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History, Recent 
and Past 

I have just returned from 
CBE'S great Biennial International Conference-the seventh 
in CBE'S history. Words are simply inadequate to describe 
the blessing of those days in Dallas. The large group of 
men and women (and a few children) in attendance in
cluded people of all ages and many ethnicities. What a 
thrill it was to fellowship with one another. The plenary 
sessions were particularly notable as we listened to Julie 
Pennington-Russell, Richard Foster, Gordon Fee, and Rob
in Smith. Fee's excellent exegesis of Ephesians 5 was 
especially memorable. Workshop sessions were many and 
varied, covering a wide range of topics of interest to those 
of us concerned with equality in the church. Worship, led 
by Robert Winn, joined our voices together in praise, and 
we were moved by the several presentations of special 
music and dance. 

Were you there? If not, perhaps you'll allow me to 
welcome you to Central Florida in 2003 when we head for 
Orlando for our eighth such conference. Mark the dates of 
September 26-28 on your calendar and plan now to attend. 

Do you enjoy history? If so, you will have a particular 
interest in this issue. We've delved into the church's 
relatively near past with the look Peter Vogt has given us 
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of Count Zinzendorf and the communities he established 
in Saxony in the eighteenth century. Perhaps you will be as 
surprised as I was to discover how he interpreted Paul's 
words concerning women in the church and how much 
authority he gave to the women in his communities. A 
second historical article goes back much further, to the 
early centuries of the church, in fact. Darrell Pursiful's 
careful look at the leadership of women in the years we 
think of as led by the "Church Fathers" may surprise you. 
He details the history of female deacons, elders, bishops, 
and presbyters. I found this fascinating and trust you will 
too. 

Then, the third in Del Birkey's three-part series on 
complementarians and New Testament authority rounds 
out the articles in this issue. If you missed either of the 
preceding articles, you may order them from CBE'S Book 
Service. 

Finally, don't miss Rebecca Groothuis's review of 
Christel Manning's recent ethnographic study, God Gave Us 
the Right. 

I do hope you are as delighted with the "new look" of 
PRISCILLA PAPERS as I am. We are indebted to a friend of 
Christians for Biblical Equality who created the wonderful 
new design. He has given our cover a distinctively new 
look, and you'll be proud when you hand on your copy to 
someone else to read and enjoy. 

Carol R. Thiessen, editor 
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While Moravian con-
tributions to theology,
missions, education, and
music have received am-

ple attention, one aspect
in the life of the eigh-

teenth-century Moravian
Church has gone almost

unnoticed, even among modern
Moravians: the fact that women
shared many of the pastoral
responsibilities within the church,

wrote spiritual autobiographies, received ordination, and
even engaged in preaching.2 The example and role of the
Moravian Sisters’ ministry deserves a wider audience, as
does the way Zinzendorf and the Moravians dealt with
biblical passages prohibiting the preaching of women.

Moravian history
The story of the eighteenth-century Moravian Church
begins in 1722 when Protestant exiles came from Moravia
to Zinzendorf’s estate in Saxony. These spiritual descen-
dants of the persecuted Unity of Bohemian Brethren subse-
quently established a small village called Herrnhut—“The
Lord’s Watch.” Zinzendorf was a Lutheran pietist who
harbored high aspirations for a life fully devoted to Christ.
He regarded the appearance of the Moravian settlers as an
opportunity to organize a truly Christian community of
regenerate souls. In the following years, additional immi-
grants and other spiritually minded people of varying con-
fessional backgrounds from all over Germany were attract-
ed to this germinating Pietist colony. 

A spiritual revival in 1727 unified the residents of
Herrnhut as a Gemeine (“congregation” or “fellowship”)
determined to pattern itself after the church of the apos-
tolic age.3 Through a rapid internal and external develop-
ment, the local community soon evolved into a larger
movement, with contacts and establishments throughout
Europe and numerous mission stations overseas. A strong
sense of the immediacy of Christ inspired the Moravians
to sanctify all aspects of life and to cherish their individual

and shared religious experiences.
Although the Moravians reinstated parts of the church

discipline of the Bohemian Brethren, Zinzendorf did not
intend to establish the Moravian Gemeine as a separate
church, nor did he regard it as the only true Christian com-
munity. Its external organization was merely to serve as
the roof under which regenerate Christians from all con-
fessions could join in fellowship and work together for the
expansion of Christ’s kingdom. This fellowship, as it was
actualized in Herrnhut and then in other Moravian soci-
eties and settlements, was seen as a reflection of the life of
the true, invisible Church Universal—Christ's Bride—and
as a preparation for her glorious restitution at the time of
Christ’s second coming. When Zinzendorf died in 1760,
the Moravians counted about two dozen settlements in
Europe and North America, centers of an intense religious
life and numerous wide-ranging ministries and missions.

The fact that from its beginning the settlement at Herrn-
hut and the movement that grew out of it strove to form
an exemplary Christian community had a significant bear-
ing on the role and status of women. Conventional “world-
ly” norms and concepts about womanhood were ques-
tioned and modified according to the community’s spiritual
ethos, which was to some degree egalitarian in character.

At the same time, the situation of Moravian women was
also shaped by the steadily evolving needs and experi-
ences within the movement, especially by the emphasis on
speaking about one’s spiritual life with others. The con-
junction of both aspects—the egalitarian tendency and the
importance of communication—resulted in an involve-
ment of women as leaders and speakers that was uniquely
Moravian and effectively turned the traditional interpre-
tation of 1 Corinthians 14:34—“let the women keep silence
in the churches”—on its head.

The equality and particularity of women
A good starting point for the presentation of the scope and
form of the Moravian Sisters’ involvement in ministry are
Zinzendorf’s remarks about the spiritual status and char-
acter of women. What is most significant is that Zin-
zendorf affirms the equality of men and women with

Biblical Equality in the Moravian Church
Women shared pastoral responsibilities in the community founded by

Count Zinzendorf in the eighteenth-century.

PETER VOGT

Count Zinzendorf
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ALTHOUGH NUMERICALLY SMALL, THE MORAVIAN CHURCH IS RELATIVELY

well known for its influence on the conversion of John Wesley and
for its pioneering mission work. The Moravian vision of forming a

truly Christian community and the ingenious leadership of Count Niko-
laus von Zinzendorf (1700–60) resulted in a communal life that was
highly original and in many respects ahead of its time.1



respect to their relationship with Christ. There is certainty
that Christ’s love during his earthly sojourn was impartial
because of his regard for women such as Mary and Mar-
tha.4 Even now, this impartiality continues to be valid:
“With Him, none comes up short, and He also does not
prefer one person to another. He loves with an inexpress-
ible and inimitable egality.”5

Although Zinzendorf shared the common opinion that
women had caused the Fall, he argued that their full worth
and dignity within the church had been restored by the
fact that Christ was born of a woman:

Because the old regulation (from the fall) that the female
sex can have nothing to do with priestly matters had
already been ignored in case of one or another important
woman (e.g., the old matron in the temple), but now, since
the creator [i.e., Christ] is born by a woman, it is abolished,
and [because] now the sisters belong to the class of those
whom the Savior has declared to his heavenly father as
priests just as much as the men: therefore it is
no question that the whole band, the
whole company, the whole choir of
his maidens and brides, are priest-
esses, and not only priestesses but
also priestly women.6

It should be clear that in this context the
word priestess should not be understood as the female
equivalent of priest (i.e., ordained clergy person), but
rather that the word signifies a status of spiritual purity
and qualification before God. Still, there can be no doubt
that the sisters’ practical involvement in ministry was
greatly furthered by such an understanding.

At the same time, Zinzendorf recognizes that the sisters
differ from the brothers in some important ways. The sis-
ters are more tender and spiritually receptive than the
brothers: “The enjoyment, the feeling, the sense of tasting
is a particular privilege of the sisters, that no one may
deny them.”7 They have their particular spiritual gifts and
their particular spiritual needs. Accordingly, Zinzendorf
argues that the ministry of spiritual care for the sisters
should be placed in their own hands. Men should minister
to men, and women should minister to women. The same
principle in a more sophisticated form applies also to the
so-called choir system, which divided the Moravian com-
munity into smaller groups, or “choirs,” according to sex,
age, and marital status.

Forms of female ministry 
From very early on, and mostly for reasons of propriety, a
strict separation of men and women was practiced at
Herrnhut. In this situation, it was only natural that almost
all positions of leadership and ministry that developed
within the community were filled by both men and wom-
en. So there were elders and eldresses, male teachers for
boys and female teachers for girls, male and female over-
seers, helpers, sick-nurses, caretakers of the poor, and so
on.8 Although the names and forms of the various offices

changed over time, the underlying principle of a male-
female symmetry was retained as the Moravian Church
grew and even found its visible expression in the architec-
ture of the settlement congregations, with the parallel
design of a “brothers’ side” and a “sisters’ side.”9

As the Moravian community grew beyond Herrnhut,
the sisters continued to take part in the leadership of the
movement. The female choirs were largely administered
by the sisters themselves, women were represented on the
governing boards of the individual congregations, and
they were also involved in the leadership of the whole
church. Sisters participated in synods and carried out nu-
merous administrative, diaconical, and even some pastoral
responsibilities. A catalogue of 1746 lists 479 sisters hold-
ing positions in some kind of church office.

Around the same time, Zinzendorf restituted the an-
cient Christian rite of ordaining sisters as deaconesses in
order to confirm and equip them for their ministry. About

200 women were ordained as
deaconesses between 1745

and 1760, and in 1758
Zinzendorf arranged
the consecration of

14 sisters as presbyter-
ae or “priestesses.”10

These offices were not directly
equivalent to that of the (male) pastor of

the congregation, but they entailed a considerable degree
of autonomy and responsibility with regard to the min-
istry among the sisters, especially in the sisters’ choirs.

In one memorable quote from 1756, Zinzendorf beauti-
fully expresses his view of the sisters’ spiritual competen-
cy: “We now do not want to hear anymore from our sis-
ters: ‘You men, you talk with God, and we will do every-
thing you tell us; just put yourselves between God and us,
so that we won’t get to close to him.’ Rather they are all
there to hear him and his word themselves, and we [the
brothers] might well see to it that we so conduct ourselves
that the word which he gives to them and our words and
actions may always agree.”11 The sisters and the brothers
should be partners in the ministry of the church. 

