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A Woman Who Was
Angry at God

Have you ever gotten really angry with God for making
you who and what you are? If you are female, it’s entirely
possible you’ve gotten as mad at God as one of the writ-
ers in this issue. Funmi Josephine Para-Mallam fell head-
over-heels in love with Jesus Christ as a college student
and thought the injustices she experienced as a young
woman had become a thing of the past. But she abruptly
came face to face with reality in the church as many of us
have come to know it. Read her journey of faith, begin-
ning on page 12. You will be inspired to walk alongside
Funmi into a new experience  of victory and peace.

This issue of PRISCILLA PAPERS has a little something for
everyone. We begin by sharing a challenging meeting of
the San Diego CBE chapter two years ago when they lis-
tened to Glen Scorgie dissect the then-new book of femi-
nist author Germaine Greer. I would have enjoyed being
a mouse in the corner listening to the discussion that fol-
lowed the presentation. The views of this “aging warrior”
do not differ in some ways from those of us in CBE . But
Scorgie’s question, “Are We on the Same Page?” is rele-
vant to all who have a heart for issues of gender equality.

This issue also presents the first of ten questions of
challenge for proponents of the subordination of women.
First presented at the CBE international conference in Dal-
las last June, Gilbert Bilezikian has thrown down the
gauntlet, asking for responses from Scripture to his ques-

tions. If you have acquaintances who disagree strongly
with the truths of biblical equality, you may wish to call
their attention to this first challenge and invite their
response (see information on p. 8).

In this issue we also take another look at the issue of
Southern Baptist women preachers—one year after the
historic changes to the Southern Baptist Convention’s
Baptist Faith and Message, which included limiting the
office of pastor to men only. Two articles, one by a
woman who has recently moved into a pastorate outside
the SBC, and one a thoughtful remembrance of a grand-
mother called to preach, once again question that action.
And don’t miss the article by Jon Trott, a founder of Jesus
People USA in Chicago, who has written what he de-
scribes as “tangled thoughts from a communitarian” on
the subjects of mutuality, equality, and intersubmission.

Finally, you will miss the column “The Woman Beside
the Man” by our CBE board chair, Dan Gentry Kent, that
usually graces page 22. Dan had successful heart bypass
surgery in July, but suffered a setback as he recuperated.
CBE greatly values Dan’s leadership, and we covet your
prayers for him and his family as he travels the road to
recovery. In place of his column in this issue, we are
pleased to present a chapter from one of Evelyn Bence’s
books, Spiritual Moments with the Great Hymns. I hope you
will enjoy the brief study of Frances Ridley Havergal,
who gave us the text to the familiar hymn “Like a River
Glorious.” Happy reading!

CAROL R. THIESSEN, editor

Publisher CHRISTIANS FOR BIBLICAL EQUALITY

Editor CAROL R. THIESSEN

Executive Director MIMI HADDAD

Proofreader MARTY WHITE

Editor Emerita GRETCHEN GAEBELEIN HULL

Consulting Theologians: W. WARD GASQUE, STANLEY J. GRENZ, DOUGLAS GROOTHUIS, REBECCA GROOTHUIS, DAN

GENTRY KENT, ALAN PADGETT, AIDA BESANÇON SPENCER, WILLIAM DAVID SPENCER, JOE E. TRULL

Board of Directors: DAN GENTRY KENT, JOHN R. KOHLENBERGER III, SHARON CAIRNS MANN, THOMAS A. MCCARTHY,
BRIAN NYSTROM, NANCY GRAF PETERS, SARA ROBERTSON, LOLA S. SCOBEY, ROBIN L. SMITH, JOHN SWART, LILYA WAGNER

Board of Reference: MIRIAM ADENY, CARL E. ARMERDING, MYRON S. AUGSBURGER, RAYMOND J. BAKKE, ANTHONY
CAMPOLO, LOIS MCKINNEY DOUGLAS, MILLARD ERICKSON, GORDON D. FEE, RICHARD FOSTER, W. WARD GASQUE, REBECCA
MERRILL GROOTHUIS, VERNON GROUNDS, ROBERTA HESTENES, CRAIG S. KEENER, JOHN R. KOHLENGERGER III, DAVID MAINS,
KARI TORJESEN MALCOLM, BRENDA SALTER MCNEIL, ROGER NICOLE, VIRGIL OLSON, LADONNA OSBORN, T. L. OSBORN,
RONALD J. SIDER, LEWIS SMEDES, ADA BESANÇON SPENCER, WILLIAM DAVID SPENCER, RUTH A. TUCKER, MARY STEWART
VAN LEEUWEN, TIMOTHY WEBER, JEANETTE S. G. YEP

PRISCILLA PAPERS (ISSN 0898-753X) is published quarterly for members by Christians for Biblical Equality, 122
West Franklin Avenue, Suite 218, Minneapolis, MN 55404-2451. Copyright © 2001. For address changes and other
information, phone 612-872-6898; fax 612-872-6891, or E-mail CBE@CBEInternational.org. CBE is on the Web at
www.CBEInternational.org. 

Editor’s Ink



I also realize that the participants in that coffee huddle
at Starbucks would not be able to distinguish members of
Christians for Biblical Equality from secular feminists. In
their minds, the two movements are equally wrong,
unbiblical, and for all intents and purposes, synonymous.
To their way of thinking, C B E is simply a case of selling
out to cultural trends, and a kind of feminist Trojan Horse
within the walled fortress of evangelicalism. Evangelical
feminists are simply those who uncritically parrot the val-
ues of secular feminism. To be fair, this assessment is not
unique to relatively uninformed groups; it dominates in
academic circles today as well.

In the majority of academic contexts in America today,
the notion of an evangelical feminist is a contradiction in
terms. In fact, a recent issue of Religious Studies News, the
journal of the American Academy of Religion, reports on
a major study of the tensions experienced by progressive
evangelical women functioning in the largely feminist
academy. Appropriately enough, the article is entitled:
“Living on the Boundaries.” “Evangelical women in the
academy,” the authors write, “are in an unusual position
because we move back and forth across what remains for
most people a rigid boundary between feminism and
evangelicalism.”1

This Berlin Wall has been built up from both sides. As
Nicola Creegan and Christine Pohl accurately observe,
“Some evangelical leaders and academics have been very
vocal in describing every kind of feminism as a grave
threat to the theological foundations of the Christian faith
and to the moral order more generally. . . . On the other
side, feminism is hostile to evangelicalism and is defined
in part against it. Evangelicals and fundamentalists,
linked together, are seen as a threat to the very existence
of liberated women and their spirituality.”2

These examples are perhaps sufficient to illustrate that
there is a considerable lack of clarity at both the popular
and scholarly levels about exactly what evangelical fem-

inists stand for vis à vis the standard platforms of conser-
vative Protestantism on the one hand, and secular fem-
inism on the other. The onus is really on us to clarify our
convictions in relation to those advocated by both sides.
This is part of the tension of “living on the boundaries."

An aging warrior’s literary postcript
Germaine Greer’s 1999 book The Whole Woman3 provides
an opportunity to do precisely this in relation to the
thought of one of the world’s most widely read secular
feminists. Greer, who years ago authored the feminist
classic The Female Eunuch (1970), is an aging feminist war-
rior. In this literary postscript, Greer reflects on the still-
dubious status of women in the West at the dawn of the
millennium. As she puts it, “[O]ur lives are nobler and
richer than they were, but they are also fiendishly diffi-
cult” (p. 4). “On every side,” she mourns, “we see women
troubled, exhausted, mutilated, lonely, guilty, mocked by
the headlined success of the few” (p. 20). If it were possi-
ble, the culture seems even more masculine—“outra-
geously misogynist”—now than it was thirty years ago, if
movies, professional sports, video games, modern rules
of warfare and neo-capitalist economics are any reliable
indicators (pp. 19–20).

The Whole Woman is itself a sometimes outrageous,
sometimes paranoid (as when she interprets the commer-
cialization of food preparation as an attack on female
domestic competence, or when she sees the whole field of
gynecology as nothing more than a blatant male cam-
paign to control women’s reproduction). Yet the book is
also often a deeply insightful and frequently very witty
Jeremiad indeed. It is organized into four main sections:
body, mind, love, and power. Underneath these headings
are over thirty brief chapters on topics ranging from
shopping to fathers to girl-power.

Most evangelical readers will feel uncomfortable about
such things as Greer’s insistence on a woman’s right to
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LAST NIGHT I WAITED AT STARBUCKS UNTIL IT WAS TIME to pick up two of our
teenage daughters after a home Bible study under the auspices of our
conservative evangelical church. While nursing my Coffee of the Day, I

could not help overhearing a young adult woman, with Bible open at an adja-
cent table, discipling four other university-age females. Their informal con-
versation ranged over a number of topics, and on each one the leader had a
forceful and confident opinion. I winced especially when I heard her advise
them that the Bible was very clear that a woman should remain silent and
never teach a man. As far as I could tell, the group simply nodded assent to
this insight and scribbled it down in their journals. As I drove through a
darkened suburban neighborhood to pick up my own daughters a few
minutes later, I could not help wondering whether the teaching my kids
were receiving was any different.

Are We on the Same Page?
An evangelical response to Germaine Greer’s The Whole Woman,

GLEN SCORGIE



decide personally about abortion (pp. 91–100), and her
assumption that the struggles for lesbian rights and the
ordination of women are really “aspects of the same
struggle” (p. 3). On the other hand, there is much here to
which we could respond with a hearty “Amen!” Surpris-
ingly, she describes this still imperfect world of oppres-
sion as the “unregenerate human world” (p. 11). She
deplores women’s inordinate fixation on cosmetics and
other beauty products as oppressive and demeaning
behavior, stimulated by ubiquitous media images from
Barbie dolls to B a y w a t c h .4 And she makes a strong case
against the abuse of human embryos in experimental
reproductive technology.5

Greer is still feisty, and the book is a kind of call to
arms. But overall it strikes one more precisely as sardonic,
and expressive more of sorrow than anger over the failure
of feminism to achieve more constructive changes in the
past three decades. Greer uses the adjective whole not in
the sense of comprehensiveness but of healthiness; what
she has in mind in the phrase “the whole woman” is a
still far-from-achieved ideal of healthy, authentic
womanhood. The Whole Woman, if she actually
exists anywhere, would have moved
beyond the debilitating malaise and
unhealthiness that continue to characterize
the experience of too many women today.
According to Greer’s dream, “She would
be a woman who did not exist to embody
male sexual fantasies or rely upon a man
to endow her with identity and social sta-
tus, a woman who did not have to be
beautiful, who could be clever, who
w o u l d g r o w i n a u t h o r i t y a s s h e a g e d ”
(p. 9).

There are countless incidental remarks in
this book that might be discussed and
debated, but our goal here is to consider
the larger picture. The purpose of our
presentation will be to compare and con-
trast Greer’s overall analysis and recom-
mendation with ones that are explicitly rooted in a bibli-
cal understanding of our gendered humanity, our fallen-
ness and our hope of healing. We begin then with this lat-
ter vision.

A biblical vision of humanity
The biblical vision of humanity is that there are two fun-
damental ways of being human: being human as a male
and being human as a female. Females and males are not
two separate species, but two distinct expressions of a
common humanity. God’s original design for the two dis-
tinct sexes of humanity may be summed up in a simple
formula: Equality plus difference equals interdependence.

