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Southern Baptist
Women

A funny thing happened on the way to an issue that was
originally planned to emphasize the family. The Southern
Baptists came to Orlando, not far from my new home, and
they were in the news daily as their convention took anoth-
er step in affirming women as unequal with men. You may
recall the furor resulting from action taken at the SBC’s con-
vention two years ago to declare in their official “Baptist
Faith and Message” statement that a wife must “submit
graciously to the servant leadership of her husband.”

We wanted first to reprint an article by Joe Trull on the
family and headship (with a sidebar by Brian Neuschwan-
der), and follow with other material on the same general
theme. But as things were developing for the SBC meeting
about to begin, it seemed appropriate to follow Joe’s fine
article by interviewing this longtime professor of Christian
ethics who had retired abruptly after the 1998 action.

So we talked to Joe and had him trace the recent history
of the Southern Baptist Convention for the readers of Pris-
cilla Papers, and we also discussed their declaration, in
June, that women are unfit for pastoral ministry.

After interviewing Joe, we obtained an article from Bill
Tillman, also a professor of Christian ethics, on his percep-
tion of how formerly unspoken rules for some in the
denomination have now risen to the surface. Finally, we
asked a woman, Rosalie Beck, professor of church history
at Baylor University, to provide us with her viewpoint.
What we have here is a package of articles describing the

regressive actions of the past several years.
“Why should I care about the Southern Baptists?” you

may wonder. The truth is, what has happened in this group
could well occur in others. In fact, the Presbyterian Church
in America followed on the heels of the SBC in Orlando to
say that women may not speak from the pulpit. So we need
to teach vigilantly the biblical basis of the full equality of
men and women in Creation and in redemption. This is
what Christians for Biblical Equality is all about.

So read about the Southern Baptists and be enlightened.
Then pray for them and their leaders that they will one day
renounce actions that deny women the full freedom and
equality the Bible teaches.

We did include one other family-related article by
Evelyn Bence. She brings a refreshing view of what it
means to be single in family-oriented churches.

✳       ✳      ✳
Beginning with this issue we have listed the names of sev-
eral people who have agreed to serve on a new panel of
Consulting Theologians (listed above). All will be available
for consultation regarding theologically based articles
planned for future issues of Priscilla Papers. I welcome their
input since I have never personally undertaken an in-depth
study of theology. We hope their input will ensure the
sound basis for all biblical articles we publish.

✳       ✳      ✳
Finally, don’t forget to give us your thoughts about articles
in Priscilla Papers. We have a good selection of letters to the
editor on page 22, and we invite you to send us your com-
ments on this and future issues.

CAROL R. THIESSEN, editor
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THE PHONE RINGS JUST AS I SIT DOWN TO DINNER. THE

voice asks, “Is this the head of the house?” Should
my answer be brave or honest? I reply, “It depends

on what you mean by head.”
The answer to the title question is similar. Yes, there is a

head of the house at home, but probably not the one the
caller had in mind. For the Christian household, Christ is
the true head.

Ephesians 5:21–6:9 is a Hausentafel (a code of household
duties) and a central Pauline passage on the Christian
home.1 Often quoted in wedding ceremonies, these well-
worn verses are sometimes used to support a traditional
view of male superiority and female submission in mar-
riage relationships.2 The thesis of this article is that
Ephesians 5:21–6:9 upholds a model of mutual submission
under the lordship of Christ.

Jewish and Gentile moralists commonly wrote guide-
lines to govern the behavior of family members. Biblical
scholars presume Ephesians 5:21–6:9 was part of catecheti-
cal instruction given to new converts in Christian churches
along with other teachings (cf. Col. 3:18–4:1; Titus 2:1–10;
1 Peter 2:13–3:7).3 The apostle Paul added a new element in
his household codes: the Christian home was to be differ-
ent from the typical Graeco-Roman family. Every member
of the Christian family was to live under the lordship of
Christ, and that revolutionized domestic relationships.

Paul’s teachings about the home may have arisen be-
cause of the breakdown of the family in the New Testament
world. In Jewish families, the wife had no rights at all and
was regarded more as a possession than a person. The
woman’s position in the Greek world was worse, for the
wife lived a secluded life. As Xenophon put it, females
were to “see as little as possible, hear as little as possible,
and ask as little as possible.”4 The Greek way of life made
companionship in marriage impossible.

In Rome the matter was even worse. For the first five
hundred years, the Roman Republic recorded not one case
of divorce. By the time of Paul, however, Roman family life
was crumbling. Seneca wrote that women were married to
be divorced and divorced to be married. Jerome tells of a
woman in Rome who was married to her twenty-third hus-
band, and she was his twenty-first wife.5

In this atmosphere, where adultery was common and
chastity rare, Paul was concerned about family breakdown
in the churches. In Corinth, for example, some members
seemed to overlook an incestuous relationship (1 Cor.
5:1–2), while others desired to disavow their marital ties
altogether (1 Cor. 7:1–16).

A few years after Paul wrote to the Corinthians, the
apostle counseled the Ephesian Christians about marriage
and family relationships. Although not himself a married
man (1 Cor. 7:7), Paul’s childhood home was devoutly relig-

ious (Phil. 3:4–6; 2 Cor. 11:22). In addition, Paul had the
teachings of Jesus and Jesus’ treatment of women and chil-
dren as background. Out of these circumstances the mis-
sionary teacher penned one of the noblest statements in
Scripture about marriage and family.

A foreign world6

In order to interpret Paul’s domestic teachings correctly, an
understanding of family roles and relationships in the first-
century world is absolutely essential. Although Jewish
women occupied a position of dignity and responsibility in
the home, in social and religious life they were little more
than an appendage of their husbands. A Jewish woman
was entirely at the disposal of her father or her spouse.
Forbidden to learn the law, she had no part in the syna-
gogue service, she could not teach school, and she could
not testify in the courts. Talking to women in public was
forbidden, even between a man and his wife or daughter.

The respectable Greek woman lived a secluded life; con-
fined to her quarters, she did not emerge even for meals.
Normally she appeared in public only once or twice a year:
during religious festivals or at a relative’s funeral. The rea-
son for her seclusion is related to the role of the Greek wife.
Demosthenes explained the accepted rule: “We have cour-
tesans [hetairai] for our pleasure, prostitutes [that is, young
female slaves] for daily physical use, wives to bring up
legitimate children and to be faithful stewards in house-
hold matters.”7 The wife’s primary function was to bear a
male heir for her husband; love and companionship were
to be found elsewhere.

In Roman society, a woman had greater practical free-
dom. A Roman wife could appear in public with her hus-
band and was allowed by law to initiate divorce, but
beyond that, her rights were limited. In the Roman pan-
theon and the Roman theater, women were thoroughly
degraded.8

In stark contrast to the universal denigration of females
and the deterioration of marriage in the first century, Jesus’
attitude was totally countercultural. Sweeping aside cen-
turies of tradition and prejudice, Jesus’ treatment of
women was revolutionary. What did he do? Christ simply
related to women as he did to men, never regarding them
as inferior in any way. Christ also reaffirmed God’s original
intent for marriage, which Paul quotes in this passage: “For
this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be
joined to his wife, and the two will become one flesh” (Eph.
5:31; see Matt. 19:5).

The Christian faith did much for women and even more
for children. In the Roman world, life was perilous for the
child. Under the Roman patria potestas, a Roman father had
absolute power over his family. Any member could be sold
as a slave, required to work in chains, or even given the
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death penalty. The power of the Roman father extended
over the whole life of the child, as long as the father lived.
Though public opinion seldom allowed it, history records
some instances of a Roman father condemning his son and
executing him.9

Child exposure was also common. When a child was
born, the infant was placed at the father’s feet. If the father
picked up the child, that meant he would keep it. If he
walked away, the child was rejected. A Roman child always
risked being repudiated and exposed. Unwanted children
were often left in the Roman forum, where they were col-
lected and raised by people to be slaves or prostitutes. The
sickly or deformed child was treated with even greater cru-
elty—often drowned, according to Seneca.10

Symptomatic of the pervasive moral corruption of the
first-century world were not only the common practices of
infanticide and the denigration of women, but also slavery.
One authority estimated that in the Roman Empire of
Paul’s day there were 60 million slaves, 20 million in Italy
alone and 650,000 in Rome.11 Almost all labor was per-
formed by slaves, for work was beneath the dignity of a
Roman citizen. The slave was not a person, but a thing.
Aristotle taught that slave and master could never be
friends, for the two had nothing in common, “for a slave is
a living tool, just as a tool is an inanimate slave.”12

The master possessed the power of life or death over a
slave. If the slave ran away, he could be killed upon cap-
ture, or, at best, branded on the forehead with the letter F
for fugitivus (fugitive). A Roman writer summarized
the accepted code: “Whatever a master does to a slave,
undeservedly, in anger, willingly, unwillingly in for-
getfulness, after careful thought, knowingly, unknow-

ingly, is judgment, justice and law.”13

This was Paul’s world—a world of vicious immorality in
which women, children, and slaves in the home suffered
injustice, cruelty, and death. Against this stark background
Paul gave challenging advice to wives and husbands, chil-
dren and parents, and slaves and masters.

Some foreign words
Paul’s inspired counsel to members of Christian house-
holds in the region of Ephesus contains several key words,
written not only in a foreign language but also unfamiliar
in their meaning. The correct interpretation of this passage
rests heavily on the contextual meaning of three words:
subject14 (hupotasso), head (kephale), and love (agapao).

One scholar notes that the way the Greek text has been
paragraphed in English versions has compounded the
exegetical problem.15 Modern translations of Ephesians
5:21–22 vary. Three versions (Amplified, ASV, and NASB)
indicate that each verse is a separate paragraph. Four ver-
sions (Goodspeed, Phillips, TEV, and TCNT) mark that a new
paragraph begins at verse 22, while five versions (Berkeley,
Jerusalem Bible, Moffatt, NEB, and RSV) do not.16

The question raised by the paragraphing is related to
our first key word, subject. Does “be subject” [hupotasso] to
one another out of reverence for Christ” (5:21) relate to the
previous paragraph or to the passage at hand? The fact that
Paul did not use any form of the word subject in verse 22
(“wives to your husbands as you are to the Lord”) or in
verse 24 (“wives ought to be, in everything to their hus-
bands”) supports the latter. In each case, the verb found in
5:21 is implied, requiring us to link the submission of the
wife in verses 22 and 24 to the concept of voluntary, mutual
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People familiar with the debates about gender
issues know how universally the patriarchalist
position defines and applies the Greek word
kephale as “authority” and “leader.” The word
kephale is literally the anatomical component
of the head, but commonly used metaphorical-
ly throughout literature and language. 

Another Greek word, despotis (from which
the English word despot originated) is used in
Scripture to clearly mean “master” or “lord.” But
the concept of authority carried by despotis is
being forced by cultural patriarchalists into the
Ephesians texts, among others, that use the
word kephale instead. The correct contempo-
raneous metaphor of kephale, which is most
clearly defined as “beginning, origin, or
source,” is totally ignored.

This tactic forces into the English transla-
tion what would have been far better estab-
lished by the use of despotis rather than
kephale. For an example of the “beginning, ori-
gin, or source” concept of head, look at
Colossians 1:16–18: “For by Him all things

were created, both in the heavens and on
earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or
dominions or rulers or authorities-—all things
have been created by Him and for Him. And
He is before all things, and in Him all things
hold together. He is also head of the body, the
church; and He is the beginning, the first-born
from the dead; so that He Himself might come
to have first place in everything.” 

