments related to translational issues, but of sensational
journalistic rhetoric that cleverly categorized the proposed
revised translation as a “unisex,” “feminist” product of
modern cultural ideology.20

The cultural stereotypes almost invariably prevail when
the media address these issues. Johnson complains that he
has “found it practically impossible, for example, to get
newspapers to acknowledge that there are scientific prob-
lems with Darwinism that are quite independent of what
anybody thinks about the Bible.”21 So, too, have I found it
practically impossible to get newspapers and magazines to
acknowledge that there are biblical and theological prob-
lems with traditionalist gender roles that are quite inde-
pendent of what anybody thinks about feminism. Unlike
Johnson’s dilemma, I (and other biblical egalitarians) en-
counter this with Christian media as well as secular news
publishing.

Whoever “owns the microphone” (i.e., controls the
media) determines whose voice is heard and whose is
silenced.22 Because the guardians of the orthodoxy are the
gatekeepers of public discourse, they easily maintain ideo-
logical dominance by systematically freezing out dissent,
frequently refusing even to engage or understand the rival
view before high-handedly dismissing it. In the end, the
media story follows the script written by the orthodoxy. As
a result, much of the public remains entirely unaware of
even the existence of credible alternative theories.23 Yet if
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the defenders of the orthodoxy really believe their view is
the plain, obvious fact of the matter, it seems they would
seek to establish this through open and reasonable argu-
mentation and not seek repeated recourse to the rhetoric of
desperation (ridicule, caricature, the silent treatment,
insult, presuming ignoble motives, and so forth).

Obscuring the issue
The semantic strategies employed in public discourse are
often designed to divert people’s attention from the domi-
nant ideology’s core affirmations, undefined definitions,
and hidden assumptions. The PR emphasis on the genetic
changes that normally occur in the history of life obscures a
foundational premise of Darwinian orthodoxy, namely,
that no supernatural God need be postulated in order to ac-
count for the existence of natural life in all its complexi-
ty.24 The emphasis on the simple fact of gender differences
obscures the often unstated traditionalist assumption that
gender differences entail status differences. (From this as-
sumption traditionalists go on to assert that anyone who
disputes women’s subordinate status is simply refusing to
recognize the differences between men and women.)
Masked by the orthodoxy’s public persona, the offense
of its fundamental premises goes unnoticed in the heat of
a debate that is essentially controlled by the orthodoxy’s
priesthood.

One has but to nose around a bit behind the PR picture
of Darwinism to realize that the evidence for macroevolu-
tion is not at all compelling unless one begins with the pre-
supposition of philosophical naturalism—the belief that
nature (matter plus energy) is all there is, and that all phe-
nomena can and must be explained in these terms. As
Johnson points out, that which “is presented to the public
as scientific knowledge about evolutionary mechanisms is
mostly philosophical speculation and is not even consistent
with the evidence once the naturalistic spectacles are
removed.”25 The “truth” of Darwinian evolution depends
on metaphysical naturalism being true. This is the point on
which the issue hinges. Darwinists are not typically willing
to admit this, however. 

Similarly, the biblical evidence for a God-ordained hier-
archy of man’s spiritual authority over woman is not compel-
ling unless the Bible is viewed through the spectacles of
traditional gender stereotypes. The idea of universal male
leadership is implausible apart from the premise that there
are some things that women are just not spiritually, emotion-
ally, and intellectually fit to do. This is what the argument
is really about, but few traditionalists want to admit it.26

Despite the certainty with which the orthodoxy is set
before the public, its claims are not supported adequately,
or entirely, by the evidence. “As a general theory of biologi-
cal creation,” Johnson observes, “Darwinism is not empirical
at all. Rather, it is a necessary implication of a philosophi-
cal doctrine called scientific naturalism.”27 In other words,
scientists are compelled to be Darwinists, not by the empir-

ical evidence for the theory, but by the philosophical necessi-
ty of the theory. “There can be argument about the details,
but if God was not in the picture something very much
like Darwinism simply has to be true, regardless of the evi-
dence.”28

Likewise with traditionalism. There can be argument
about the details (e.g., exactly where the line should be
drawn between what women can do and what only men
can do), but if women are not designed for certain posi-
tions of leadership, and if it is fundamentally unfitting and
unfeminine for women to enjoy the same rights, opportuni-
ties, and religious privileges as men, then the Bible must
set forth a universal principle that mandates some sort of
male supremacy and female subordination, regardless of
how spotty, equivocal, and fraught with contradiction the
biblical evidence for this may be.29

In the end, the evidence serves the assumptions of the
orthodoxy’s priesthood, and these assumptions are funda-
mentally metaphysical; that is, they pertain to the nature of
things, whether of male and female, or of ultimate reality.
The refusal to “come clean” concerning foundational issues
sidetracks and obfuscates public discussion of these contro-
versial topics. As Johnson powerfully puts it, “Addressing
the metaphysical questions honestly will not heat up the
culture wars, but rather tend to make them a part of the
normal political and intellectual debate that characterizes a
free and pluralistic society. What infuriates people is not
disagreement but the subtext of contempt that necessarily
accompanies the pronouncements of a ruling intellectual
establishment whose power is based on a secret it is un-
willing to disclose.”30

We cannot arrive at the right answers unless we ask the
right questions. But when those who set the agenda are
also those who pose the questions, the debate easily veers
off into conceptual territory that is favorable to those who
are framing it. The questions that challenge the orthodoxy
are intentionally and easily sidelined. As Johnson observes,
“Dogmatism thrives by obfuscation, especially by giving
the impression that the really important questions should
not be asked. When those questions are clearly placed in
public view, the truth has a chance to speak for itself.”31

What, for example, would happen if these debates were
to address honestly the following questions: Does scientific
inquiry consist of an objective consideration of the evi-
dence wherever it might lead? If so, why don’t Darwinian
scientists pursue the evidential gaps in evolutionary theo-
ry, such as the question of how natural selection can in-
crease genetic information? Likewise, are women truly
equal to men in their standing before God, their human val-
ue, and their essential being? Why must a woman be spiri-
tually submissive to a man if women and men are spiritually
equal? Why should a person be permanently assigned an
inferior rank, solely because of some inherent personal
attribute (in this case femaleness), if she is not inferior in
her personal being? When crucial questions such as these
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are so readily dismissed in favor of questions that evade
the core issues, the truth does not have a chance to speak
for itself.

Conceptual cover-ups
In addition to the semantic camouflaging of issues and
objections, various theoretical constructs are devised by the
orthodoxy’s priesthood in order to finesse conceptual diffi-
culties within each system of thought. Both traditionalism
and Darwinism require that certain assumptions and
expectations be imported from outside the available evi-
dence (whether biblical or scientific), in order to fill in the
gaps and shore up the weak links in the system. To derive
the doctrine of a universal hierarchy of male spiritual
authority, the actual biblical data must be augmented with
suppositions, inferences, and anachronisms.32 So, too, must
the evidence for Darwinian evolution be enhanced with
assorted theories and speculations in order to derive from
it a completely naturalistic account of life’s origin and
development.33

In each view, the system of thought is held together at
its sundry weak links by cobbled-together constructs. The
whole house would fall down without these strategic but
precarious postulates. Darwinists rely on such notions as
emergent properties, catastrophism, the blind watchmaker
thesis, and a disjunct between science and religion.34  Tradi-
tionalists rely on a questionable interpretation of “head” in
the New Testament as necessarily a metaphor for spiritual
leader, an assumption that submission (when required of
women to men) means unilateral obedience to spiritual
authority, a carefully and circuitously constructed hierar-
chy of ministerial authority, and, of course, a disjunct
between woman’s function and woman’s being.35

Two of the constructs mentioned here merit a closer
look, namely, the Darwinian notion of emergence and the
traditionalist disjunct between being and function. Johnson
explains how some Darwinian thinking manages to incor-
porate the theoretical benefits of the concept of the mind as
an immaterial entity, yet without actually asserting the
existence of immaterial, supernatural reality (which, in
their view, would be prescientific, religious nonsense).36

If the mind, as well as the objects and ideas it studies,
are all elements that have evolved within a closed system
operated by natural laws, then the mind—like the rest of
the natural world—is merely a product of a mindless sys-
tem, a pawn of random forces. How can it assess and judge
the system reliably? Such materialist reductionism renders
all scientific theorizing inadequate and untrustworthy. As
Johnson observes, “The story of the great scientific mind
that discovers absolute truth is satisfying only so long as
we accept the mind itself as a given. Once we try to explain
the mind as a product of its own discoveries, we are in a
hall of mirrors with no exit.”37

Darwinists who do not wish to succumb to the conse-
quences of materialist reductionism must, Johnson ex-

plains, “fight it by setting up a barrier to reductionism that
is sufficiently impermeable to provide the advantages of
dualism while being sufficiently flexible to avoid serious
metaphysical trouble. The code word for this ‘now you see
it, now you don’t’ barrier is emergence, a term that refers to
the tendency of surprising new properties to emerge when
substances are combined.”38 Thus, consciousness is neatly
defined as an emergent property of brain chemistry. It is a
“something” distinct from brain chemistry, yet it consists of
nothing but brain chemistry. The mind, like everything else
in a naturalistic universe, is a product of blind evolutionary
forces. Yet, the self-conscious mind is still something more,
somehow, than the sum of its material parts, and we can
proceed on the basis of the assumption that it is a more or
less reliable organ of knowledge.