1. Equality. First, both males and females can lay an
e q u a l claim to being human. Both, according to the first
chapter of the Bible (specifically, Gen. 1:27), possess God-
likeness to the very same extent. Neither males nor
females can presume to suggest that they are ultimately a

bit more like God than the other is. To state the matter in
reverse, we can say without equivocation that God is no
more like a man than God is like a woman. Insofar as we
can identify distinctive characteristics of men and women
respectively, we can safely say that they are all equal
reflections of the infinitely larger nature and character of
God. God embodies (and transcends) all that is involved
in womanliness and manliness. This is the essential ele-
ment of equality.

2. Difference. Second, men and women are not the
same. We are different. Sexual differentiation is fundamen-
tal and profound. It pertains to far more than variations
in reproductive organs. It is naïve, moreover, to assume
that we are completely the same on the “inside” and dif-
fer only in our arbitrarily assigned “earth suits.” There is
more to our differences than incidental physical features.
To treat women essentially as though they were men, and
men as though they were women, is to deny reality and
to participate in a kind of suppression of our respective
true identities. The unisex dream thwarts our fulfillment

and encourages an alienation from who we really are.
Sexual differences extend far beyond the merely

physical to the psychic and emotional, and play
out in differentiated value systems, ways of

living, and even perceptual grids. The Christ-
ian doctrine of the bodily resurrection sug-

gests that sexual differentiation is more
than a temporary arrangement; being male
and being female are experiences that are

so fundamental to who we are as persons
that they are destined to continue on even into

eternity.
3. I n t e r d e p e n d e n c e . Third, we were de-

signed for i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e. On our own,
as males and females respectively, we
live with a fundamental incompleteness.
We were deliberately created as sexually
differentiated beings in order to draw us
toward bonding with the other. Our sex-
ual differentiation is the fundamental

impulse toward the building and sustaining of communi-
ty. Neither sex is an island. Neither sex is self-sufficient.
We need each other in order to know what it means to be
fully human, and it is in experiences of togetherness and
common cause that we begin to approximate more closely
the life of God.

The Triune God is a community of differentiated per-
sons in unity, and interdependent humans of both sexes
best reflect the image of this Triune God when they too
live in a similar mysterious tension of unity and diversity.
We cannot hate each other, or ignore and marginalize
each other, and expect to become fully human ourselves.
Through dehumanizing treatment of the other we ensure
our own dehumanization. In the ancient language of
Scripture, “it is not good for a man [or woman] to be
alone” (Gen. 2:18). Arguably, sexual intercourse is a pro-
found symbol of this interdependence, but the broader
experience of male-female interdependence goes well be-
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yondthe bed; it does not even require marriage or coitus.6

This term i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e may sound at face value an
awful lot like complementarity, and perhaps if we only had
to worry about etymology it would be safe enough to
treat them essentially as synonyms. But in the politically
charged context of evangelical gender debates today, com -
plementarity is code for a more restricted and diminished
understanding of women’s proper place in the scheme of
things, and in truth might more accurately be designated
s u p p l e m e n t a r i t y . So we choose our words carefully and
stick with i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e and envision the relationships
between men and women in terms of creative synergism.

What went wrong?
Someone has said that of all the doctrines of the Christian
faith, the doctrine of sin is the one most easily verified
empirically. There is so much plain evidence of it staring
us in the face every day. The historic Fall and the resul-
tant pervasiveness of sin mean that the human experience
as we know it is a far cry from what the Creator originally
designed and intended. This is certainly true of the ways
in which we have come to relate to one another as males
and females. They have grown twisted and dysfunctional
as a result of sin. It may be helpful to consider how this
pathology extends to each of the three elements of God’s
original formula: equality, difference, and interdepen-
dence.

The first and most obvious effect of sin has been the
demise of female equality. Women’s physical vulnerability
has proven to be the opportunity for
domestic and systemic oppression,
and through these the erosion of a
substantive experience of equality
with men. This appears to be what
was predicted, though not prescribed,
by the Genesis 3:16 prophecy con-
cerning Eve’s husband’s domination
and rule over her. Over time, as is always the case, these
visceral realities of oppression became legitimized and
reinforced by hierarchical ideologies a n d cultural tradi-
tions. Understandings of how women and men ought to
behave are the essence of what we know as gender
roles—humanly devised sets of expectations. Regrettably,
the religious traditions of the world have generally done
more than their share along these lines. Within the Chris-
tian tradition itself, pivotal texts in both Old and New
Testaments have been read through patriarchal lenses to
buttress these oppressive ideologies by providing the
appearance of divine sanction.

Most of us are all too familiar with the argument that
women enjoy with men an equality of being (that is, an
ontological equality) while at the same time are expected
to accept a subordinate role and function (that is, a func-
tional inequality).7 Yet for all the “neatness” of this solu-
tion, there is the pervasive and nagging suspicion that
such an ordering of gender relations on God’s part would
never have been purely arbitrary. It could not have been
that God could have quite happily gone either way—

either men or women could lead; it didn’t really matter to
God, just as long as someone did and they both agreed to
it. It could not have been that men won out through a
mere roll of the dice. No, the prevailing mindset involun-
tarily reasons, there must be some qualities intrinsic to
being a woman that disqualifies her from leadership. And
since we are also conditioned to think of the emergence of
leaders as a process of “the cream rising to the top,” it fol-
lows that women must be the opposite of the cream.
Theirs must also be an inferiority of essence—a substan-
tive inequality.

Though at an intuitive level most women recognize
that this verdict of inequality and inferiority is false and
unjust, it is incredibly difficult not to capitulate to it to
some degree in the formation of one’s self-perception.
Low self-esteem is pandemic among Western women. It
is often triggered in the identity crisis period of adoles-
cence,8 and the psychic passivity it produces is one of the
major causes of depression and a major obstacle to femi-
nism being able to advance more aggressively. This phe-
nomenon has led feminist theologians such as Germany’s
Dorothe Sölle to suggest that female sin takes on a unique
form exactly the polar opposite of the characteristically
male form of sin, namely, that overreaching of the self
known as pride or hubris. By contrast, the characteristi-
cally female manifestation of sin is self-annihilation and
self-abuse, the under-assertion of the self.9

This is where the Feminist Movement came in during
the 1960s. Known initially and pejoratively as “Women’s

Lib,” its aim was to liberate women
from the various forms of domestic
and structural oppression in the soci-
eties of the West. At the heart of this
movement was the desire to affirm
the legitimacy of women (not least, to
women themselves), and to demon-
strate that their abilities and compe-

tencies were equal, not inferior, to those of men. Building
on protracted late-nineteenth-century women’s struggles
to gain access to university education and the right to
vote, the Feminist Movement from the 1960s onwards did
much to raise societal consciousness of residual injustices
and gain many more and better places for women in the
professions and marketplace outside the home. The pop-
ular image of the shrill, disheveled, even witchlike
“women’s libber” was such a public-relations liability for
the movement that the term was gradually abandoned,
and with it an explicit focus on a motif of liberation. In its
place the movement developed a more civilized rhetoric
focused on the pursuit of gender equality.

What we should be most interested in in The Total
Woman is Greer’s analysis of what went wrong, and what
should be done about it. Here is her answer: She is con-
vinced that the feminist movement made a serious tacti-
cal error when it dropped the rhetoric of women’s libera-
tion in favor of a campaign for rights and opportunities
equal to those that men already appear to enjoy. What has
only now emerged clearly in retrospect, she argues, is
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of female equality. 



that any quest for mere equality will be by definition
much more conservative and compliant in spirit than a
radical liberation movement like the one from which con-
temporary feminism originated. The heart of the matter is
that the quest for equality was content with gaining
admission for women to a world order that was designed
by men and that continues to operate according to male
values and motives.

I think I am faithful to Greer’s meaning when I say
that, in her view, supposedly liberated women a r e
o b l i g e d to live their days in an alien space, and in this
strange environment they can hope to succeed only by
performing in ways that are contrary to what it really
means to be a woman. Until the world system is changed,
women will still not be able to be themselves. The world
order remains misogynist, and it is as though women
who participate in it are on the rack. In order to be suc-
cessful, they must pretend they are men. As Greer puts it,
“real women are being phased out” (p. 4).

Moving in the right direction
I take Greer’s comments to suggest that the more insight-
fu1 leaders of the Feminist Movement are beginning to
acknowledge their regrettable neglect of the second ele-
ment of the biblical vision for male-female relationships,
viz., difference. The unisex agenda has been, frankly, a dis-
aster. It has tried to defy Nature, and as is invariably the
case in such instances, it has lost the contest. Greer’s pas-
sion at this point in her career—and she is almost apolo-
getic for speaking up at her advanced
age—is for women to believe that be-
ing a woman is a legitimate thing,
and it is permissible to embrace one’s
sexual identity and be oneself. It is
good and right not to be a man. The
mission of women, she says, ought to
be more than gaining access to the
bastions of power in a male-created system; it is to work
for structural changes to that world so that it is a truly
hospitable environment in which women can find fulfill-
ment as women. This should prompt women to ask ques-
tions such as: “Should we accept altruism as part of the
psychological make-up of the whole woman, or should
we insist that she concentrate upon self-interest?”1 0 ( p p .
12–13). The female’s potential is to an unacceptable extent
being defined entirely in terms of the male’s actual (p. 3).

Along these lines, I naturally gravitated to her chapter
on fathers and fathering (pp. 217–26), and was challenged
by her suggestion that the most significant contribution of
fathers to their daughters’ lifelong wholeness is to vali-
date them—to ascribe legitimacy to who they are as per-
sons and as women —and to do this consistently over time
in word, attitude, and action.

The more progressive feminists today, like Greer, seem
to be moving toward a stronger affirmation of gender dif-
ference. And these progressives include evangelical femi-
nists such as Calvin College professor Mary Stuart Van
Leeuwen. In her widely acclaimed book Gender and Grace

(IVP, 1990) and elsewhere, Van Leeuwen advocates a
“differentiating feminism” that recognizes the differences
between men and women and validates their respective
strengths. We have much to learn about how the genders
relate, she argues, including how men and women alike
still tend to see male experience as “normal” and female
experience as “deviant.”10

In summary, equality is essential, but so is a validation
of difference. Difference is good, and an acknowledgment
of this is a prerequisite to female liberation and the real-
ization of the divine design for humanity. Along these
lines it is instructive to observe the outpouring of contem-
porary support for the research and writing of Harvard
professor Carol Gilligan on the importance of giving
women “a voice."11 It is equally interesting to find anoth-
er feminist theologian, Rosemary Radford Ruether, sug-
gesting that the methodological key to feminist theology
is its desire to give expression to women’s different experi-
ence and perspective. In the past, she laments, this differ-
ence has been scorned and neglected. The result has been
that “Christian theology has been enormously impover-
ished by drawing on the experience of only one half of
humanity—men.”12

So far, I think, Greer and biblical feminists are pretty
much still on the same page. But my main criticism of
Germaine Greer is that she has yet to come to terms with
the third and culminating element in the biblical vision of
gender relations: interdependence. Men are virtually invisi-
ble in this book, and when they are acknowledged they

come across as little more than objects
of hostility and perpetrators of pain.
As perhaps the most extreme example
of this, the book includes a deeply dis-
turbing chapter entitled “Loathing,”
which is about the many faces of
misogyny. The tone is set on the first
page, where Greer throws down this

gauntlet: “A few men hate all women all of the time,
some men hate some women all of the time, and all men
hate some women some of the time” (p. 293).