Here is a fine example of kephale being
used in a “beginning, origin, source” context.
Jesus as kephale is the source and sustainer
of all creation. The connection to authority in
the passage is that authority follows his status
as the divine source. For instance, Colossians
1:15 describes Jesus as the prototokos (pre-
eminent, having paramount dignity), not despo-
tis of all creation. Prototokos is poorly translat-
ed “first-born,” connoting in English more of the
despotis concept than is in the Greek.
Despotis, or master, is ascribed to Jesus else-
where, but not in this context. And further to
the point, the entire text of Colossians 1:15–18

repeatedly echoes “beginning, origin, and
source” in clear definition of kephale as “the
beginning, the “prototokos” from the dead . . .”

Further in the text is this: “For in Him all the
fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form, and in
Him you have been made complete, and He is
head over all rule and authority” (Col. 2:9–10,
NASB). Surprisingly, the NASB itself directs the
reader to a footnote indicating that a more
direct rendering of the text would be “head of
all rule” rather than “head over all rule.” The
word head is kephale. Being “head over”
something connotes in English a rule, master-
ship, or authority. Being “head of” something
easily carries meaning as the “beginning, ori-
gin, or source” of something.

What is even more important, if “head over
all rule and authority” means “authority over all
rule and authority,” the text would take on a
clumsy redundancy and lose the grandeur of
its context, which is our completeness of being,
of createdness sourced in Christ because of
the fulness of deity dwelling in him. This read-

Women As ‘Masters of the House’



submission in verse 21 (a participial form of hupotasso).17

Note also that Paul used the imperative case in his
address to all five of the other family members: husbands
(5:28), children (6:2), fathers (6:4), slaves (6:5), and masters
(6:9). Is it possible that Paul anticipated confusion over the
meaning of submission and made these two verb omissions
in order to force us to understand the word in context
only? An honest interpretation of the text requires us to
pay more than lip service to these verbal omissions and
their importance.

Therefore, what does submit mean in this context?
Voluntary mutual submission between husband and wife
is the principle upon which Christian marriage is built.
Paul’s statement in 5:21 is an outflow of 5:18b, “Be filled
with the Spirit.” Spirit-filled living transforms the Christian
home. The New Testament calls believers to be servants
(“slaves”) to one another without distinctions of status or
gender (Gal. 5:13).

In Ephesians, Paul illustrates the principle of mutual
submission in three areas: husband-wife (5:22–33), parent-
child (6:1–4), and master-slave (6:5–9). Addressing the less
powerful person in each dyad, Paul offers wives, children,
and slaves hope and the possibility of transformation. In
marriage, mutual submission is voluntary as unto the Lord
and is joined with self-sacrificing love; in parenting, it com-
bines obedience and nurture; and in the slavery relation-
ship, it results in a mutuality that is radically out of place
in that culture.18

The second important but difficult word is head [kephale]:
“For the husband is the head of the wife just as Christ is
head of the church, the body of which he is Savior” (5:23).
Significant exegetical studies on the meaning of this word

in the Greek language have raised questions about the
uncritical equation of “head” with “authority.”19 After
examining the claim that kephale was used in ancient Greek
texts to mean “ruler or person of superior authority or
rank,” several scholars have concluded, “There is no
instance in profane Greek literature where a ruler or hier-
arch is referred to as ‘head’ such as ‘Alexander was the
head of the Greek armies.’“20 Lexicographers also give no
evidence of such a meaning.21

The best illustration of the reluctance of the Greek lan-
guage to render “head” as “authority” is in the Septuagint
(LXX). In the 180 instances where the Hebrew word ro’sh
(“leader, chief, authority”) appears, the normal Greek word
is archon (“ruler, commander”). In only seventeen places
did the translators use kephale—five of those have variant
readings, and another four involve a head-tail metaphor,
which leaves only eight instances out of 180 times the LXX

translators chose kephale for ro’sh .22

If head (kephale) did not normally mean “authority over”
in Greek, what did it mean? The common Greek meaning
of the word is “source, source of life, source of origin, exalt-
ed originator and completer.”23 In English,we sometimesuse
head this way when we refer to the head (source) of a river.

In the seven passages in the New Testament where Paul
uses kephale, the context of five of them (Col. 1:18, 2:10; 2:19;
Eph. 1:20–23; 4:15) clearly point to this common meaning
of source. The concept that head connotes a hierarchy with
men in a role of authority over women rests largely on two
passages: 1 Corinthians 11:3 and Ephesians 5:23. When we
recognize the main meaning of kephale is “source,” it
becomes clear that Paul is not establishing a chain of com-
mand—he is establishing origins. Rather than a “ruler”
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ing of the text then is much more in concert
with the wonderful and forceful exhortation
that is the entire second chapter of Paul’s
epistle to the Colossians.

Recently I discussed Isaiah 3:12 with a tra-
ditionalist. In this verse, “Women will rule over
them” is stated as a dire event. I set this verse
in contrast to 1 Timothy 5:14, which says:
“Therefore, I want younger widows to get mar-
ried, bear children, keep house, and give the
enemy no occasion for reproach” (NASB).

This may seem a peculiar contrast to
Isaiah 3:12, but upon digging deeper into the
translation of the Pauline text, you will find
something rather surprising. The following
Scriptures contain the Greek word despotis,
which means “authority, master, or owner.” It is
translated “master” of slaves in Titus 2:9, 
1 Timothy 6:1, and 1 Peter 2:18. It is translat-
ed “lord” in Luke 2:29, Acts 4:24, and
Revelation 6:10. 

In the following Scripture references,
despotis is translated “head,” specifically as
“head of the house”:

• “Therefore be on the alert, for you do not

know which day your Lord is coming. But be
sure of this, that if the head of the house had
known at what time of the night the thief was
coming, he would have been on the alert and
would not have allowed his house to be bro-
ken into. For this reason you be ready too; for
the Son of Man is coming at an hour when you
do not think He will” (Matt. 24:42–44).

• “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a
slave above his master. It is enough for the
disciple that he become as his teacher, and
the slave as his master. If they have called the
head of the house Beelzebul, how much more
the membersof his household!” (Matt. 10:24–25).

• Luke 13:25 also translates despotis as
the “head” of the house in Jesus’ kingdom
teaching. “Once the head of the house gets up
and shuts the door . . .”

One can see that despotis is clearly in-
tended by scriptural authors for concepts very
different from kephale. Look again at despotis
in 1 Timothy 5:14: “Therefore, I want younger
widows to get married, bear children, keep
house, and give the enemy no occasion for
reproach” (NASB).The words keep house are

actually the Greek verb form of despotis, liter-
ally instructing the young women to be “mas-
ters of the house” (oikodespotin—present,
active, infinitive: to rule a household). It is
interesting that the NASB translates the male
context of the word as “head of the house,”
but the female context as “housekeeper.” To
be sure, the huge difference in meaning in
English is absent in the Greek. Furthermore,
when in 1 Timothy 3:4, 12 Paul instructs over-
seers and deacons to “manage” their house-
holds, he uses the word proistimi, a much soft-
er word, meaning to “manage” or “care for.”

What we find in 1 Timothy 5:14 is the only
instruction from Paul in which he uses such
strong language—despotis—for someone to
master or lord over the household, and he
clearly states that is to be a woman! How
funny and ironic in contrast to the traditional-
ists’ recoiling at any notion of female leader-
ship, a position sometimes justified by invok-
ing a twisted understanding of Isaiah 3:12. 

By Brian Neuschwander, owner of a busi-
ness in Santa Cruz, California, and a founding
member of the CBE Santa Cruz chapter.



over the wife, the husband is the “source” or “beginning”
of woman (made from the side of Adam), even as God is
the “origin” of Christ (1 Cor. 11:3). “If you think ‘head’
means ‘chief’ or ‘boss,’ “ declared Chrysostom, “you skew
the godhead!”25

In Ephesians 5:23 head is used in a head-body metaphor
to show the unity of husband and wife and of Christ and
the church, a common Pauline analogy. Further, where
“head” is used metaphorically to represent Christ’s relation
to the church, it never means authority but always empha-
sizes Christ’s servant roles as Savior, provider, and foun-
tainhead of life.26

The third word, agapao, is more familiar to most of us.
Paul wrote, “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ
loved the church and gave himself up for her” (5:25). He
repeats this admonition three more times, urging husbands
to love their wives as they do their own bodies (5:28a) and
their own selves (5:28b, 33). The word for love is agape, a
distinctive type of love. The example of Christ defines the
nature of agape love as it applies to marriage: it is a sacrifi-
cial love (5:25), a purifying love
(5:26–27), a caring love (5:28–29), and
an unbreakable love (5:31). Frank Stagg
described the attitude of husbands:

They are not to be brutish, crude, and
rude; but they are to be understanding
and considerate of their wives as being
persons with feelings and rights. The
wife is a person to be loved and respect-
ed, not a thing to be used.27

As the love of the Messiah for his
church is concrete, historic, and prag-
matic, paid with no less price than his
death, so this agape love is the ground
and model of the concrete, historic, and
pragmatic love of the husband to the
wife.28 Ray Summers observed:

If he [Christ] had conducted his life according to his own
best interest, there would have been no Gethsemane, no
Gabbatha, no Golgotha. He gave up his own best interest
and experienced the agony of Gethsemane, the agony of
mistreatment at the time of his trial, and the agony of the
cross. This is to be the standard by which a man judges his
love for his wife.29

A foreign way
The earliest disciples of Jesus were called people of “the
Way” even before they were called “Christians” (Acts 9:2).
The metaphor, common in Greek and Hebrew Scriptures,
was used frequently of the people who walked in “God’s
way” or in the “way of the Lord.” Jesus presented himself
as “the Way” (John 14:6) and once spoke of the broad way
that leads to destruction and the narrow way that leads to
life (Matt. 7:13–14).

“The Way” refers both to the destination of the journey
and to the manner of travel. “To walk in ‘the Way’ involves
a moral style so intimately related to the destination itself
that to wander from ‘the Way’ is to miss the goal (a right-

eous life in a community faithful to God).”30

Into a society of vicious immorality where wealth was
worshiped, life was cheap, and purity and chastity were
vanishing came a new way—a way foreign to the first-cen-
tury culture. The ethical lifestyle of the first followers of
“the Way” is described in the second-century Epistle to
Diognetus:

Every foreign land is for them a fatherland and every fa-
therland a foreign land. They marry like the rest of men and
beget children, but they do not abandon the babies that are
born. They share a common board, but not a common bed.31

In Ephesians, Paul challenges the Christian family to live
by the principle of mutual yieldedness in love based
upon the family’s acceptance of Christ as the Lord of

the home. The apostle’s counsel is radically countercultur-
al, for the Christian way “is more than a matter of a new
understanding. Christianity is an invitation to be part of an
alien people who make a difference because they see some-
thing that cannot otherwise be seen without Christ.32

The Roman culture required a
woman to accept the authority of her
husband, but Paul gives a new interpre-
tation to authority and a new attitude
about the marriage relationship. Chris-
tian marriage involves a mutual sub-
mission of husband and wife to each
other (5:21), based on agape love (5:25).
The analogy is that of the body.
Husbands and wives are to be “one
flesh” (5:31); and just as Christ loved
his body (the church), so the husband
in loving his wife loves himself, for she
is his body (5:28). Three times Paul
invokes the example of Christ to illus-
trate what he means. Christ put the

welfare of the church over his own, even
to the point of death. Christian love will make any sacrifice
for the welfare of the beloved.

The unity of husband and wife is so complete that they
no longer exist as separate selves, but as one (5:28–31). The
Christian husband is not to act in a harsh, uncaring way
toward his wife, but with tender, loving support and care.
The Christian wife is to show strong respect for her hus-
band (5:33). Through love, on the one hand, and honor on
the other, husband and wife are to mirror the great mystery
itself, the union between Christ and his church (5:32).