Similarly, advocates of gender hierarchy must find a
way to argue that the female nature is suited for inferior
status, yet is not inferior. Unless women can be said to pos-
sess essential qualities that uniquely equip them for roles
of subordinate domesticity and put them in need of the
spiritual governance of men, the entire edifice of tradition-
alist dogma becomes arbitrary and untenable. Nonetheless,
traditionalism today—unlike the truly traditional view—is
committed to repudiating the notion that women are inferi-
or to men. So women must be portrayed as innately and
uniquely fitted for a place of permanent subordination to
men, yet without being inferior to men. 

As with naturalistic scientists, the dilemma is resolved
through the manipulation of language. The vocabulary of
the traditionalist argument is carefully designed to protect
its proponents from charges of misogyny, while also pro-
viding some sort of metaphysical warrant for women’s
subordination to men. To adapt Johnson, the linguistic
barrier devised for this purpose is sufficiently impermeable
to allow some basis in “nature” for the gender roles that
follow from the traditional, prescientific belief in woman’s
inferiority, while being sufficiently flexible to avoid seri-
ous metaphysical trouble. The “code words” for this barri-
er include “femininity” (defined as woman’s natural apti-
tude for supporting and submitting to male leadership),
“masculinity” (defined as man’s inherent sense of authori-
ty, especially over woman), “difference” (to refer to the
feminine role of inferior status), “responsibility” (to refer to
the masculine role of superior status), “servanthood” (to
redescribe male authority), and, finally, “equal in being,
unequal in function” (to reconcile woman’s unequal status
and opportunities with her alleged equality).39 Thus, wom-
an’s inferior rank is rooted in and validated by woman’s
nature—not because she is by nature inferior, but because
she is “feminine” and “different” yet “equal” in value. In
this way, an ideology that makes no sense without the
premise of woman’s inferiority manages to incorporate the
theoretical benefits of this premise, all the while officially
denying it. 

In both Darwinism and traditionalism, a concept that
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When those who set the agenda are also those who pose the questions, the debate 
easily veers off into conceptual territory favorable to those who are framing it.  
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mentarianism to refer to traditionalist gender hierarchy. Broadly
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and women complement one another—certainly not a controver-
sial concept. But the term’s current usage actually denotes a much
narrower meaning—namely, someone who believes men and
women complement one another precisely when men authorita-
tively mediate God’s will and interpret God’s Word in the home
and the church, and women submit to the men’s authority in
these areas. When those who hold this view refer to themselves as
complementarians, they use the term in its narrow, specified
sense; but to the public mind, the term is likely to connote simply
the broad—and broadly acceptable—notion of gender comple-
mentarity.
11. Johnson, Reason, 73.
12. Thomas Sowell, Denver Rocky Mountain News, 12 July 2000, 33A.
13. Johnson, Wedge, 130.
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the orthodoxy’s priesthood is determined to disallow
(whether belief in the supernatural or in woman’s inferiori-
ty) is smuggled back into the ideology when it is necessary
for meaning, coherence, and justification.

Camouflaging the contradictions
The rhetoric of the orthodoxy also misleads when it implies
that there is no real conflict between the orthodoxy and its
opposition. Some proponents of Darwinism have been
attempting to palliate troubled theists by saying that evolu-
tion is not incompatible with religious faith, but only with
a Genesis literalism. Evolutionary biology does not rule
out, but rather (when properly understood) points to, the
existence of a wise Creator. The orthodox Darwinian posi-
tion, however, is that the theory of evolution renders the
idea of God unnecessary and irrelevant.40

Similarly, traditionalists have in recent years taken to
insisting that when their position is properly understood, it
acknowledges and honors woman’s essential equality with
man. The feminists, therefore, are fussing over a fallacy.
However, the traditional rationale for gender hierarchy has
always been the logically coherent one, namely, that wom-
an’s inferior status points to and follows from her inferior
nature.

The differences between creationism and Darwinism,
and between gender equality and gender hierarchy, are

irreconcilable.41 To affirm the one is to deny the other. God
either did or did not play a direct and necessary part in
life’s origin and development. If God did so, then the
Darwinian effort to account for life in purely naturalistic
terms is false. Women either are or are not equal to men in
terms of spiritual prerogative and moral responsibility. If
they are, there is no logical or theological basis for their
permanent and necessary subordination to men in these
areas. 

Nonetheless, Darwinists and traditionalists who want to
defer dissent—or who feel threatened by dissenters’ argu-
ments—will often deny the fundamental issues that are in
conflict, and attempt to play both ends against the middle.
The result of such evasive action is internal incoherence,
which is cheerfully disregarded for the sake of maintaining
ideological dominance.

The keepers of the orthodoxy routinely disguise con-
flicts and deflect criticisms by positing a disjunct between
contradictory concepts. Naturalistic scientists separate Dar-
winism (which is “science”) from creationism (which is
“religion”), and claim that science is concerned with objec-
tive knowledge and religion with subjective beliefs.
Traditionalists declare a woman’s ostensibly equal “being”
unrelated to her clearly inferior “function.” 

These conceptual disjuncts serve to deliver their respec-
tive ideologies from cultural “hot water.” In fact, they are

In both Darwinism and traditionalism, a concept the orthodoxy’s priesthood 
is determined to disallow is smuggled back into the ideology when

it is necessary for meaning, coherence, and justification.
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invoked so frequently for this purpose, they almost sound
like mantras. The traditionalist mantra is that the pre-
scribed female subordination to male authority has nothing
to do with a woman’s “being” but only her “function.”
Women are not inferior to men in essence, but only in role
or function. The Darwinist mantra is that evolutionary the-
ory has nothing to do with religion, but only science; the
question of life’s origin pertains to facts and knowledge,
not values or beliefs. 

The repeated intoning of these mantras keeps objections
at bay, and it forestalls open discussion about foundational
assumptions. The question of women’s inferiority cannot
be discussed, because it is denied. The question of divine
intervention in the origin and development of life cannot
be discussed, because the presence of any metaphysical or
religious beliefs within the context of scientific investiga-
tion has been ruled out by definition. There is no contradic-
tion between women’s equality and women’s subordina-
tion, because the two are deemed unrelated. There is no
contradiction between creationism and Darwinism, be-
cause the two are deemed unrelated. Thus, traditionalists
are immune from the criticism that gender hierarchy denies
the equality of women, and Darwinists are immune from the
criticism that their theory of evolution offends and opposes
those who believe God had a hand in creating life.42

Concluding thoughts
There seem to be two kinds of crusaders for Darwinism or
traditionalism: the simplistic and the sophisticated.43 The
simplistic accept uncritically the official stereotype, the PR
version of the orthodoxy (i.e., natural variations occur, gen-
der differences exist), and believe that this settles the case

and leaves no room for debate. The sophisticated are aware
of the loopholes and lacunae in their position and attempt to
finesse them with complex arguments, arcane data, author-
itative assertions, and euphemistic redescriptions. Like the
simplistic, however, the sophisticated often evince no willing-
ness to give serious consideration to rival views, but claim
absolute certainty that their own position is correct, and pro-
fess astonishment that their opponents should be so deluded.

This state of affairs is not likely to change very much,
given the cultural (and ecclesiastical) influence and oppor-
tunities enjoyed by representatives of the orthodoxy, their
ready access to the arenas of public debate, and the string
of semantic strategies that are routinely employed “to bam-
boozle, intimidate, and coax the public into accepting the
view that furthers the interests of the priesthood.”44

Contemplating the contours of public discourse in these
two controversies has persuaded me that postmodernists
are correct when they say that the politics of power is
largely the politics of language games in the service of ide-
ological dominance. As postmodernist philosopher Richard
Rorty observes, “anything can be made to look good or bad
by being redescribed.”45 This, of course, doesn’t make a
thing good or bad; but it does make it appear so in the eyes
of an easily bamboozled public.46                                                     �

Rebecca Merrill Groothuis is a freelance writer and edi-
tor and the author of Good News for Women: A Bib-
lical Picture of Gender Equality (Baker) and Women
Caught in the Conflict: The Culture War Between
Traditionalism and Feminism (Wipf & Stock). The
author has revised and expanded an earlier version of

this article, first published in Christian Ethics Today (Feb. 1998).
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THE BIBLE TEACHES EQUALITY. IT REPORTS INEQUALITY, AND

sometimes it permits inequality; but the Bible teaches
equality. The name of our organization is Christians

for Biblical Equality. As best we understand them, we are
following and teaching the principles taught in the Bible.
Because that is true, we cannot place too much empha-
sis on studying the Bible, understanding the Bible,
and properly interpreting the Bible. I want to consider
some basic points of Bible interpretation that we
affirm and how they relate to equality.

The unity of the Bible
The Bible is made up of many wonderful, diverse parts.
However, there is also a basic unity about it. It is the unity
of a symphony orchestra, with many different instruments
contributing to a wonderful harmony of the whole.

When seen in the proper light, the Bible will not contra-
dict itself nor speak with conflicting voices. Simply stated,
if Genesis 1 teaches the equality of female and male, Paul is
not then going to teach their inequality. That would violate
the unity of the Bible. The tendency with regard to gender
issues is to concentrate on the Scripture passages that sup-
port one position and to ignore other passages. This, of
course, is not valid. There are enough passages of all kinds
to trouble those who hold to many different positions;
however, we still must dedicate ourselves to searching for
their overall harmony.

All of the Bible’s various parts
I note, for example, that there are many places where the
teaching passages do not seem to agree with what was
actual practice as reported in the narrative passages. Let us
look at some examples. (We also want to note that hierar-
chalists tend to emphasize the teaching passages, while we
egalitarians tend to emphasize the narrative ones.)