It is Van Leeuwen who has observed that many radical
feminists are simply “women who have been so damaged
by various forms of male abuse that only by staying
vocally or surreptitiously angry can they continue to feel
at all human.”13 It seems to be a description pretty applic-
able to Greer. Yet without a passion for interdependence,
which is an essential piece of the wholeness puzzle, the
well-intentioned feminist movement will continue to
founder or at best make gains at an agonizingly slow
pace. The internationally regarded Lutheran theologian
Jürgen Moltmann recently wrote that “one can only ac-
cept another when one has first found oneself.”14 Caring
people might go one step further; they might say, “One
can only accept another when one has first found oneself
in the other.”

Miroslav Volf, a Croatian well acquainted with the
realities of human hatred and violence in his former
homeland, has eloquently presented the options we have
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when faced with otherness. The options are exclusion or
embrace. The first is “an unflinching will to exclude”; the
alternative is the desire to create space for the other, to
embrace. Volf reminds us that an embrace involves two
movements. The open arms illustrate the desire for inclu-
sion—the “sign of discontent at being myself only.” But
there is also the closing of the arms around the other,
symbolizing both incorporation and enrichment.”15

The divine design
At the outset I posed the question of whether Germaine
Greer and biblical feminists like those in Christians for
Biblical Equality are really on the same page. “Being on
the same page” is an interesting figure of speech when
you stop to think about it. The image that comes to mind
for me (as you might expect from a “preacher’s kid”) is of
two people singing from their respective copies of the
hymnal. Any hope of intelligibility and harmony depends
on whether they are singing from the same page. Obvi-
ously, by dismissing the role of Jesus Christ and the Holy
Spirit to bring into reality the things for which all femi-
nists dream, one might legitimately argue that Greer
refuses to sing from our hymnal.

But another way of interpreting the image is to think of
people reading the same novel at different times and dif-
ferent rates. One might be nearing the conclusion, while
the other has her bookmark way back in the middle
somewhere. I think Germaine Greer, and for that matter
Van Leeuwen and the other “differentiating feminists,”
are already reading way ahead of those who are still fixat-
ed on the quest of mere gender equality. For Greer and
these others understand that equality is not enough with-
out a validation of difference. But there is more yet to be
read in order to really grasp the plot of the story, and in
the biblical revelation we get to “cheat” and read the end-
ing first. There we understand that the divine design is
ultimately to overcome the oppressive and estranging
consequences of sin in male-female relationships, and to
unite the two in a reconciled mutuality of gracious inter-
dependence. 

Biblical evangelicals know where all this is headed,
and we should be leading the way in this direction. You
can always make better time if you know where you are
headed. The challenge for evangelical feminists like our-
selves, then, is to find a way to embrace the themes of
gender equality and difference within the larger, encom-
passing orbit of the true interdependence of males and
females.

Let us engage this vitally important discussion.         ■
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The purpose of this challenge and the nine to follow
in succeeding issues of P R I S C I L L A PA P E R S is to
prompt Christians to grapple with biblical facts

rather than to accept without question traditional
assumptions about female roles and to follow blindly
institutionalized misreadings of Scripture. What is at
stake in addressing such misconceptions is not the role of
women as much as the definition of the church as an
authentically biblical community. It is difficult to conceive
how a local church can aspire to define itself as biblical
community when more than half of its constituency is
excluded from participating in the most significant
aspects of its life.

In the course of history, the church has often lost its
way. For instance, during a thousand years, the church
forgot something as crucial as the way of salvation and
replaced it with methods of salvation by works that never
worked. The biblical teaching was finally recovered by
the Reformers. Likewise, many present-day Christians
believe that the church has lost its own definition as com-
munity and replaced it with false definitions that reduce
it tothe status of institution, establishment, hierarchy, cor-
poration and programs. This challenge provides an incen-
tive to help Christians r e d i s c o v e r for t h e m s e l v e s the biblical
definitionof the church as God’s community of oneness.

The facts
There is not a hint, not even a whisper, about anything
like a hierarchical order existing between man and wom-
an in the Creation account of Genesis 1 and 2. In fact, the
exact opposite is clearly taught in these two chapters.
Both man and woman were made in God’s image
(1:26–27), and both participated in God-assigned min-
istries without any role distinctions (1:28).

The creation order established oneness, not hierarchy
(2:24). The first indication of a hierarchical order between
man and woman resulted from the entrance of sin into
the world (3:16). The subordination of women to men was
not part of God’s original design. It resulted from the vio-
lation of God’s creation order.

The use of the word h e l p e r for the woman reinforces
the relation of nonhierarchical complementarity that
existed between the man and the woman prior to the Fall

(2:18). In the language of the Old Testament, a h e l p e r i s
one who rescues others in situations of need. This desig-
nation is often attributed to God as our rescuer. The word
denotes not domesticity or subordination but competency
and superior strength (Exod. 18:4; Deut. 33:26, 29; Ps.
33:20, 70:5, etc.). 

According to the text, the woman was instrumental in
rescuing the man from being alone and, therefore, from
not yet being the community of oneness that God had
intended to create withboth of them (Gen. 1:27). As helper,
she pointedly enabled him to become with her the com-
munityGodhadintendedtoestablishthroughtheirunion.

The word h e l p e r is used specifically in this context of
God’s deliberation to create community (2:18). The bibli-
cal text becomes violated when the word h e l p e r i s
wrenched away and lifted out of this specific context to
be given other meanings that demean women by reduc-
ing them to the level of “complements” or docile conve-
niences created to improve the quality of male life.

In the account of the created order within which every
relation of authority is carefully spelled out (1:26, 28;
2:17), there is not the slightest suggestion of a structure of
authority existing between the man and the woman.
Instead, the explicit evidence provided in those texts
describes both the man and the woman as participating
cooperatively in reflecting the image, and both fulfil l i n g
jointly the tasks of rulership and dominion without the
necessity of a structure of hierarchy between them.        ■

Lest anyone be tempted to think this challenge is a feminist
plot to subvert the traditional church, we would point out that
feminism seeks equal rights and equal power. A basic premise of
this challenge and those to follow is the exact opposite: the belief
that the Bible requires all Christians to pursue relationships of
mutual submission and of reciprocal servanthood.

Responses to this and the challenges that follow will be eval -
uated by a panel of three professors emeriti of the Department of
Biblical and Theological Studies at Wheaton College. Among
them they represent more than a century of cumulative univer -
sity-level Bible teaching. Responses referencing biblical texts
already cited in this fascicle will be reviewed but not acknowl -
edged.Send responsestoChristiansforBiblical Equality.

For a fuller treatment of the themes presented in this article
consult the many resources available in the CBE catalog. 

A Challenge:
For proponents of female subordination

to prove their case from the Bible.
GILBERT BILEZIKIAN

Gilbert Bilezikian is professor emeritus of Biblical
Studies at Wheaton College (IL) and cofounder of
Willow Creek Community Church in South Barr-
ington, Illinois. Among the books of which he is the
author are Beyond Sex Roles and Community
101.

Challenge #1
Cite a text from the Creation account in Genesis 1
and 2 that enjoins or entitles men to exercise au-
thority or leadership over women, or that designates
men as “head” or “spiritual head” over women.
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represent a theological and philosophical apologetic
for an “egalitarian” or “mutuality” point of view

regarding women in the church. As someone who a
decade ago experienced my first wife leave me, leading to
divorce, I realize my personal life could also be seen as a
lessthan-convincing egalitarian argument. If anyone
talked with Carol, my wife, who loves me despite my
blindness and insensitiveness, I would be further exposed
as a very imperfect example of an egalitarian husband. 

Related to that, I’m a white Western male, a lifelong
condition that will (I am convinced) mean continual fail-
ure to live up to biblical standards in dealing with women
in the church and in my own personal worlds. As with
racism, gender bias is one of those things that seems more
and more to me a permanent stain upon not only our cul-
ture, but our individual human hearts. This is certainly
true in my case.

I write, despite all of the above, because mutuality is
an issue central to my understanding of humanness. As a
member of an intentional Chicago-based community of
around four hundred and fifty women, children, and
men—Jesus People USA (JPUSA)—I
also see the importance of mutual
submission one to another. Our
living quarters are tightly packed
together in a large apartment
building; our individual marriages
act as either models or warnings
(sometimes both) to our next-door
neighbors. We do, of course, have
women in leadership, and it is not an issue with our con-
gregation. As to whether we are a perfect model in this
regard, need it be said we are not?

Mutuality: Ideal or real?
A problem I struggle with in my own life—the love of
abstract ideals—is also in my opinion a problem in both
the egalitarian and complementarian communities. Each
community contextualizes its arguments in “the original
Greek” or “historical frameworks” or “improper proof-
texting” by the other side. These are important issues, not
to be ignored. Theology, after all, draws its life from the
biblical narrativeand also(at its best) helps us clarify what
that narrative tells us today. Yet perhaps just a dash of
postmodernism’s emphasis onstory ought toenterthemix. 

That is, how does a woman lead in the church? How
does a man submit to a woman (providing the rascal does
at all)? And how does a woman, well aware of her place
in our male-dominated culture and perhaps even the vic-
tim of physical and sexual abuse at men’s hands, learn to

biblically submit to a man—any man? How, in short, do
we human beings live out that terribly convicting mo-
ment of ever-new revelation: “I give you a new com-
mandment, that you love one another. Just as I have
loved you, you also should love one another. By this
everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have
love for one another” (John 13:3–35, NRSV).

Abstractions wilt in the face of such a Word! What we
may need are some examples, stories from both personal
experiences and “fictional” works of true art. We evangel-
icals, alas, don’t have many such skilled storytellers.
Instead, we’re stuck with Christian romantic fiction that
repeats the same anti-mutuality message of secular Harle-
quin romance novels; men as the active rescuers and
women as the ones needing rescue. Added to that are the
amazingly macho “end times” books, complete with mus-
cle-bound angels and Rambo-clone males. God deliver us
from this antiwoman and antiman message! Has anyone
ever stopped to think that we men get awfully tired of
having, in effect, to “hold the pose” of being strong, even
when we know we are weak and in need? Genesis says
God created the woman as man’s help meet, and it is very

hard to understand why he did
that if she’s too weak to help us.

I (here comes a typically male-
type illustration) lift weights. Hey,
maybe I should write an end-
times novel. But seriously, it is a
wonderful, painful thing to lift
dead iron above one’s head or
with one’s legs until sweat runs

and muscles weary to the point of trembling. My body
has been toughened up and (vanity of vanities) looks
leaner and more muscular than it has for years. Yet one of
the central lessons I’ve learned regarding weights is that
one must learn to accept mediocrity. I will never, for
instance, lift three-hundred pounds on the bench press.
I’m lucky to reach half that amount. Some fellow J P U S A

lifter put up a painting of Arnold Schwarzenegger, fle x-
ing in a godlike pose as he looks down upon my pathetic
pencil-neck efforts. I can almost hear Arno’s Austrian
accent, “You call that lifting weights?” 

In Jesus’ words I hear in effect a command to lift thou-
sands of pounds. It is a command that lies beyond my
human ability to perform, no matter how nice or “toler-
ant” or “sensitive” a male I am. Jesus Christ requires not
niceness, but love. 

The weight of love 
The command to love one another is, as I understand it,
an impossible command. It is akin to that other impossi-
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ble standard (for this man, at least) regarding committing
adultery merely by looking lustfully upon another human
being. Who, I wonder, has not done this? Well, Jesus did-
n’t do it. Jesus has this knack of raising the weight load
beyond the humanly possible no matter what area of life
is involved. 