Zinzendorf on women’s preaching 
Much of the sisters’ ministry consisted apparently of
administrative work, spiritual care, and charitable aid in
the female choirs. But it also included the leading of devo-
tions in their particular choirs. Accordingly, one of the
issues during Zinzendorf’s lifetime was the question of
whether and in what way the sisters should be allowed to
preach. Mindful of Paul’s command that women should be
silent in the congregation (1 Cor. 14: 34), Zinzendorf gave a
great deal of attention to this matter, and he arrived at
some surprising conclusions. A commentary on 1 Corinthi-
ans from 1734 explains, with regard to Paul’s injunction:
“From this it cannot be inferred that women could not be
used in the congregation, for previously that has been
explicitly stated in ch. 11, v. 5. The passage here deals only

“The sisters belong to the class 
of those whom the Savior 

has declared to his heavenly 
father as priests

just as much as the men.”
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with the regular and general teaching when the whole con-
gregation is together. And yet there might occur circum-
stances in which even in this setting a woman could and
had to serve the congregation with her gifts.”12

A few years later, at the Moravian Synod at Gotha in
1740, Zinzendorf commented positively on the practice of
female preaching among the Quakers. When someone
pointed out that the Quakers believe “that women may
preach, if the Saviour directs them to,” Zinzendorf re-
sponded:

Oh Yes! If the Saviour commands them, I have nothing
against it. The Bible only says that the matrons should not
teach, thus the maidens may well do it. To the matrons the
teaching is forbidden for the very reason that the men do
not become jealous if they are ignorant. The Apostle also
adds a reason, namely that the women have naturally not
the soundness of the men, even if it would appear so, and
that it therefore would be good if they kept silence in the
congregation. Yet, he would be in the wrong, if
he had forbidden it to all. Peter says: I
will pour out my Spirit over all flesh,
sons and daughters, manservants
and maidservants, and the maid-
ens shall have visions. If the
women should not teach, this surely
would not have come true.13

Similarly, the Manual of Doctrine of 1742 offers the ex-
ample of Peter’s reference to Joel’s prophecy in Acts 2:17–18
as an instance of “Women’s speaking in publick.”14

While it is unlikely that the sisters would have spoken
or even preached in the assembly of the whole congrega-
tion, there is clear evidence for the fact that some sisters
sometimes delivered the so-called choir homilies within
their own choirs. These homilies were short addresses,
usually based on the Moravian watchword of the day, that
were directed at the particular circumstances of the choir.
Their goal, as characterized by Zinzendorf, was “that there
be a communication of the spirits, that one may under-
stand one another and affect one another, that a person
may enter into the other’s soul and thus into the view and
the emotion of the one who speaks.”15 Accordingly,
Zinzendorf pointed out that it is best when a choir is
addressed by one of its own members:

In a living congregation it is required for a sound dis-
course, which one could call a choir homily, that foremost
one would hear some brethren speaking to their choir who
speak out of their own experience. This is the reason why I
persistently advocated, as long as it was even possible, that
in all choirs members of the same kind should hold the
choir addresses. This [rule] I have extended so far that in
some congregations I have let no one other deliver address-
es to the single sisters than some of them themselves. Not
so much that this [practice] was proper, but also that the
aim was reached and not merely pious talks were given but
conversations to the heart and soul of the members which
were coming out of an inner experience.16

That these words were more than mere theory is attest-
ed by the survival of several homilies from Anna Nitsch-
mann and other sisters in the Unity Archives at Herrnhut.

It appears that in the last decade of his life Zinzendorf
made his most radical statements in favor of the sisters’
equal participation in ministry. In a speech in 1756 he
argues that the Savior’s own practice of equality between
men and women rather than the subordination of women
by the apostles forms the model for the Moravians: “They
[the apostles] knew what reasons they had for their con-
duct: they were called out of the Jews. We poor gentiles
have the basic plan, that we act precisely like the Saviour,
who chose us. After him, we work toward the equality of
brothers and sisters.” Zinzendorf notes that Jesus did not
continue in the tradition of the Old Testament, where
women played only a minor role: “The dear Saviour has
intervened in this rule [and] has disclosed himself to a
good number of sisters, even more than before to the

brothers; yes, he has used them
as evangelists to the broth-

ers, particularly after
his resurrection.”17

Another speech,
from 1754, emphasiz-

es the equality of the sis-
ters with reference to Gala-

tians 3:28:

The proof is clear enough in Paul’s words: in Christ there is nei-
ther male nor female. There, the difference of the sexes as
regards the privilege to spiritual things is completely abol-
ished; before him they appear as the same. Because of this
principle, the sisters can also teach in the congregation, and
it is quite probable that they have taught in the earliest
church, since Paul made an order for it and said how they
should be dressed in doing so. What Paul said contrariwise
to the Corinthians is a special case. He disciplined the Corin-
thian women because they have been chattering too much
and said: Your women shall not teach.18

Finally, in 1757, Zinzendorf expressed regret that, for
reasons of caution, the gift of the sisters’ preaching had not
been fully espoused:

It is known that in most of the Christian denominations the
phrase mulier tacit in ecclesia [a woman should keep silent
in the church] has been applied in the general sense, al-
though it is not even certain that the Apostle has directed it
at the female gender. Rather he has said it to one nation: let
your women be silent in the congregation. This case may
still occur today but cannot bear a consequence on another
nation, particularly where they [the women] are much too
silent to begin with. . . . In order to avoid strife with others,
we have followed the other denominations and have
thrown out the baby with the bath-water. The phrase, how-
ever, is wrong and against the Holy Scriptures. It has been
a disorder that the Motherly Office of the Holy Spirit has
been disclosed to the sisters not through a Sister but
through me. . . . Since the sisters ceased to speak in the

“What Paul said contrariwise to 
the Corinthians is a special case. 

He disciplined the Corinthian 
women . . . and said: Your
women shall not teach.” 
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place where they are supposed to, a jewel has been lost and
the female affairs among us do not stand anymore under
the blessing as before. It is odd, when the Holy Spirit says:
your daughters shall prophesy, that we say: they shall not
prophesy.19

This quotation is perhaps Zinzendorf’s most radical
statement on the subject of female preaching, and it illu-
mines how far Zinzendorf and the Moravians were able to
go in their attempt to restore the biblical equality of wom-
en within the church. Not Enlightenment theories but a
careful listening to the voice of Scripture and to the needs
of the church led Zinzendorf and the Moravians to the
implementation of women’s ministry to a degree unknown
in Protestant Germany at that time. One wonders how this
practice might have evolved if Zinzendorf had lived long-
er. As it was, his death in 1760 cut short any tendencies
toward a fully egalitarian structure. While the sisters con-
tinued to carry out important ministerial functions in their
choirs, the emphasis shifted to the subordi-
nation of their work under the lead-
ership and authority of the
brothers. Still, the sisters
retained a considerable degree
of autonomy, and their continu-
ing involvement in schools, in the
female choirs, and on the mission fields
testifies to the Moravians’ enduring appreciation of
the biblical equality of women and men in Christ.             �

Born in Germany, Peter Vogt studied at Moravian
College and Theological Seminary in Bethlehem, PA,
Harvard Divinity School, and Boston University
School of Theology, where he recently completed his
Th.D. in Systematic Theology and Church History.
Peter has published essays and articles on ecclesiology
and Moravian history. He is a member of the Mora-

vian Church in Germany and is currently pursuing further pastoral
training toward ordination. He lives in Kittery Point, Maine.
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HISTORY—AT LEAST “OFFICIAL” HISTORY—IS AL-
ways written by the winners. For some
time, the advocates of an institu-

tional, hierarchical, orderly, and pre-
eminently masculine vision of the
church have undoubtedly been the
winners, and they have been per-
mitted to frame the discussion.

John Driver has outlined what he
considers to be a biblical vision of
church history based on the motif of
the righteous remnant,1 a vision char-
acterized by weakness and
insignificance (Deut 2:24–25;
6:2–8). Christ and his church, who
suffered persecution by established
political and religious interests
and refused to dominate others in
return, represent the continuation
of this ideal. 

Yet, within several centuries,
the power of the Roman empire
would become wedded to the Chris-
tian religion, and many church
historians would turn this biblical vision upside
down. Thus Eusebius, and most church historians
after him, ignored the biblical motif in favor of a
Greco-Roman, dynastic approach. So Driver con-
cludes: “Due to the Constantinian changes, the his-
tory of the Christian church became what Professor
Dussel termed an ‘anti-Christian inversion.’ The
church’s memory was twisted to serve the purposes of
established powers and their institutions, rather than the
needs of the Christian people.”2

The views of the established hierarchy have therefore
been preserved and those of their opponents ignored, if
not actively suppressed.

But it is not enough to assert what the “canonical” au-
thorities have decreed—as if this closed the debate. There
is early evidence for a “feminized” vision of Christianity.
Celsus‚ in his True Discourse (c. 175), complains that Chris-
tianity was a religion of women and menials. Christian
teachers, he claims, “lead children astray and tell them
that, if they wish (to avail themselves of their aid), they
must leave their fathers and their instructors, and go with
the women and their playfellows to the women’s apart-
ments, or to the leather shop, or to the fuller’s shop, that
they may gain perfection” (Origen, Against Celsus, 3:55).

Celsus does not say that women are leaders in the
church, but he does acknowledge their prominence

within the movement. 

Early beliefs 
Montanists. In the second century—
at least in some churches—women
were allowed to prophesy.3 This
was true of the Montanists, who
also specifically allowed female

clergy. Even their enemies admitted
that Montanist theology was ortho-

dox. Montanists stressed rigorous
asceticism and freedom in
the Spirit from institution-

al restrictions. But beyond this, as
church historians attest, Montanists
were quite orthodox, and charges
that they were doctrinal heretics
are unfounded.4

Schepelern’s analysis of Mon-
tanism concludes that the move-
ment’s spiritual ties were not to

pagan cults but to the Jewish-Christ-
ian apocalyptic tradition.5 The

prophetic impulse has an hon-
ored pedigree in the early

church. The Didache (c. 100) regulates the ministry
of itinerant prophets. Justin Martyr (c. 150) noted the

ongoing presence of charismatic prophets in Rome. 
The New Prophecy, as Montanists called their

movement, was a movement of dissent, not heresy, a reac-
tion against the increasing institutionalization of ecclesias-
tical authority. Rather than blindly following bishops and
dogmas, Montanists focused on “continuing apostolic
practice.”6 They were a charismatic protest movement that
“advocated the formation of communities in which Chris-
tians could hear the living voice of the Holy Spirit.”7

Montanists, for all their excesses, have as much claim to
a first-century pedigree as their opponents. As an apoca-
lyptically minded Jewish-Christian community, they had
much to commend them. They met resistance from ecclesi-
astical authorities precisely because they were seeking to
conserve what the institutional church seemed intent upon
throwing away. The New Prophecy “sounded much like
the earliest Christian expectations and enthusiasms”:8
prophetic revelations, moral rigorism, martyrdom, women
prophesying, and spontaneous charismatic outbursts. 