Children in the Christian household also live under the
lordship of Christ and are called upon to obey their parents
“in the Lord” (6:1). To “honor father and mother” was the
first commandment given with a promise, as well as the
first commandment each child was taught (6:2).

Addressing parents, Paul warns fathers against creating
anger in children that leads to lasting bitterness and resent-
ment (6:4a), an injunction he repeated to the Colossians,
adding “lest they become discouraged” (Col. 3:21). Chris-
tian parenting is based upon “the discipline and instruction of
the Lord” (6:4b); in attitude and content it reflects God’s will.

Against the terrible background of slavery in the Roman

Paul challenges the
Christian family to live
by the principle of mutual
yieldedness in love based
upon the family’s accep-
tance of Christ as Lord

of the home.
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Empire, Paul writes astounding advice to the Christian
household. The command to “obey your earthly masters”
(6:5) contains nothing new; the unique element is in the
slave’s attitude. Slaves should offer their slavery to the true
Lord as service to him.

With “fear and trembling” before the Lord, the slave
should serve “with singleness of heart” (6:5b). The
Christian servant is to have no mixed motives, serving
wholeheartedly with enthusiasm and consistency, as unto
the Lord (6:6–7). The slave’s ultimate confidence rests in
God’s justice and not in possible rewards from earthly
masters (6:8).33

Christian slaveholders are counseled “to do the same”
(6:9), to relate to their slaves in the same spirit and with the
same attitude. “Threatening” (6:9) has no place in the
household of a Christian master, for as the slave must ren-
der wholehearted service, so the master’s response should
be kindness. The owners of slaves also should be aware
that their relationship to their slaves is temporary; their
concern should be about their relationship to Christ, before
whom both slave and master stand on level ground, for
with God there is “no partiality” (6:9).

Conclusion
Although Paul did not visualize an imminent change in
cultural structures, the ethical principles he applied to the

Christian home transformed existing social relationships.
Seeds also were planted that led to the eventual abolition
of slavery and that continue to affect marriage and family
relationships to this day. Just as we cannot use Paul’s teach-
ings to justify slavery, so we must not use Paul’s words to
justify a hierarchical view of marriage that relegates the
wife to an inferior position.

The most constructive way to build a Christian home is
for each member of the family to work at surpassing the
other in love and voluntary submission. Some ask, “But
when differences arise, who is the head of the house?” The
answer is simple. The head of the Christian home is Christ.
Christian marriage is not a struggle over power, but a
covenant commitment in which “two become one” through
mutual love and consideration.                                             �
____________________________________________________
Joe E. Trull is on the adjunctive faculties of Logsdon Theological
Seminary and Austin Presbyterian Theological Seminary and was
recently appointed editor of the journal Christian Ethics Today. In
1998, he was given “early retirement” from his position as professor of
Christian Ethics at New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary, where
he had taught since 1985 (see following interview). From 1965 to 1985
he pastored Baptist churches in Texas and Virginia. He is the author of
five books, the most recent being Walking in the Way: An Intro-
duction to Christian Ethics (available through CBE). This article was
first published in Christian Ethics Today (February 1997).



Describe the historical factors behind the recent revi-
sions to the “Baptist Faith and Message” document.

Historically, Baptists have pretty well reflected culture
on this issue as they did on the race issue. Baptist women,
as in most denominations, are vital to the church. Never-
theless, they have been pretty much relegated to a sec-
ondary role, To some degree, the movements of the late
1800s and 1900s gave more freedom to Baptist women,
though—being mainly in the South—the Abolishionist
movement affected Baptists less than the rest of the culture.

A few years ago, the group now in control tried to force
our largest women’s organization, the Woman’s Mis-
sionary Union, which has always been independent of the
Southern Baptist Convention, to become a part of the SBC

so they could control them, and the WMU just flat refused.
The WMU began around the turn of the century when

only men could vote in the SBC and, of course, before
women had a right to vote in the U.S. The wives would
come with the men but couldn’t attend the convention.
When they didn’t have anything to do, some of the
women suggested they get together to study missions and
form a missions organization. And the men said, “No,
that’s not your job” and wouldn’t let them have a place to
organize. So the wives met secretly in Richmond, Vir-
ginia—in the First Methodist Church. And that’s how the
Woman’s Missionary Union got started. 

Is the WMU related to the Lottie Moon offering?
That’s another story. Our mission offering brings in

millions of dollars; half of our foreign mission budget is
supported by this offering yearly at Christmas—around
$100 million annually, I think. It’s something every
Southern Baptist church does, and they give sacrificially. 

But since you brought her up, Lottie Moon was a single
woman missionary to China. She is a good example of a
missionary who became identified with the people, going
to live amongst the Chinese people, wear their clothing,
and so on. She sailed for China on Christmas Day in 1873,
I think. She is an example of single women missionaries,
who’ve always been sort of an oppressed class. I read an
article just the other day that asked, “Would Lottie Moon
be appointed today?” At a time when she felt limited and
oppressed by what she could or couldn’t do, the author of

that article asks: ”Can we wonder at the mortal weariness
and disgust, the sense of wasted powers and the convic-
tion that her life is a failure? She comes as a woman when,
instead of the ever-broadening activities that she had
planned, she finds herself tied down to the petty work of
teaching a few girls.” 

Eventually she began to teach men, plant churches,
evangelize—things women at home, and even missionar-
ies, were forbidden to do. But she did all three in the late
1800s and started one of the largest evangelical move-
ments in the villages where she worked until she complet-
ed her work in 1912. It’s interesting that she’s kind of a
hero today. Yet her approach to missions was “unlady-
like” in that day.

But Baptists by and large have reflected the culture
rather than challenged it. In my opinion, what we’re
going through on this issue of women is similar to what
we went through in the middle 1900s on race. We were
using the same passages of Scripture then to defend, if not
slavery, at least keeping black people in their place. These
same arguments are used about keeping women in their
place. Interestingly, though, we seemed to be getting
beyond that slowly as we came of age on the race issue, 

For example, when I was in college in the late fifties I
had a woman Bible teacher at Oklahoma Baptist Uni-
versity named Rowena Strickland, one of the first women
to get a doctor of theology degree from one of our semi-
naries. Among those she taught at OBU are some of the
leading pastors of large Southern Baptist churches today.
Some are very conservative. But nobody questioned or
thought twice about it, or raised the issue. Now, forty
years later, friends who teach at OBU tell me they have
been needing some professors. But they say there’s no
way a woman could even be considered as a Bible teacher
there today. 

Likewise the seminaries. Southern Seminary
(Louisville) was probably the most progressive on this
issue; they had a lot of female theology teachers, like
Molly Marshall and others, who have since left. It wasn’t
intentional as much as it happened in the normal way, as
with gender-inclusive language, at the more conservative
seminaries. Leaders were not speaking out against this or
prohibiting it, but in the seminary where I formerly

Southern Baptists and Their View of Women
An interview with Joe Trull.

Joe E. Trull, author of the  preceding article, served on the faculty of New Orleans Baptist
Seminary for fourteen years. In 1998, as he was about to begin a sabbatical, it was suggested he
might instead take early retirement. Article XVIII of the “Baptist Faith and Message” doctrinal
statement of the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) on “The Family” was about to be adopted at
the SBC’s annual convention, calling for a wife to “submit graciously to the servant leadership of her husband 
. . .” (see complete statement opposite). Knowing Dr. Trull’s writings—especially his textbook Walking in the
Way: An Introduction to Christian Ethics—ran counter to the statements in this amendment, the seminary
thought Dr. Trull shouldn’t return.

Last June 14, the SBC adopted a further revision to their doctrinal statement at their convention, this time
disallowing women as pastors. Dr. Trull discussed with Priscilla Papers the history and effect of these revi-
sions. That interview follows in condensed form.
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taught, we basically had one missions teacher who was a
woman; but I’m not sure that could happen now. The only
women teachers were in music, social work, youth min-
istry, or children’s ministry. There was no way a woman
could be considered for teaching anything else—there were
unwritten laws. Often the dean would say, “We don’t think
that’s wrong [to have women], but our trustees just would-
n’t want it, and we don’t want to create a problem.”

We have regressed in the last forty years, and it’s been
due largely to the influence of the ultraconservative leader-
ship who took control of our convention, starting in 1980.

How did that all come about?
A lot of conservative people who use inerrancy different-

ly thought it was great that Southern Baptists were affirm-
ing the innerancy of Scripture. But they didn’t understand
the politics or that for the leaders who took over the conven-
tion, inerrancy meant “Interpret everything the way I inter-
pret it, or you don’t believe in the inerrancy of Scripture.” 

In 1980, Paige Patterson and Judge Paul Pressler, from
Houston, looked into the SBC organization. Up to that time
the presidency was more of a popular vote. Though the
president had some duties, nobody thought of that as a
political position. It was more finding someone to represent
us. In 1980 they said, in effect, “If we can elect our person
for ten years, and that person appoints a certain committee,
which in turn the next year appoints another committee
that in turn the next year appoints trustees—one-third of
the trustees—then in ten years we can have the majority
votes of all institutions.” And their plan succeeded. In
essence, this ultraconservative faction, who had not been
ostracized or excluded—they had been included at many
levels, but never did they have the majority—figured out a
way whereby they and those like them could take over.
And they did. Their viewpoints first came out in 1984. 

Remember, the Southern Baptist Convention is made up
of autonomous churches who voluntarily decide to partici-
pate, and the SBC has no control over the churches. Most
other denominations have some major control—credentials
of pastors, or whatever. If you were to put the SBC organiza-
tion on a graph, the local church would be in the center cir-

cle, and everything else—the state convention, the local
association (like a county, a local area of churches)—in the
outer circle. Some people think the SBC is a hierarchy, with
the convention at the top, and that it controls the states,
and the states control the associations, and the churches are
at the bottom. But that is totally erroneous.

Some Southern Baptist leaders, in this takeover, began to
issue their own statements about this. One Texas pastor
said, “Listen, I want to tell you guys something. We don’t
work for you. You work for us.” But the leaders have a lot
of power. Through their trustees they control the budgets—
millions of dollars—for home missions, foreign missions,
seminaries, and other agencies. Yet having control of the
trustees, they say, “This statement of faith has absolutely
no binding power over the local churches.” Which is true.

But what they’ve done is take the statement of faith,
once approved, and make it part of the policy of all the SBC

institutions. So you can’t work for or be appointed by any
institution—in foreign missions, home missions, seminar-
ies—unless you agree to the statements. In essence, they’re
indirectly affecting the churches, because they’re affecting
seminary students; they’re affecting missionaries and mis-
sions. Their concern is the vote—not just the for the short
term, but the long-term effect.

When the Southern Baptist Convention meets and acts,
it approves budgets for these institutions and other things.
But it also passes resolutions. Again, they’re not binding on
any church. A resolution is an expression of that group of
Baptist messengers, and they’re not told by the churches
how to vote. Each person is supposed to vote his or her
conscience. The resolution then is really just a statement by
those attending of their conviction or belief about a subject. 

What happened in 1984?
The 1984 resolution was the beginning of a radical

change in Southern Baptist attitudes toward women. At the
1984 convention they adopted a resolution that said Scrip-
ture excludes women from pastoral leadership. But a vol-
cano erupted when they gave their justification. They said
this rule was to “preserve a submission that God requires
because man was first in Creation, and woman was first in
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Baptist Faith and Message Article XVIII. The Family
God has ordained the family as the Foundational institution of human society. It is composed of persons related to another by marriage,

blood, or adoption.
Marriage is the uniting of one man and one woman in covenant commitment for a lifetime. It is God’s unique gift to provide for the man and

the woman in marriage the framework for intimate companionship, the channel for sexual expression according to biblical standards, and the
means for procreation of the human race.