As Kierkegaard observed long ago, we have made it
our practice to turn such impossibilities into common-
place, even easy, abilities. We explain them away: “Oh, he
didn’t really mean that.” And we tell people how to be
“saved” yet still maintain their present lifestyles of mate-
rialistic comfort and moral terpitude. Christianity be-
comes merely Christendom, and the profoundly personal
gospel becomes abstract and impersonal, stripped of its
ability to move human hearts to repentance and works of
love. Dietrich Bonhoeffer called it “cheap grace.”

Either Christianity is one of those wonderfully idealis-
tic stories, one that we don’t really believe despite our lip-
service, or it is a terrible, painful, but glorious struggle. If
the latter, it isn’t rooted in our own power alone. The
struggle, I believe, must be rooted in the mystery of grace.
Grace: unmerited favor, forgiveness. Ah! The white West-
ern male in me responds to the idea of forgiveness. If my
wife, who represents all women, can forgive my inepti-
tude and outright sin against her, yet also show me that I
have sinned against her, I am allowed to begin again. If
my female coworker can forgive my irritation at her, yet
also confront me with that irritation because she loves me
as my sister in Christ, I am con-
victed by the power of what Bon-
hoeffer called “costly grace.”
Despair is thwarted. Love com-
mands, and I once again appeal
for the grace and Holy Spirit
power to obey.

Learning the art of submission
I do believe the complementarians when they say wives
are to submit to their husbands. That is, after all, a biblical
command. However, I am also to submit to my wife.
“Submit yourselves one to another,” the Word says, and
it is addressed to the entire body of believers. While oth-
ers wrangle about women preachers, I wrangle over my
ability to receive the imparted word—no matter who the
preacher is. In short, if I really love God, I will submit to
women as they bring the Word to bear in my life. Not all
Christian women do in fact bring the Word, any more
than all Christian men do. The Word comes in frail, will-
ful vessels. 

Thus, we’re caught on the antinomy of mutual submis-
sion versus individual responsibility. You are to submit to
God’s Word; I come to you with what I believe and per-
haps state is God’s Word; you, however, have to decide
whether it is in fact God’s Word I am speaking to you.
(And might I note further that merely quoting the Scrip-
tures to support my own viewpoint is not synonymous
with imparting the Word my hearer really needs to hear.)
The hearer, not the speaker, determines whether or not

that spoken word is “the Word.” That goes for husbands
and wives, parents and older children, pastors and con-
gregations. My spirit must bear witness before I can
receive what is spoken to me. This is only the reformation
doctrine of the priesthood of the believer.

There is something incredibly subversive about the
idea of submission. Our Western culture has created a
virtual cult of the individual, and feminism has been just
as influenced by that cult, as was male-dominated society
before it. Yet we can’t have it both ways. John Donne’s
famous line “No man is an island entire of himself”
applies just as well to the feminine; both genders require
others in order to become fully ourselves. Yet in that need
is also the necessity of surrender; no one person’s world
can remain inviolate without denying entry to all others.
To allow anyone to come into our world is also to be
forced to learn how to surrender, on one level or another.

Mutuality and intentional community
In Jesus People, we quickly discovered the need of one
another as conduits of Grace. Grace moves as God wills it
to move. Yet in order for Grace to move within the body,
we must each be both hearers and doers of the Word,
which comes to us through Grace. If, in a complex exam-
ple, my wife and I both end up with hurt feelings over
mutual miscommunication regarding romantic time
together, we both will need much grace and wisdom
beyond ourselves to reach understanding and a new

beginning. Pride, that most univer-
sal of human responses, is the
enemy of intersubmission. Humili-
ty—an eager, hearing heart—is the
mainspring of mutuality.

Intersubmission is what we try
to live out at Jesus People. Since we’re human, we blow it
on a daily, hourly basis. Yet the difficult dance of recog-
nizing various individuals’ giftings for leadership, or
(conversely) some ambitious individuals’ lack of such
gifting, is a dance we cannot escape. Sometimes leaders,
male and female, in the community are forced to speak
words not of union, but of division: “No, we cannot
accept that teaching and/or behavior here; we must ask
that you either cease or move on.” No matter what we do,
someone among us will feel we have not done what need-
ed to be done. Some will and have left us feeling hurt that
they weren’t heard, just as we feel hurt at their failure to
hear us. Thus the ideal meets the real and is defeated. But
since in my understanding Christianity is the real, I need
not be enslaved to the ideal. I can (once again) begin
again; I can afford failure and ignorance, as long as I once
again turn toward God and my sisters and brothers in
repentance and admit my lack.

Lest anyone misunderstand, I am not advocating and
do not believe everyone is called to live in the decidedly
odd way I live at Jesus People USA. But I do believe that
part of evangelicalism’s collective difficulty with the
abstraction of women in leadership has to do with our
lack of experience in intersubmission, period. We are so
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They tell me I must rule you
subjugate you
Shepherd you firmly
And protect you from yourself

They dare to tell me

They tell me you are inferior
Weaker, I am superior
My pride says, “Amen!”
But alone I ponder their words

We walk before men who judge
Who lay down law as gospel
And neglect Christ’s love
(Am I one of them?)

I reject these foolish men
These arrogant and violent men  
Mongers after power
They have Satan in their souls

I want to lead, and be led
To love, and be loved
To shepherd, and be shepherded
By love’s example

At last I can love and be loved
By a woman after God’s own heart
Whose ear inclines to my meager wisdom
As the flower bends to the sun

Oh, lover! Oh, friend!
Your light emanates from the Eternal
And your submission from freedom

I, your husband, wear a crown
Fashioned in your strong and willing hand
Placed there by God’s favor

And your choice

Solomon . . . eat your heart out!

—Jon Trott
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in love with, or at least enslaved to, the lonely model of
suburban American life. We fear the very thing that, not
taken to unbiblical extremes, will free us.

Becoming free to become slaves
This echoes words from one much wiser than I, a woman
who lived her life radically yet (as far as I’ve seen)
refrained from condemning those who disagreed with
her. Dorothy Day, in her autobiography, The Long Loneli -
ness, wrote:

The only answer in this life, to the loneliness we are all
bound to feel, is community. The living together, working
together, sharing together, loving God and loving our
brother, and living close to him in community so we can
show our love for Him. . . .”  

In case we’d forgotten, evangelical egalitarianism is
really about becoming free only to enter a slavery more
complete, more baffling to the world. The ideal is beauti-
ful, but flat and unapproachable, a photograph of a bride
on her wedding day. The real is the laughter, awkward-
ness, messiness, fear and ecstasy of the bride and groom

on their wedding night. How much each surrenders, and
how much each is glad of such surrender! In the joy of
that union is the heart of the real, and if they are wise,
they will remember it as they struggle to learn to be one
in all aspects of life. Male and Female, without losing
their own identities, are submerged in the identity of each
other: “ ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and
mother and be joined to his wife, and the two will become
one flesh.’ This is a great mystery, and I am applying it to
Christ and the church” (Eph 5:31–32, NRSV).

Below is a poem I wrote years ago for my wife that
attempts to express the difference between what I per-
ceive as the errors in complementarianism and the power
of intersubmission in marriage.                                  ■

Jon Trott is editor in chief of Jesus People USA’s lit-
erary voice, Cornerstone magazine; he has been a
member of JPUSA since 1977. Carol Elaine Durkin
Trott, Jon’s wife, works at Leland House, a JPUSA

“second stage housing” ministry for homeless wom-
en with children. The couple has four children. This
article is © 2000, 2001 by Jon Trott; all rights

reserved.

Solomon’s Folly

"See, this is what I found, says the Teacher, adding one thing to
another to find the sum, which my mind has sought repeatedly,
but I have not found. One wise man among a thousand I have
found, but a woman among all these I have not found.”



IH A V E A C O N F E S S I O N T O M A K E. I U S E D T O H A T E B E I N G A

woman. And I hated God for making me one. But it
wasn’t always that way. 
My parents brought up my siblings (a brother and two

sisters) and me equitably, with absolutely no sense of
privilege based on gender. “Aim for the stars, and you’re
sure to hit one,” was Dad’s constantly quoted axiom. So
throughout my school years I competed favorably with
my peers, male and female, and felt inferior to no one. My
girlhood fantasies alternated wildly between becoming
President of Nigeria and performing adorably before mil-
lions of fans—movie star, sports champion, politician,
whatever—I just knew that I could and would be great.
Nothing was beyond my reach.

Rude awakening
But as in all sweet dreams, harsh reality jerked me awake.
As my body budded into woman-
hood, my inner senses caught on to
things I’d never really noticed. I
became aware of the gender
inequalities in society and marriage,
particularly in the African context,
and even in my parents’ relation-
ship. In the sitting room playing
with my dolls, I’d often hear Mom’s visiting friends
lament their marital woes.

This bothered me. Were all women to end up as docile
caterers to the caprices of men? It certainly sounded like
it. Did the dispassionate competition and camaraderie of
our early carefree years end at the marriage altar?

Apparently.
My answer to these questions left me with only one

“safe” option. I encased my heart with a veneer of tough-
ness and militancy. I wasn’t going to allow any of the
sons of Adam to hurt me or use me as they did other
women who were foolish enough to let them.

As a college freshman, on my student ID card in the
place where it asked for marital status, I wrote “divorced
with five children.” I envisioned an initial period con-
forming to social respectability by marrying one man,
having his children, and then, of course, dumping him. In
my exotic fantasy, I’d then go off, holding my head high
and making it as a brilliant, globe-trotting diplomat.

Yes, I would have men in my life, but always and only
on my terms, with me in the pilot’s seat.

Disappointment in love
My flight crash-landed in 1982, my second year in college,
when I fell in love. I was swept off my feet in the ecstasy

of a wonderful love affair with the Lord Jesus. I had never
experienced anything like it.

For the first time, cracks appeared in the wall I’d built
around my heart. I could feel only tender love for my
brand-new family of Christians, male and female. Every-
thing and everyone was new and different. The future
was bright. At last, injustice against women would cease!
The church would be a safe haven and protector of our
interests and dignity. I could freely aspire to any high
calling. I c o u l d reach for the stars. Everything would be
perfect.

How naïve I was! And what a massive letdown await-
ed me.

First came the shocking realization that I was still very
much prone to sin. That was sheer agony. Then I felt the
final pull on the hangman’s noose: in the church of Christ,
women and men are not really equal. I practically gagged

on seeing some of the discrimination,
injustice, prejudice, and suppression
in society perpetrated in the church in
God’s name.

From fellowship meetings, church
services, and Christian literature, I
heard and read again and again the
same things from those who con-

trolled the pulpit and the pen: Women were to be silent,
subordinate, servile, submissive, and shamefaced. The
bright vision that had stretched out before me suddenly
grew bleak. What was I to aspire to? Marriage to a lord?
What was I to reach for? Domesticity and the rearing of
children? 

But what about the stirrings and yearnings in my spirit
to be suffused with God’s Spirit and to cry aloud the
gospel story? I wanted to exercise the dominion given to
humankind—both male and female. I longed to devote
my life to the teaching and preaching of God’s Word.

My world in turmoil
I wanted to fight and hit back, but I couldn’t muster the
old me. All my defenses lay shattered at the graveside of
my old self. Pain, more than I could ever imagine, twisted
in my heart like a knife. I felt God had taken the club out
of my hands and put it in those of my enemy. Helpless, I
sank into despair. Depression engulfed me like a dark,
bottomless pit.