Ordained Women of the Patristic Era
There is considerable evidence of women deacons, elders,

and even bishops in the early life of the church.

DARRELL PURSIFUL

PRISCILLA PAPERS/Summer 2001: 15:3   7

Tertullian (c. 160–220)

Hippolytus (c. 170-235)

Origen (c. 185–254)

Augustine (c. 354–430)

Constantine (c. 306–337)

Irenaeus (c. 120–200)

Chrysostom (c. 357–407)



“Montanistic” figures. Despite systematic oppression
by the institutional church, Montanism persisted into the
sixth century. The prophetic strain continued in rural
areas, even as its influence waned in the cities.9 This was
true in catholic communities as well:

The evidence for the continuation of the charism of prophe-
cy in catholic churches is scattered but real in the second
and third centuries, and so far as Phrygia and surrounding
provinces were concerned, I would posit that the New
Prophecy would not have taken such firm hold in them,
and have spread so quickly, had prophecy not been a reali-
ty in some congregations there, though diminished or lost
in others.10

Historical ambiguity. “Montanistic” figures are those
whose religious affiliation is unclear, a category that might
include, among others, the Lyons martyrs of 177—who
rejected individualistic actions that were destructive of
unity but were “otherwise not unfavorable to the New
Prophecy”11—and Perpetua and Felicitas.12

The fact of ambiguity is relevant. None of these figures
are patently Montanists, and all can be understood as
catholic. Trevett notes, “The fact is that Christian groups,
catholic and other and even heretical, were in close associ-
ation with one another. . . . The carefully delineated
demarcations of the Fathers’ devising serve to remind us
how much such lines of demarcation were disregarded in
practice.”13

Thecla. The Acts of Paul and Thecla is part of the larger
Acts of Paul, written c. 190. Thecla is hailed as a mission-
ary associate of Paul, who baptized herself (4:34) and was
commissioned by Paul to “go and teach the word of God”
(4:41). Some Christians appealed to Thecla in support of
women leaders in the church, including the right to bap-
tize and teach. 

Tertullian opposed this practice and condemned the
Acts of Paul (On Baptism, 17), noting that its author was
removed from his post as presbyter. Not everyone agreed.
Hippolytus “evidently uses the work without question.”14

Although Eusebius did not regard the book as canonical,
neither did he condemn it as heretical (Ecclesiastical History
3:25). Rodorf concludes that a Montanist wrote it. Schnee-
melcher disagrees, arguing it is not possible to demon-
strate “specifically Montanist ideas.”15 Rather, he sees fea-
tures that are more generally a part of the church of the
second century, including emphasis on the Holy Spirit,
asceticism, and downplaying the role of church officers.16

Other dissenters. Montanists and their kin were not the
only early dissenters. Evidence for others, perhaps isolated
pockets of resistance, follow.

Women as deacons
Pliny the Younger, writing to Emperor Trajan around 112,
speaks of detaining two ministrae (Epistle 96).17 Minister
(fem. ministra) would be the most logical Latin translation
of the Greek diakonos. The term deaconess may have
referred to a clerical office at this time, but scholars are

uncertain.18 It is known that a century later there was a
clerical office of “deaconess.” There are twenty-eight
known tombstones commemorating deaconesses. 

Origin. The first specific reference to the order of dea-
conesses is in the Didascalia (c. 250). Deaconesses flour-
ished in Syria and Greece from the third to perhaps the
eighth century. Theodore of Mopsuestia (d. 426) under-
stood deaconesses to be an order of apostolic origin.19

Duties. Four basic duties were assigned to deaconesses.
1. Pastoral care. Deaconesses were to care for the sick

and needy, especially the widows (Apostolic Constitutions
3:7, 14). “Let the deaconess be diligent in taking care of the
women; but both of them [male and female] ready to carry
messages, to travel about, to minister, and to serve . . .”
(Ap. Const. 3:19).

They also evangelized both men and women in their
homes. One of the original reasons for women’s involve-
ment was to gain access for the gospel in the women’s
quarters. Theodoret of Cyrus (466) tells of a deaconess in
Antioch who instructed and converted the son of a pagan
priest during the reign of Julian the Apostate (331–63). She
is known to history only as “Anonyma.”20

2. Church order. Deaconesses controlled the admission of
female strangers to the liturgical assembly (Ap. Const.
2:57–58).

3. Baptism of female converts. Women deacons were to
teach female catechumens in preparation for their prebap-
tismal examination. They also anointed the catechumen
and led her into the baptistery.21 Wijngaards suggests it is
possible (or even likely) that the immersion itself was done
by the deaconesses, while the words were spoken either by
them or by the bishop or priest standing outside the bap-
tistery. He proposes the following as evidence:

The expression “to receive” (Ap. Const. 3:16) may origi-
nally have meant “immerse.” “We find the expression in
some baptismal rituals.”22

The anxiety that “no man should see” a female catechu-
men naked (Ap. Const. 3:15) and that the conferring of
baptism be done “with becoming decency” (3:16) seems to
require that the deaconess do both the anointing and the
immersion. (Nude baptism was a common practice in the
ancient church.) The Didascalia seems to imply this: “But
let a man pronounce over them the invocation of the
divine Names in the water.”

The opposition to “women baptizing” among some Fa-
thers in the West (e.g., Tertullian), also present in Apostol-
ic Constitutions 3:9, reflects an even more direct involve-
ment of male and female deacons in some part of the
church. Atto of Vercelli (c. 900) reached the same conclu-
sion: “We also believe the following: that the office of bap-
tizing was enjoined upon women so that the bodies of
other women might be touched by them without any
deeply felt sense of shame” (Patrologia Latina 134:114, Epis-
tle 8). With the rise of infant baptism, female modesty was
no longer an issue, and women ceased to take part in baptisms.

4. Ministry at the altar. Assisting the presbyter at Com-
munion was the duty of a male deacon, but deaconesses
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were not totally barred from the sanctuary. In the Syrian
church, a ninth-century rule (reflecting an earlier tradition)
allowed women deacons to fulfill the functions of a male
deacon at the altar, with the bishop’s permission.23 The
Testament of Our Lord (fifth century) states that widows
(including deaconesses) were to sit next to the bishop dur-
ing the liturgical service (1:9). If pregnant women couldn’t
attend the service on a Sunday or feast day, the deaconess-
es “take them holy communion at home” (2:20).

James of Edessa (late sixth century) records an ancient
rule that deaconesses may distribute Communion to their
women companions if they live in convents: “If a dea-
coness lives in a community of nuns, and there is no priest
or deacon, she may take the holy sacrament from the
tabernacle and distribute this to the women who are her
companions, or to children who happen to be there” (Ca-
nonical Resolutions 24).

Ordination. The Council of Nicea declared deaconesses
to be “laity,” but later councils disagreed. The Council of
Chalcedon (451) acknowledged deaconesses as a sac-
ramentally ordained order and set their minimum age at
40. Apostolic Constitutions
8:20 includes a prayer for the
ordination of a deaconess. 

As has been noted, Theo-
dore of Mopsuestia believed
the order to have first-centu-
ry origins. On 1 Timothy
3:11, he suggests that
hôsautôs (“likewise”) can
only refer to women who do
the same work as deacons.24

Male and female deacons
received a “precisely equiva-
lent sacramental
ordination.”25 Gryson states
that “it is indisputable that
deaconesses were part of the
clergy. Their participation with the clergy and with them
alone in the eulogies, i.e., in the distribution of the uncon-
secrated loaves of bread offered by the faithful for the
Eucharist, clearly supports this fact.”26 Martimort concurs:
“the ordination of deaconesses was truly sacramental.”27

Wijngaards describes the process of diaconal ordina-
tion:

Both [men and women] were conducted into the sanctuary
to face the bishop, who was seated before the altar. Both
received the laying on of hands by the bishop, who in-
voked the Holy Spirit to impart the grace of the ministry of
the diaconate, using identical words. Both were vested
with a stole as a distinctive sign of their ministry. Both
received Communion from the bishop and both were
handed the chalice with the precious Blood. The impressive
parallelism has recently caused the Orthodox theologian
Evangelos Theodorou to join a number of Catholic theolo-
gians in declaring the diaconate of women to be as sacra-
mental as that of men.28

The demise of deaconesses in the West

The heresy of Priscillianism attracted many Spanish wom-
en in the fourth century. The church’s response, at the First
Council of Saragossa (380), was to oppose women in any
kind of leadership role.29 It took more than that to stamp
out deaconesses. During the very era that the office was
flourishing in the East, the Western church was trying,
apparently to little avail, to wipe it out.

The Council of Orange (441). “Deaconesses are
absolutely not to be ordained; and if there are still any of
them, let them bow their head under the benediction
which is given to the congregation.” Volz opines that “the
need to proscribe deaconesses is surely evidence of their
existence.”30

Lovocatus and Catihernus. In 511, three bishops sent a
letter to the Breton priests Lovocatus and Catihernus, criti-
cizing them for allowing women to take the chalice in their
hands and distribute the wine to the people during Eu-
charistic services. This is a duty proper to a (male) deacon,
and clearly goes beyond the traditional duties even of an

Eastern deaconess.31

The Council of Epaon
(517). Less than a decade
after the incident in Brittany,
another Gallic council assert-
ed, “We completely suppress
throughout our territory the
consecration of those wid-
ows who are often called
deaconesses.”32

Second Council of Or-
léans (533). Later still: “It has
been decided that henceforth
no woman may any longer re-
ceive diaconal benediction,
due to the frailty of her sex.”33

Thus, on four separate
occasions over a 150-year time span, the Western church
took official action to suppress the office of deaconess. The
effort apparently met with little success, at least in some
regions, judging by the need to reiterate continuously the
church’s pronouncements. 

Women as presbyters
The Greek presbyteros might signify either an “older man”
generally or a church “elder.” The female equivalent is
either presbytera or presbytis, both of which occur in the
New Testament (1 Tim. 5:2; Titus 2:3). There are fifteen
known inscriptions referring to presbyterae.