The husband and wife are of equal worth before God. Both bear God’s image but each in differing ways. The marriage relationship models
the way God relates to His people. A husband is to love his wife as Christ loved the church. He has the God-given responsibility to provide for, to
protect, and to lead his family. A wife is to submit graciously to the servant leadership of her husband even as the church willingly submits to the
headship of Christ. She, being “in the image of God” as is her husband and thus equal to him, has the God-given responsibility to respect her
husband and to serve as his “helper” in managing their household and nurturing the next generation.

Children, from the moment of conception, are a blessing and heritage from the Lord. Parents are to demonstrate to their children God’s pat-
tern for marriage. Parents are to teach their children spiritual and moral values and to lead them, through consistent lifestyle example and loving
discipline, to make choices based on biblical truth. Children are to honor and obey their parents.
Gen. 1:26-28; 2:18-25; 3:1-20; Ex. 20:12; Deut. 6:4-9; Josh. 24:15; 1 Sam. 1:26-38; Ps. 78:1-8; 127; 128; 139:13-16; Prov. 1:8; 5:15-20; 6:20-22;
12:4; 13:24; 14:1; 17:6; 18:22; 22:6, 15; 23:13-14; 24:3; 29:15, 17; 31:10-31; Eccl. 4:9-12; 9:9; Mal. 2:14-16; Matt. 5:31-32; 18:2-5l; 19:3-9; Mark
10:6-12; Rom. 1:18-32; 1 Cor. 7:1-16; Eph. 5:21-33; 6:1-4; Col. 3:18-21; 1 Tim. 5:14; 2 Tim. 1:3-5; Titus 2:3-5; Heb. 13:4; 1 Pet. 3:17



the Edenic Fall—blaming women for initiating original sin
in the Garden of Eden. They blamed women for sin! And
the letters started rolling in, quoting Paul when he said, “In
Adam all sinned.” They got into that whole debate about
how sin came: Who caused sin, women or men? But it
showed their superficial theology. 

That was the first sign of where they were headed. It
seems to me that one of their key concerns is to establish in
Southern Baptist life a very definite role for women and
their place in home, church, and society. Their rationale—
so they say—is to uphold the inerrancy of Scripture. And I
believe there are many who tend to think that if you don’t
interpret all of these Scriptures rather literally, the first
thing that happens is that you’ve lost the authority of the
Scripture, and then you start interpreting everything not
literally. They’ve often said that if you allow women,
you’re going to allow homosexuals, and on and on.

The leadership in 1984 included Richard Land, director
of what was the Christian Life Commission, now the Ethics
and Religious Liberty Commission; he’s been on both com-
mittees. He was dean at Paige Patterson’s Criswell School
of Theology, then for a year he was religious liaison for the
Republican governor of Texas [William P.] Clements. Land
was on both committees along with, of course, Rogers and
Patterson and Patterson’s wife, and Al Mohler, the young
Southern Seminary president, who’s a strong Calvinist.
Patterson doesn’t like his Calvinism, but they’ve learned to
live with each other. It’s a sad thing, but our convention is
more like politics than it is like religious agreement.

In 1998 the family amendment to the “Baptist Faith and
Message” was sprung on the convention. Before that, for
the first three or four years,
the moderates and middle-
of the-road people—main-
stream Baptists—said, “We
don’t like all these politics
and power plays. We don’t
even want to get involved in
it,” and they just stood on the
sidelines. After about six or
eight years they said,”It’s happen-
ing, and we’d better oppose this.” Of
course, they started too late.

Finally they said, “We don’t like to play that game, but if
that’s the only way we can save our convention, we’ll do
it.” For about five years, about 35,000 delegates attended
the convention; now there are about 8,000 to 10,000. But
every time the moderates raised up a large number to
come, the conservatives had a person in most local associa-
tions in the area where the convention was being held, so
they’d line up people and bus people in. Finally the moder-
ates said, “It’s over. We’re tired of fighting all this. Just let
them have it,” and they backed off. 

Ever since then the conventions have been peaceful.
That means the leadership makes a motion, everyone
agrees, and there’s no more discussion. 

Describe how Article XVIII came to be adopted in 1998.
They came with this family amendment. And it’s subtle,

because—if you read it quickly—it doesn’t sound all that
bad; it has these nice statements. Their commentary on the
statement is even more interesting. The statement isn’t that
long, but the big one is the third paragraph (see p. 9). This
statement on the family was published with commentary
intended, they claim, to clarify and explain. Sometimes the
commentary is even more revealing.

When you look closely at that paragraph, it obviously is
attempting to define very specifically male and female
roles. They always try to say that men and women are of
equal worth, but in different ways. They say the wife is to
“submit graciously to the servant leadership of her hus-
band,” while the previous sentence says the husband has
“the God-given responsibility to provide for, to protect,
and to lead his family.” In other words, the man is the
provider, protector, leader. And the wife, after submitting
graciously, is to respect her husband and serve as his
“helper.” It’s that Genesis thing. In the commentary, it says:
“The term ‘helper,’ which is also used by God to identify
Himself,” says the woman is “created to become a partner
with the man. . . . There is no hint of inferiority,” but the
term “describes function, rather than worth,” and so on. 

It goes on to say the helper is to serve “in managing
their household and nurturing the next generation.” So the
wife’s role is to manage the household, take care of the
home, and nurture the children. Basically, they’ve quickly
defined that the wife belongs in the home, the husband
belongs out providing, protecting, leading. Suddenly that
lays the groundwork for men only in pastoral leadership.

Of course, they’re saying they are being “biblical,”
though the word graciously is not in the Scripture, which
just says “submit in everything.” I think that’s their way of

saying wives don’t just say “I’ll do it” and
frown. They need to smile and be

sweet about it. 
Dorothy Patterson was

asked, “What if your husband
tells you to do something or

not to do something you feel
you ought to do?” and she said,

basically, that even if her husband
tells her to do something or not to do

something she really feels she should do, she must
obey him. And if it’s right for her to do it, he will have to
answer to God. If I’d been there, I’d have said, “Then
you’re saying if God led you to witness tonight to a neigh-
bor who needs Christ but your husband said, ‘No, I want
you to stay home with me. Let’s have an evening together,
and you can do that some other time,’ but if you really felt
God wanted you to go witness and you think he’s wrong,
you would obey him and not go.” I think she would say
yes.

What she is saying is that she’s not accountable for the
decision. That’s a wonderful position to be in! Let your
husband answer to God; you don’t stand before the judg-
ment seat of Christ—it’s your husband who made you do it
rather than the Devil.

That’s flawed theologically, and it’s flawed biblically. On
both the 1998 statement and the new one [denying women
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They quickly defined that the wife
belongs in the home, the husband
belongs out providing, protecting,
leading. Suddenly that lays the
groundwork for men only pastors.



pastoral ministry], this group will never acknowledge that
the Bible needs to be either interpreted or understood in
the context of that day. They hate the words cultural accom-
modation. For example, this new statement has some
changes on the statement about the Bible. The 1963 state-
ment says “all Scripture should be interpreted by Christ,
and it is the record of the revelation.” They took out the
word record—they said the Bible is not the record of God’s
revelation, it is the revelation, that every word is a revela-
tion, so you’ve got to obey every word.

In the Ephesians 5 passage, I think the key is under-
standing the context of that world and asking, “Are these
permanent principles to be forever obeyed in the home and
in the church? Or are these temporary cultural accommo-
dations?” Of course, I think it’s the latter. But they would
say that’s taking away from the Word of God, and that it
doesn’t apply today. Interestingly, they left out slave and
master. They had wife and husband and parent, but they
didn’t go on to slave and master. If you look at that pas-
sage, the principle is Ephesians 5:21—mutually submissive
to one another as unto the Lord. There is no verb in verse
22. Then the principle of mutual submission in verse 21 is
illustrated in three categories: husband-wife, parent-child
(in chap. 6), and slave and master.

Which you pointed out in the preceding article.
That is a key, because if you interpret this statement as a

permanent principle, then you have to say slavery is
affirmed, because Paul is giving words to slaves on how to
obey their masters. It is as if he were saying: If women are
to be submissive to their husbands, slaves must be submis-
sive to their masters. Obviously, when you look at the total
picture, it’s meant to be for Christians living in the first
century. In these circumstances there was a certain house-
hold code that applied to husbands, wives, children, par-
ents, slaves, and masters. “Here’s how to act in this world,
in this day, in this circumstance,” Paul is saying: “as
Christians. Here’s the kind of attitude you’re to have,
here’s the kind of behavior that is Christian behavior in this
circumstance.” So, biblically, it is flawed! In the June revi-
sion they talk about the office of pastor being limited to
men as stated in 1 Timothy. In Catherine Kroeger’s book [I
Suffer Not a Woman: Rethinking 1 Timothy 2:11-15 in Light of
Ancient Evidence], she notes the key question is: Are these
permanent principles for pastors for all time?

Of course, where it says women are to keep silent in the
church, we do not obey this literally. But more than that,
this passage was dealing with a local gnostic heresy in
which female religious leaders in the Eve of Ephesus cult
were claiming that Eve was created before Adam and
women had a superior gnosis, a superior knowledge about
God. Church women were going to these women priest-
esses to learn this deeper knowledge. So was Paul—which
I think he was—trying to correct and confront this gnostic
heresy that was threatening the Ephesian church? And in
doing that—in the whole book you see it, particularly in
this passage—he was saying Eve was not created first,
Adam was created first. He uses that to illustrate how this
heresy is false. So, biblically, I think it’s misinterpreted; the-

ologically, it’s flawed. And practically, this returns to the
ultraconservatives’ politics. 

In 1962 the convention president selected the 24 presi-
dents of the various conventions of the SBC, a pretty repre-
sentative group. In other words, each state convention had
the person they had already elected president appointed to
this [study] committee, which spent a year looking at the
1925 “Faith and Message,“ which had been based pretty
closely on the New Hampshire Confession of Faith. They
spent a whole year studying it, revising it some, and get-
ting feedback. They sent copies to seminary people and
asked, “Is this theologically correct? Is this biblically accu-
rate?” They got a lot of feedback and information. They
were very open, and they kept everyone informed. Finally,
many weeks before the convention, they produced the doc-
ument, which in 1963 was adopted as the 1963 statement of
the “Baptist Faith and Message.”

At the beginning it says: 
1. This is just a consensus of opinion of a Baptist body,
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I really think it’s very sad
No! Not just sad, extremely bad
That Eve alone was blamed for years
And women oft reduced to tears,
Because she boldly took the fruit
And ate it, when the serpent spoke.
The Hebrew scriptures make it clear
Adam was with her, standing near.
Do you think that thus she would have dared
Had he her lust not fully shared?
Poor Eve, condemned thenceforth to bear
Within herself the painful share
Of ordained consequence! Yet worse
By far what men then did.

Earth cursed via Adam wrought corruption,
Hard work, much sweat and life’s destruction.
’Tis clear that God assigned the blame
To him, as much as her, by name.

Yet men forgot that he stood by.
Conveniently there came a lie:
Eve was the temptress, she alone
Ever and always must atone!

—Olive Regina Anstice
©1989

Lament for Eve



meeting in 1963, of a compilation of Baptist beliefs—a con-
fession, not a creed.

2. It is not a complete statement of faith.
3. Any group of Baptists, large or small, has the right to

draw up their own confession. [The 1963 statement warned
against using this statement as a creed or doctrinal re-
quirement, recognizing the document was simply that
committee/convention’s idea.]