I desperately wanted to escape the prison cell of wom-
anhood. I didn’t desire to be a man, but I detested being
trapped in a female body with all of its social restrictions
and encumbrances. I felt like a beast caged in a private
world of torment. The anger and bitterness I previously
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had toward men I now directed toward God—the buck
ended right there. He was to blame for my plight.

Maybe I should commit suicide. The thought kept at me
all the following year. Attending fellowships and church
did little to ease my pain. I felt especially bitter when,
during one campus fellowship meeting, the preacher
cracked a joke that stung me to the core. Apparently, in
ancient Israel, one of the three routine declarations Jewish
men made in the synagogue was, “Thank God I am not a
woman.” From their loud guffaws and the smirks on their
faces, it was obvious the men in the room shared that sen-
timent. And why not?

I bent my head and wept. Oh, how I hated God for
making me a woman and, worse still, for standing by
while women were belittled in this way. But what could I
expect from a God who was a “he”? My sense of despon-
dency and dejection was complete.

I have nobody to turn to. I am nobody. I am nothing.
On the outside, I maintained a façade of normality,

going about the business of studying for my degree.
Inside, I was a fire of hurt and rage.

The beginning of a miracle
Then I met Collins. Slightly taller
than me at 5' 8", slender, eyes always
creased into a smile, Collins was a
“man after God’s heart.” He was a
good chap who wouldn’t get off my
back. He wanted to know about my
prayer life, my quiet time, my walk
with the Lord, and on and on.

“What do I owe God, anyway?” I
wanted to know during one of Collins’s routine “check-
ups.” “What does any woman owe him? He’s been so
unfair to us, and I hate him.” I saw Colllins wince as I
spat out the word hate and felt a tinge of satisfaction.

I hope that hurt God, too, I thought. Maybe he’ll hurt me
some more. Well, I don’t care.

But I did care. And so did God. He reached down and
lifted me up from the abyss of despondency. How? First,
he sent me godly women and men with sound counsel.
They showed me the starting point was to offer the sacri-
fice of praise and thanksgiving for his wonderful work of
creation: a woman created in the image of God.

The Lord chided me with the words of Isaiah 45:9:
“Woe to him who strives with his Maker! Let the pot-
sherd strive with the potsherds of the earth! Shall the clay
say to him who forms it, ’What are you making?’“

This lesson was hard for me, because I expected God to
apologize for the rough deal I had as a woman in the
world. I thought he would join my pity party until the
time of vengeance had come.

But God would have none of it. I was to humble myself
and acknowledge him as my Creator, who is just and
holy in all his ways and works. Though I didn’t feel like
it, I swallowed my pride and, through gritted teeth, I
thanked him for making me a woman. That’s when my
miracle began.

Suddenly, I had this insatiable hunger to know God’s
thoughts about women. I would wake up at dawn and
spend hours digging into the Scriptures. I claimed the
promise in John 16:13–15 that he would teach and guide
me into all truth through his Spirit.

God kept his promise. I’d often whoop aloud with
excitement and do funny jigs around my one-room bed-
sitter at the discovery of some mind-boggling Bible verse.
Joy surged through my heart at the newfound priceless
nuggets of gold tucked away for God’s daughters. Psalm
97:8 says, “The daughters of Israel rejoice at your judg-
ments, O LORD” (KJV). No wonder! The Lord opened my
eyes to see things my culture-bound “spiritual leaders”
could not fathom. I learned that I was to seek to under-
stand what God meant, not what others thought he
meant. I learned not to confuse Jewish or Graeco-Roman
culture with God’s thoughts about women.

As I sat at the Master’s feet, I began to realize that he
wants his daughters to be students of the Word, like the
Berean Christians who searched the Scriptures for them-
selves (Acts 17:10–11). I would go to the Lord every
morning with a hungry heart. “Open the eyes of my
understanding that I may see wonderful things in your

law” (Ps. 119:18) was my constant
prayer.

I  made up my mind to make
intensive Bible study a lifelong pri-
ority. This was the only way I could
find out God’s master plan for
women. Every other sacred duty
became secondary to this high call-
ing to sit at the Master’s feet to lis-

ten, hear, and receive.
Mary understood this, Martha—probably a scrupulous

housekeeper—did not. A well-kept home is a wonderful
testimony to the kingdom, yet I often noticed how mar-
ried Christian women let eternal matters slip into the
background as the church encouraged them to leave spiri-
tual enquiry to men.

To be honest, that’s easy to do in the face of the many
mundane responsibilities that eat up a woman’s time and
limit her scope of influence. “How on earth does a
woman cope, Lord? How can she win?” I asked. It was
time for some practical lessons. Was I in for a surprise!

Living victoriously
Fresh out of college, I went to visit a Christian woman
who had just had a baby. Her husband, she said, was
away on a retreat in preparation for an evangelistic out-
reach. The thought of him free to go and come as he
pleased, preaching the Word while she was stuck at home
changing diapers, irked me. That may sound outrageous
to women whose ultimate dream is to “marry and rear
kids.” But remember: my dream was to teach and preach
the Word to anyone and everyone. All I saw was single
women, zealous for God, who simply disappeared into
anonymity after marriage.

Tears of frustration stung my eyes. I asked whether it
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I expected God
to apologize for the rough
deal I had as a woman.

I thought he would join my
pity party.



didn’t bother her that she was tied down with domestic
duties while her husband stayed on the mountaintop
enjoying the strong breeze of the Spirit. She gave an
answer I don’t remember; but as I sat there, God spoke to
me. He reminded me of the widow and her mite. I pic-
tured her throwing into the offering plate her poverty,
and the rich men throwing in their abundance. The Lord
seemed to whisper, “I do not see or judge as humans do.
Give me all you have, and see what I will do with it. Like
the five fish and two loaves, I will multiply. All I need is
your availability.”

A woman—weak, poor, despised, at the bottom of
society. Men—strong, rich, acclaimed, at the pinnacle of
the social ladder. Yet, Jesus’ verdict was that the poor
widow gave more.

The tears in my eyes gave way to a bright smile as
understanding flashed across my face. For the first time I
saw it: God is much more concerned with who we are
than with what we accomplish, and the value people
place on us is no sign of God’s estimation of our worth.

Bisi was another minister’s wife I visited at that time.
She refused to define herself only in terms of wife and
mother. She shared with me how one day, while doing
housework, she had had a strong desire to pray. So for
thirty minutes she prayed and read
Scripture, then went back to her
chores. That evening, during family
devotions, her husband opened to a
Bible verse and asked if anyone had
anything to share. Bisi shared the
insights she had gained from reading
that very verse earlier. Her hus-
band’s eyes bulged in amazement.
Alone in their bedroom, he con-
fessed that he had been studying and
praying over that verse for three days without discover-
ing anything.

I felt warm all over. I think I’m getting this, Lord. B u t
there was more to come.

Soon afterward I met a woman struggling to serve God
despite the resistance of a chauvinistic Christian husband.
I knew others like her, and I couldn’t understand why
God allowed men such leverage. They were always using
verses such as “Wives, submit to your husbands in every-
thing” to keep their wives where they wanted them, sti-
fling their gifts and talents.

One day I went to visit this woman and her family.
They were about to eat and decided they wanted to drink
some pop, so they sent a younger sister across the street
to buy some. “Buy orange soda,” said the wife. “No, buy
Coke,” said the husband. “All right,” she responded, “the
’head’ says buy Coke, so buy Coke.”

My stomach was in knots, and I seethed inside. Why
couldn’t they buy both? Do even my tastes have to be
censored by another Homo sapiens? Here we go again,
Lord.

The girl returned, with orange soda. “What hap-
pened?” they asked.

“They were out of Coke.”
Relatively insignificant, right? Perhaps. But I could

hear the Lord whisper, deep down inside, “If you entrust
yourself to me and my way, I will uphold your rights and
your cause, even in the small things.” (Ps. 9:4). That
meant so much to me, because many of the injustices
women face are in the seemingly insignificant areas of
daily life. Yet God sees and cares. In numerous ways he
has shown me that he has a plan and a place of honor for
women.

A willing  heart and a capable God
Now, as a wife, a worker, a preacher, a teacher, and the
mother of three vigorous children, I treasure God’s prom-
ise of spiritual vibrancy more than ever. Balancing the
legitimate needs of family, ministry, and career is a con-
stant challenge. I’ve learned to see homemaking not as an
end in itself, but as a means to an end: the building of
God’s kingdom.

When people come to my home, I want to nourish their
bodies and their souls by being in tune with the Spirit and
immersed in God’s Word. I often transform domestic

chores into seasons of praise and
prayer, and I’m so grateful to live in
a cultural context where I get addi-
tional domestic help. I also make it a
point to let my son and two daugh-
ters in on the housework in a way
that does not suggest any gender
preference or discrimination.

As an editor, I meet many people
with whom I can communicate the
reality of God’s presence in my life.

As a minister’s wife, opportunities present themselves for
me to speak in meetings and church services. What a
thrill it is to be blessed with a husband and children who
recognize and affirm God’s gifts and calling on my life!

To God be the glory! He calls on women everywhere to
look beyond i mpossibilities to h i mpossibilities. We can
bring our yearnings, aspirations, dreams, and resources
to be transformed into something worthwhile.

A willing heart and a capable God are all it takes for a
woman to reach for the stars.                                               ■

Funmi Josephine Para-Mallam is a research fellow
specializing in gender and development at the Na-
tional Institute for Policy and Strategic Studies in
Kuru, Nigeria. In June she was made a Ford Interna-
tional Fellow, having been awarded a Ford Founda-
tion scholarship. She plans to begin a doctoral pro-
gram in Gender and Development in the new school

year. Her husband, Gideon, directs Nigeria Fellowship of Evangelical
Students.

I could hear the Lord
whisper, “If you entrust

yourself to me and my way,
I will uphold your rights

and your cause, even in the
small things.”
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“How can I help but speak when I have the words of life?"

IN 1998, THE SOUTHERN BAPTIST CONVENTION MADE HEAD-
lines around the nation with the addition of the words
“A wife is to submit herself graciously to the servant

leadership of her husband” to the Baptist Faith and Mes-
sage (B F&M). It seemed that everyone, from talk-show
hosts to the person on the street, had some commentary
to offer on the statement. Many were tempted to dismiss
it as an archaic example of a denomination safe and
secure in the eighteenth century. Others affirmed the
words as a return to “family values.” All were, at the very
least, curious as to why such a statement came from such
a body of believers at such a time as this.

I was curious to examine the scriptural basis for this
suggestion of gracious submission. Because I have a pro-
found love of Scripture I could cele-
brate many of the passages chosen. I,
too, hold highly Genesis 1:26–28, which
says, “God created humanity in God’s
image . . . male and female, God creat-
ed them,” for it reminds me that I am
(even as a woman) created in God’s
image. At our wedding, my husband
and I shared the beautiful words found
in Ecclesiastes that encourage a mutual
relationship, where, if either one falls
the other is there to pick him or her up. With the birth of
our daughter, I understood more fully the psalmist’s
wonder when, in Psalm 139, it was proclaimed: It was
you who formed my inward parts, you knit me together
in my mother’s womb. I praise you, for I am fearfully and
wonderfully made (Ps. 139:13). All these passages are
used as support for a wife’s “gracious submission” in the
BF&M.