1. Law and practice. “[T]he legal codes preserved in the
OT give no indication that a widow could inherit the prop-
erty of her husband.”1 But look at Ruth 4:3, which is a com-
plicated passage. Here the widow Naomi exercised some
sort of control over her late husband’s property. There
seems therefore to have been a difference between legisla-
tion and practice.

2. Teaching passages and practice. Compare the oft-quoted
“I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a
man; she is to keep silent” (l Tim. 2:12, NRSV) with the fact
that both Priscilla and Aquila taught Apollos: “[T]hey took
him aside and explained the Way of God more accurate-
ly”(Acts 18:26). Priscilla’s teaching may have been in pri-
vate; on the other hand, it may well have been during pub-
lic congregational worship, because the early congrega-
tions of believers met in private homes, including, specifi-
cally,  the home of Priscilla and Aquila (see 1 Cor. 16:19).

Compare “Let women learn in silence” (1 Tim. 2:11) with

1 Corinthians 11:5, according to which women both prayed
and preached (prophesied) in public worship services.

Consider Timothy 3:12 (NRSV note) where we are told
that a deacon is to be “the husband of one wife” in light of
Romans 16:1, which some take to indicate that only men

were eligible to be deacons. Phoebe, however, was “a
deacon of the church at Cenchreae” (Rom. 16:1) and
obviously not a husband at all, much less the husband

of one wife.
When we look at 1 Peter 3:6, “Thus Sarah obeyed

Abraham,” we need also to remember Genesis 21:12
where the Lord told Abraham to obey Sarah: “[W]hat-

ever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you.”

The immediate context of each passage
An excellent example of the importance of this principle is
Ephesians 5:21: All believers, including husbands and
wives, are to “Be subject to one another out of reverence for
Christ.” Then come specific examples of how this works
out in the Christian home. The wife is to submit to her hus-
band in 5:22–24, and the husband is to submit to his wife in
5:25–33. Too many people begin with 5:22, ignoring the
vital context of 5:21, which casts an egalitarian shadow of
mutuality over the entire section to follow. (We know that
5:21 and 5:22 must be taken together because there is no
verb in 5:22; it has to be understood from 5:21.)

Another example is Genesis 1:26–28: 

Then God said, “Let us make human beings in our image,
in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea
and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth,
and over all the creatures that move along the ground.” So
God created human beings in his own image, in the image
of God he created them; male and female he created them.
God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and in-
crease in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the
fish . . . ”(NIVI)

Do we interpret chapter 1 in light of chapter 2, or chap-
ter 2 in light of chapter 1? I argue that we interpret Genesis
2 and the rest of the Bible in light of chapter 1. We do that
because it comes first. We interpret Ephesians 5:22 in the
light of Ephesians 5:21 for the same reason.

The canonical context of each passage 
The Canon means the whole Bible, all of its various books.
I am convinced that the books of the Bible are arranged as
they are for a purpose, and that we should consider that
arrangement. It is neither incidental nor unimportant.

For example, it is clear that Genesis 1:26–28 teaches
equality, and it teaches equality fully and completely. It is
taught in every aspect of home and world.

There are, however, some who say that Genesis 2 and 3
teach inequality. I do not agree with that position, and so I
ask: Which comes first? When you open your Bible, what

A Whole Bible Approach to Equality
Equality in the llight of certain basic principles of Bible interpretation.
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do you find first? It is the chapter on equality. There is a
reason for that. I argue, thus, that we are to interpret chap-
ters 2 and 3 in light of chapter 1, not the other way around.

Yes, there is that troublesome verse, 1 Timothy 2:12,
about women teaching men and keeping silent. However,
1 Timothy 2 is not the first chapter in the New Testament—
much less the first chapter in the Bible. Which books come
first in the NT? It is the Gospels that come first, reporting
Jesus’ remarkable openness toward women. There is a rea-
son for that; we are talking about canonical context.

Do we interpret Jesus in the light of Paul, as many sub-
ordinationists seem to? Or do we interpret Paul in light of
Jesus? That will make a big difference. Have you noticed
that hierarchalists rarely refer to Jesus? “They mostly claim
that their views and restrictions on women come from the
Apostle Paul.”2

The cultural context
of each passage

Our Lord revealed himself to us in a
particular historical setting. It was a
patriarchal setting, or at least a semipa-
triarchal setting. The Bible was written
against the background of that patriar-
chal culture.3 I don’t know how the
Lord could have chosen any other set-
ting in which to reveal himself, because
virtually all societies have been and are
patriarchal.

Furthermore, let us be sure we
understand what we mean when we
talk about the patriarchal period. What
was women’s place in patriarchy? They
“were most definitely in a secondary position. Female chil-
dren were less desirable than male children, and were
under the authority of men (fathers and husbands)
throughout life. . . . Women had few rights. In worship she
had a severely subordinate part and had special problems
in relation to cultic impurities.”4

Josephus was the first-century Jewish historian who told
us about Masada, as well as other things. “Josephus wrote
that the Law says women are inferior in all things.” Such
an outlook will be in the background of everything we find
in the Bible. However, this simple fact raises an important
question for Bible interpretation: If the Bible is a divine-
human book, and it is, which part is which? What of that
which we find in the Bible is the cultural setting, and what
is divine revelation?

Consider carefully: We can explain the patriarchal ele-
ments in the Bible based on the cultural setting—on cultur-
al conditioning, if you will. But the liberating elements can
be explained only by divine revelation. It will be significant
to observe where the Bible departs from, or transcends,
patriarchy.

Here are some examples. Women have a subordinate
place throughout most of the Bible; that is exactly what we
find in the ancient world of that day. But Deborah was a
judge and a prophet (Judges 4–5). That exception to the
rule can be explained only by divine revelation.

In the Bible, women are supposed to be subordinate. But
what about heroines “such as Esther, Rachel, Michal,
Naomi, and the wise woman of Tekoa”? The fact that the
Bible so exalts them “distinguished Old Testament writings
from other Ancient Near Eastern wisdom literature.” The
other literature of the day “features only men in the main
roles.”6

In the Bible, God is spoken of in male terms, such as
Lord and Father. There is nothing surprising about that. It is
exactly what we would expect in a patriarchal world.
However, at times God is described in feminine terms,
maternal terms. That is news! That is unique! That it spe-
cial! It can only be explained by divine revelation. In any
comparative science, it is the differences, not the similari-
ties, that matter.

We egalitarians are often accused of
responding to our society. We are
accused of only reflecting our contem-
porary society. In truth, it is those who
believe in the subordination of women
who respond to the society as it is, and
as it has always been. Egalitarians are
trying to rise above it.

What the passage
actually says

Often we have let people sell us a bill of
goods, and in so doing they have con-
vinced us that the Bible teaches some-
thing it does not. But what is the pas-
sage really saying? 

Take Genesis 3:16: “[Y]our desire
shall be for your husband, and he shall

rule over you.” The issue is whether this crucial verse is
prescriptive or descriptive.7 Does it describe what would
happen, or does it prescribe what the Lord intended to
happen?8 Does it present the Lord as decreeing the
woman’s subordination (or increased subordination), or
does it rather describe what happened because of sin? Is
this verse a commandment from the Lord, or is it a refer-
ence to the curse of sin?9 Is this a command, or is it a conse-
quence of the curse?

Helen Andelin considers it a command. She says that
“the first commandment which God gave unto the woman
was, ‘Thy desire shall be to thy husband and he shall rule
over thee.’ ”10 However, the verb is not in the imperative.
This is a declarative sentence. In other words, the verse is
descriptive, not prescriptive.

And if that verse is a reference to the curse of sin, would
not redemption from sin in Jesus Christ move us back to-
ward the ideal of equality we find in the Creation ac-
counts?11 G. Ernest Wright of Harvard took that position.
He said that the subservience of woman to man belongs to
the “fallen world.” He has further stated that the verses of
judgment in Genesis 3, including 3:16, “are simply descrip-
tions of the way things are in the world as it is.”

Another crucial example is Genesis 2:18. The idea of
inequality is based on a misunderstanding of the Hebrew
term translated helper in 2:18. Remember, an equal can be a
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helper. Brothers can help one another. Sisters can help one
another. Even one’s superior can be a helper. There is such a
thing as a superordinate helper just as there is a subordinate
helper. Parents help their children. Teachers help students.
Doctors help their patients; that is what they are trained for.

Most important, the Lord helps us. In fact, sixteen of the
twenty-one times ’ezer, or helper, is used in the Old Testa-
ment, it refers to the Lord as our helper.12 Remember
Psalm 46:1: “God is our refuge and strength, a very present
help in trouble.” What’s more, “when the reference is to
human help, the aid expected is from an army or a power-
ful prince.”13

Phyllis Trible has suggested the translation companion
instead of the traditional helper, to avoid confusion.14 But I
wonder if something less poetic, like partner—the NRSV

says “a helper as his partner”—or even standby, might not
be better.

The fact that woman is called ’ezer certainly does not
imply inequality.

The Bible often reports things it does not
necessarily endorse

Many people have never realized that the Bible records
many things, and reports them faithfully and accurately,
without actually teaching or endorsing them.

Consider John 9:24 where it is said of Jesus, “[T]his man

is a sinner.” Is Jesus a sinner? No; but it’s in the Bible. Don’t
you believe what the Bible says? Not if what the Bible is
saying is that Jesus’ opponents said that he was a sinner.
The Bible accurately reports what they said, but it surely
does not endorse their view.

Job’s friends exclaimed and exclaimed, for lengthy,
exhausting chapters. Some people will use what these
friends said as scriptural truth. However, see Job 42:7 when
the Lord said to Job’s “friends,” “[Y]ou have not spoken of
me what is right.” What Job’s supposed friends said is
reported, but not endorsed.