4. The sole authority for faith and practice are Scriptures of
the Old and New Testament, but confessions are only guides,
have no authority over conscience, and certainly don’t super-
sede the Scriptures or the revelation of God in Christ.

5. They are statements of religious convictions drawn
from the Scriptures and [notice this wording] are not to be
used to hamper freedom of thought or investigation in
other realms of life.

They go on to say these should never be used as doctri-
nal tests. This group has always said, and they say now,
“We know these do not have any binding power on the
churches.” But then they turn right around and use them as
a prerequisite for employment, mission service, and so on.
Every agency is now using these as litmus tests. You cannot
get a job, you cannot work, you cannot be appointed a mis-
sionary unless you abide by and agree to the Baptist
Confession of Faith.

And this had implications for you personally.
There are various ways to word “you are leaving.”

When I left New Orleans Seminary, I wasn’t fired; I was
encouraged to consider or accept “early retirement,” and it
was over this issue. The presi-
dent of our seminary was on
this new committee, and so
when I left the seminary, I
was just called in the day
before my sabbatical was to
start, and the president pre-
sented this possibility. It
caught me off guard, because
this was just before the 1998 family
amendment came out, and he knew it
was coming.

The president knew what I had written in my basic
introduction to Christian ethics textbook. At the end of a
chapter on gender and race, after looking at the biblical
and theological and historical material, I deal with the
issue of authority and submission in marriage. All of the
seminary teachers had to come in and sign this new state-
ment, and he knew if I came back a year later that some
trustees would bring this issue to a head. He knew I’d
either have to say I was wrong in my book or lie. So this all
has a personal side for me in that it led to the early conclu-
sion of my teaching.

But coming back to Article XVIII, adopted June 9, 1998,
President Tom Elliff, who is pastor of a large Southern
Baptist megachurch in Dell City, Oklahoma (where several
ultraconservative leaders have been pastors, including
Jimmy Draper of the Sunday School Board; Bailey Smith,
who once had some words about Jews; and several others),

appointed seven people—not twenty-four as in 1962. And
how representative were they? The two women were the
wives of the two most conservative seminary presidents,
Patterson and Mohler; the chairman was Anthony Jordan,
newly elected head of the Oklahoma Convention, one of
our most conservative. Tom Elliff also appointed his broth-
er, Bill Elliff—out of 30,000 other Southern Baptist pastors!

Besides the recent change to disallow women as pastors, I
understand the wording of the preamble to the “Faith
and Message” was also under consideration for revision.

Yes, they proposed deletion of phrases in the preamble
that emphasize “soul competency” and the “priesthood of
every believer,” which are basic to traditional Baptist
belief—that every Christian has the right and responsibility
to search the Scriptures, seeking the mind of God with the
aid of the Spirit. Obviously, the present SBC leaders are ner-
vous about any Baptist who does not interpret the
Scripture the way the leader does. Their method is a new
Baptist confession which has all the earmarks of a creed—-
something Baptists have always opposed. 

I recently heard of a seminary president who told a fac-
ulty member that, on this issue of female pastors, there are
no interpretations, only a “biblical” view and a “nonbibli-
cal” view. Of course, the president held the “biblical” view,
and all others were “nonbiblical.” That is the trend. To dis-
agree is to be “unbiblical.”

The defense they are using is that egalitarian interpreta-
tions are a concession to “political correctness.” What is
sad is their inability to realize they are the ones who have
been captured by culture—-the post-Fall culture of subordi-

nation of women as seen from Genesis 3
onward, and reinforced by genera-

tion after generation. (Our mod-
ern patterns are more Victorian
than biblical.)

A local pastor here in
Austin has claimed that the

changes are needed, lest Chris-
tians have too much room for inter-

pretation! Can you imagine a Baptist say-
ing that! So, the omission of the belief that each

Christian can go directly to God and can interpret Scripture
individually is a threat to traditionalists, who fear some
soul may discover a truth of Scripture not taught by the
Baptist hierarchy—-how dangerous!

Baptists received their name through the Anabaptists,
who believed, lived, and died for the right to interpret Scrip-
ture for themselves. Many Baptists are finally waking up to
realize the issue in Southern Baptist Convention life is not
belief in the Bible, but rather control of biblical truth by
enforcing the views of the few over the lives of the many.

Baptist distinctives are being challenged; but thanks be
to God, a remnant of believers in every state is standing up
to the Baptist “popes” who are are trying desperately to
draw the lines narrower so women will be kept in their
place—-which of course is not in positions of leadership,
but in subservience to men, who alone know what God
allows women to do.                                                       �

The omission of the belief that
each Christian can go directly to
God and can interpret Scripture
individually is a threat to tradi-
tionalists.
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THE SUBJECT OF SOUTHERN BAPTISTS AND WOMEN IN MIN-
istry is complex. What follows is my opinion and
interpretation of some of that complexity. Having

been associated with this discussion for many years, I am
cognizant of my subjectivity. My hope is that what I can
add as an involved bystander will provide some clarity for
those both inside and outside the workings of the Southern
Baptist Convention (SBC). 

My association with this discussion 

The only church life I have known has been Baptist. My
early rearing was in an SBC-related church. Mine was a con-
servative church upbringing; I was given a Scofield Refer-
ence Bible when I was ordained. 

My theological education and vocational practice is that
of a Baptist, Christian ethicist. After my seminary work, I
was employed with SBC institutions specifically to address
social and ethical issues. With master of divinity and Ph.D.
degrees from Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary
(SWBTS) in Fort Worth, I worked for more than three and a
half years in Nashville, on the staff of the Christian Life
Commission (CLC), now the Ethics and Religious Liberty
Commission, dealing with social, ethical, and moral issues. 

I was invited in 1981 to join the SWBTS faculty in the
Department of Christian Ethics, serving until 1998 when I
became part of the staff of the Baptist General Convention
of Texas (BGCT) as Coordinator of Theological Education. In
January 2000 I returned to classroom work as the T. B.
Maston Professor of Christian Ethics at Logsdon School of
Theology, Hardin-Simmons University, in Abilene, Texas. 

Some tacit rules underlying the discussion 

In an ordered society, there must be rules of operation.
Many are written down and related orally or by other
means of communication. Tacit, implied but unspoken,
rules also underlie the operating procedure for every sys-
tem and institution. Tacit rules may have more impact than
those written or spoken. Perhaps as an ethicist I have
become aware of some of these at work in SBC life. 

I want here to lay out clearly what I mean by tacit rules
in SBC life. I will rehearse some of these tacit rules (in ital-
ics) and follow each with some interpretation (prefaced
with I) as to how these affect the matter of women in min-
istry in Southern Baptist life 

1. Southern Baptists and women in ministry is a simple issue
with which to deal. 

I: The scale of the debate demonstrates this is not so sim-
ple. All sorts of concerns find interface: the roles of women
in society; what is the family; authority and interpretation
of Christian scripture; the stewardship of power; Baptist
polity; the calling and practice of Christian ministry. 

2. Tacit rules remain unspoken. 
I: Many tacit SBC rules have been there for generations;

some have become more dominant in recent years. My per-
ception is that many tacit rules are now written and spoken. 

3. Tacit rules, by definition, do little harm. 
I: Violence has been done to God’s children. Robert

McAffee Brown in Religion and Violence considers violence
to be abuse of personhood. This violence can be experi-
enced as either overt or covert personal or institutional
assault. My view is that most of the violence in the Baptist
wars in the last decades has been of the covert variety. 

4. Power is always evil. 
I: Power is like fire; how it is used determines its good-

ness or badness. Unfortunately, too many people experi-
ence power in its negative expressions and, in turn, apply
it as they have experienced it. Nor have Baptists done a lot
of reflection on the ethics of power, especially with regard
to institutional expressions. Rather than having some in-
depth theological reflection, power tends to be used accord-
ing to the dominant expression of power in the culture. 

One of the things I have watched is that running through-
out this exchange about women in ministry are those per-
sonalities who have an insatiable drive and need for pow-
er—to be able to have the say over decisions and people. 

5. The majority is always right. 
I: Baptists began and operated for a long time with a

minority perspective, a necessity for survival. In recent
decades, in becoming sometimes the majority religious per-
spective in many communities, there has been a loss of
appreciation for diversity of opinion. Not as much sensitiv-
ity to the value of minority perspectives has been evident.
It is ironic that the minority perspective in the Bible is usu-
ally the one where God is moving. 

6. Men are the head of the house, the church, and of society. 
I. This is a quite formative rule of Southern society. Not

all Southerners supported slavery; but the practice did per-
vade the economy and the expression of church life. Power
of position was important. The SBC eventually addressed
slavery and racism, but a case can be made that much
racism still exists. One area in which Anglo men cannot let
go of their perceived threatened positions is with regard to
women. In other words: Women are to keep quiet; they do
not overshadow or embarrass men. Ironically, as Arkansas
writer Shirley Abbott pointed out in her book, WomenFolks:
Growing Up Down South, there is a deeper level of tacit
understanding: Women still get things done; they do get
men to do things in spite of a sometimes oppressive,
Anglo, white male culture. 

A curious expression of this deeper tacit understanding
was in the news recently from the comment of one of the
SBC leaders. Asked about his understanding of a man being
the head of the house, he replied that when he and his wife
married, they decided he would make all the major deci-

Southern Baptists and Women in Ministry 
Reflections on some tacit rules.

WILLIAM M. TILLMAN, JR.
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sions of the family and she would make the minor ones. So
far, he added, “there have not been any major decisions.”
Though humorous when actor-comedian William Bendix
used that line many years ago, it has the tone of being
disingenuous in the context of theological discussion. 

7. Women really are not that important to the work of the
kingdom of God. 

I: If some of those in positions of church leadership real-
ly think they can do without the involvement of women,
they should just disallow women’s participation in volun-
teer jobs and in the amount of monetary contributions they
make to the life and mission of local churches and Chris-
tian efforts around the globe. 

7. The pastor is the most important part of the life of a church. 
I: Contemporary Baptists are living out what their ances-

tors fought against in the Reformation: a dichotomy be-
tween clergy and laypeople—a first class and second class
in the church. A system of privilege and oppression, with
some overtly conscious of it and others complicitous to it,
has come into place in the church and in the institutional
life of the SBC. Deference is sought and given to those who
put themselves forward as clergy. Indeed, a clericalism has
developed. We are dangerously close, in some quarters, to
operating with a de facto kind of apostolic succession men-
tality among some pastors. 

8. Keep the churches’ biblical and theological literacy level as
low as possible. 

I: Another SBC leader commented on the most recent
“Baptist Faith and Message” revision prohibiting women
from serving as pastors. “Clearly this is
what the vast majority of Southern Bap-
tists have believed and do believe on this
issue. . . . The practice of our churches
confirms this.” 

I must say that practice does not equal
what ought to be. The “oughts” of life are
the ethical dimensions. Where people
are, in more classical thought, is dealt
with as morals (from the Latin mores, or
what people customarily do). This is a
kind of lowest-common-denominator
approach to life. 

Unfortunately, churches usually oper-
ate at or below the level of a pastor’s the-
ological and biblical expertise. The congre-
gation may rise, to a point; then plateau. Another pastor
comes, and the church begins another cycle. 

Over the years there has been a reduction in opportuni-
ties for lay education regarding Baptist history, foundations
for mission work, applied Christianity, theology, or church
polity. The call of the Christian life still requires reflection,
interpretation, and application. Without some educational
framework, particularly where there is room for good,
Baptist dialogue, then lots of folks have succumbed to
believing whatever their church leader tells them. 