I admit my suspicions were raised as I studied the
forty-one different scriptural passages used to support
the writing of this family statement. In most cases, only
one or two, or three or four, verses were quoted, and
taken out of context with no acknowledgment of the vers-
es that immediately precede or follow the quotation. For
example, when quoting Titus 2:3–5, a passage giving in-
struction to women, verses 2 and 6—the verses immedi-
ately preceding and following that instruct men on their
behavior—were dismissed as unimportant. Did the S B C

have a particular need to instruct women and not men?
A more repetitive example of Scripture out of context

happened three different times: (Eph. 6:1–4 [5–9], Col.
3:18–21 [22], and 1 Peter 3:1–7 [2:18–25]). In each case, as
wives are encouraged to submit to their husbands and
husbands are encouraged to submit to their wives, imme-

diately adjacent is an encouragement for slaves to submit
to their masters. These verses, however, were not includ-
ed in the new B F&M, because, obviously, slavery is no
longer an activity we condone. So the S B C now excludes
these slavery passages—the same ones it once used to jus-
tify its formation and split from the Northern Baptist
Convention. How is it that the writers of the B F&M c a n
determine that one passage is to be literally followed
today, while an adjacent passage is no longer applicable?

Ironically, one passage of the forty-one citations was
quoted at length. The writers of the 1998 B F&M d e e m e d
Proverbs 31:10–31 worthy of a lengthy quotation. It is the
closing passage of the Book of Proverbs and has been
called “Ode to the Capable Woman.” I celebrate that the
B F&M took time to quote such a wonderful passage of
Scripture. For, when careful examination is given, one

finds a woman of remarkable ability—
not unlike many women I know. To
call her hardworking is an understate-
ment. She rises early and goes to bed
late. She provides for her family. She
participates in the workplace by pur-
chasing and selling of land, and mak-
ing garments to sell. She speaks and
teaches. And more, much more. For a
woman in her society to have such a
powerful and influential position—not

just within her household, but within her community as
well—was remarkable. Yet she is praised—her children
and her husband say that she surpasses them all!

Had the BF&M addition of the family statement in 1998
admonished husbands and wives to be mutually submis-
sive, it would have been more faithful to the biblical
examples it cites. Its suggestion that women should be
housewives only ignores biblical examples of women
who worked to support their families. Its implication that
a woman’s role is solely to raise children offers no grace
or love to childless couples. Its intentional choosing of
Scriptures that admonish women, while blatantly ignor-
ing adjacent passages that give similar admonitions to
men, seems agenda driven and intolerant of females.

I was at a meeting recently of some area ministers,
most of them Methodist. When they heard that I am a
Baptist minister, their reaction was all too familiar. For, in
recent months, since the release of the 2000 BF&M, every-
one from strangers to friends reacts in the same way:
“You’re a minister in a Baptist church? I thought you
couldn’t do that anymore!” Their reaction is a commen-
tary on, among other things, people’s impressions of Bap-
tists, their assumptions about the statement, and their
confusion about Baptist polity.

“How Can I Help But Speak?”
One woman’s response to the 2000 Baptist Faith and Message.

TRACY DUNN-NOLAND

Verses the SBC uses to
instruct women to keep

silent in the church carry lit-
tle weight in the context of
the Scriptures as a whole.

For affirmation of the role of
women, one need only look

to the example of Jesus.
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Let us again read clearly what the BF&M states: “While
both men and women are gifted for service in the church,
the office of pastor is limited to men as qualified by Scrip-
ture.” The statement begs the question, “What Scripture?” 

As in the family statement, numerous passages are
quoted as justification—thirty in all. Most of those verses
are used in reference to the other part of the statement on
“The Church,” speaking to ordinances, rights, church
processes, and so forth. Only one of the thirty Scriptures
addresses this particular statement about women and the
role of pastor. The B F&M cites 1 Timothy 2:9–14, where
women are admonished to keep silent in the church and
not to teach men. This admonition is found in verses
11–12. Verses 9–10 are about a woman’s appearance—that
she should dress modestly, wear no jewelry nor braid her
hair. This appearance discussion appears in at least two
other N e w T e s t a m e n t passages—1 Peter 3:1–7 a n d 1 Co-
rinthians 11:5. If the New Testament writers found it so
important for a woman’s appearance to be modest, with
no jewels and a covered head, why do we no longer prac-
tice a literal interpretation of this passage? The answer is
obvious: It was a “culture thing”—for biblical times only.
Yet it is within such a cultural context that women are
instructed to keep silent in church and not to teach men.
Who has the authority to determine that verses 9 and 10
of 1 Timothy 2 are cultural history, while verses 11 and 12
are applicable to today? What criteria made such a deter-
mination? When two verses are snatched from Scripture
to support one’s position, with no regard for surrounding
verses that set the cultural context, the scriptural message
is distorted at best.

As with the Family Statement, the thirty passages cited
for “The Church” are, by and large, one- and two-verse
selections. The B F&M writers do, however, take time to
quote the entire twelfth chapter of 1 Corinthians, and
again, I am grateful. For when the Scriptures are taken in
significant sections, in context, their integrity is main-
tained. Many of you are familiar with the twelfth chapter
as a discussion of spiritual gifts. “To one is given through
the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the
utterance of knowledge . . . to another faith . . . to another
gifts of healing . . . to another prophecy.” Please note:
There is no gender differentiation in the giving of spiritu-
al gifts. It does not say that to the males is given the gift of
prophecy and to the females the gift of teaching children,
forthe writerof 1 Corinthians understood that God’s spir-
it and God’s gifts can be given to whomever God chooses.

I am afraid that the two verses the SBC uses to instruct
women to keep silent in the church carry very little
weight in the context of the Scriptures as a whole. For
affirmation of the role of women in a n y position in the
church, one need only look to the example of Jesus, who
affirmed women in a society that considered them as less
than property. It was Jesus who spoke to a Samaritan
woman—and many came to believe because of her testi-
mony (John 4:1–42). It was Jesus who looked on the
crowds and said, “The harvest is plentiful, but the labor-
ers are few; therefore pray for laborers” (Matt. 9:37–38).
Not m a l e laborers—just laborers. And it was the risen
Jesus Christ who first appeared—not to men—but to
women and who told them—to do what? “Go and tell”
(Matt. 28:1–10).

Once again we shake our heads, laugh,
and roll our eyes at the Southern Baptist

Convention. The boys who run that outfit nev-
er seem to tire of doing silly things. This time,
when a few thousand of them [met] in Orlan-
do in June [2000], they [made] all 15.9 million
Southern Baptists reject female preachers.

My grandmother was a preacher. After
she got religion, that is, at the age of 39. Prior
to that, she ran roadhouses, brothels, and
smuggled rum from Cuba. She had never
married, never worked for any man, and was
a strong, independent woman. She was a
single mother, my father being her only child,
and he, too, got religion shortly after she,
when he was 20. Both Grandmother and
Daddy were preaching within months of their
conversions, finding audiences on street cor-
ners, WPA work camps, jails, brush arbors,
and Hemming Park in downtown Jack-
sonville.

After he was “better trained” by local
preachers in Jacksonville, Daddy objected to

his mother’s preaching, saying the Bible for-
bids such. I can remember their arguments
about that. Grandmother said she could not
refuse to.preach when God had called her to
do so. Daddy’s friends would ridicule her by

joking, “God called him to preach, but she
answered!"

When the Baptists in Jacksonville refused
to give her pulpits to preach from, she went
to Harlan County in Kentucky and preached
to coal miners and mountaineers too far from
towns and too hostile to outsiders for the nu-
merous, timid male preachers. She heard
about the people in the bayous of Plaque-

mine ParishinLouisianawho had not been
reached  by the gospel, so she took her mes-
sage and some medicines in a small pirogue
into the tributaries of Cajun country. Then,
upon her return to Jacksonville when I was a
small boy, she found a hospitable congrega-
tion in the Church of the Nazarene, and it
was there she preached until she was over-
come with cancer and died in 1959, at the
age of  60.

I wish I could talk with her today about the
new addition to the Southern Baptist creed,
the Baptist Faith and Message Statement,
the part that states “the office of :pastor is
limited to men.” I could not participate in the
discussions between my grandmother and
my dad when they were both alive, but I am
sure she pointed out the examples in the
Bible where women preached and were
called to do so. My dad and grandmother
have settled the issue now in heaven I am
sure, but I would love to hear them.

Jerry Vines, one of the power brokers told

If God Calls a Woman to Preach, She Should

Both Grandmother and Daddy
were preaching within months
of their conversions, finding
audiences in Jacksonville.
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"How can I help but speak when I have the words of
life?"

Let me tell you about three women I know. The first
grew up in a Baptist pastor’s home. Her calling to the
ministry has been a lifelong adventure. Her calling to the
pastorate happened in seminary in a very real and incred-
ible way. It was affirmed by her family, her congregation,
and her professors, when she won the preaching award.
She struggled to stay in the Baptist denomination—but
her calling to be a pastor is much stronger than her calling
to be a Baptist. And so she left. And she has pastored for
the last three years Disciples congregations in Texas. She
is the most gifted and talented and compassionate minis-
ter I have ever known. And we lost her, and we are the
poorer for it.

The second minister I know very well. She remains in
an associate pastor position in the Baptist faith. She con-
tinues to do so because she trusts Baptist polity—she
knows that a congregation’s decision to call her to any
position is that congregation’s decision to make with no
influence from other congregations or Baptist bodies. T h a t ’ s
what the autonomy of the local church is all about. She is
willing to wait to fulfill her calling to pastor—but how
long? Will there be a day that outside influences will
make it difficult for her congregation to fulfill the will of
God as they see it? Will people unknown to her or to her
church, who know nothing of her call to ministry or her
deep desire to serve, to preach, to pastor, who know
nothing of the prayer and love that went into her church’s
decision to affirm that call by ordaining her—will those
outside people decide that her congregation’s autonomy

is no longer important? Will she, too, leave her Baptist
faith behind and join any one of the many denominations
that stands ready to affirm her? Will we, as Baptists, be
the poorer for it when she leaves?

The last woman I met only a few weeks ago. She is a
freshman ministry major at a local university and a Bap-
tist, and I am to be her mentor this semester. In order to
best determine how I can help her, one of the first ques-
tions I asked was, “Do you intend to remain a Baptist?”
Her answer was quick: “denominations don’t mean much
to me. I’m a Baptist at a Methodist school and I attend a
nondenominational church. I think denominations are
stupid—they just divide people.” Granted. she’s 18 years
old and she has much to learn. But she’s at that formative
point in her life when she’s making major decisions. And
I am fearful that our Baptist battles have driven away
another gifted woman who would be a fine addition to
any church staff.

Twice now I have quoted a powerful statement and I
close with it now: “How can I help but speak when I have
the words of life?” Do you know said it first? A Baptist. A
missionary. A hero. And her name was Lottie Moon. ■

In August, Tracy Dunn-Noland, with her husband and two children,
moved from an associate pastorate in Oklahoma to Hereford, Texas, to
become pastor of Fellowship of Believers, an interdenominational
church. Though sorry to have left Baptist life for now, she is enjoying
the new opportunity. This article is reprinted with permission from
the Mainstream Messenger (January 2001),newsletter of Main-
stream Oklahoma Baptists. 

his Jacksonville mega-audience recently,
“We are all preachers, but the role of senior
pastor is for men only.” Senior pastor? The
title was unknown in my grandmother's day.
Pastors were called preachers. The parsing
of terms by the committee that places this
new wrinkle on suppressing women called by
God would be lost on her. She would not be
intimidated by them, that’s for sure. Her call-
ing did not come from gender-fixated, inse-
cure men and their wives. It came from God.