And the Bible reports many things about women that it
does not thereby endorse.

Here, then, is my summary statement, my thesis, my
conclusion, regarding the Bible and equality: The Bible
teaches equality.

It reports inequality, and sometimes it permits inequali-
ty.15 But the Bible teaches equality. If we are Christians for
Biblical Equality, we must continue to study the Bible care-
fully and faithfully.                                                                    �

Dan Gentry Kent is professor of Old Testament
(retired), Southwestern Baptist Theological Sem-
inary, and a member of CBE’s board of directors.
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10. Quoted by Bob Heflin, “Sexual Egalitarianism: Reflections
from Genesis and the Gospels,” Convocation address, South-
western Baptist Theological Seminary (Sept. 3, 1993), 29.
11. “We believe the subservience of women is part of the curse
(Gen. 3:16) from which the gospel seeks to free us.” Kenneth S.
Kantzer, “Proceed with Care,” Christianity Today (Oct. 3, 1986):
15-1; quoted by Samuele Bacchiocchi, Women in the Church: A
Biblical Study on the Role of Women in the Church (Berrien Springs,
MI: Biblical Perspectives, 1987), 80.
12. Exodus 19:4; Deuteronomy 33: 7, 26, 29; Psalms 20:3; 33:20;
115:9–11, 121 :2; 124 :8; 146:5. The word is never used to indicate a
subordinate helper; see Heflin, 17. Marsha M. Wilfong says it
occurs nineteen times, twelve of which refer to God: “Genesis
2:18–24,” Interpretation 42:1 (Jan. 1988), 59. Two analyses said that
eighteen uses refer to God, two to woman, one to the staff of the
Prince of Jerusalem, and one to the Egyptians as the help of Israel.”
13. Wilfong, 59: Psalm 146:4; Isaiah 30:3; Ezekiel 12:14; Daniel
11:34; Hosea 13:9.
14 Phyllis Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1978), 88–90.
15.“We claim that though Paul and the New Testament writers
worked with and addressed the cultural family structure of the
day, not challenging cultural institutions but presenting how a
Christian might function within those institutions, yet they plant-
ed the seeds for those institutions later to be challenged and over-
turned. Thus, though Paul tells slaves to submit, slavery as a part
of society’s structure was wrong and the NT teachings laid the
groundwork for the proper abolition of slavery. Likewise, the NT
tells womeri within the same structure to submit. The same teach-
ings and hermeneutic principles call for an abolition of the hierar-
chic, patriarchic structure while retaining Christian marriage,
family, and the principles that all Christians are to submit to one
another” (Eph 5:21). David R. Leigh, “Six Questions? Reflecting
on the Debate.” From his Web site, updated February 25, 1999.
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The author, who is a member of the faculty at Georgetown
College in Georgetown, Kentucky, was selected to give that
school’s annual Cawthorne Award lecture this past spring. The
article that follows is taken from the text of that lecture.

One of the things that led me to my subject was a
promise I made to a pastor from Florida whom I
met while at Oxford. His church struggles with a

biblical basis for women in leadership roles. The church
has female deacons and women in other positions of lead-
ership in the church, but as often happens, he was being
challenged with some regularity to give a biblical justifica-
tion for this. We had several lengthy conversations on the
subject, and he later asked me to write up for him the
essence of our conversations. I readily agreed to do so once
I got back to my office and personal library and had some
time to give the matter serious thought.

As I began to do some research and writing,
I became more and more fascinated with some
things I was discovering, and so I decided to
make this the basis for my Cawthorne Lecture.
I cannot present nearly all that I have written.
but I want to share with you some of what I
have discovered.

Abraham and Sarah
The author of 1 Peter exhorts his female read-
ers to be submissive to their husbands, invok-
ing as an example Sarah who “obeyed Abra-
ham, calling him Lord” (1 Peter 3:1-6). This is true—as far
as it goes. But a careful examination of the biblical stories
of Abraham and Sarah reveals that they are strongly tinged
with hero/heroine worship. To demonstrate this, I will
focus upon just a couple of passages in Genesis.

The biblical promise to Abraham and Sarah that they
would have a son in their old age is so well known as not
to require comment. Faced with the apparent impossibility
of the fulfillment of this promise, Sarah took matters into
her own hands by directing Abraham to go have sexual
relations with her maid Hagar (Gen. 16:2). Out of this rela-
tionship a son named Ishmael was born (Gen. 16:11). The
text tells us that Abraham listened to the voice of Sarah. To
put the matter simply, Sarah spoke, and Abraham
obeyed—as countless husbands have done down through
the centuries!

Following the Abraham story, some thirteen years later
Sarah miraculously gave birth to Isaac. As anyone could
have predicted, family problems soon arose. Soon after
Isaac’s birth, Sarah saw Ishmael—who appears to have
been a teenager by this time (Gen. 17:25)—“mocking”
Isaac. Exactly what the Hebrew word translated “mocking”
really means is uncertain. Gordon Wenham suggests the

possibility that Ishmael was making fun of Isaac’s status
and the circumstances of his birth, and Sarah saw Ishmael
as playing the role of Isaac.1

Whatever Ishmael may have been doing, it clearly dis-
pleased Sarah, prompting her to confront Abraham with
the demand, “Drive out this maid and her son, for the son
of this maid shall not be an heir with my son Isaac” (Gen.
21:10, NASB). Once again Sarah spoke, and Abraham
obeyed. And if one should object that in the latter case God
commanded Abraham to do as Sarah demanded, this is
even more damaging to the chauvinistic claim that the
Bible teaches unqualified submission of women to their
husbands (cf. 21:12). God commanded Abraham to obey
Sarah. And less one miss the obvious, Abraham was no
ordinary Tom, Dick, or Harry, but one who is looked upon
as the “father” of three world religions—Islam, Judaism,
and Christianity. 

Jacob’s wives, Rachel and Leah
The next case takes us two generations later, into
the story of the patriarch Jacob. The story of how
Jacob acquired his two wives, Rachel and Leah,
began when Jacob agreed to serve their father
(and his uncle), Laban, seven years in return for
Rachel as his wife. At the end of the seven years,
however, Jacob discovered too late that he had
been given Leah instead of Rachel. When he con-
fronted Laban with this deception, he was given
the lame excuse that giving a younger daughter

in marriage before the elder was improper (Gen. 29:18–26).
Laban then offered to give Jacob Rachel as well—in return
for another seven years of service. According to the story
we read in Genesis, Rachel was always Jacob’s favorite,
and this situation was exacerbated by the fact that Leah
was the fertile wife, giving Jacob initially no fewer than
four sons (Gen. 29:31–37).

One day Leah’s son Reuben brought home mandrakes
that he had found in the field. These were apparently
plants, the roots and berries of which were edible and most
prized in the ancient world for their alleged qualities as a
fertility drug and an aphrodisiac; these are clearly in view
in this story. Rachel asked Leah to share the mandrakes
and was met with the testy response, “Is it a small matter
for you to take my husband? And would you take my son’s
mandrakes also?” (Gen. 30:15). Rachel then “generously”
offered to allow Leah to have Jacob for the night in return
for some of the mandrakes. Jacob came in from the field
that evening and was met by Leah with the words, “You
must come in to me, for I have surely hired you with my
son’s mandrakes” (Gen. 30:16). Thus Leah spoke and Jacob
obeyed, just as his grandfather Abraham had done before
him. Again we are not dealing with a person of ordinary
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status, but the man whose name was changed to Israel
(Gen. 2:28) and gave that name in perpetuity to the
covenant people of God in the Old Testament.

Deborah, the judge
One of the most fascinating stories of female leadership
takes place during the time of the judges in Israel. Deborah,
described both as a prophetess and a judge of Israel, sum-
moned Barak to her, claiming that God had commanded an
army to march against an oppressing Canaanite army led
by one Sisera. She further informed Barak that God had
promised to deliver Sisera into his hand (Judges 4:7). As-
toundingly, Barak answered, “If you will go with me, then
I will go; but if you will not go with me, I shall not go”
(Judges 4-:8). No unusual intelligence is required to see
that the real leader of the Israelites at this point was the
woman Deborah, not Barak or any other male. She sum-
moned him (Judges 4:6)—and he not only came, but he
openly capitulated to her leadership. Furthermore, there is
not even a hint in the text that this was considered either
improper or extraordinary. As judge, Deborah was in full
control of both the military and political affairs of Israel;
she is said to have given the land forty years of tranquility
(Judges 5:31b).

Sheerah, builder of cities
Our next subject is tucked away in the genealog-
ical section of 1 Chronicles—a safe hiding place
in that very few people ever read the biblical
genealogies. First Chronicles 7 contains a single
verse in the genealogy of Ephraim that is mind-
boggling in its ancient context. The verse reads:
“And his daughter was Sheerah, who built
lower and upper Beth-horon, and also Uzzen-
Sheerah” (1 Chron. 7:24). While the latter site
has never been discovered, the two Beth-horons
were prominent in Old Testament history. They
controlled the easiest access from the coastal
plain to the road linking Shechem and
Jerusalem, The pass that these cities flanked was used by
Philistine raiding parties in the time of Saul and by
Pharaoh Shishak in the time of King Josiah, just to mention
two of the facts that highlight the strategic and military sig-
nificance of the two Beth-horons.2

The fact that 2 Chronicles 8:5 gives Solomon credit for
founding these cities may indicate an attempt to refute the
tradition that they were built by a woman. Some scholars
have even questioned the authenticity of the passage on
the basis that women just didn’t build cities in those days.
Clyde T. Francisco, a well-known Baptist scholar of another
generation, cites Curtis and Madsen as taking this position,
then adds: “This is exactly the point of the account. Here is
a woman doing something that only men had done before.”3

Attempts to avoid the obvious meaning of this passage
were already present by the time the Greek version of the
Old Testament came about in the mid–third century B.C. In
it, Uzzen-Sheerah has become one of the sons of Ephraim
rather than a third city built by his daughter, Sheerah.
Sheerah’s name is not mentioned at all, but a third-person

singular form of the word build is a telltale sign that the
text has been tampered with. There is no singular subject in
the text as it now stands. I think there can be no reasonable
doubt that the subject was Sheerah, just as the Hebrew text
has it.