What is a presbytera? There is some legitimate dispute
as to the proper meaning of presbytera or presbytis. It might
be argued that presbyterai (Latin presbyterae) as an ecclesias-
tical term is equivalent to “the widows” explicitly men-
tioned in the New Testament (1 Tim. 5:3–16). Some later
evidence points to presbytera as an alternative term for an
abbess. 
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A typical ordination prayer for a woman deacon which
the bishop would say from the fourth to the eighth cen-
turies while laying on his hands runs, in abbreviated form,
as follows: “Holy and omnipotent Lord, through the birth
of your only Son from a virgin according to his human
nature, you have sanctified the female sex. You grant not
only to men, but also to women, the grace and outpour-
ing of the Holy Spirit. Please, Lord, look on this your maid-
servant and dedicate her to the task of your diaconate,
and pour out into her the rich and abundant giving of
your Holy Spirit.” 

—”When Women Were Deacons,” by John Wijngaards
(The Tablet, 8 May 1999), 623–24 



Can a presbytera be the wife of a presbyter? This is
common usage even today in Eastern Orthodoxy as a des-
ignation for a priest’s wife. Since the Western church
imposed clerical celibacy, it can be argued, it did away
with the necessary cultural framework for understanding
the term. Therefore, it should not surprise us that Western-
ers do not have a proper frame of reference for interpret-
ing presbyterae when they appear in the literary and
inscriptional evidence. Because of these alternatives, we
cannot simply assume that every presbytera we find was in
fact a female “elder.” The evidence for presbyterae must be
carefully sifted. Is there any evidence for a presbytera who
actually held clerical office? Three possibilities suggest that
this was sometimes the case.

Leta. In the area of Tropea, in Bruttium (modern Cal-
abria) there is a mid-fifth-century inscription from a sepul-
cher referring to “Leta presbytera”: “Leta the Presbyter
lived 40 years, 8 months, 9 days, for whom her husband
set up this tomb. She preceded him in peace on the day
before the Ides of May.”34

Here is a case in which a
husband set up a tomb for
his wife, a presbytera. That is
to say, the husband called
his wife a presbytera without
claiming for himself the title
of presbyteros. “If Leta had
been the wife of a presbyter,
we would have to infer that
the husband, who had built
the tomb, had declined to
designate himself as a pres-
byter in order to confer this designation upon his wife.”35

There is no epigraphical parallel to such an action. “Every
time a presbyter prepares a tomb for his wife, he refers to
her as coniux [spouse] and sometimes amantissima [be-
loved].”36 There is inscriptional warrant for the pairing
presbyteros-presbytera on the epitaphs of a presbyter and/or
his wife, but never for coniux- [spouse] presbytera or vir-
[husband] presbytera.37 The Leta inscription is thus some-
what difficult to square with the theory that all presbyterae
were the wives of priests. Furthermore, Leta was obvious-
ly not a widow, since she preceded her husband in death.

Flavia Vitalia. Another presbytera is recorded in an
inscription on a sarcophagus in Dalmatia and bears the
date of 425. The inscription reads that a plot in the ceme-
tery of Salona was purchased from the presbytera Flavia
Vitalia.38 In Rome (at least), these transactions were first
carried out by the gravediggers, and later by bishops and
presbyters. According to Otranto, here “a presbytera has
been invested with an official duty, which from a certain
period on was appropriate to a presbyter.”39

Of course, this is not specifically evidence of sacerdotal
ministry. At the very least this inscription testifies to a
woman’s official role or function in the Christian commu-
nity. “Contracts of this kind were made directly with such
an official . . . and not with the [presbyter’s wife].”40 So

was this “wife of a presbyter” handling administrative and
financial matters relative to church property—traditionally
the purview of bishops and presbyters? This is somewhat
more difficult to square with the wives-of-priests theory.

Martia. A graffito from Poitiers, France, reads, “Martia
the presbyter made the oblation equally along with Oly-
brius and Nepos” (Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum
13.1183, n.). The date is uncertain but may be as early as
the fifth century. The Latin text (Martia presbyteria ferit
obblata . . .) might be construed to mean that Martia, as a
member of the faithful, brought in the unconsecrated
Eucharistic elements, taking presbyteria as an adjective
modifying obblata. But presbyteria is the equivalent of pres-
bytera in the documents of two sixth-century Gallic coun-
cils: Tours (567) and Auxerre (588). Thus, in the same
region and the same approximate time frame, presbyteria is
an accepted synonym for presbytera.

One must wonder as well why we have a record of Mar-
tia’s deed unless there were something noteworthy about
it. Olybrius and Nepos “are almost certainly two presby-

ters who were officiating in
the community to which Martia
also belonged; and it is prob-
able that this woman collab-
orated with them during the
eucharistic celebration.”41

Here we find a presbytera
“making the oblation”
equally with two men. This
inscription, put alongside
the abundant evidence of
attempts to suppress the

ministry of women deacons in Gaul, gives us pause. Mar-
tia is very nearly impossible to square with the wives-of-
priests theory.

Presbyterae in Southern Italy. Pope Gelasius I (c. 494)
wrote a letter condemning bishops who ordained women
to the priesthood. According to Gelasius, bishops in these
regions encouraged women “to officiate at the sacred
altars, and to take part in all matters imputed to the offices
of the male sex, to which they do not belong” (Epistle
14).42

Otranto thinks these prohibitions prove the persever-
ance of women presbyters in southern Italy. “If the church
councils banned the ordination of women as priests or
deacons that must imply that they really were ordained.”43

Otherwise, why ban them? As Otranto says, “a law is only
created to prohibit a practice if that practice is actually tak-
ing place—if only in a few communities.”44

Atto of Vercelli. Atto’s eighth epistle responds to a
priest who raised the issue of how to understand the terms
presbytera and diacona in the church’s canons. He conclud-
ed that in the ancient church women were sometimes the
leaders of communities. “These women who were called
presbyterae assumed the duty of preaching, directing, and
teaching” (Patrologia Latina 134, 114, Epistle 8). 

Atto’s conclusion is worth quoting at length:

This fourth-century
tombstone records
the burial of “Guilia
Runa, woman priest.”
Other inscriptions
have been found,
such as to “Leta Pres-
bytera” (5th c.), “Fla-
via Vitalia Presby-
tera,” and others.
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Therefore since your discretion has prompted you to ask
how we ought to understand the terms female priest, or
female deacon, in the canons, it seems to me that since in the
primitive Church, according to the Lord’s word, many
were the crops and few the laborers, for the helping of men
even religious women were ordained caretakers in the holy
Church. This is something that blessed Paul points out in
his epistle to the Romans when he says, I commend to you
my sister Phoebe, who is in the ministry of the church that
is in Cenchrae. One understands this because then not only
men, but also women were in charge of the Churches, to be
sure for the sake of great efficiency. For women, long
accustomed to the rites of pagans, instructed as well in
philosophical doctrines, were converted more readily for
these reasons, and were more easily instructed thoroughly
in the worship of religion. Canon 11 of the Laodicean
Council later prohibits this practice when it says that it is
not allowed for those women who are called priests‚ or those
presiding, to be ordained in the Churches.45

Atto considers the possibility that presbyterae were the
wives of presbyters, but rejects this interpretation as unlike-
ly. His reading of the evidence is that at one time the ordi-
nation of women was permitted because of necessity, but
it was later forbidden (specifically, in 365 at the Council of
Laodicea).

Thus we have no less than three patristic examples of
presbyterae who, at least on the surface, appear to be func-
tioning in the role of elders of the church, one pope who
knows of women serving in that capacity, and one medi-
eval churchman who believes that women presbyters were
once permitted in the church. 

Women as bishops
Early on, the terms bishop and elder were used interchange-
ably. Later, a clear distinction was drawn. Is there any evi-
dence for female bishops? 

Marta. The British Museum has a funerary bas relief
(archival number 129203) labeled “Marta, a spinner of
Palmyra.” Merrill Kitchen finds the manner of her depic-
tion suggestively reminiscent of the classic artistic stance
of a bishop.46 More study is
necessary before Marta’s eccle-
siastical standing can be ascer-
tained.

Theodora. In a fourth-centu-
ry Roman basilica dedicated to
Saints Pudentiana and Prax-
edis, there is a mosaic depicting
four women: two saints, Mary,
and a fourth woman with the
inscription Theodora Episcopa
(Bishop Theodora).47 Theodora
wears the distinctive coif of an
unmarried woman. The visual
and grammatical evidence
points to Theodora as a woman
bishop, and the square halo she

wears signifies a person still living. But the feminine end-
ing (-a) on Theodora has been partially effaced by scratch-
es across the glass tiles of the mosaic “leading to the dis-
turbing conclusion that attempts were made to deface the
feminine ending, perhaps even in antiquity.”48

Brigid. A seventh-century legend concerning Brigid of
Kildare (c. 450–525) reports that when she was consecrated
as a nun, an amazing event transpired:

It came to pass then, through the grace of the Holy Ghost,
that the form of ordaining a Bishop was read over Brigid.
MacCaille said that a bishop’s order should not be con-
ferred on a woman. Said Bishop Mel: “No power have I in
this matter. That dignity hath been given by God unto
Brigid, beyond every woman.” Wherefore the men of Ire-
land from that time to this give episcopal honor to Brigid’s
successor.49

Whatever may be made of this story as factual history,
it at least suggests a tradition that, should the Holy Spirit
decide to make a woman a bishop, human beings should
not interfere.

Why was women’s ordination taken away?
The ordination of women was systematically opposed
starting in the second half of the fourth century. The ques-
tion remains as to the reasoning behind this reversal. A
major factor was undoubtedly a pervasive prejudice
against women.

Women’s inferiority. Many Church Fathers considered
women inferior, weak, foolish, or mentally deficient. Ire-
naeus speaks for many when he asserts that “both nature
and the law place the woman in a subordinate condition to
the man” (Fragment 32). Epiphanius considers women “a
feeble race, untrustworthy and of mediocre intelligence”
(Panarion 79:1). Other Church Fathers speak of women as
“easily carried away and light-minded,”50 with “fickle and
vacillating minds.”51

Augustine states the case concisely: 

It is the natural order among
people that women serve their
husbands and children their par-
ents, because the justice of this
lies in (the principle that) the
lesser serves the greater. . . .
This is the natural justice that
the weaker brain serve the
stronger. This therefore is the
evident justice in the relation-
ships between slaves and their
masters, that they who excel in
reason, excel in power. (Ques-
tions on the Heptateuch 1:153)

Some went beyond general
assertions of inferiority to claim
that women were not even creat-
ed in the image of God. This is
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true, for example, of Tertullian (On the Veiling of Virgins
10) and of Ambrosiaster, who flatly states that women
“must cover their heads because they are not the image of
God. . . . How can anyone maintain that woman is the like-
ness of God when she is demonstrably subject to the do-
minion of man and has no kind of authority?” (On 1 Cor-
inthians 14:34).