We stood singing innumerable verses .of
“Just As I Am” one Sunday in a church far
away while the preacher stood at the front in
earnest conversation with a young woman
who had walked the aisle. People walk the
aisle in Baptist churches in response to invi-
tations to follow the leading of God. This
young woman was responding to the call of
God in her life to preach. While we all contin-
ued to sing, the pastor disputed her offer of
surrender to God’s call by saying: “Surely you
must be mistaken.You must feel God calling
you to be a preacher’s wife!”

My grandmother was strong enough in

her mature body and young faith to withstand
such intrusions between the Holy Spirit and
free persons. My wife and our daughter, had
they felt called to preach, would be strong
enough as well. And I pray that if by God’s
good grace he should call our 9-year-old
granddaughter, Madeline, to preach that she
would be strong like her great-grandmother
and say to any self-absorbed preacher-man:
“My calling does not come from you and is
not dependent on your permission. My call
comes from God and I can do no other.”
Madeline can be anything she wants to be:
writer, scientist, doctor, lawyer, judge, astro-
naut, senator, CEO, police chief, plumber,
fighter pilot, diplomat—you name it. She can
do whatever her inclinations and abilities per-
mit. Who among us would tell her “No, young
woman, your gender prohibits that ambition.”

But if God Almighty calls her to serve him
as a preacher (and what a gifted preacher
she could become), she would have to over-
come a manmade barrier in Southern Baptist
life that would seek to dissuade her, to con-
vince her that she was not qualified for God

to give her such a calling. What arrogance!
What foolishness! The world is going to hell,
and S o u t h e r nBaptist preacher-men are decid-
ing whom God can use and whom he can’t,
and how he can use them and how he can’t.

Sometimes I imagine a gender-limiting
preacher man reaching the portals of heaven,
and, when asked by the Savior, “What have
you done for me while you were on earth?”
he would reply proudly with a wink and a nod,
“I kept the women from preaching, Lord!” The
preacher-man would expect to be patted on
the back and told, “Well done! Come and
enter!” That’s what he would expect. But,
somewhere along the streets of glory he will
meet a preacher-woman named Betty Ander-
son. She will help him understand the error of
his ways.                                           ■

By Patrick R. Anderson, professor of criminol-
ogy at Florida Southern College in Lakeland,,
Florida, and active in the Cooperative Baptist
Fellowship. This article is reprinted from The
Ledger, Lakeland (May 28, 2000),  with the
author’s permission.
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“ . . . be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.”  
—Matthew 10:16

TH E CH R I S T I A N E G A L I T A R I A N W O M A N I S I N A D I F F I C U L T

position. If she truly believes God calls women to
engage in the same types of ministries and offices of

the church in which men engage, and if she is also com-
mitted to living a life that reflects God’s character, she is
faced with a quandary.

Some women hesitate to fight actively for their rights,
believing such attitudes and behaviors do not character-
ize the Christlike attitude to which Christians are called
in Philippians 2. On the other hand, many women are not
satisfied with the alternative of passively accepting mar-
ginalization by a male-dominated church.1

Just how is a Christian egalitarian woman to live in
today’s world? How can she respond to the hierarchical
structures around her, and to the victimization that some-
times results, in a way that demonstrates the image of
God in her life? In this article we want to look at Jesus’
responses to women who engaged him in ways that
sometimes went against cultural norms and compare
those responses to current psychological research in the
area of overcoming victimization.

Beyond victimization
Some social scientists suggest that neither embracing the
victim role nor denying experiences of victimization are
psychologically healthy options for those systematically
marginalized from society. When people embrace the role
of victim, they may unwittingly perpetuate an undesir-
able condition. “Weakness, passivity, and unhappiness
are all endemic to the victim role, and so people who
identify with the victim role could conceivably sustain
perceptions of self as having those disadvantages.”2

Baumeister and Bratslavsky3 cite an interesting study
in which subjects were initially presented with sets of five
words and told to make a four-word sentence from each
set. By random assignment, half of the participants re-
ceived sets in which the superfluous word had to do with
victimization (i.e., pain, abused, mistreated, and victim). The
other participants received affectively neutral words that
had nothing to do with victimization. Following this, the
subjects took tests to measure verbal and quantitative
abilities. The result was that those who had been primed
with victim-related words did significantly worse on their
cognitive tests than the control group, even though there
was no actual victimization occurring.

According to Baumeister and Bratslavsky, one implica-
tion of this research is that minor cues or daily events in a
person’s life may serve to remind that person of her or his

victim status, and may have a negative affect on her or his
ability to think and perform. In the church, this could
have several results. Women who perceive themselves as
victims of oppression and marginalization may find
themselves in a kind of “self-fulfilling prophecy” in
which their very awareness of that marginalization sup-
presses their abilities, thus “confirming” to those in
power around them that women are not qualified to
lead/teach, and so forth. Thus, we see that even the role,
or label, of victim can be damaging to a woman.

On the other hand, denial of one’s experience of mar-
ginalization can also be destructive. For Christian women,
suffering is often glorified in the church, so that op-
pressed and even abused women see this suffering as
their cross to bear, and thus as a way to share in Christ’s
suffering.4 This kind offorced submission can have devas-
tating effects on a person’s self-esteem.5 P s y c h o l o g i s t s
have learned, furthermore, that in the process of denying
one’s feelings of victimization, one has the tendency to
simply push one’s anger inward, forcing it to come out in
disguise as passive-aggressive or self-destructive be-
havior.6

Sometimes, however, in the belief that it will help the
cause of egalitarianism, a woman may feel the need to
sustain the very role of victim that has been shown to be
harmful to her self. For example, a woman may feel that if
others do not see her victimization, there will be no impe-
tus for change; therefore she feels compelled to maintain
that victimization in a visible way. As we can see, the
Christian egalitarian woman is faced with some complex
choices: how and to what extent does she work for
change within her sphere of influence, and how does she
do this in a way that reflects the character of Jesus Christ?

Three women Jesus commended
I believe we can begin to find an answer to these ques-
tions in stories of Jesus and the women around him. We
will look at three women Jesus commended for their con-
t r o v e r s i a l , c o u n t e r c u l t u r a l a c t i o n s ,7 a n d t w o women he
rebuked.8 We shall focus primarily on how these women
engaged Jesus in relation to the social and ecclesiastical
expectations of the day. From these women, we will dis-
cover some lessons on how we can live as Christians in
response to the social and ecclesiastical expectations of
our day.

1. The Canaanite woman. The Canaanite woman9 of Mat-
thew 15 approached Jesus with a double disadvantage. In
the ancient world, it was not uncommon for women in
general to be despised,1 0 and this woman was a Gentile
from a people who had a history of treating the Jews
unfairly. It gave Jesus and his disciples every reason to

Christlike Responses to a Hierarchical World
Lessons from bold women.

JEANNE WILLIAMS
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ignore her. When she approached Jesus and asked for
healing for her daughter (from demon possession), the
disciples sought to have her sent away. Perhaps their pur-
pose was to maintain peace; perhaps they had their own
p r e j u d i c e s .1 1 Jesus, however, engaged her in conversa-
tion, for in her request that he give healing not only to
Jews but also to Gentiles, Jesus saw a principle at stake:
who was it that the gospel was for? He would not ignore
that principle in favor of the line of least resistance, but
chose instead to work it out.12

Lesson number one for egalitarians: Sometimes there are
principles that are worth working out, even if it takes rocking
the boat to do so.

Daniel Patte sees in this story two models of disciple-
ship, both of them helpful to women in today’s church. In
Jesus’ response, Patte sees a model for those in our society
who hold power. “As Jesus recognizes and affirms the
Canaanite woman’s great faith and allows her to trans-
form the understanding he has of his mission (15:28), so
should we.”13

Secular feminist Kay Leigh Hagan learned about this
mindset when a mentor encouraged her to consider other
forms of oppression, such as racism,
classism, and able-ism. As a result,
she suddenly found herself, as a
white, middle-class, able-bodied per-
son, on the other side of the picture of
oppression. She goes on to say,
“[W]hile I have honed with zeal the
ability to detect the many ways I col-
lude with my own oppression, I have a great deal of diffi-
culty—or probably more accurately, resistance to—identi-
fying the more subtle, daily practices of my privilege,
both internalized and bestowed.”

Hagan exhorts her readers to challenge those practices,
and to make the choice to use our privilege with in-
t e g r i t y .1 4 In his encounter with the Canaanite woman,
Jesus gave us a model for doing this. As women, we can
lift ourselves out of the victim role by recognizing, and
being responsible with, our own areas of privilege, and
by allowing those who are oppressed for different rea-
sons to transform our own understanding of the gospel.

The approach of the Canaanite woman presents us
with another model of discipleship, however, as she
engages with Jesus and will not let him go until he sees
her point. For those outside power structures, “encoun-
tering the Canaanite woman as a model of discipleship
has a welcome and empowering effect: it teaches readers
that it is appropriate, and even a mark of great faith, to
struggle for God’s justice.”15

An addendum to lesson one: The justice of God is one of
those principles that is worth struggling for.

Speaking in the context of nonviolent social action,
Katz and Uhler point out that the exercise of power
depends on the consent of the ruled who, by withdraw-
ing that consent, can control or even destroy the power of
the opponent.1 6 The struggle for a just cause can be an
extremely empowering experience for a person who per-

ceives herself or himself as powerless.
2. The mother of James and John. In contrast to the

Canaanite woman, w h o s e q u e s t f o r j u s t i c e b r i n g s g r e a t
praise from Jesus, compare the mother of James and John,
whose story is told in Matthew 20:20–28. This unnamed
woman comes to Jesus asking for her sons to receive
places of honor alongside Jesus in his kingdom.1 7 J e s u s
rebukes her on grounds that she and her sons do not yet
understand the nature of his kingdom. Their focus, ac-
cording to Jesus, should not be on a quest for power, but
rather on the suffering that is to come.18

Lesson number two: It is not appropriate to struggle for a
position of power over others; in fact, a quest for power turns
one’s focus away from the kingdom of God.

It is noteworthy that this request for power is not in the
least countercultural; it is exactly what our society (and
that of first-century Palestine) upholds as worthy. In these
two stories we see Jesus first give praise to a bold quest
for God’s justice for the marginalized, and then we see
him rebuke a grasp at personal power.

3. Mary and Martha. In the home of Mary and Martha
we see praise and rebuke side by side. Jesus and his fol-

lowers had come to stay the night. As
Martha scurried about, preparing a
meal for Jesus and his entourage,
Mary sat at his feet to listen to him
teach.

While sitting at Jesus’ feet may
appear to twenty-first-century readers
to be a humble, submissive posture, in

the first century this was the place of a disciple, or stu-
dent, which was forbidden to women.1 9 When Martha
complained to Jesus that Mary was not helping her “in
the kitchen,” Jesus surprised her (and today’s readers) by
proclaiming with his answer that Mary, “who is provoca-
tively acting as though she were equal to the male disci-
ples by sitting at her rabbi’s feet to learn from him, has
chosen the only thing needed on this occasion.”2 0 H e r e
we see praise for a woman who places herself in a posi-
tion that the religious and social structure of the day had
reserved for men.