The image of a woman as a builder of cities was appar-
ently too much for some to accept, both ancient and mod-
ern, if the Hebrew text is to be taken at face value. Sheerah
was obviously not a submissive woman. That she could
build these cities without being in a position of authority
over numerous male workers strains the bounds of possi-
bility, to say the least.

The prophet Huldah 
Perhaps the most remarkable Old Testament story of a
woman who was in a position of authority over men is the
story of Huldah the prophet (2 Kings 22:8–20, cf. 2 Chron.
34:14–28). Her story is set during the reign of Josiah, king
of Judah. The last king about whom the Old Testament
writers had anything good to say, Josiah reigned from
about 640 to 609 B.C. He undertook a thoroughgoing relig-
ious reform (which seems to have died with him, since it
was only about two decades after his death until the com-
plete downfall of Judah and the Babylonian captivity).

The beginning point of Josiah’s reform was the repair of
the temple and the reinstitution of the tradi-
tional temple worship. In the course of this
repair a book was found (a scroll actually, as
even the codex form of manuscript, which is
the forerunner of our books, was not yet in
use). The scroll was taken to King Josiah and
read in his presence. The exact contents of the
scroll are unknown, but most scholars think it
was the central section of Deuteronomy, per-
haps chapters 12–26. Josephus, the Jewish his-
torian, says that Eliakim the high priest “light-
ed upon the holy books of Moses that were laid
up in the temple.”4 The singular word scroll,
however, makes it very unlikely that all the

“books of Moses” were found inasmuch as several scrolls
would have been necessary to contain all these books.
Josephus ascribes to Huldah both a prophetic and a priest-
ly function. According to him, King Josiah sent to her to
request that “she would appease God and endeavor to ren-
der him propitious to them.”5

Whatever may have been the exact contents of the scroll,
it must certainly have been a passage that spelled out the
judgment of God upon disobedience to the law in unmis-
takable terms. Josiah’s response that “great is the wrath of
the Lord that burns against us, because our fathers have
not listened to the words of this book, to do according to all
that is written concerning us” (2 Kings 22:13b) makes this
abundantly clear.

After hearing the scroll read, Josiah commanded
Hilkiah, the high priest, and four other men to go and
inquire of the Lord as to what the scroll meant for him and
the people of Judah. To whom did they go? Not to any
male theologian or prophet, although Jeremiah (and possi-
bly Zephaniah) was living at the time, but to Huldah.
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Little is known about this woman. She is tersely de-
scribed as the wife of Shallum, the keeper of the royal
wardrobe. One scholar refers to her as a prophetess “rank-
ing with Deborah and Hannah.”6 One Jewish tradition
indicates that she taught publicly in a school. Another sug-
gests (predictably) that her preaching and teaching were
limited to women. The fact that the king and the high
priest of Judah felt that she was the one to interpret the
word of God at this crisis point in Judah’s history says
more about her than any mere descriptive words could
possibly convey. In that male-dominated, thoroughly patri-
archal, society it was a woman that had to interpret Holy
Scripture for the King of Judah, the high priest and three
other men of distinction! Furthermore, it was a passage of
Scripture that involved nothing less than the destiny of the
Jewish nation. Her message was that the judgments con-
tained in the newly discovered scroll were about to be vis-
ited upon Judah. Because of his genuine piety, Josiah
would not live to see this happen; but the destruction of
Judah was certain. Huldah’s prophecy was fulfilled less
than forty years later when the Babylonian armies marched
against Jerusalem and burned the temple and every “great
house” in the city (2 Kings 25:9).

The prophet Anna
Leaving the Old Testament and entering the
New, we first encounter Anna the prophetess
(Luke 2:36-38). She is described as perpetually
present in the temple, serving God night and
day with fastings and prayers. She is said to
have been of the tribe of Asher, which, accord-
ing to Jewish tradition, was noted for its beauti-
ful and talented women who, because of these
qualities, were qualified for royal and high
priestly marriage.7 We can scarcely consider her
placement alongside Simeon, the aged priest
who received the infant Jesus, to be accidental.
This is a typical pattern in Luke. N. M.
Flanagan has identified no fewer than thirteen
man-woman parallel stories in the Gospel of Luke.8 As
Aida Besançon Spencer points out, these two alone recog-
nized in the infant Jesus the Savior of Jew and Gentile.9 As
a careful analysis of the text will show, their roles were par-
allel, not vertical.

One of the stronger clues supporting this parallel status is
simply the word prophetess (prophetes). We have previously
seen this term applied to Deborah and Huldah in the Old
Testament. When Anna saw the infant Jesus, she “continued
to speak of him to all [not just to women!] those who were
looking for the redemption of Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38b). In
the words of Dwight M. Pratt “she became a grateful and
ceaseless witness ‘to all them that were looking for the
redemption of Jerusalem’ that the day of their spiritual
deliverance had come.”10 In Edith Deen’s words, she “stands
foremost among prophetesses in the New Testament.”11

Many interpreters would limit Anna’s service in the
temple to praying and fasting—that is, the service of wor-
ship.12 The Greek verb for Anna’s service is latreuo. Of its
twenty usages in the New Testament outside the present

passage, it is used of one’s total service to God six times.13

In six other cases it is not clear, but it seems to include wor-
ship and other service as well.14 Four times it refers to
priestly service.15 Only four times is it unambiguously lim-
ited to the service of worship.16 Since 80 percent of the
usages of latreuo outside Luke 2:37 go beyond the service of
worship, to limit its meaning to worship in this passage is
highly questionable exegesis.

Priscilla
Our next excursus takes us into the arena of Paul’s ministry
and a woman named Prisca. Three times she is referred to
as Prisca and three times by the diminutive form Priscilla.
We first encounter her in Corinth (Acts 18:2), having re-
cently come from Rome because of the expulsion of Jews
from Rome by the emperor Claudius. Prisca and her hus-
band, Aquila, were tentmakers, and this seems to have
been what brought them together with Paul, who was of
the same trade. When Paul left Corinth for Ephesus, Prisca
and Aquila came with him to Ephesus, where Paul left
them (in charge of the church?). At any rate, when an
Alexandrian Jew named Apollos, who was a powerful
speaker but who knew nothing about Christianity except
the baptism of John (Acts 18:25), Prisca and Aquila took
him aside and “explained to him the way of God more

accurately” (Acts 18:26).
What is striking in this account is the fact

that, in defiance of all first-century conventions,
Prisca is named before her husband, Aquila.
Not only here, but in four of the six mentions of
this couple her name appears first. Frank Louis
Mauldin thinks this indicates that “probably . . .
she was more important for the Christian com-
munity—whether by virtue of nobility, person-
ality, or spirituality is unclear.”17 In a similar
vein, James Dunn writes, “The most obvious de-
duction is that Prisca was the more dominant of
the two or of higher social status . . .”18 Jacob W.
Kapp refers to a number of conjectures based on

the order of the names and concludes, “The best explanation
seems to be that she was the stronger character.”19

Placing Prisca in the role of teaching Apollos (even
along with her husband) is a matter of great significance.
The verb used for her teaching is elsewhere used of public
proclamation of the gospel by Peter (Acts 11:4) and Paul
(Acts 28:23). All this adds up to a rather strong argument
that Prisca was a Christian teacher and leader on a par
with, if not superior to, her husband. That Paul himself
accorded her this status is demonstrated by his reference to
Prisca and Aquila as fellow workers in Christ (Rom. 16:3).
The term translated “fellow worker” is used in the Pauline
literature twelve times, and only once in the rest of the
New Testament. The list of those whom Paul designated as
fellow workers includes, in addition to Prisca and Aquila,
Urbanus, Apollos, the congregation at Corinth, Titus,
Epaphroditus, Euodia, Syntyche, Clement, Aristarchus,
Mark, Jesus Justus, Timothy, Philemon, Demas, and Luke.
That Prisca is accorded any place whatever in this distin-
guished company is remarkable—and that she is placed in
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a dominant role borders on the miraculous.

Phoebe, a deacon
Perhaps the most significant evidence that women were in
positions of leadership in the early church is found in
Romans 16. In verse 1, Phoebe is commended by Paul as a
diaconos of the church at Cenchrae. The word diaconos is the
direct source of the English word deacon. It seems to have
originated as a term for table waiter, a very lowly form of
service in the ancient world. In the New Testament it is
used as a general term for servant eight times (Matt. 20:26,
22:10, 23:11; Mark 9:35, 10:43; John 2:5, 9; 12:26). It is used
twenty-two times in the more specialized sense of an
“office” in the church (Rom. 13:4 [twice], 15:8; 16:1; 1 Cor.
3:5, 2 Cor. 3:6, 6:4; 11:15 [twice], 23; Gal. 2:17; Eph. 3:7, 6:21;
Phil. 1:1, Col. 1:7, 23, 25; 4:7; 1 Thess. 3:2; 1 Tim. 3:8, 12; 4:6).
Of these 22 usages. the KJV translates diaconos as “minister”
eighteen times, as “deacon” three times, and only in Rom-
ans 16:1 as “servant. The word is unambiguously applied
to a female only in the latter passage.