Women’s guilt. It was often asserted that women are in
a perpetual state of punishment for the sin of Eve. The
classic text on this point is from Tertullian, who states that
every woman should be 

walking about as Eve mourning and repentant, in order
that by every garb of penitence she might more fully expi-
ate that which she derives from Eve, the ignominy, I mean,
of the first sin, and the odium (attaching to her as the
cause) of human perdition.

In pains and in anxieties dost thou bear [children],
woman; and toward thine husband [is] thine inclination,
and he lords it over thee.

And do you not know that you are each an Eve? The
sentence of God on this sex of yours lives in this age: the
guilt must of necessity live too. “You are the devil’s gate-
way! You are the unsealer of that [forbidden] tree! You are
the first deserter of the divine law! You are she who per-
suaded him whom the devil was not valiant enough to
attack! You destroyed so easily God’s image, man! On
account of what you deserved—that is, death—even the
Son of God had to die! (On Women’s Clothing 1:1)

Tertullian’s sentiments are seconded by Ambrosiaster and
by John Chrysostom, who taught that the subjection of
“the whole female race” is a permanent punishment for
sin. “For the woman taught the man once, and made him
guilty of disobedience, and wrought our ruin. . . . The
woman taught once, and ruined all” (Homily 9 on 1 Timo-
thy).

Women’s impurity. Torjesen demonstrates the ancient
tendency to see women purely in terms of their sexuali-
ty.52 In a culture where sex itself was often considered
“dirty,” even within marriage, this is a major considera-
tion. Tertullian declared that even legal marriages were
“tainted with concupiscence.” Jerome, Augustine, and oth-
ers would follow him in this assessment. Augustine equat-
ed “pleasure” during intercourse with concupiscence.
Even in marriage, sex is a sin, a “venial fault.” In describ-
ing God’s purpose in creating woman, Augustine simply
could not see beyond her role in producing children:

Now, if the woman was not made for the man to be his
helper in begetting children, in what was she to help him?
She was not to till the earth with him, for there was not any
toil to make help necessary. If there were any such need a
male helper would be better, and the same can be said of
the comfort of another’s presence if Adam were perhaps
weary of solitude. How much more agreeably could two
male friends, rather than a man and a woman, enjoy com-
panionship and conversation in a life shared together. And
if they had to make an arrangement in their common life

for one to command the other to obey, in order to make
sure that opposing wills would not disrupt the peace of the
household, there would have been proper rank to assure
this, since one would be created first and the other second.
(On the Literal Meaning of Genesis 9:56)

The locus of women’s supposed ritual impurity was
sometimes identified with menstruation. This was not true
always and everywhere—the Didascalia specifically refutes
the idea—but in some Fathers the idea went to seed. Dio-
nysius of Alexandria (241), decreed that “menstruous
women ought not to come to the Holy Table, or touch the
Holy of Holies, nor to churches, but pray elsewhere.” Later
councils would continue to restrict women’s participation
at church on account of menstruation on into the seventh
century.

Some observations
In discussing women’s ordination, many are content to cite
the handfuls of passages where early churchmen simply
quote New Testament passages that seem to restrict wom-
en. The issue of whether they are interpreting these pas-
sages correctly, or of whether they might possess some
modicum of bias, is nowhere raised.

This omission is methodologically suspect, to say the
least. It implies that the Fathers’ decrees against women
come from a face-value reading of the New Testament and
are in no way informed by other factors. But Tertullian,
Augustine, and the rest were fallible human beings with
manifest prejudices against women. Once we admit that
they considered women mentally inferior, under God’s
punishment, and impure because of their sexuality, we
must revisit their declarations against women ministers. If
they are right about whether to restrict women, they are
right about why. If we are going to accept Tertullian’s re-
strictions, we have to accept his misogyny as well. 

Vested ecclesiastical interests have favored these views
for many centuries. It is for the reader to discern whether
the Fathers also speak for “the least of these.” The com-
mon people of God should study the issue biblically, his-
torically, and theologically with the following observations
in mind:

1. There is no unambiguous endorsement of women
presbyters by any church Father, and, in fact, there is
much resistance to the idea. But neither is there cause for
so-called complementarians to rejoice. There is no room
for an “equal in essence but different in function” argu-
ment in the writings of the Fathers. They were in fact
rather clear that the reason women’s ordination was for-
bidden was women’s inferiority, guilt, and impurity.

2. Those who favor women deacons find an abundance
of support in the patristic evidence. In fact, the newly
formed Charismatic Orthodox Church ordains women
deacons, even though it limits priesthood and episcopate
to men.53

3. There is evidence for a continuing practice, increas-
ingly criticized but continuing nonetheless, of ordaining
women elders. Dissenters continued to ordain women to
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all levels of clergy, in every part of the empire and
throughout the patristic era. The continuity of the polemic
suggests that women’s ordination was an issue that would
not go away.                                                                              �
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Editor’s note: The author has described this final study in his
three-part series as “the most consequential but telling issue of
authority.” Parts I and II were published previously in the Win-
ter 2000 and Spring 2001 issues.

THERE ARE SIX EVIDENT RESTRICTIONS ON AUTHORITY THAT

Christ the Head authorized and that apostolic mis-
sionaries set in motion in the New Testament house

churches. These biblical boundaries of authority (exousia)
unveil the extent to which complementarians practice mas-
culine domination among God's people.

Christ’s absolute authority
First, the only authority to which every believer must submit is
the absolute authority of Jesus the Lord. There is no other
name of authority, and he has no intermediaries. Jesus the
Lord possesses “all authority” (Matt. 28:18). Exousia carries
the idea of power based on right, whereas dynamis sug-
gests “being able” in virtue of an ability. “According to the
Gospels, in Jesus exousia and dynamis converge."1 He
taught “as one having authority,” which extended over all
the powers of the enemy in executing judgment and cast-
ing into hell. He forgave sins with his power, and cast out
demons and healed.

Believers are given authority to become children of God
(John 1:12) and have access “in Jesus’ name” to Christ’s
high priestly authority (cf. Hebrews). In spite of that,
whatever contrived “freedom” believers may boast of hav-
ing (“this exousia of yours,” 1 Cor 8:9; 6:12), in Paul's biting
wordplay he reprimands authority-rights boasters that
their worst self-deception is in their own enslavement to
exousia itself.2 Here, then, is a piercing apostolic warning
to every believer hankering for personal authority.

Notice that Christ's authority is never attached to his
masculinity. “The fact that Jesus was male, the fact that he
was a Jew . . . all these are secondary to the fact that God
took upon himself human nature.”3 There is no biblical
comment about his maleness simply because it is “acciden-
tal” (incidental) to his person as the Christ.4 The Scriptures
focus on his human nature (cf. NLT: John 1:14; Phil. 2:7; Col.
2:9), which enables him to represent all “humankind”
(male and female, Gen. 1:27).

In the circumstances of the times, however, Jesus’ male-
ness did provide the cultural and historical vehicle needed
since “only a male could have offered the radical critique

of the power systems of his day.”5 Attaching salvational
significance to gender implies that men more closely repre-
sent God’s image, so that women require salvational-medi-
atorial male headship. However, there is no hint that Jesus
is Lord over males to an exclusion of females, or that his
authority over men is different in any way from his
authority over women. 

Apostolic authority
Second, the apostles’ authority was foundational in establishing
the New Testament house churches, and their permanent author-
ity is now concretized in our New Testament canon. They have
no apostolic successors. Jesus promised his Spirit would
guide the apostles “into all the truth” (John 16:13–14). And
he did, and his promise was verified in the completed
writing of our New Testament and its inclusion in our
canon of Scripture.6 Christ delegated apostolic authority to
the apostles, and each generation of believers since partici-
pates in apostolic continuity by submitting to the apostles’
authoritative teaching (Acts 2:42). Postapostolic “sees” or
seats of authority quickly evolved, claiming to be of apos-
tolic origin and status equal with Scriptures. The result
was theological duplicity and ecclesial syncretism. All
claims of apostolic or popery succession to the original
apostles are spurious.

Authority in the church
Third, church leaders are nowhere given authority or instructed
to exercise authority over the people of God. No Christian has an
inherent right to control another in Christ’s church. Most of
our contemporary assumptions of authority and power
derive from Max Weber's sociological typology (1947,
1967). More recently, in Paul and Power, Bengt Holmberg
attempts to adapt Weber's typology into “the Structure of
Authority in the Primitive Church as Reflected in the
Pauline Epistles.” But in his pursuit of a Pauline, theologi-
cal-sociological paradigm of power, Holmberg faces a
dilemma, and so he reads much more into Paul’s letters
about power than can possibly be read out of them.7

Complications arise when an attempt is made to apply
modern sociological terms to ministries in the New Testa-
ment church. Walter Liefeld exhibits keen insight in this
regard when he argues that we need a greater precision in
understanding the spheres of influence meant when the
New Testament uses the word authority. Regarding the

AUTHORITY AND COMPLEMENTARIANS' ROLE THEOLOGY: PART III

New Testament Limits of Authority
and Hierarchical Power 

We should not try to apply modern sociological terms
to ministries in the New Testament church. 

DEL BIRKEY
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authority debate of pastoral teaching, Liefeld asserts: “Yet
(1) apart from the debatable passage in I Timothy 2 and
those passages that speak of the teaching of Jesus and the
apostles, there is no Biblical passage that equates pastoral or
teaching ministry with the exercise of authority; and, converse-
ly, (2) most of the passages that do refer to exousia have
nothing to do . . . with teaching or pastoral ministry.”8

The “Pattern of Authority” outlined by Bernard Ramm
remains the most biblically based authority paradigm.
With slight adaptation, this is his model:

1. God alone is the ultimate authority: the triune God-
head in total, eternal unity.

2. The Word is God's delegated authority: his objective
revelation written for us.

3. The Spirit is God’s regulator of authority: his subjective
illumination in our minds. Ramm asserts that “it is in this
duality that the Protestant and Christian principle of
authority exists.”9 It follows that Jesus as Head of the
church executes his authoritative governance through the
Word and the Spirit. In fact, the objective Word of God in
the believer's lap and the subjective Spirit
of God in the believer's heart must
always be joined together in any
adequate Christian theology.10

Sadly, there is great obstinacy
in Christian thinkers. If authority
can be defined as “the right,
power, and responsibility to direct oth-
ers”11 (authoritative power to command belief
and action), then the crucial question persists: Who is the
person who possesses such authoritative right and power
to prescribe belief and action in religious/Christian mat-
ters? And, beyond Jesus and his apostles, what scriptural
text confers such right and power on anyone in Christ's
church today?