The point of this story, however, is not to get women
“out of the kitchen.” The point is to show the proper way
to serve Jesus.21 We see that serving has a positive place
in the Book of Luke (cf. 4:39; 8:3; 22:26–27). Martha’s
problem is that she is “distracted” (lit. “pulled about”)
withherpreparations.22

John Nolland notes the contrast between Martha, who
t e l l s Jesus what he m u s t say, and Mary, who l i s t e n s t o
what Jesus wishes.23 “Martha’s ‘typically female’ preoccu-
pation with domestic chores, to provide the kind of hos-
pitality for Jesus and his troupe that society expected,
misses the point altogether.”2 4 Once again, Jesus praises
the woman who breaks social conventions for the sake of
focusing on his Word,25 and he rebukes the woman who
takes the socially acceptable position but is focused on
her self.

Lesson three for the egalitarian woman: Whether an

Sometimes there are principles
that are worth working out,

even if it takes
rocking the boat to do so.
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action is socially appropriate is not the primary issue in the
kingdom of God; what is at issue is whether one is focused on
Jesus and his kingdom.

Two women Jesus rebuked
Finally, we turn to two similar stories of women Jesus
commended for their acts of love. One is Mary, the same
sister of Martha; the other is an unnamed sinner. Both
approached Jesus at the dinner table (on different occa-
sions) and anointed him with expensive perfume, enrag-
ing the men who watched while drawing praise and
approval from Jesus.

In one instance, recorded only in Luke 7:36–50, Jesus is
at the home of a Pharisee when a woman simply identi-
fied as “a sinner”26 comes up to him in tears. I. Howard
Marshall’s reconstruction of this story has the woman
coming behind Jesus to anoint his head (a customary way
to honor someone) when, overcome by emotion, she
breaks down weeping. The tears fall on Jesus’ feet, and in
her anxiety to make up for this mishap, she forgets social
proprieties and lets down her hair (a shockingly wanton
act for a woman to do in public) in order to dry Jesus’
feet, kissing them all the while. 2 7

While the dinner host is silently
thinking that Jesus’ acceptance of this
indecorous display of emotion proves
that he is not a prophet after all,
Jesus’ response (out loud) is that the
socially improper actions of this
rejected and outcast woman were
more welcome to him than anything his religiously elite
host has done, because the woman acted out of her great
love and gratitude. 28

Jesus has a similar reaction to a show of love by Mary.
After having encouraged Mary’s posture of discipleship29

and having also raised her brother, Lazarus, from the
dead,30 Jesus is now at the home of Simon the leper when
Mary comes in and anoints Jesus with a flask of very
expensive ointment.31 Some scholars see Mary’s action as
a recognition of Jesus’ messiahship, and/or a prophetic
action foretelling his death.3 2 Beasley-Murray points out
that this woman has recognized the dignity and greatness
of Jesus and, in “an exemplary action,” has demonstrated
this to others.3 3 Once again, Jesus’ response to what
seems like a reasonable complaint (this time in reference
to the cost of the ointment) is to praise the woman who
put her love and devotion to him above social norms and
expectations.

Lesson number four resembles lesson three: Whether an
action is socially appropriate is not the primary issue in the
kingdom of God; what is important to Jesus is the extent of our
love and gratitude toward him.

In the above examples, we see a consistent theme.
When a woman grasps for power or personal recognition,
or wallows in her own self-pity, she is quickly rebuked by
Jesus and reminded to seek first his kingdom. When a
woman’s focus is truly on Jesus and his kingdom, howev-
er, it matters not whether her actions are acceptable to the

rest of society, or to the religious establishment, for that
matter. She is commended for her devotion.

The power of forgiveness
With the Canaanite woman, the “sinner,” and Mary as
models, how can the egalitarian woman live today?
Working toward change in gender relations may be very
threatening to both women and men, because it chal-
lenges deeply held, often sacred beliefs.34

In the study on victim roles mentioned above,
Baumeister and Bratslavsky encourage victims to rise out
of their victim status through acts of forgiveness. These
two social scientists affirm that, by forgiving a perpetra-
tor, one may effectively take oneself out of the victim role.
“Forgiving is a fairly active response that puts past suffer-
ing in the past and renounces claims for further restitu-
t i o n . ”3 5 A variety of research suggests that forgiveness
can have many benefits for mental and physical health.36

By forgiving those who marginalize her, a woman is
able to move beyond her victim status and focus on
bringing about the justice of God. In working toward
God’s justice, Christian women would do well to learn

from secular social workers—Weick
and others, who advocate working
from a strength-based approach, in
which the focus is directed toward a
person’s positive qualities and attrib-
utes, rather than on that person’s
problems or deficiencies.3 7 This has
been found to be especially helpful in

cases of people who have been categorically excluded
from existing power structures.3 8 Mary exemplified this
approach when she sat at Jesus’ feet. There is no reason to
believe that sitting at his feet was a well-planned act of
social resistance, meant to make a point. Rather, Mary
was probably an intelligent woman who wanted to learn
right alongside the men. And so she did what came natu-
rally to her in spite of the social and ecclesiastical rules
that stood in her way.

Stay focused on Jesus
These lessons we learn from Jesus’ encounters with
women can be summarized as follows: In the kingdom of
God, personal power is not to be fought for, and personal
hurts are not to be held on to. Striving for justice for the
marginalized, however, is highly valued in the kingdom
of God, especially when social and ecclesiastical conven-
tions stand in the way. Women who have regularly been
told, verbally or nonverbally, that they are not worth as
much as the men around them, have traps to avoid, in-
cluding the extremes of overfocusing on their victim stat-
us, or, c o n v e r s e l y , d e n y i n g t h e e x i s t e n c e o f t h a t v i c t i m i z a-
t i o n .

There are, however, positive steps we can take, includ-
ing recognizing our anger, forgiving the objects of our
anger, and at the same time, recognizing and building on
our strengths as women and as people.3 9 In doing this,
we can learn from the women of the Gospels that the best

Whether an action
is socially appropriate

is not the primary issue
in the kingdom of God.
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way to avoid the traps and travel in the right direction is
to keep our eyes off of ourselves, and focus them on
Jesus, and on his kingdom of peace and justice.                ■
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Like a river glorious
Is God’s perfect peace,
Over all victorious
In its bright increase.

Wearemostawareof inner
peace—its presence or its

lack—in the midst of trial.
I expect that was true for Frances

Ridley Havergal. A prolific British
hymn writer, Havergal created poetic
texts for the glory of God, but she
also saw writing as her profession
and livelihood. With great hopes of
reaching a new market, she had
signed a contract with an American
publisher, but in January 1874 she
received devastating news.

I was expecting a letter from Amer-
ica, enclosing the 38 pounds now
due me, and possibly news that
“Bruey” was going on like steam,
and “Under the Surface” pressingly
wanted. The letter has come, and
instead of all this, my publisher has
failed in the universal crash. He
holds my written promise to pub-
lish only with him as the condition
of his launching me, so this is not
simply a little loss, but an end of all
my American prospects of either
cash, influence, or fame, at any rate
for a long time to come.

Months later, another publishing
reversal: a printer’s fire destroyed the
only copy of a Havergal manuscript.
She assessed the loss as a “winter’s
labor” of which she had “not even a
memorandum left, having sent
everything to the printers.”

There may be no direct connection
between one or both setbacks and the
1874 w r i t i n g o f “Like a river glori-

ous / Is God’s perfect peace.” But I
suggest the link. After all, every
event or experience is food for a
writer’s imagination. Besides, aren’t
we most conscious of peace when we
walk through chaos?

Havergal’s underlying “peace like
a river” image is biblical, appearing
several times in the prophecies of Isa-
iah. I find one reference particularly
interesting, as it is directly preceded
by a description of God teaching his
children the road to the riverbank.
Here’s the complete picture:

I am the LORD your God,
who teaches you what is best for you,  
who directs you in the way you 

should go.
If only you had paid attention to my 

commands,
your peace would have been like a 

river.

Did Havergal find peace in the

midst of her trials? Yes. Her account
of the failed American publisher con-
tinues: “Two months ago this would
have been a real trial to me, for I had
built a good deal on my American
prospects: now ‘Thy will be done’ is
not a sigh [a personal pain], but only
a song!”

And here’s her take on the manu-
script destroyed in the fire: “It may
bethat [God]hasmoretoteach me... .
He is giving me the opportunity over
again of doing [the work] more
patiently, and of making it the ‘will-
ing service’ which I don’t think it was
before.” 

Here is a woman well on her way
to “perfect peace”—what the He-
brews called “shalom shalom”—
peace to the second degree. Isaiah
26:3 gives the promise: “You [God]
will keep in perfect peace / him
whose mind is steadfast,  / because
he trusts in you.” The peace is dis-
covered, as Havergal found, as one
learns to be

Stayed upon Jehovah, [where]
Hearts are fully blest;
Finding as he promised,
Perfect peace and rest.

Like Havergal, you and I may
have more lessons to learn before we
find the perfect peace that stills a
heart in the midst of chaos or loss.
But today we can take one step—
choosing to stay our hearts and
minds upon Jehovah, turn our eyes
upon Jesus, the Prince of Peace.

Like a River Glorious
Frances Ridley Havergal, 1836–78

EVELYN BENCE
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E-mail: CBE@cbeinternational.org
http//www.CBEInternational.org

■ Visa  ■ MasterCard  ■ American Express   ■ Discover

________________________________________________
Card #

________________________________________________
Signature Exp. Date



Christians for Biblical Equality
122 West Franklin Avenue, Suite 218
Minneapolis, MN  55404-2451
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Alexandria, MN
Permit  No. 70

The number of CBE’s member churches is increasing! Does your church offer equal opportunities for men and women? If
so, you are encouraged to enroll it in this member program designed especially for churches like yours. The advantages
to churches are many:

◆ A 20% discount on all items sold through CBE’s book service, and a significant reduction on curriculum.
◆ Group discounts on CBE-sponsored conferences—including the 7th International Conference in June—and

a 50% discount on a conference registration for one church staff member.
◆ A listing in our CBE Church Directory for those who contact CBE looking for a church like yours.
◆ A year’s subscription to CBE’s quarterly publications, MUTUALITY and PRISCILLA PAPERS, for your staff to enjoy.
◆ A semiannual newsletter designed to encourage your church staff.
◆ Free copies of CBE brochures and Statements on Men, Women and Biblical Equality.
◆ Discounts on programs, courses, and speakers for your church, and access to CBE’s video lending library.

Membership Application Form
CBE church membership is available to those who support CBE ’s statement of faith (see. p. 23).
All fees in U.S. Dollars: (Please check one)
■ 0-100 members $   40 ■ 1001-2000 members $ 100
■ 101-500 members $   60 ■ 2001-5000 members $ 200
■ 501-1000 members $   80 ■ 5001-7500 members $ 300

■ Additional Contribution Enclosed: $ _______
TOTAL ENCLOSED $ _______

CBE is an exempt organization as described in IRC Sec. 501(C)3 and, as such, donations in excess of the basic membershp fee may qualify as a char-
itble contribution where allowed by law.
________________________________________________         __________________________________________________
Name of Church Address
________________________________________________         __________________________________________________
City State/Province/Country Zip/Postal Code Phone
________________________________________________         __________________________________________________
E-mail Church Denomination         Name of Church Membership Donor

■ Visa    ■ MasterCard    ■ Discover     ■ American Express Credit Card #______________________________

Authorized Signature___________________________________         Expiration Date: Month____ Year____

Mail to: Christians for Biblical Equality • 122 West Franklin Ave., Suite 218, Minneapolis, MN  55404-2451