What explanation can there be for translat-
ing this word twenty-one out of twenty-two
times of its specialized usage as “minister” or
“deacon,” and but once as “servant”—except
the chauvinistic assumption that females could
not be in leadership positions in a church. Only
in the recently published NRSV Bible and The
New  Living Translation is diaconos translated
“deacon” in Phoebe’s case.

An even stronger indication of Phoebe’s
function as a leader comes in Romans 16:2.
There she is referred to as a prostatis of many,
and of Paul himself. This word does not appear
anywhere else in the New Testament, so we do
not have the luxury of examining its usage in
other New Testament contexts. We do, however, have five
occurrences of the slightly variant form prostates in the
Greek version of the Old Testament. In one of these usages
it refers to the overseers of King David’s property (1
Chron. 27:31). In another it is used of the overseers of the
king’s works (1 Chron. 8:10). In yet another it is used of
Solomon’s chief officers (2 Chron. 8:10). In still another it is
used of King Joash’s chief officers (2 Chron. 24:11). Its final
usage designates the officers of the chief priest (2 Chron.
24:11). These were no ordinary helpers, but in every case
highly authoritative persons.

Though we do not have the noun form prostatis else-
where in the New Testament, we do have the verb form.
The basic meaning of this verb is “to stand before,” “to pre-
side,” “to rule,” “to govern.”20 In its eight occurrences in
the New Testament, this verb consistently denotes one who
is in charge, one who rules, one who governs. Thus, in the
words of Spencer, “The most likely significance of prostatis
is its common meaning of a leader and ruler.” She further
points out that “in the later church the term was used of
civil rulers, ecclesiastical rulers and bishops.”21

Junia, an apostle
Not only does Romans 16 confront us with a woman who

was a deacon/minister of the church at Cenchrae, but also
a woman who was an apostle. In Romans 16:7 Paul wrote,
“Greet Andronicus and Junias [or Junia (fem.), NASB note],
my kinsmen, and my fellow prisoners, who are outstand-
ing among the apostles, who also were in Christ before
me.” To support my claim that we find reference here to a
female apostle, two things must be established: first, that
Junias was a woman, and second, that she was in fact an
apostle, not merely one who was held in high esteem by
those who were apostles. As to the former, Spencer cites
Origen, John Chrysostom, and Jerome as assuming that
Junias was a woman.22 Even more significant may be the
fact that the earliest manuscript of Romans, along with a
few lesser manuscripts, reads “Julia” instead of “Junias.”
This alone is sufficient to prove that the status of apostle
could be held by a woman, if I can demonstrate that
Andronicus and Junias/Julia were in fact apostles.

I would point out that, in order to avoid the specter of a
female apostle, some interpreters have taken the phrase
“outstanding among the apostles” to mean only that these

two people were held in high esteem by those
who were apostles. Craig Keener casts serious
doubt upon such an interpretation, saying,
“Since they were imprisoned with him, Paul
knows them well enough to recommend them
without appealing to the other apostles, whose
judgment he never cites on such matters [emphasis
mine], and the Greek is most naturally read as
claiming that they were apostles.”23 Spencer
makes the grammatical point that “the preposi-
tion en which is used here always has the idea of
‘within.’ ”24 Keener summarizes the matter well:
“Those who favor the view that Junia was not a
female apostle do so because of their prior
assumption that women could not be apostles,

not because of any evidence in the text.”25

In conclusion, I have presented women from both Old
Testament and New who held the highest positions of
authority that existed at the time they lived. There are

many people, I believe, who will have more to answer for
in the context of God’s judgment for the treatment of
women in the church than just about any other single issue
that we might name.                                          �

Joe E. Lunceford is professor of religion at Georgetown
College in Georgetown, KY, where he has taught since
1981. He is also a former pastor and U.S. Air Force chap-
lain, a contributor to many Bible dictionaries and encyclo-
pedias, and  the author of Bible Book Studies.
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A “Recovering”
Southern Baptist
Each time I see a reference to the

Southern Baptist Convention Statement of Faith [Summer
issue], I feel the need to write about my experiences within
the Baptist church. I use lack of time as an excuse, but the
truth is that it would be so hard to really express the depth
of pain caused by growing up and then raising daughters
in the Baptist church. For the past three or four years I
have referred to myself as a “recovering Southern Baptist.”
It is very difficult at times, but finding CBE was the signifi-
cant turning point in beginning that recovery, and I appre-
ciate so much all those who speak the truth through CBE.

Priscilla Papers, books, and other publications available
through CBE are so liberating, yet at the same time, while
reading them I am constantly reminded that for some 50
years I was misled. I am so thankful that I reached a point
where I can dwell on Jesus’ fairness more and more rather
than the suppression of the SBC. Thank you for your
prayers.

SUE BAUGH MATTINGLY

Louisville, KY

We would like to hear from you. All letters are subject to editing
for space or clarity. Please write to Priscilla Papers at CBE, 122
W. Franklin Ave., Suite 218, Minneapolis, MN 55404-2451; fax,
612-872-6891, or e-mail, CBE@cbeinternational.org. 
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Letters to the Editor

Did You Know?
Futurist Faith Popcorn recently identified a major trend
she calls “EVEolution”:
•  Businesses owned by women employ more than the
Fortune 500 combined: 18.5 million workers.
•  They do $2.3 trillion in sales annually.
•  Women own eight million businesses in the U.S., or
one-third of all U.S. firms, a figure that has risen 78 per-
cent since 1987.
•  A woman opens a new business every 60 seconds. Wom-
en are leaving corporate America at twice the rate of men.
•  By the year 2005, 40 percent of all firms will be owned
by females.
•  Four out of five Japanese small businesses are owned
by women.
•  Women control 80 percent of household spending.
•  Women purchase 75 percent of all over-the-counter
drugs.
•  Last year, women purchased 50 percent of all personal
computers, and they have reached parity in the online
community.
•  Women influence 90 percent of all car purchases.
•  Women own 53 percent of all stocks.

The Strategis Group has found that women are now
the driving demographic on the Internet. Its findings
reveal that the number of wired women has tripled and
now make up 49 percent of all Internet users. They pur-
chase more online than men. They are now considered to
be a major force to be reckoned with online.

—Adapted from “What Do Wired Women Want?” by Sean
Carton, March 29, 2000, on the ClickZ Network.



THERE ARE PROFOUND METAPHORS OF GOD AS FEMININE IN

the Hebrew Old Testament. On occasion this poetic
imagery is allegorized literally as female; most often

the feminine appears in the Hebrew Bible in metaphor and
allegory, as in Deuteronomy 32:18b where God, here
named Eloah, gives birth to Israel in groaning and travail as
of a woman giving birth.1 In later Jewish writings in the
midrashim, or stories, the Shekhinah, or Divine Presence, is
depicted literally in female form.2

In the Hebrew Old Testament itself, the feminine im-
agery is most often allegorical and poetic. Yet the feminine
is there in the language incorporating the feminine princi-
ple into the very essence of God.3

The foundation for thinking of God in feminine terms is
in the prologue to Genesis, Genesis 1:1 to 2:4. Scholars call
this poetic section the Elohistic account of Creation because
of the divine name used predominantly throughout and
consider it to be newer than the earlier Yahwist (another
divine name) account of the creation of Adam and Eve in
chapter 2. Many feel that in
so much of the Bible, the
inspired priestly poets,
scribes, and prophets rear-
ranged topics and verses.4

The Hebrew writers were
also obviously familiar with
the mythology of the sur-
rounding Canaanite culture,
much as we are thoroughly
familiar with the worldly,
secular culture that sur-
rounds us. However, the
Lord inspired these writers of Scripture to reinterpret what
they found.5

For women, this introduction to Genesis has profound
implications, which are being grasped as a growing
number of scholars closely examine the original

Hebrew text. Simply stated, God is described in both mas-
culine and feminine imagery in the opening verses of
Genesis. God (a masculine noun) creates by his Word, and
life begins as the spirit (a feminine noun) of God hovers
over the earth with her life-giving breath.6

The Hebrew word for God in Genesis 1 is Elohim. So, in
the beginning, Elohim created the heavens and the earth.
For women, the significance is that the ruach Elohim of
Genesis 1:2 is a feminine noun accompanied with a femi-
nine-ending verb form, m’rechephet. Thus, the “spirit of
God hovering” is a metaphorical allusion to the feminine in
God. The verb m’rechephet is identical to the verb used in
Deuteronomy 32:11 where God is compared to a mother
eagle: God upholds Israel as an eagle hovers and spreads

her wings. (It is not customary to use the pronoun She to
identify the spirit, but in the Hebrew the Spirit cannot be
identified with the pronoun He, according to many Hebrew
scholars.)7

Deuteronomy 32 was the Song of Moses, which many
scholars consider to be a part of the earliest and most
sacred of the Hebrew traditions.8 Since this was originally
an oral tradition, the priestly poet writing down Genesis
1:2 may well have memorized and repeated over and over
the verses from the Song of Moses in Deuteronomy 32.