In The Religion of Power, Cheryl Forbes makes clear that
Christians are not immune to using coersive power to get
what they want. She writes, “Authority is a marvelous,
dangerous word, behind which many a power-hungry
person hides, believing that authority gives him the right
to rule others, to have others acquiesce to his views of spir-
itual right and wrong.” If Jesus refused the temptation of
power, should we try it anyway?12

New Testament teaching. The corrective truth needed in
today's church can be stated plainly but categorically: The
New Testament word authority (exousia) in the context of
Christ's kingdom does not connote jurisdiction over oth-
ers. Scripture forbids all kinds of personal dominance or
rulership among God’s people (Matt. 20:25–28, 23:1–12;
Eph. 5:21; Phil. 2:1–5, etc.). New Testament ecclesial gover-
nance is collegial rather than hierarchical, with the whole
assembly involved (cf. Matt. 18:15–20; Acts 15; 1 Cor. 5:4,
etc.). Authority in the church is nowhere prepackaged
according to gender or status, nor is it conferred to any
clergy person or church confederation, contrary to the
ecclesiastical hierarchical structures built upon tradi-

tions of presumed authority.
Modern translations often amplify misinformation. For

example, the NIV adds authority even when it is not in the
Greek text (Heb. 13:17), and exhibits a penchant for nonin-
clusive masculine pronouns even when they are clearly
meant to be gender-inclusive. Titus 2:15 in most transla-
tions is rendered, “Encourage and rebuke with all authori-
ty.” But the Greek word used here is not exousia but epitage,
used in the Gospels as an injunction focusing on the “com-
mands” of apostolic authority. Clearly, there is a crucial
difference between a person (such as Titus) speaking with
apostolic authority and someone speaking today with an
assumed personal authority. Gordon Fee adds a small clari-
fying warning about this verse: “And ‘do this with all
authority,’ which of course, is (Titus’s) by his relationship
to Paul.”13

Leadership responsibility in each house church was in
the hands of several people, “those leading” (hoi proista-
menoi, 1 Thess. 5:12; 1 Tim. 3:3; 5:17; Rom. 12:8). But Paul’s
letters were not addressed to these persons for them to

carry out his directives themselves; respon-
sibility lay in the whole church com-

munity. As in all of Paul's letters,
the so-called Pastoral Epistles
are “occasional” (ad hoc) letters
written in view of specific histor-

ical situations. Timothy and Titus
are not model pastors Paul is helping to

create a “church organization manual.” Rather,
they are Paul's reformational itinerants on temporary spe-
cial assignment to correct error. Thus, they are not local
pastoral models.14 Obviously no leader today can claim
Pauline authority in his/her personal pastoral assign-
ments.

Leadership is a function, not an office
Fourth, leadership among the people of God is always a relation-
ship of function and is never attached to an authoritative office
derived from personal position. “He appointed some to be
pastors and teachers.” A single Greek article makes clear
that “pastors and teachers” refers to one gifted person, and
also makes explicit his/her twofold ministry of teaching
and shepherding (Eph. 4:11–12). Paul's paramount point is
that Christ himself gives certain special gifts for leader-
ship: “The gifts that he gave were that some would be pas-
tor-teachers.” Christ gives persons as gifts so that several
qualified leaders in every local church fellowship will sup-
port and facilitate “in preparing God’s people to serve in
their ministry (diakonia), so that Christ’s body will be built
up into maturity” (vv. 12–13). This primary principle of
personification alerts us that there is no real distinction
between the gift of teaching-leading and gifted teacher-
leaders in the New Testament.15 Beyond this, everything is
speculative. Nothing in the text suggests that “teaching
pastors” possessed anything like the highly specialized
formulation of a professional clergy office developed in
modern Protestantism.

The New Testament word
authority in the context of Christ's

kingdom does not connote
jurisdiction over others.
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“Appoint elders in every town . . . overseers” reflects
Paul’s principle of plurality in local church leadership
(Titus 1:5), clarifying the need for several women and/or
men gifted as pastor-teachers in each local assembly. Note
that every one of Paul's letters was written to a local house
church gathering. And in the NT references to “the church
in the home,” all but one refer to women among the lead-
ers. Modern scholarship has failed to grapple with the
actual physical conditions and social contextualization of
the New Testament house churches and how they func-
tioned as households. Many Christians assume that New
Testament churches were similar to our modern large-
group churches, which gather in special buildings, and
express amazement upon learning for the first time of the
sociocultural shape and the dynamic household environ-
ment of the small-grouped New Testament house-church
fellowships.16

It is easy to see that hierarchical authority constructs
would have been out of place in these dynamically charis-
matic New Testament house churches, where members
seriously embraced the doctrine of gifted-
ness and ministered by the Spirit's
power. In this millieu, “charis-
matic” describes all who
received Christ's saving grace
(charis). They are at the same
time granted serving grace, which
transforms itself into grace-gifts, or
charismata. Scripturally, then, all believers
together in every local church properly become a “charis-
matic community” (Eph. 4:7–8; 1 Peter 4:10; 1 Cor. 1:7; 7:7;
12:4, 31; 2 Cor. 1:11).

“Gifted, not “ordained.” It is conspicuous, then, that with-
in this fervent New Testament environment, pastor-teach-
ers did not consider themselves “ordained” to lead others
but rather “gifted” to lead, embracing their gifted respon-
sibility as one gift of the Spirit's work among others (Eph.
4:11; Rom. 12:7–8; 1 Cor. 12:28–31). Every member was
called and gifted for ministry, since “in the theocrasy of
grace there is no laity” (E. K. Simpson). The NT paradigm
evidences a clear minimization of potential authoritarian
overlordship and maximizes accountable servanthood. No
clear distinction is made in elder-leader tasks since they
held no “office” elevated to “the ministry” above others.
Such notions, though distinctly unbecoming and
unthought-of among the apostles, soon emerged.

The available information reveals a “very ill-lit tunnel”
extending from the close of the New Testament apostolic
era into the times of the Church Fathers. Their writings are
more practical than scholarly, in which “one senses the
immediate drop from the New Testament . . . [in] a period
of intensified persecution and pernicious propaganda.”17

Not yet having the complete and written canonical New
Testament (fourth c.), subbiblical shifts of theological com-
promise arose, blended with notions of masculine power.
Thus, the first wave of a “patriarchal Christianity” against

women was set off, expressed by some Fathers in andro-
centric and misogynistic language such that their words
bear no resemblance to nor origin from the God of the
Scriptures.

In this second-century environment among Clement,
Ignatius, and Ireneaus, a hardening in the understanding
of grace and gifts set off a rift-shift between the “laity” and
an emerging “clergy” class. Fussy liturgical embellish-
ments of bishopric control were instigated so that by the
mid-third century the “sacerdotalizing of ministry in
Cyprian” solidified into an autocratic high priestly office,
which was further set apart by the ritual of ordination. Out
of this androcentric morass “Holy Traditions” were con-
cretized, and they provided Catholicism and Eastern
Orthodoxy an illegitimate base for their churches’ hierar-
chy and “tradition” to gain authority, even over Scripture
itself.18 Later still, “office” terminology gained Protestant
popularity when English hierarchs inserted the word itself
into the text of the King James Version (cf. 1 Tim. 3:1, 13;
Rom. 11:13; 12:4).

Some believers develop a mystical alle-
giance to the Church Fathers. Even

so, aside from their strong creedal
apologetics against Christologi-
cal and Trinitarian heresies,
there is no reason to suppose

that the church of the Fathers was
any less fallible than what continued

throughout medieval times when, until the
Reformation, Paul's clear voice became nearly extin-
guished. Extraordinary caution should be taken when the-
ologians practice “pan-liturgism,” the art of lifting from
later second- to fourth-century traditions of Church
Fathers and reading them backwards onto the New Testa-
ment as evangelical truth. Unfortunately, “retro-theologiz-
ing” is surprisingly pervasive even among evangelicals,
but it is devoid of exegetical license.19

Walter Liefeld and Ruth Tucker have well critiqued
evangelicals’ preoccupation with authority and its erro-
neous attribution to ministry, with the resulting confusion
over the English terms office and ordination. They correctly
assert that, although scholars have built an elaborate struc-
ture of notions about “offices and ordination” presumed to
correspond to the NT, in fact “there is no evidence to sup-
port any of this” since “there is no passage within the New
Testament dealing with ordination to clerical office as usu-
ally conceived today on which such arguments can be
based.”20

I. Howard Marshall also warns that “It must be empha-
sized that . . . great caution should be exercised in reading
back [from the Church Fathers, because] it is the pattern
presented in the New Testament which must be decisive
and not any hypothetical reconstruction based on later,
extra-biblical sources. . . . The Church today should
beware lest it loses the simplicity and directness of the
New Testament pattern.”21

Beyond question, we need much more authentic and
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concise terminology to convey the idea of affirming and
commissioning persons in Spirit-gifted leadership min-
istries. Office and ordained acquire hollow buzz-word stat-
us. In our exegetical defense of biblical egalitarianism, we
should resist speculative terminology and use pristine lan-
guage occasioned in the biblical documents. While every
believer is “appointed” (cf. John 15:16, tithemi, “ordained,”
KJV), some were chosen from among the rest for specific
tasks (eklegomai, Acts 6:5; 15:22, 25). Here the simple “lay-
ing on of hands” joined with “blessing language” was bib-
lically appropriate for affirming others with ministering
gifts and for affirming the Spirit's prior choosing and
blessing (cf. Acts 6:1–6; 8:17; 9:17; 13:1–3; 19:6). Ideas of
rank are wholly absent. Our leadership terminology must
be consistently balanced with the scriptural reality of
every-member giftedness and the “ministryhood of all
believers.” In the end, therefore, the real issue isn't
“Should women be ordained?” since the critical question
remains: “Should men be ordained?”22

In stark contrast to the manipulated church the
Fathers inaugurated, the New Testa-
ment remains unemcumbered of
hierarchy, portraying leadership
as servants ministering in an
organismic body, not adminis-
tering an organizational institu-
tion (Eph. 4:1–16; 1 Cor. 12, 14). Nor
are church leaders ever called “rulers”
(archontes), because elder leadership concerns
relational-functional serving rather than positional-institution-
al ruling. Accordingly, the word manage (proistemi) in
1 Timothy 3:4–5 carries the idea of managerial and super-
visory care from spiritual maturity, wisdom, and counsel.