9. “I believe it; the Bible says it; that settles it.” 
I: This is an almost clichéd statement about the Bible.

But the Bible has moved to being second to some people’s
opinion on life. A not-so-subtle tendency has come among

preacher types particularly to equate what they say as
equivalent to what the Bible says. The operative hermeneu-
tic in many sectors among Southern Baptists will support a
group in place and perpetuate that group, a hermeneutic
that can support one’s goals and means to those goals. 

A cliché has been that “Baptists are a people of the
Book.” My observation is that most Baptists are relatively
illiterate about the Bible.

10. Southern Baptists all believe the same things and should
practice, for example, the same worship styles. 

I: The idea of unity in diversity is on the wane among
Southern Baptists. I have seen that idea evolve into at-
tempts to make a monolithic, everybody-will-believe-the-
same, no-room-for-differences kind of infrastructure. 

In the early part of the twentieth century, Southern
Baptists disassociated themselves from J. Frank Norris,
pastor of First Baptist Church, Fort Worth, and a Funda-
mentalist preacher of wide notoriety. Norris was an auto-
crat who maligned those who disagreed with him. In
recent years, those who have reflected Norris’s theology
have been welcomed into the SBC. 

Of course, other tacit rules can be highlighted; these,
however, have had particular formative influence on this
discussion. 

Impact on institutions 

Much energy has been given to a “conservative resur-
gence” within the SBC. But the differing approaches known

as conservative-Fundamentalist and
conservative-Moderate have coexisted
all along. The names have changed, but
the approaches have been represented
since the beginning.

On one hand, the conservative-Fun-
damentalist approach has a higher pro-
file and has implemented those tacit
rules named above with a fervor. Some
Baptists, such as the Cooperative Bap-
tist Fellowship (CBF), have organized to
place distance between themselves and
the SBC. Some state convention organi-
zations propose to maintain a closer
public attachment to historic Baptist

distinctives. 
The Christian Life Commission dates its SBC structural

origins to 1908 and has represented the more socially pro-
gressive edge of SBC life. My own experience was that it
was held in contempt by many Southern Baptists because
of some of its positions on social issues. For a few years
after my time with the CLC the influence of the trustee
changes were felt there. But, as one of the first agencies to
be addressed by those who considered the trustees had not
been conservative enough, in recent years the name was
changed to the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission. 

When I was part of the CLC, we were reminded regularly
that we spoke to and not for Southern Baptists, the under-
lying supposition being that no Baptist could or should
speak for another Baptist. The tone of the current expres-

Practice does not
equal what
ought to be.

The “oughts” of life
are the

ethical dimensions.
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sion projects more one of speaking for Southern Baptists. 
In the late 1970s, when a tide of interest arose with

regard to women in society, the denomination, and in the
life of the churches, it drew the attention of agency execu-
tives. A “Consultation on Women” was sponsored by sev-
eral agencies, meeting in 1978 in Nashville. One pattern
that became plain was that a “good ol’ boy” system was in
place. There was resistance to women having a more public
role in Baptist life, but a willingness to study the idea.
Some of that, no doubt, found favor because of the mis-
sionary women, like Annie Armstrong and Lottie Moon,
who had provided strong leadership in the  SBC’s history. 

At about the same time, the Seminary Extension De-
partment (SED) produced a new course dealing with
women in society and church, written by Minette Drum-
wright. For a time, it was one of the SED’s bestsellers. 

Both of these latter developments ebbed, however.
Increasing pressure was brought on denominational agen-
cies not to promote women in ministry. 

The tacit rules were personified during my time at
SWBTS. The number of women who came as students
inclined toward a preaching ministry first increased, then
began to decrease in apparent proportion to the amount of
animosity toward these women. Some of it was vocal; most
of it evident in overlooking of their giftedness. 

For a few years I served as faculty sponsor to the group
“Women in Ministry.” It provided a rallying point and a
reflection locus for the few women who said they wanted
to lead in pastoral ministry and in other forms of Christian
service. The group went into decline,
however. The longer I was at SWBTS, the
fewer women I met who would say they
wanted to be involved in a preaching
ministry. Throughout those years the
numbers of women students remained
about the same percentage of the student
body (18–20 percent). However, I think
the numbers did change among those
who sensed increasing resistance to their
ministry taking the shape of pastoral
work. As well, there appeared to be a
change in the middle and later 1990s in
the profiles of the women who came to
SWBTS. They were generally less informed
about Baptist history and women in the
Bible, and some also resisted the idea of women in pastoral
ministry. 

During these latter years I think I saw more reflection of
the tacit rules than ever. Less and less of a historical Baptist
view showed through. 

Yet another dynamic entered the picture. As the admin-
istrative dynamics of all SBC agencies began to be more
trustee-centered, SWBTS felt the impact, too. This was partic-
ularly true after the trustees dismissed President Russell
Dilday in 1994. Overt and covert overtures were made that
plainly showed the atmosphere of the institution was not
welcoming toward women who saw a preaching/pastoral
ministry as their calling. One example involved the distrib-
ution of material produced by an organization supportive

of Baptist women in ministry. The publication Folio began
to be published some years before Dilday’s firing and was
made available to a faculty person for distribution at SWBTS.
A complaint was raised by a trustee—a woman—who con-
sidered it an inappropriate publication for students. Pressure
was brought to restrict the publication’s distribution. 

I hasten to add there were male students who saw wom-
en not as a threat but as fellow laborers, and that more
laborers, not fewer, for the Lord’s harvest are needed. The
faculty, though predominantly male, was essentially sup-
portive of women’s ministry. 

Over my seventeen years on the SWBTS faculty I observed
that women were almost always the best students, perhaps
because they knew better over the long years of education
how to survive and to excel. I would like to think they took
the task of academic preparation more seriously than did
many of the men. I regularly did student interviews re-
garding calling. Consistently, women could give a clearer
articulation of calling than men. I have surmised that men
sometimes did not have to provide much in-depth reflection
about calling. Women did, and could do so well. 

Where is this going? 

It is not likely the end of this debate is in sight. Whether the
issue is who should serve as clergy, biblical interpretation,
or polity, tacit rules will go on. Most will become increas-
ingly articulated. If the interpretation that only men can
proclaim the gospel from a pulpit becomes more en-

trenched, more women will go to other
than SBC seminaries for their theological
education. Many will move out of SBC

denominational and local church prac-
tice as well and serve in ministry roles
in other denominational frameworks. 

In the early 1990s I had a conversa-
tion with a friend who had lived and
moved widely in SBC circles. I asked,
“Where is all of this movement going?”
The friend’s reply: “The SBC will be-
come increasingly socially irrelevant.” I
agree. Many Baptists will go on believ-
ing and acting on the belief there really
is a qualifiable and quantifiable differ-

ence between the words a man speaks and
the acts done in the name of the gospel, even by saintly
women. Where there might have been a point of conversa-
tion and pastoral ministry done with the larger culture, that
point of contact will be lost. 

The shift from a confessional posture to a creedal one—
the antithesis of a Baptist approach—is nearly done. The
pattern of operating from codices of behavior will contin-
ue. Annual revisions of statements like the “Baptist Faith
and Message” are likely. These formularies will have the
effect both of “holding territory and people” and “keeping
people out.” The historic points of agreement, principally
that of missions, are about broken down. Cooperative work
that was widespread two decades ago is now strained.
That tension will become more intense.                                

Some male students
saw women

not as a threat
but as fellow laborers,

and that more,
not fewer, are needed.
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Rosalie Beck, a church historian, has
been a member of the faculty at Baylor

University since 1984. Originally a
scientist, she entered Southwestern
Baptist Theological Seminary in
Fort Worth following two years of
ministry in South Vietnam before
its capture by the Communists, She

earned a master of
divinity degree

at SWBTS, majoring
in church history and

receiving the first Robert A. Baker Church
History Award as the outstanding student
in that field. She then earned her Ph.D. in
religion at Baylor, and was asked to join the
Baylor faculty following completion of her
doctorate.

Priscilla Papers thought it would be
helpful in this discussion of the Southern
Baptist Convention and women to ask for
her perspective on issues that are related to
the recent changes to SBC faith statements. 

What practical effect has the Southern
Baptist Convention’s call for a wife to “submit graciously
to the servant leadership of her husband” had?

Too little time has passed to quantify the effect of the
1998 amendment on Southern Baptists. From a study of
church history, though, I reckon the effect will be gradual,
but real. The emphasis in structuring homes will be on sub-
mission rather than on servant leadership. Whenever the
“headship” scriptures get trotted out to support a hierar-
chical family structure, lip service is given to the role of the
man, but the focus is on the submission of the woman. 

While recognizing that real differences exist between
men and women, using Scripture this way affirms the tra-
ditional view that women are inferior; therefore, they must
be submissive. High-sounding rhetoric covers pages and
pages of justification for a strong stance in favor of a strict
hierarchical model, but the words boil down to God made
men better than women. As youth grow up in a church with
this teaching, they will accept it and create a hierarchical
family structure.

Now the SBC says, “While both women and men are gift-

ed for service in the church, the office of pastor is limited
to men as qualified by Scripture,” based on 1 Timothy 2:9–14.

Using this passage to justify restricting the pulpit to
males highlights a major issue in the debate over what the
differences between men and women mean before the
Lord. A basic hermeneutic I learned at seminary was that
you don’t base a major doctrine on a disputed passage, and
this is certainly a disputed passage. I find it interesting that

the committee chose not to include verse
15, in which you learn that women earn
salvation by having children who grow
to adulthood in the Lord. At least that
is the “literal” interpretation of this
verse.

Each fall I give the students in my
“Women in Christian History” class a
copy of 1 Timothy 2:9–15 from the CEV,
and ask them to explain verse 15,
which is the natural closure to the pas-
sage and the climax of verses 13 and
14. They hem and haw and finally
come up with good allegorical inter-
pretations, because they know salva-
tion is not based on making babies.
Interpreters through the years have

played with this verse to make sense of it. Verse 15 is cru-
cial to this passage, but the SBC committee left it out. To me,
that makes the entire passage problematic—not just
because of the committee’s sexist interpretation, but
because the passage itself needs careful study and interpre-
tation. You don’t base doctrine on unclear, disputed,
strange Scripture. 

Furthermore, everyone ignores or de-emphasizes what
doesn’t fit with their personal theology and stresses what
does, even when reading the Bible. In our world, women
wear jewelry and don’t braid their hair; but those are not
issues in most SBC churches. Those injunctions can be safely
ignored. The injunction for women to keep silent, verse 11,
is also ignored in Sunday school, children’s programs, and
music programs. Only when speech is seen to carry author-
ity, as from the pulpit, is it restricted to men—by this inter-
pretation.

I often ask my classes what would happen to the local
church if women took injunctions to silence seriously.
Without exception, the students respond that the churches
would collapse with no women teaching, singing, or doing

One Woman’s View
A church historian discusses her perception of recent SBC actions.

INTERVIEW WITH ROSALIE BECK

Increasingly, the SBC will promote a system of theologi-
cal reflection and ethical practice that is more one of
bondage than of freedom. The very nature of the gospel as
Jesus proclaimed it comes into jeopardy.                               �

William M. Tillman is T. B. Maston Professor of Chris-
tian Ethics at Logsdon School of Theology, Hardin-
Simmons University, Abilene, Texas.

I often ask my classes
what would happen
to the local church

if women took
injunctions to silence

seriously.
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anything else that calls for vocalization. If you intend to
interpret the text literally, then do so—women should have
no vocal part in church, not just “no preaching.”