I believe that Genesis 1:2 was a deliberate allusion to the
ancient poetical Song. I view this allusion to the feminine
in Genesis 1:2 as a brilliant synthesis. It also helps develop
the argument that the feminine imagery is integral to the
original Hebrew concept of God.9

This allusion to the feminine in God builds in Genesis
1:26–27 where mankind, ha-adam, is made in the image and
likeness of God, and ha-adam, male and female, is given
dominion over all earth. This verse has often been inter-

preted to mean that
man/male is the image and
likeness of God; in recent
years, however, many schol-
ars are interpreting Genesis
1:26–27 as humankind, male
and female, as the image and
likeness of God.10

These two passages in
Genesis 1–2:4 are
foundational to any

concept of the feminine in
God in the Hebrew Scripture. These include the parallel
description of Genesis 1:1 of the masculine God Elohim cre-
ating the heavens and the earth, followed by the descrip-
tion in Genesis 1–2 of the ruach Elohim, or Spirit of God, in
feminine noun and verb form with its allusion to God as a
mother eagle in Deuteronomy 32:11. Second, it includes the
description in Genesis 1:26–27 of ha-adam, mankind, male
and female, as the image and likeness of God.11

The poetic imagery of God in Genesis 1–2:4 spins in my
mind in ever-widening circles of the concept of God in fem-
inine form. God in Genesis 1 is Elohim, a masculine plural
form most often used with a singular verb. According to
the Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, the meaning of the
word is unclear, but at times it can even refer to the council
of the gods.12 It is derived from the ancient Ugaritic where
God was El, the goddess was Elat, and the plural of the
gods was Elohim.13

These words for God come out of the ancient Near East,
where Gods and goddesses abounded;14 Astarte and Baal
are examples. Again, the Hebrew poets appropriated, but

The Feminine Imagery of God
in the Hebrew Bible

The language incorporates the fiminine principle into the very essence of God.
JOAN P. SCHAUPP.

God upholds Israel
as an eagle hovers

and spreads her wings.
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transformed the creation stories of their surrounding
neighbors. I personally believe this was part of their
genius. They demythologized the gods of the surrounding
Canaanite culture, revealing God as a more spiritualized
concept.15 In so doing, they eliminated the fertility gods
and goddesses, and they taught that God is One.

In their poetic imagery the god Elohim became singular-
plural. Elohim was a masculine plural noun most often
used with a singular verb.16 This word image of Elohim
also incorporated the feminine as a noun concept, the ruach
Elohim. This God was a plurality of oneness, the one
including the many, the masculine and feminine combined,
the two in one.17

This is a brilliant use of language. If we truly believe
this is the Word of God, then the Word is inspired by
a God who loves word play and delights in symbol-

ism and a sophisticated use of language. This is poetry.18

This is metaphor. This is imagery. It is not theology as I
think of theology. It is poetic imagery of God. It allows for
the unity of the married couple in our Christian sacramen-
tal teachings in which man and wife become two in one
flesh. Further, it can be expanded into our ecumenical con-
cepts of the ways in which people follow Christ. We are one
in the Spirit. We are one in the Lord. It allows for our
Christian concept of the mystical body of Christ: We are
one breed. We are one body. God in the Hebrew vision was
a plurality of oneness.19

This God of the Hebrews was also demythologized.
Sexuality was taken out of the literal performance of the
fertility rites that were performed in pagan temple rituals
to insure the productivity of the land; it was spiritualized
and taken into the realm of transcendence and spirit.
Sexuality of male and female was treated as allegory and
symbol within the essence of God. Creation was by God’s
Word when God said, Let there be light. Life began with
the living breath of the Spirit of God, the ruach Elohim.

Although the feminine in God was transformed and lift-
ed into the realm of spirit, it was not eliminated. Rather, it
became described in allegory and metaphor. The Ca-
naanites worshiped the goddess Elat. The Hebrews empha-
sized the ruach Elohim, identified with the mother eagle of

Deuteronomy 32:11. Then even later in the Wisdom litera-
ture, including Proverbs and the apocryphal books of
Wisdom and Sirach, this holy spirit of God was identified
with Lady Wisdom (Prov. 1:20–22; 8:1–9:6; Wis. 1:6–7,
6:22–25).20

In summary, in the first two verses of Genesis there is a
parallel construction between the masculine and femi-
nine. In the first verse, God, Elohim, creates the heavens

and the earth. The noun is masculine and the verb ending
is masculine. In the second verse, the ruach Elohim m’reche-
phet, the spirit of God hovers. The noun, spirit or breath or
wind, is feminine, and the verb ending is feminine. This
ruach Elohim (Gen. 1:2) is identified with the mother eagle
of Deuteronomy 32:11. Male and female are in the image
and likeness of God (Gen. 1:26–27). Wisdom is identified as
She in the Protestant Book of Proverbs (8:24). The Holy
Spirit is identified with the feminine spirit of Wisdom in
the Catholic Apocrypha.

It has taken me a long time to come to this understand-
ing—in fact, forty years of wandering through Scripture
study groups, prayer meditations and graduate school. In
the process I’ve had two books published, Woman: Image of
the Holy Spirit and Elohim. Now, in my maturing years, it is
all coming together.

I am now aware that there are many passages concern-
ing God in the Hebrew describing God in maternal and
feminine metaphor, including Deuteronomy 32:18b, where
God groans and gives birth in an image of a woman in
labor. My foundational concept of the feminine in God is in
Genesis in the introduction, where God is described with
both masculine and feminine nouns and verbs, as Elohim
and ruach Elohim. I now have this awesome certitude that,
as a woman, I have been defined in the Hebrew Scripture
as made in the image and likeness of God.21                             �

Joan P. Schaupp, a business executive in Wisconsin, expe-
rienced conversion as an adult. She is the author of two
books, most recently Elohim: A Search for a Symbol of
Human Fulfillment (Catholic Scholars Press, 1995).
Copyright Joan P. Schaupp, 2000. 
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WE AS CHRISTIANS HAVE A RESPONSIBILITY TO DO OUR

utmost to reach the world for Christ. This mis-
sion must be fulfilled through communication,

and much of our communication is surely accomplished
through language. That is the central issue of the gender-
inclusive translation debate. What language is most effec-
tive in communicating the true meaning of Scripture? It is
the language of the people with whom we want to commu-
nicate. We are at a point today where traditional Bible
translations, with their male-oriented language, seem to
many to be outdated. 

It is apparent that our contemporary English-speaking
culture has changed to the extent that many words no
longer mean what they used to. The word man, for exam-
ple, is no longer always understood as a generic term for
both male and female. According to Dr.
Herbert Wolf of the Bible and Theology
Department at Wheaton College and a
member of the Committee on Bible
Translation (CBT) of the NIV, the definition
of gender-inclusive language is that if “a
term is generic in its intent, it should be
translated in a generic way.” When a term
such as man was used in Scripture to mean
both men and women, it is generic. Yet,
because of the way in which the language
is changing, words such as men are no
longer understood by the common public
in the same generic sense. So, in order to
maintain their generic form, these words
need to be translated as men and women,
people, brothers and sisters, and so on.

It should be noted that the CBT has no intention of inter-
preting any depictions of God, Christ, or the Holy Spirit in
a generic sense. In other words, God will not be called
“mother,” and Christ will not be called “daughter.”

Julia’s personal experience: Despite the argument that our
language is constantly changing, many would claim that
the word man and other similar words are sufficiently
generic terms for Bible translation. My own experience
refutes this, however. I recall many times from my child-
hood when I read through Scripture in tears of anger and
frustration, finding all of the verses that seemed to claim
that Paul wrote only to men. It was impossible for me to
avoid the frequency of the mention of God’s love to men,
while women appeared to me to be nowhere in sight.
Because of this, I began to think there was no place for the
daughters of God—or at least, we were less important.
After all, by comparison, we were hardly ever mentioned. I
had to tell myself constantly that God did really love me as
much as he loves men

David’s experience: Julia's experience affected me as a man
in a formative way. Before I spoke with her I had expended
little thought on the matter of gender-inclusive language. I
read man and men as applying to me and my life. I had lit-
tle difficulty doing so because the nouns were in my gen-
der. But as I listened to Julia relate her frustration in read-
ing the Scriptures and finding them to be empty for herself,
I was struck by the injustice that the simple misuse of out-
dated language had provoked in her life. I felt that if Julia's
life had been so negatively affected, surely other women's
lives had been as well.

I also began to develop a distaste for the thought of how
many Christian, and even non-Christian women, would
understand the Bible. And I began to wonder about my sis-
ters and missed their fellowship on the pages of Scripture

as I read the Bible as I thought Julia
might. The Bible is a book of amazing
power and love, but it is impossible to
read it in its fullness if the sense of the
language no longer means what it once
did. It could too easily be perceived as a
sexist book written about men and for
men if the present language is left
unchanged. That is not the Bible I read. I
was horrified that the Scriptures I loved
so much could be so abused by outdated
language. So I determined that I should
help this woman who had given me the
insight to communicate this to others. I
felt that if an article was written in a rea-
sonable and loving way people (especially
men) would be sensitive to the injustice

that I perceived.

Unfortunately, Julia’s experience is not unique. “I
have talked with and heard of many women who
have had the same struggles,” she says. “We con-

stantly ask ourselves, and we also challenge men with this
question: How can the word man also mean woman, when
the word woman could never mean man?”

The experience of one woman, then, is an argument that
supports the idea that Scripture, if not property translated,
can be destructive to Christianity. When gender-inclusive
language is used in translation with an educated and faith-
ful basis in Scripture, however, it becomes a positive force
for evangelism.

First of all, gender-inclusive translations use English
pronouns such as you, they, those, and so on in place of mas-
culine pronouns. Some feel that using plural forms may
take away or obscure the individuality of Christ’s love.
However, according to Dr. Wolf, the accuracy of translation
does not suffer; in some cases, the accuracy is actually

20    PRISCILLA PAPERS/Fall 2000: 14:4

The Importance of Gender-Inclusive Language
People are sometimes unable to grasp fully the message of Christ’s love

when we use language that doesn’t communicate.