Leadership is a function. An example of the humble and
nontechnical sense of NT leadership stands out in Paul's
list of gifts where he nestled the word indicating “leader-
ship ability” (proistemi) between “contributing to the needs
of others” and “showing mercy” (Rom. 12:8). Even more
dramatic, Paul used the Greek participle form “the one
leading” to highlight the fact that leadership is a function-
ing ministry of giftedness rather than a static “office” of
positional power. The term is also connected to how elders
function in 1 Timothy 5:17. In contradiction to these facts,
hierarchical translators write into texts such as Romans
12:8 extrabiblical ideas of male authority: “officials” (JB),
“the man with authority” (Phillips), and “put you in
charge of the work of others” (TLB).

At a glance, Hebrews 13:17 appears to contradict these
facts: “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority”
(NIV). But authority is an interpolation since exousia is not in
the Greek text. It is correctly omitted in newer translations
such as the NRSV and NLT, and in older translations such as
the NASB and even KJV. Moreover, the word translated obey
(peitho) is more literally to “let yourselves be persuaded or
convinced,” reflecting the Greek middle voice, wherein the
subject is a participant in the results of the action. The

implication is to “let yourselves” (do such and such), con-
veying an attitude of “being open to the persuasion” of
your leaders.23 Even the single word submit (hupeiko) is
rare and used in the NT only here. Although expanded
into the English phrase “submit to their authority,” exousia,
as already noted, is not in the verse. Hupeiko in classical
Greek was used to describe soft and yielding substances,24

reflecting a softening tone of being “disposed to yielding”
or “participatory yielding.”

Teaching pastors, having responsibility for the teaching
of the Word, have no inherent authority from or over the
Word they teach; their leadership is under the Word (cf.
1, 2 Timothy and Titus for the exhortations and instruc-
tions on how to handle the Word rightly). Therefore, when
controlled by the Spirit, pastoral leaders serve others with
gifts of teaching and edification, building up brothers and
sisters by enabling them to grow into maturity for living
out God’s will rather than the will of authoritarian leaders
(cf. Eph. 4:12–16). Good pastoral and spiritual leadership

occurs, therefore, when the people of God, using
their spiritual wisdom, insight, and dis-

cernment, yield an opinion in defer-
ence to Spirit-guided pastoral
persuasion in the exposition of
biblical truth.

This kind of servant leader-
ship evokes corresponding respect

and appreciation from those served. And
so, the word for admonish (noutheteiri) in 1 Thessaloni-

ans 5:12–13 is an appeal to the nous, the faculty of intelli-
gent judgment and understanding. The tone of the word
suggests an appeal in love, not the deliverance of an
authoritative edict. Instead of a chain of command there is
a choice of commitment among peers. In the context of
mutual submission in Christ’s body, servant leadership
knows there is no spiritual merit in submitting to authority
involving the dimensions of power and coercion.

Christians and non-Christians obey out of necessity all
the time in political empires, in military corps, even in busi-
ness corporations. Jesus the Lord, on the other hand, es-
teems a submission that is unenforced and flows from a
servant attitude (cf. Gal. 5, 13; Phil. 2:3–5). demonstrating
that “the only authority to which we need appeal in the
body of Christ is the authority of Scripture and the law of
love.”25

Paul’s authority cannot be transferred
Fifth, Paul’s authority as a missionary church founder resides in
his apostleship and is therefore nontransferable. Since all claims
of transferable apostolic authority are fallacious, we cannot
claim apostolic principles of leadership for ourselves
directly. Leadership according to the Pauline style is a
matter of modeling, both in character and communication
(1 Tim. 4:11–14). Paul’s principles of leading delineated in
2 Corinthians 10–13 reveal a servant-leader reflecting
Christlikeness among, not over, God’s people. By deliber-
ate refusal of coercion, Paul communicates confidence in

Our leadership terminology
must be balanced with the

scriptural reality of every-member
giftedness.
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his followers. He is sure Christ will transform them, and so
he preserves their freedom. Though reluctant to confront
with apostolic authority, when necessary he does so force-
fully with Scripture’s authority.

All authority belongs to Christ
Sixth, Christ’s body the church has only one Head, the Lord
Jesus himself. “He is the head of the church . . . so in every-
thing he might have the supremacy. . . . God has put all
things under the authority of Christ, and he gave him this
authority for the benefit of the church (Eph. 1:20–23; Col.
1:15–18, NLT, NIV). Headship in human relations does not
connote authority over another, and it is never introduced
into the NT context of church leadership. Authentic ser-
vant leaders serve Jesus the Head among the people, not
over them. So critical is this reality that we're admonished
even to shun fallen hierarchical terminology such as
“father” for spiritual leaders (Matt. 23:9). In fact, hierarchi-
cal titles contradict the reality of the priesthood of all
believers corporately and the Spirit’s giftedness to every
Christian.

Freedom to serve others. In sum-
mary, the fallen “Gentile” lead-
ership model with its right to
rule others in this-world cul-
tures is replaced by the New Tes-
tament Christian leadership pattern
with its freedom to serve others in countercul-
tural communities of mutual submission. The biblical
model of servant leadership avoids the pitfalls either of the
restoration of hierarchical structures on the one hand, or
an audacious individualism on the other.

“The temptation to control people is often Christianized
by spiritual strong men who present a benign persona.” A
Christianity Today editorial written two decades ago, “Of
Shepherds, Fiefs, and the Flock,” warned of the phenome-
nal rise and rifts of the seventies’ “spiritual authority”
shepherding movement, as well as about Christians and
organizations with an authority agenda.26 It remains a
reminder that no man or woman can be ultimately trusted
with authority, and it warns of lessons not learned from
the past. Still, complementarians are caught up in the exact
temptation to control by spiritual strong men who present
a benign persona. The hierarchicalist devotion to authori-
tarian leadership is in reality post-Christian when judged
by the scriptural data.

A surprising thing about the New Testament concern-
ing leadership is its lack of interest in it! To this fact, Fee
adds that “the concern for governing roles within church
structures emerges at a later time. Nonetheless, in the con-
temporary evangelical debate the twofold questions of
laity and women in ministry are almost always tied to the
question of authority. The great urgency always is, ‘Who’s
in charge around here?’ which is precisely what puts the
debate outside New Testament concerns.”27

Complementarians relish patriarchy and think it fit.28

Notwithstanding, their authority thesis remains merely a
“Christianized” restatement of fallen and sexually domi-
nant patriarchal regimes of the world’s systems. To be
clear: authority (extrinsic right or permission) and power
(intrinsic ability to act) are basic to all civil governance
(Rom. 13:1–7), military “chain-of-command” corps (Matt.
8:5–9), and are the underpinnings of most secular organi-
zations. But the truism that “power corrupts and absolute
power corrupts absolutely” remains part and parcel of all
human authority/power structures, the effects seen every-
where on those who labor within these environments. The
world's authority strategems stand in stark opposition to
the kingdom of heaven.

The hierarchicalists’ authority thesis remains an oxy-
moronic gospel of male power, founded on a negative pre-
supposition of male hierarchy. Ultimately, the promise of
unfreedom is impossible to prove. On the contrary, Jesus’
gospel is redemptive liberation, and so Paul’s theological
core is the doctrine of freedom. Withstanding all hierarchi-
cal opposition, Paul's Galatians 3:28 manifesto against gen-

der discrimination between “male and fe-
male” will remain permanent. For

sure, God’s Word is not “Yes” for
the male half of the church and
“No” for the other half (cf. 2 Cor.
1:18–20). On the contrary, the

text explodes with the Lord’s “Yes”
to all women and men equally.

The burden of proof will remain on complemen-
tarians to justify their authority thesis of male power from
Scripture alone, rather than by a circuitous “role theology.”
Ambivalently, one of their own acknowledged this, aver-
ring that “It [is] evident that the burden of proof regarding
the exclusion of women from the office of teaching and
ruling within the congregation now lies on those who main-
tain the exclusion rather than on those who challenge it.”29

Complementarians can see the light and admit they
were wrong. Onetime hierarchicalist professor Ronald
Pierce tells how he “experienced . . . a significant change of
mind” about the role issue. He notes that many scholars
had given up on serious dialogue over the basic question
of gender roles. Nevertheless, he came to realize that the
historic maltreatment by Christians of Jews, blacks, and
women (the same people groups of Gal. 3:28) resulted
from the church’s blind prejudices, biases, and gender-role
fixation that affected textual reading for two millennia.
“Yes,” he writes, “it is possible that we have been wrong
all this time.” He came to conclude that “after seventy-five
or so generations of church history it is long past time to
admit that we were wrong.”30                                                            �
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A surprising thing about
the New Testament concerning

leadership is its lack
of interest in it!

Del Birkey is a graduate of Columbia International
University, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, and
he holds the D.Min. from Bethany Theological Semi-
nary. His pastoral and teaching ministry includes
intentional church renewal through the house church
model; he is the author of The House Church: A
Model for Renewing the Church (Herald, 1988).
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BOOK REVIEW
Religious Women Look at Feminism

In this carefully done ethnographic study, religion pro-
fessor Christel Manning offers an intriguing assessment
of the lives and beliefs of women in conservative reli-

gious traditions today. Manning surveys and assesses
responses to feminist social values and the secular feminist
movement by women in an Orthodox Jewish synagogue, a
charismatic evangelical church, and a Catholic parish with
a fairly large conservative constituency. 

She finds that religiously conservative women are not
all alike; different religious traditions produce different
responses to the issues and tensions in their lives and com-
munities. Manning also finds that these
women share many concerns with
women in general (e.g., balancing work
and family, ensuring good child care,
winning cultural respect for mother-
hood, discomfort with certain aspects
of the feminist movement), and that
they have accepted and appropriated
many feminist values (e.g., vocational choice for women,
equal opportunity and equal pay in the workplace, equal
opportunity for political leadership and other positions of
authority). However, religiously conservative women’s
appropriation of feminist values is highly selective and
individualized in their negotiation of roles, responsibili-
ties, and authority in the home, and is nearly suspended
altogether in their views of women’s place in the church or
synagogue.