First Timothy 3:2 is also used to deny women as pastors.
A crucial hermeneutic I try to teach my students is that

they must gain the skill necessary to evaluate when a text
presents an eternal principle imbedded in the culture of the
first century and when the text is stating clearly an eternal
principle, period. I read 1 Timothy 3:2 as an eternal princi-
ple imbedded in the verse rather than on the surface. For
me, the verse means that a church overseer should exem-
plify faithfulness and moral rectitude, as the spouse of one
person and faithful to that one person; and the use of the
terms “husband of one wife,” in the Greek, simply gives us
the accepted mode of conveying instruction in the first cen-
tury. The point is the principle of faithfulness. The SBC com-
mittee understands the verse to mean a man, of one wife.

I have asked folks who hold to the male leadership
model why they ordain unmarried teenage boys to the
ministry when the text says they should be married. They
respond that the boy has the “capacity”
to be married to a woman. When I
point out that their understanding is
not a literal reading of the text and ask
why the text cannot focus on the issue
of faithfulness, they tell me I just don’t
understand the passage. Somehow,
movement away from a literal reading
is okay, but moving to a principle of
faithfulness is not! 

It would appear that women are
excluded from Ephesians 4:11.

The gifts of the Spirit are gender
blind. From Joel 2:28–32, echoed by
Peter in his Acts sermons, we know
this. The SBC committee interprets
Ephesians 4:11ff. through the lens they created to interpret
1 Timothy 2:9–14—one that prohibits over half of God’s
children from exercising their spiritual gifts. The text gives
no justification for assignments of gifts by gender. To say

that God wouldn’t give the gift of prophecy or evangelism
to a woman is ludicrous, because God can do what God
chooses to do, and the Bible tells us so. We humans assign
authority to certain positions in the church—God does not.
God assigns responsibility, not authority. God gives gifts,
not secular power. God equips the saints as needed, and
that equipping is gender-blind.

Do you see long-term effects of this that could affect the
size of the denomination overall?

The attitude toward women makes up only one part of
the changes in the denomination that will affect its identity
and size. Many bright, committed ministers, of both sexes,
have left because of the intransigence of the leadership and
the movement away from mainstream Baptist life where
each person is responsible and accountable to God for
understanding Scripture, exercising his or her spiritual
gifts, and witnessing to the truth. I doubt overall numbers
will drop much, if at all. Being part of a creedal church,
with only certain interpretations of Scripture accepted as
“truth,” being told exactly what to believe and do—charac-

teristics of the new SBC model—attract
some folks. They repel others. At the
end of the day, I expect the SBC will
stay about the same size; it will simply
have a sizeable chunk of new folks and
lost a lot of mainstream Baptists to the
Cooperative Baptist Fellowship (CBF)
and other denominations.

I feel most sorry for girls growing
up in the new denomination because
they will be denied role models. As
long as the “women’s issue” remains a
flashpoint for SBC leaders, the litera-
ture, preaching, public pronounce-
ments of that leadership will target the
issue. In other words, benign neglect

of girls will be replaced with overt
training of girls and boys in this new way of relating to
God: men as leaders and women as subordinates.

I may be paranoid, but I think a deliberate effort will be
made to implement church education, to instill the current

We humans
assign authority to
certain positions in
the church—God
does not. God gives

gifts, not secular power.
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Quoted without comment

“In recent years, our enemies have clearly demonstrated the disaster which follows when freedom of thought is no longer
tolerated. Honest minds cannot long be regimented without protest.”

—Harry S Truman, April 25, 1945

Court: Women May Pray from Torah
JERUSALEM—In a groundbreaking decision, the Supreme Court ruled Monday that women may read aloud from the
Torah at the Western Wall, Judaism’s holiest site.

A panel of three judges reinterpreted a law governing Jewish holy sites and lifted bans on women praying from the
Torah scroll, the Jewish holy text, and wearing the prayer shawl traditionally worn by men at the holy site. Before the rul-
ing, a woman could face a six-month jail sentence for violating the ban.

—Quoted in The Ledger, May 23, 2000
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leadership’s understanding of men and women in the
minds and hearts of the church members. The “uppity”
women’s issue is easily seen as a litmus test for being a
“real” Southern Baptist—or a“liberal” who doesn’t believe
the Bible! In the hardline churches, and from the denomi-
national press, I expect to hear and read the negative rami-
fications of these decisions for years.

What implications do you see in the revised wording of
the preamble to the “Baptist Faith and Message” to
remove belief in “soul competency” and “the priesthood
of the believer”?

As an advocate for religious freedom, and as a church
historian, I abhor the direction the SBC has taken on this
issue. In 1985, the San Antonio SBC messengers, in a close
vote, passed a resolution [#5] claiming that the pastor ’s
interpretation of the Bible held more validity than the
church member ’s. The SBC leaders, and
many “want-to-be” leaders, years ago
adopted the corporate America model
for running the church; they became
the CEOs of their congregations. Growth
and wealth defined success, and finan-
cial size became equated with the size
of God’s blessing on a church, its lead-
ers, its ministry. The mainstream
Baptist doctrines of soul competency,
and the priesthood of the believer/s, go
against the CEO model. In some other
Christian traditions, the pastor or priest
is the only interpreter of Scripture, not
the average layperson. This is not the
historic model for Baptists. But then,
the current SBC has few and tenuous ties
to mainstream Baptist heritage.

The movement toward authoritarian control of the
church by the pastor, both in fiscal and spiritual areas, goes
against Baptist doctrine and life, but it is understandable if
the laity refuse to accept responsibility for their church and
its work. For many folks, it is easier to pay someone to do
the work and make the decisions than it is to accept per-
sonal responsibility for the church. Adrian Rogers’s state-
ment of “clarification” affirms the CEO mentality.

As a historian, where do you think this is coming from?
And if women have a call to pastoral ministry, what
might they do if they want to follow the will of God?

I think this current movement arose from real theologi-
cal and polity concerns that stretched across the religious
landscape of our country in the 1970s. The break-off of the
Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod and the redirection of
the SBC echo one another as efforts to “make” the church
what it is supposed to be. Martin Marty and Edith Blum-
hoffer’s work on the fundamentalism project shows a shift
toward conservatism in all major world religions, not just
Protestant Christianity. 

Women ministers in the SBC will have to decide if they
can do their God-given task within the new framework.
Many will believe they can and will continue to be minis-

ters with labels of “director.” The women who pastor
Southern Baptist churches already work with folks who
reject the current standing of the SBC; I don’t see their lives
changing much. The churches they pastor must now
decide whether to remain with the SBC or align with the CBF

or another denomination. These are tough and painful
issues that some churches will face. Others, because it is
easier to be told what to do than figure it out for yourself,
will continue to fund the national organizations because
that’s what they’ve always done. And those that don’t buy
into the new “Baptist Faith and Message” will do nothing
until they are told they cannot be Southern Baptist church-
es unless they sign on the dotted line, and implement these
teachings at the local level.

A friend reminded me recently of an old adage that
seems appropriate. If you drop a frog into boiling water, it
will jump out. But if you put it in cold water and slowly

increase the temperature to boiling, it
will stay in the water and die—it
doesn’t perceive the change as dan-
gerous. The temperature in the SBC is
slowly rising. I don’t know how
many frogs will die and how many
will jump out.

What long-term effects of all this do
you see?

I believe the long-term impact of
the revisions will prove deleterious
to the women in the SBC. As a fresh-
man at the University of California at
San Diego, I took a seminar on social
justice. One day a student comment-

ed, “You can’t legislate morality.” The
professor looked at the student and said, “No, you cannot
legislate morality. But law becomes habit and habit
becomes morality.” In the future, people in the SBC will
accept the restrictions placed on the expression of women’s
spiritual gifts as “God-given,” because “we’ve always done
it that way” will be their major criterion for judging these
restrictions. Habit becomes morality or, in this case, propin-
quity over time becomes theology. Over time, men and
women—never forget that anything affecting one sex auto-
matically affects the other—in the SBC could surrender their
responsibility to “rightly divide the word of Truth” for
themselves, give up their accountability to God for their
own decisions and beliefs, and refuse to use their spiritual
gifts if the SBC says those gifts cannot be used. This is, of
course, a worst-case scenario, and no one knows where the
SBC will eventually end up.

For the immediate future, I hurt for the girls, young
women, and women of the denomination who feel the
slightest “call” to ministry. I hurt for the couples working
to honor God in their lives, not allowed to enhance the
strengths and shore up the weaknesses of one another
because the SBC understands families can only operate in
one way, God-husband-wife-child. The autonomy of the
local church may or may not be compromised by the shift
in the SBC. In churches with pastors who see themselves as

Baptist history
is like a pendulum

that swings
from extreme to extreme,

resting in the middle
only momentarily.



CEOs—and the churches accept this model—if the pastor
goes along with the SBC, the church will. If the church has a
traditional servant-leader model for pastor, the congrega-
tion will have to decide whether to stay in the SBC to sup-
port missions or to join CBF or another group, or to become
independent. Churches that support the theological posi-
tion of the SBC leaders have already given up their tradi-
tional autonomy. They have accepted the idea of a hierar-
chy of authority, ability to interpret Scripture, and to order
the church. So, the step to subscribing to the 2000 “Baptist
Faith and Message” as a creed, to accepting the dictates
from Nashville as “gospel,” is a short one. Within the new
environment, if a church does not conform to the leaders’
theological position or understanding, then the church is
not truly “Baptist.” I perceive an undercurrent going all the
way back to the Landmark movement in Baptist life in the
1800s, a current that teaches that if you aren’t “Baptist” as I
define “Baptist,” then you aren’t really Christian.

Is there hope for leadership from future generations?
I am pessimistic about the possibility of the younger

generation channeling the current movement into the
direction of mainstream Baptists. If church leadership and
congregations commit to the theology, polity, and sexist
positions of the current SBC leadership, then a younger gen-
eration that thinks differently would not be comfortable in

the system. Such a generation would have no support for
their position, and would not know enough of the main-
stream Baptist heritage to draw upon people like Luther
Rice or Kathleen Mallory for inspiration or teaching. The
current SBC has no mechanism to teach Baptist tradition
(well or badly), and if your only interpreter of the tradition
is a pastor who has bought into the current rhetoric, how
will the younger generation know anything different,
much less feel strongly enough about the difference to try
to change the denomination?

Baptist history is like a pendulum that swings from
extreme to extreme, resting in the middle only momentarily.
Right now, the SBC pendulum-arc is at the extreme of control
and fundamentalism. How far the pendulum will swing in
the other direction is impossible to say. What can be said
with certainty is that the issue of who women are and what
they can do in the work of the kingdom of God will, with
many other issues, continue to be a point of disagreement
between people who call themselves Baptist Christians.

I can also say with certainty that the whole argument
grieves the heart of God. But because God’s interaction
with us, as one of love and grace, moves us from broken-
ness to wholeness, from separation to cooperation, from
darkness to light, from barriers to wide-open paths, from
difference = subordinate/supraordinate to difference =
equal freedom to express God’s gifts.                      �
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IF I HAD TO LIST FIVE THINGS FOR WHICH I AM MOST THANK-
ful, I would fill in one of the blanks with the word
family. It’s hard for me to imagine what life is like for

my friend Carla, who has no children, husband, or sib-
lings, and whose parents are dead. In contrast to her, I’m
blessed with a large extended family, yet like her, I’m not
married and I’m not part of a nuclear family.

I’d be the first to acknowledge the importance of strong
family life, but I fear that by extolling the virtues of the
traditional unit, the church alienates those who don’t have
ready-made families.