JULIA ALFORD AND DAVID MOSTOL

How can the word man
also mean woman, when
the word woman could

never mean man?



enhanced and improved because it gives a more honest
reflection of the original text.

During a debate between Wayne Grudem and Kenneth
Barker concerning the translation of John 14:23 (“Jesus
answered him, ‘If a man loves me, he will keep my word,
and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and
make our home with him.’ ” [RSV]), Barker said, “[T]he sin-
gular in John 14:23 is clearly generic; therefore, faithful,
accurate translation demands that we use the plural form.”
He goes on to say that some readers would be repulsed by
a translation that uses a masculine pronoun because they
will find it to be exclusive.1 The gender-inclusive transla-
tion is more clearly understood by its audience, therefore,
without sacrificing the true meaning of the text. In fact,
plural forms of pronouns are often understood elsewhere
in Scripture to have individual as well as plural connota-
tions. We should not limit ourselves by thinking people
will be unable to grasp the individuality of Christ’s love by
the use of plural, rather than singular, pronouns

The second point about translation is the most crucial.
Those who oppose gender-inclusive language insist
that changing—contemporizing—a Bible translation

must not be taken lightly. They fear that, in changing the
translation, some basic doctrines may be impaired. This is a
just and reasonable fear, and we should always approach
translation with apprehension and reverence for God’s

word in our hearts. Fear, however, is itself dangerous when
we idolize the false god of language over and above what
is truly important: reaching the lost for Christ.

In other words, people both within and outside the
church are sometimes unable to understand our Scriptures
and will not fully grasp the message of Christ’s love. By
placing our current language translations above the origi-
nal text and what it is trying to say to us, we are making it
into a god This is the same difficulty that translators have
faced for hundreds of years. When the Bible was translated
from Latin to the vernacular of the day, it struck fear in
people’s hearts—because it meant change. Was this change
bad? Obviously not; it was an important piece in the ongo-
ing expansion of Christ’s kingdom.

If, then, we are to reach all cultures for Christ, we must
be able to communicate with those cultures. Men and
women are both created in the image of God; he loves
them equally, and Christ died for them equally. We have a
right as God’s children to know this without a doubt. The
culture that we are evangelizing must know, understand,
and believe this.                                                                        �

Julia Alford and David Mustol are
seniors at Wheaton College. Julia is a
native of Illinois and has attended the
last two CBE conferences; David is the
son of missionaries in the Camores
Islands. This article is reprinted with

permission from Off the Record, a student publication at
Wheaton (Feb. 2, 2000), and has been expanded and adapted for
use in Priscilla Papers.
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BOOK REVIEW

A Hero from Yesterday: Phoebe Palmer

Iwish I had encountered Phoebe Palmer (1807–74) about
25 years ago when wrestling with the issue of the role of

women in the church loomed heavily on my heart and
mind, and had surfaced in our church as well.

Palmer’s underlying thesis is that the promise of the
Father to pour out his Spirit on all flesh,
male and  female, and that sons and daugh-
ters would prophesy, relates to the role of
women in the church today. She goes
through many of the New Testament pas-
sages related to women’s roles, and she
exegetes and interprets them, often citing other scholars
who affirm a less-restrictive understanding than was com-
mon in her day. She expresses the problem when she says:

[T]here is a wrong, a serious wrong, affectingly cruel in its
influences, which has long been depressing the hearts of the
most devotedly pious women. And this wrong is inflicted
by pious men, many of whom, we presume, imagine that
they are doing God a service in putting a seal upon lips
which God has commanded to speak (p. 13)

Her words were reminiscent of something I had written
as a foreword in a research paper some women in our
church wrote in 1974–75:

For too long, the issues of women’s liberation, women’s
roles and participation in traditionally male activities have
been treated with snickers, tongue-in-cheek remarks, or
bare tolerance. Conflict, hurt, and identity crises have been
created in the minds of many Christian women who are
seeking to integrate Scripture and the realities of twentieth-
century culture to find a secure and biblically sound posi-
tion from which to grow and develop . . .

Things haven’t changed much from Phoebe Palmer’s
day in some sectors.

I was surprised at her tone at various points, seemingly
really “sticking it to” those from whom she had experi-
enced opposition. While she says, “It is not our intention to
chide those who have thus kept the Christian female in
bondage . . . ,” she seems to do far more than “chide” in her
less-than-subtle pronouncements on those who differ. She
tells of a woman’s testimony being rejected, and then
writes that “in rejecting her testimony for Jesus, did not
Jesus, the friend of the church, take it as done unto him-
self?”

She then follows this with a devastating poem:

And when Truth speaks, whoe’er may touch
To turn aside the word,
God will reprove the act as much
As though from Sinai heard.
Who toucheth truth, or blunts its force,
May heedlessly pass by,
Unmarked in time; but deep remorse
Awaits him endlessly.

And at the end of another chapter:

But what is truth: ’Twas Pilate’s decision, put
To Truth itself, that deigned him no reply.
And wherefore: will not God impart his light
To them who ask it: Freely; ’tis his joy,
His glory, and his nature, to impart.
But to the proud, uncandid, insincere,
Or negligent inquirer, not a spark.

High among the values of Jesus the night before his cru-
cifixion was the oneness of the believers who would come
after him. (John 17), and it behooves those who name his
name to live out that oneness. Yet the reflection evoked in
me after reading Phoebe Palmer’s work is how we in the
church should respond to those with whom we differ over
these sorts of things. In most of the doctrinal debates over
the centuries, nearly all persons genuinely viewed their
perspective as being on the side of “Truth.”

It also seems that expressing things in a loving, irenic
manner evokes no response or charge, and so people feel
compelled to speak out or act more strongly. I was remind-
ed of something George Washington is quoted as having
said in 1786 (copied in a museum):

I never mean to possess another slave by purchase; it being
among my first wishes to see some plan adopted by which
slavery in this country may be abolished by slow, sure, and
imperceptible degrees.

But it never happened by slow and imperceptible degrees.
Does it ever? Is there no other way than revolt? How do I
deal with my denomination, which disapproves of women
elders, of which I am one, much less the notion of ordination?

I have appreciated and benefitted from this book as an
excellent way to get in touch with sisters and brothers from
the past who have struggled in much the same way as we
continue to struggle today.                                                       �

Reviewed by Martha Berg, who was a long-time teacher in Bible
Study Fellowship in the U.S. and Japan. She has recently done
hospital chaplaincy training and is currently pursuing graduate
studies at North Park Theological Seminary in Chicago.

by Phoebe Palmer
originally published by

H. V. Degen, Boston: 1859
reprinted by

Garland, New York: 1985
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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 men and woman of all racial
and ethnic groups, all economic classes, and all age groups, based
on the teaching of Galatians 3:28–There is neither Jew nor Greek,
there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male noe female; for you
are all one in Christ Jesus. 

Core Values
We believe that

The Bible teaches the equality of women and men.
God has given each person gifts to be used for the good of
Christ’s kingdom.
Christians are to develop and exercise their God-given gifts in
home, church, and society.

Mission Statement
CBE equips believers by affirming the biblical truth of equality.
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free and encouraged to use their God-given gifts in families, min-
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To broadly communicate the biblical truth that men and women
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Christ’s kingdom.
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CBE envisions a future where all believers will exercise their gifts
for God’s glory, with the full support of the Christians
Community.
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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 in
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 peo-
ple.

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 races, ages, and classes. We recognize that all per-
sons 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 het-
erosexual marriage as the patterns God designed for us.

CBE membership is available to those who support CBE's
Statement of Faith.  Members receive quarterly issues of CBE's
newsmagazine, Mutuality, and CBE's educational journal, Priscilla
Papers.  Members are eligible for discounts on items from CBE's
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Members are also offered discount on all international CBE con-
ferences.
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Household �� $50 �� $140
Low Income �� $20
Library Subscriptions �� $30

International Members 1 Year 3 Year
Individual �� $40 �� $110
Household �� $50 �� $140
Low Income �� $20
Library Subscriptions �� $35

All gifts of $250 and over include a complimentary membership.
Additional Contribution     $_____________
TOTAL ENCLOSED            $_____________

CBE is an exempt organization as described in IRC Sec. 501 (c) (3)
and as such, donations in excess of the basic membership fee may
qualify as a charitable contribution where allowed by law.

____________________________________________________
Name
____________________________________________________
Address
____________________________________________________
City
____________________________________________________
State/Province/Country Zip/Postal Code
____________________________________________________
Phone
____________________________________________________
Church Denomination

Please mail or fax to:
Christians for Biblical Equality

122 West Franklin Avenue, Suite 218
Minneapolis, MN  55404-2451

Phone: 612-872-6898   Fax: 612-872-6891
E-mail: CBE@cbeinternational.org
http//www.CBEInternational.org

�� Visa  �� MasterCard  �� American Express   �� Discover

__________________________________________________
Card 
__________________________________________________
Signature Exp. Date
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“Equipping the Church
Empowering the Saints”

Ephesians 4:11–16

CBE’s 7th International Conference

June 22–24, 2001
Dallas, Texas

Plenary Speakers include:

Gordon Fee, Richard Foster,  Julie Pennington-Russell, Robin Smith
Y’ALL COME NOW!

C h r i s t i a n s  f o rC h r i s t i a n s  f o r
B i b l i c a lB i b l i c a l

    E q u a l i t yE q u a l i t y