In religious conservatism, Manning notes, women’s
ordination is typically seen “as a symbol of the liberal
world they are trying to define themselves against” (p.
105).  Thus, women in all three traditions believe women
ought not serve in certain positions of religious authority.
As a rationale for this restriction, Catholic women cite the
doctrine of their church that the priest represents Christ
and only a male can perform that function. Evangelical
and Orthodox Jewish women tend to assert that women
are not emotionally fit to lead a church or synagogue, or
that women should leave this arena to the men because
men need to feel that spiritual leadership is a manly
responsibility.

The three traditions differ more significantly on what
is perceived as definitive of woman’s role in the
home. In the Orthodox Jewish community the sepa-

rate spheres of synagogue (the male domain) and home
(the female domain) require women to carry out the reli-
gious functions that center in the home, as well as the
duties of motherhood. Submission to the husband’s
authority is formally advocated by rabbinical teaching, but
most Orthodox Jewish women see their role as that of spir-
itual leader of the home, which, indeed, appears to be the
case.

For conservative Catholics, women’s role in the home is

defined by motherhood and vocational homemaking, to
which the ban on contraception obligates most women by
default. An insistence on submission to male authority in
the home is not an element of conservative Catholicism; in
fact, the women Manning interviewed considered it an
irrational and ridiculous notion. 

Traditionalist evangelical teaching also advocates
homemaking as woman’s primary calling, but submission
to male authority is emphasized. Manning found that
evangelical women typically renegotiate the standard
teaching on submission. “In practice,” Manning observes,
“most women do not give their husbands much real
authority” (p. 136). Some women bargain with patriarchy
by outwardly “submitting” (i.e., appeasing the husband’s

ego), but get their own way in the end
through various manipulative strate-
gies. Others creatively reinterpret the
submission doctrine such that it effec-
tively becomes mutual submission;
thus, if a woman’s husband declares a
certain decision to be God’s will and
she disagrees, “she may ask him to

reconfer with God” (p. 141) and not accept her husband’s
decision unless she also sees it as God’s will. 

Manning’s point is well taken that the traditionalist-pre-
scribed evangelical gender roles are unworkable. The wife-
ly homemaker/husbandly provider roles are unrealistic
because of both economic realities (two incomes are often
necessary) and human realities (women have interests and
callings outside the home just as men do). Human realities
also sabotage the wifely submission/husbandly authority
roles. A woman is no less able than a man to process facts,
form conclusions, discern God’s will, and arrive at deci-
sions; simply telling her that this is a man’s job does not
stop her mind from functioning as human minds tend to
function.

Most of the women interviewed (evangelical
women especially) expressed emphatic opposi-
tion to feminism as a cultural/political move-

ment, perceiving it as based on the modern values of mate-
rialism and individualism, and intent on devaluing moth-
erhood, negating gender differences, encouraging women
to be like men, and promoting abortion and homosexuality
as acceptable choices. Much of this disapproval seemed to
be accompanied by an ignorance of the beliefs, goals, his-
tory, and types of feminism. Only a few (most among
Orthodox Jewish women) believed that feminism has been
largely good for women and society. Opposition to abor-
tion and homosexual relations was fairly unanimous,
although the different religious traditions gave rise to dif-
ferent reasons for opposing these practices.

Manning points out that the differences between the
three traditions’ responses to feminist values and femi-
nism are rooted in their different theologies and histories;
evangelicals, for example, have the strongest tradition of
antifeminism, dating from early twentieth-century funda-
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mentalism. Also, each tradition has a different source of
religious authority. For Orthodox Jews, it is halacha, or
Jewish law, a large and somewhat diverse body of rabbini-
cal teaching that is ever evolving through disagreement
and discussion among all members of the community. For
evangelicals, it is a “literally” interpreted inerrant Bible,
which admits of individual interpretational variations on
account of the believer’s “personal relationship with Jesus”
and her “calling” received from God. For conservative
Catholics, authority lies in the rulings of the pope and the
bishops, which permit no debate or dissent.

For the most part, I found Manning’s delineations of
the histories and varieties of feminism, evangelical-
ism, Catholicism, and Judaism to be precise, concise,

and cogent. There were, however, a few exceptions to this
clarity and precision, several of which I will note here.

I found myself annoyed whenever (roughly twenty
times) she repeated, without definition or qualification,
that evangelicals take the Bible “literally,” and that this is
why they must avow female submission to male authority.
Evangelicals’ literal reading of Scripture, she maintains,
follows from their belief that the Bible is God’s Word and
inerrant (p. 86, 112). Halfway through the book she offers
her first clue as to what she means by a “literal” interpreta-
tion when she sets it over against a “contextual” interpre-
tation (p. 116). She later equates contextual interpretation
with disregarding certain biblical texts as outdated (p.
140). Evidently, if one is to be faithful to God’s inerrant
Word, one must disregard context in interpreting the sub-
mission texts; to interpret contextually is to reject inerran-
cy and disregard these texts altogether. Manning’s paucity
of categories on this score may reflect the confusion of the-
ologically unschooled evangelicals, on whom it appears

she primarily relied for her understanding of evangelical
beliefs.

In discussing responses to the abortion issue, she opines
that Catholic conservative women are “repackaging” the
prolife cause as a feminist effort, in order to appeal to lib-
eral Catholic women (p. 206). However, being prolife and
prowoman is not a novel conceptual combination. This
position was held by the early feminists of the nineteenth
century—not for the rather disingenuous motive Manning
suggests, but because they believed the abortion solution
to an unwanted pregnancy does not liberate but degrades
women.

Manning seems to display further ignorance of the his-
torical and theological confluence of feminist and conserv-
ative beliefs in her superficial treatment of evangelical
egalitarians (who believe that the Bible, properly interpret-
ed, teaches mutual submission between women and men).
She acknowledges the existence of Christians for Biblical
Equality, yet her discussion of biblical equality is outdated
and not integrated into her assessment of evangelical
women’s responses to feminist beliefs.

Despite these and other quibbles, I recommend this
book as an insightful and informative resource for anyone
interested in the relationship between feminism, contem-
porary culture, and religious conservatism.                         �

Reviewed by Rebecca Merrill Groothuis. This review was originally
published in Christian Scholar’s Review (vol. XXX:2, Winter 2000).
Groothuis is the author of Good News for Women: A Biblical Pic-
ture of Gender Equality (Baker, 1997) and Women Caught in the
Conflict: The Culture War Between Feminism and Traditionalism
(Baker, 1994; repr. Wipf & Stock, 1997).

Editor’s note: Because this book does not directly pertain to the ministry
concerns of CBE. it is unavailable from CBE’s Book Service.

PRISCILLA PAPERS/Summer 2001: 15:3    21



THE BAPTIST MEN'S GROUP IN THE LIT-
tle West Texas church had
wanted me to speak on the tra-

ditional topic “The Woman Behind the
Ma." (Priscilla Papers, Spring 2001, p.
22). But the more I studied the Scrip-
tures in order to prepare my message,
the more the assigned theme
changed. As I made my partial survey
of the Bible, I had to do it under the
revised heading that I have given to
these modest columns: The Woman
Beside the Man.

In the story of Abraham we have
God’s dealings with him and God’s
promises to him. He is commonly
known as the father of the faithful. In

the vital story of God’s establishing his
covenant with Abraham, we may think
that Sarah played an almost passive
role. She was the woman behind the
man.

However, at times Scripture gives
Sarah a much more prominent place
than we usually realize. For example,

her maid Hagar could not take Sar-
ah’s place in God’s plan. Hagar could
not become a substitute for Sarah in
providing the child of promise.

You will remember that God
changed Sarah’s name, too, at the
same time that he changed Abram’s
name (Gen. 17:15). Both forms of her
name mean “princess.”1 And God
said, “I will bless her . . . I will give you
a son by her.” She shall be a mother
of nations. “Kings of peoples shall
come from her” (17:16, NRSV).

Sarah had a prominent place, didn’t
she? God realized that she was as
vital to the completion of his purpose
as Abraham was. No wonder mention
of her is made in Isaiah, Galatians,
Hebrews, and First Peter. She is
referred to 113 times in all.2

Genesis 18 records the visit of
Abraham’s three mysterious visitors. It
was then that the aged Sarah over-
heard the prediction that in a year she
would have a son, and laughed in
response.

Here is an interesting treatment I

came across of the incident:

Sarah is the one who displays an
agnostic faith, a faith that wrestles.
Not content to bake a meal and stay
in the background while the men
had dinner and talked, as was the
custom in oriental society, she
eavesdropped at the door of the
tent. Overhearing the promise made
by one of the angelic visitors . . .
‘Sarah laughed to herself.’ . . . Con-
trary to some interpreters, this is not
the laughter of ridicule or mockery.
Sarah’s half-suppressed laughter
arises from the comic disproportion
between what is announced and
what is possible, between the dream
and the reality. Out of her own wom-
anly longing through years of bar-
renness to find fulfillment in having a
child, she knew, better than anyone
else, the absurdity of the promise at
her time of life.3

I see a great deal of significance in
Sarah’s prominent place in God’s
plan. The patriarchal period was a
male-dominated society. Women
often had a low place. Sometimes
they were little more than property.

Against that background, God
exalted Sarah in a major way.

She is one of the few women men-
tioned on the famous roll call of faith
in Hebrews, chapter 11: “By faith
Sarah herself, though barren,
received power to conceive, even
when she was too old, because she
considered him faithful who had
promised” (Heb. 11:11, NRSV, note).

"She considered him faithful who
had promised.” She was a woman of
faith as her husband was a man of
faith. She is a continuing inspiration
and a challenge to those of us who
want to be women and men of faith
today.

She was the woman beside the
man.                                                  �

The Woman
Beside the Man

Sarah’s place in God’s plan.
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God realized that Sarah
was as vital to the 

completion of his pupose
as Abraham was.

1. Clyde T. Francisco, Introducing the New Testament, rev. ed. (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1977),
171.
2. Ethel Clark Lewis, Portraits of Bible Women (New York, Vantage Press, 1956), 22; quoted by
Debbie Jo Smith, “Sarah,” P:DTS 992 paper, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Fort
Worth, TX (Feb. 12, 1990): 1.
3. Bernhard W. Anderson, “Abraham, the Friend of God," Interpretation 42:4 (Oct. 1988): 361.
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teaches the fundamental equality of men and woman of all racial
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female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 
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