Some years ago I went to church on youth Sunday, an
event that always seems to feature a sermon on marriage
or family solidarity. Disturbed by what I heard—that mar-
riage and the nuclear family was God’s plan for every-
one—I wrote a confronting letter to the preacher. Did he
know that there were eight million more women than
men in the U.S.? When you add in a spiritual factor—that
more women than men are committed Christians—it’s
even more obvious that the traditional family simply can’t
be God’s plan for every godly Christian woman.

In this letter I mentioned two women separated from,
but seeking reconciliation with, their husbands. They had
found this church’s continual teaching on family life so
painful that they had begun to stay home on Sundays.
The words they heard were not aimed directly at them,
but nevertheless painfully penetrated their hearts.

The pastor never acknowledged my letter, but I was
deeply moved a few months later when he introduced
another sermon: “Since this is youth Sunday, you might
expect me to speak about the family. But instead, I’ve felt
led to preach Jesus.” He did, and I, for one, was grateful.

Although “Jesus is the answer” isn’t a biblical phrase,
it—as opposed to “the family is the answer”—summa-
rizes the gospel message each of us is called to stand on,
believe, and proclaim. He is our salvation, our help in
trouble, our hope for the future, even our cure for the
past. The family we’re fortunate enough to have or hope
to have may be, now or eventually, is the means of God’s
grace to us. But the absence mustn’t be correlated with a
lack of favor or with an overwhelming disadvantage.

For instance, there’s no need for struggling single
mothers to despair that their children have no hope of a
bright future. As desirable as “perfect” families are, re-
search by Pierre Rentchnick1 shows that nearly three hun-
dred of history’s most influential leaders were orphans,
having grown up lacking the presence of at least one par-
ent. The list goes on and on, including Alexander the
Great, Caesar, Napoleon, Queen Victoria, and Golda
Meier. Not all the names on Rentchnick’s list are exem-

plary, but a quick thumb through the Old Testament shows
some of the most godly leaders—Joseph, Moses, and Sam-
uel—didn’t have neat and tidy family lives as children.

Paul Tournier comments on Dr. Rentchnick’s findings:
“So here we are, giving lectures on how important it is for
a child’s development to have a father and mother per-
forming harmoniously together their respective roles
towards him. And all at once we find that this is the very
thing that those who have been most influential in world
history have not had!”2 His observations should be no
surprise to Christians who claim God is a force more pow-
erful than anything we might identify as a disadvantage.

Whether we are familied or familyless, each of us can
work to affirm our sisters who may need to be reminded
that Jesus is the center of our faith, the provider of our
needs, and the one around whom we can gather in
strength-giving unity.

About ten years ago a minister whom I’d known
since childhood was a guest preacher near where I
live. Unannounced, I stopped by for a service. He

later admitted that seeing me walk in, a woman living
alone, had prompted him quickly to adapt his sermon,
titled "The Church in Their House," based on Romans
16:3–5 (KJV): "Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my helpers in
Christ Jesus. . . . Likewise greet the church that is in their
house." His original sermon (which I never heard) had
assumed a household consisting of a married couple, min-
istering to their children, entertaining, studying the Scrip-
tures—together. In praise of teamwork. So far so good,
though he knew that scenario excluded me in terms of my
daily life. He seemed surprised—and a bit pleased with
himself—that it had taken so little effort to include me in.

Most messages the familyless hear are subtle; some are
painfully blatant. Tears came to my eyes when a grieving
widow told me how her married friends at church had
responded to her husband’s death. By actions and even
unbelievably blunt words they’d said, “You’re no longer
one of us.” Last I heard, this widow had wandered far
from any church home, and I suspect she feels justified.

But what if she’d seen and heard more of the gospel of
Jesus—who loved her enough to die for her—and less of
the gospel of happy marriages and families? What if she’d
been surrounded by women who were secure in their
identity as daughters of God? What if her friends had
opened their arms to her in love—like a sister?

I wonder.                                                        �

Evelyn Bence is author of Prayers for Girlfriends and
Sisters and Me (Servant-Vine, 1999) and Spiritual
Moments with the Great Hymns (Zondervan, 1997)
This article was adapted from Today’s Christian
Woman (May-June 1987).
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__________________________________________________________
1. Paul Tournier, Creative Suffering (Harper & Row).
2. Ibid.

The Family Isn’t Always the Answer
Some of the most godly leaders didn’t have neat and tidy family lives.

EVELYN BENCE





Too Much “Technical
Language”?

Thanks for the invitation to provide
feedback. I enjoyed all the articles
save one [Spring 2000]: “The Patri-

archs Are Coming!” by Del Birkey. I have an M.A. and
worked in the field of blind rehabilitation for 31 years. We
had a monthly journal I tried to read, and could not toler-
ate working my way through it. It mostly contained articles
derived from research and written in “doctoral language.”

When I began reading the above-mentioned article I
thought this writer must have a Ph.D. In the Summer issue
of Mutuality, Mimi Haddad stated: “We must eliminate jar-
gon,” and “We noted how technical language often hinders
CBE’s message, excluding many from the discussion.” I am
not certain how you would define “technical language” in
the context of writing about social issues. To me it is strug-
gling with language that is difficult to comprehend and
takes much effort to digest. I don’t enjoy that kind of read-
ing and do not retain much of what I read. I hope you don’t
include more than one article of this type in each issue.

GORDON W. OIEN

Minneapolis, MN

I loved Del Birkey’s article. Academic (I had to read parts
of it several times), but very down to earth and with practi-
cal conclusions. Bingo!

DORIS SHREWSBURY

Cypress, CA

Sexism in rhe Church
Regarding Matt Messner’s statement “Egalitarians must be
careful to recognize gender differences” or [this could lead
to] androgeny” [“Reasons Women Should Lead,” Spring
2000]: I think a better statement would be that all people in
Christ must be careful to recognize that, although our
physical sex and dress may make our gender very obvious,
in God’s purpose we were created person/spirit in his
divine image and likeness, and for an eternal relationship
with God as his people.

Rather than overemphasizing the obvious physical gen-
der differences, churches today need to reread the Genesis
account of human creation with eyes opened by the Spirit
of truth. Three times it was emphasized that we were creat-
ed to be person/spirit in the image and likeness of God
who is Person/Spirit, and for a relationship with him. Then
God created human bodies to be essentially the same, with
an infinitely small part sexually different, and this primari-
ly for the procreation of the human species.

My thinking has been shaped, of course, by my own
spiritual pilgrimage. . . . In 1990 I became involved with a
new evangelical church, and in 1991 I was widowed in
April, was age 70 in May, and in summer learned the teach-
ing of traditional sexism of that denomination. Retiring at
age 67, I devoted my time to Bible study and writing, and
gave sexism in the church special study. A young couple

told me about CBE, and I have been a member ever since.
More and more I found that I could not accept such sex-

ism in the church from any point of view. It was not God’s
purpose, and it was not good for either men or women to
be so stereotyped by their sex. I can only believe that such
Christians are being deceived, and that the sexist churches
are mostly adding to the confusion of people seeking the
truth as it is in Christ.

MARGARET RYCKMAN

Toronto, ON, Canada

Was Hagar Black?
I wanted to write to you about an article that Catherine
Kroeger wrote in Priscilla Papers [“Hidden Africans of the
Bible,” Winter 1999]. I am not a Bible scholar, but I’ve dis-
cussed the article with two friends who are scholars. Dr.
Kroeger says Hagar was probably very dark-skinned and
she could have been from Nubia.

There isn’t any evidence in the text that says Hagar was
from Nubia. Dr. Kroeger is stating her opinion, I think,
rather than facts actually known. The article really dis-
turbed a friend, a CBE member working on her Ph.D. in
ancient history. Dr. Kroeger also appears to use a biting
tone when she talks about Sarah being bitter at Hagar, and
she superimposes the racism we see in today’s society onto
the situation between Sarah and Hagar. This is a matter of
being ethnocentric. I would like to see factual evidence that
Hagar was black and came from Nubia. I don’t think it’s
right for African Americans or others to call such opinion
fact and lead people to embrace information that isn’t true.

AMY LINDGREN

Elgin, IL

Catherine Kroeger replies:
According to my records, my actual statement was “Hagar, the
Egyptian concubine of Abraham, may well have derived her
ancestry from south of Egypt.” This was intended to convey pos-
sibility rather than certainty. Nevertheless, you have put your
finger on a most interesting topic: what we can know of the eth-
nicity of non-Hebrew characters of the Bible. Much ancient evi-
dence has been preserved in Egypt, and it is possible in the mon-
uments to see racial diversity within the population. This is not
ordinarily pointed out in the literature or in the museums, but
on-site inspection reveals much. A belated recognition is evident
in the newly opened Nubia Museum in Aswan.

Sometimes we have clear information that is frequently ig-
nored. A case in point is Pharaoh Tirhaquah, whose army came to
the rescue of Jerusalem when it was beseiged by the Assyrian
Sennacherib (2 Kings 18:21; 19:9; Isaiah 36:6; 37:9). Tirhaquah,
ally of God’s people in their time of dire trouble, belonged to the
twenty-fifth or Ethiopian dynasty. Wall carvings of him as Phar-
aoh reveal strongly African facial characteristics. Hoshea, the last
king of Israel, had formed a more disastrous alliance with Tirha-
quah’s grandfather, Pharaoh Sabacho (called So in 2 Kings 17:4;
cf. Hosea 7:11). Again, Sabacho belonged to the Ethiopian dyna-
sty, and his ethnicity is well attested. The magnificence of his
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CHRISTIANS FOR BIBLICAL EQUALITY
Christians for Biblical Equality is an organization of Christian men and
women who believe that the Bible, properly interpreted, teaches the fun-
damental equality of men and women of all racial and ethnic groups, all
economic classes, and all age groups, based on the teaching of Gala-
tians 3:28—There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor
free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.

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

Mission Statement
CBE equips believers by affirming the biblical truth of equality.  Thus all believ-
ers, without regard to gender, race, and class are free and encouraged to use
their God-given gifts in families, ministries, and communities.

Core Purpose
To broadly communicate the biblical truth that men and women are equally
responsible to use their God-given gifts to further Christ’s kingdom.

Envisioned Future
CBE envisions a future where all believers will exercise their gifts for God’s
glory, with the full support of the Christian Community.

STATEMENT OF FAITH
We believe the Bible is the inspired Word of God, is reliable, and is the final

authority for faith and practice.
We believe in the unity and trinity of God, eternally existing in three equal

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

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

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

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

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

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

We believe in the family, celibate singleness, and faithful heterosexual mar-
riage as the patterns God designed for us.

CBE membership is available to those who support CBE’s Statement of
Faith. Members receive quarterly issues of CBE’s newsmagazine,
Mutuality, and CBE’s educational journal, Priscilla Papers. Members are
eligible for discounts on items from CBE’s Book Service, including books,
articles, tapes, and videos. Members are also offered a discount on all
international CBE conferences. 
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Enclosed is my yearly CBE membership fee. All fees are in U.S. dollars.
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CBE is an exempt organization as described in IRC Sec. 501 (c) (3) and
as such, donations in excess of the basic membership fee may qualify
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City
____________________________________________________
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public works demonstrates the wealth and power that were his. 
But what of those for whom there is no conclusive evidence?

Nubia has been called a corridor between Egypt and the rest of
Africa. Dark-skinned people were present at every level of
Egyptian society—pharaohs, viceroys, regents, merchants, enter-
tainers, travelers, navigators, and military personnel as well as
slaves. It would be remiss not to entertain the notion that Hagar
—a pregnant, single mother who was homeless, mistreated, and
of a racial minority—may have been dark-skinned as were so
many others. She became heir of a special covenant and was
blessed with God’s watchcare and guidance.

Please send your own letters to the address at right.

Letters (continued)
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