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My first introduction to the rudiments of a theological
education came during the closing days of World War II as
I sat upon the rocks of a remote island in the Lake of Bays
in Canada. Our instructor was Cornelius Van Till of
Westminster Theological Seminary. InterVarsity Christian
Fellowship had introduced a one month lay training institute
to prepare Christian college students to deal with the attacks
upon the Christian faith which were our daily lot in the
secular classroom.

Van Till taught us that the Bible, if it was truly the Word
of God, would hold up to intense scrutiny; that we could
dissect it, shake it in a test-tube, grind it fine, and analyze it
carefully. If we found apparent contradictions, this was an
invitation, not to discard the Bible, but to study further.

I believe that we need to come to the Bible with just
such a faith when we deal with the hard issues—not only
those of doctrine but also those of Christian behavior. If we
can develop a hermeneutic of faith which will apply to a better
understanding of gender roles in the economy of God, perhaps
the same methodology can serve us in circumstances which
the Church of Jesus Christ cannot now fully envision. The
twenty-first century will surely bring theological debates of a
nature different from any we have known, but the same Lord
can guide us into all truth through the Word of God which
shall not pass away.

In every age there are those who come to the Word of
God with new questions. They wrestle with the topic until at
last the Holy Spirit gives light, and then they go on to new
questions. I think especially of those early men and women
of God who debated the nature of Jesus Christ. Sincere people
were able to point to one set of Scriptures; and others, equally
dedicated to knowing the mind of God, would come to
another conclusion, also with the use of Scripture. The
struggle to understand the truth of the Word took centuries
to be resolved; and at last the Empress Pulcheria, with
Eutychians and Nestorians snapping at her heels, summoned
four hundred bishops to Chalcedon; and there was hammered
out a declaration of Jesus Christ as one person in two natures,
united unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably.

There have been other debates that have taken an
enormous amount of time and effort. What is the Word of
God? What is the nature of man? What is the basis for our
salvation, and so forth. Each is an urgent and legitimate
question, one with which the Church of Jesus Christ must
tussle. In our own day, one of these legitimate questions
concerns the biblical role and status of women. Some point
to Genesis 3:20 and to the restrictive statements of the Apostle
Paul and lay out a carefully circumscribed area of women’s

activities in church, home, and society. Others lay hold of
Galatians 3:28 and claim the traditions of Deborah, Miriam,
and Huldah, and of the women who first went at Christ’s
command to herald to the men their Resurrected Lord. The
issue is far from resolved and calls for commitments of which
I would like to speak.

Studies about women and the Bible have moved beyond
an analysis of individual texts or groups of texts, to the
development of a feminist hermeneutic. Elizabeth Schüssler
Fiorenza, appalled by the injustices perpetrated upon women
in the name of Scripture, declares that feminists must develop
a hermeneutic of suspicion. She insists that all Scripture cannot
be proclaimed as the Word of God because some of it is
oppressive. Hence the need for a hermeneutic of suspicion.
Hers is not the only feminist hermeneutic. Letty Russell,
Phyllis Trible and others have developed their own; but
Evangelicals have been very slow to formulate a strategy for
interpreting the Word of God as it applies to women.

Of course I have considered this the work of theologians,
but perhaps a few suggestions would not be amiss. Let me
begin by defining the word feminist in a positive sense. In
its initial dictionary meaning, it means a person who believes
in the equality of men and women. Certainly many people
are redefining the term with additions to which most
Evangelicals would not give assent; but the original sense is
similar to the truth expressed in Galatians 3:28, that in Jesus
Christ there is neither male nor female, bond nor free, Jew
nor Greek.

THE PROBLEM OF INTEGRATION

How shall we integrate the entire message of the Bible
and apply it to our daily lives in church, home and society? I
believe that we must work with a hermeneutic of faith. We
must say at the outset that Evangelicals have been slower to
formulate a feminist hermeneutic because we find it far harder
than others. We come to Scripture and declare it to be the
living Word of God, our only infallible rule of faith and
practice. We are caught between the apparent contradictions
with regard to women in the Bible, and our belief that it is all
truly God’s message to us. We are not dealing simply with a
collection of ancient texts. This is the Word of God, given as
light for our minds, cleansing for our souls, and nourishment
for our spirits. We believe that in the Bible God has truly
spoken to us. If it appears oppressive, contradictory, and
unjust, then there are questions which need to be asked,
alternatives which need to be pursued; but it is still the Word
of God, still to be heeded as the words of life. David said,
“Righteous art thou, O Lord, and right are thy judgments.
Thou has appointed thy testimonies in righteousness and in
all faithfulness” (Ps 119:137-138). We cannot abandon our
belief that the Bible is indeed a message and not just a muddle.

TOWARD AN EGALITARIAN HERMENEUTIC OF FAITH
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We do not denigrate Paul or his theology—rather we must
say that Paul deserves to be studied.

Here is where faith comes in. We believe that the Bible
may contain paradoxes, perplexities, and problems but not
outright contradictions. If God gave us a message, it is one
which may be believed and acted upon, one upon which we
may stake our very lives. And so we must travel with the faith
that there is a resolution for this issue, even if it is not
immediately apparent. We need to obey the command to
compare Scripture with Scripture. No less a fundamentalist
than the late L. E. Maxwell, president of Prairie Bible Institute,
declared that there were over a hundred passages in the Bible
which affirmed women in roles of leadership, and three which
appeared to oppose it.

THE WEAPONS AND TOOLS OF FAITH

What, then, are we to do? Is not our God a God of
justice and love, and did not Jesus say that he came to preach
liberty to those who were oppressed? First, I suggest that we
resort to the weapon of prayer, that we spread out our
perplexities before God and ask for the wisdom which is
promised to any who will ask. We believe that the Holy Spirit
is the one who gave us the Scriptures and that the Holy Spirit
is our foremost teacher in understanding them.

A hermeneutic of faith also asks for commitment. Let us
approach the Word of God with silence and submission. This
phrase “silence and submission” is a formula used in the
ancient Near East meaning readiness to hear the will of God
and to obey it. God asks of us receptivity to heed and to
obey. We must be willing to be changed by what we read.
Now this does not mean that we will approach the Bible
with no preconceived notions. All of us bring our prejudices
with us. It is important, though, to be honest about this. It is
much better to admit to ourselves and others that we have
certain viewpoints and to understand that we have held these
presuppositions as we read. We need to ask, have we read our
own convictions into the text? Have we been fair to other
viewpoints? Then we must be ready to alter our perspectives
in accordance with light from the Word.

THE GREAT COMMANDMENT

I believe that our commitment as we read may well take
the form of the Great Commandment:  “Thou shalt love the
Lord thy God with all thy heart and mind and strength and
thy neighbor as thyself.” If we love God with all our heart,
we will love all that Scripture says about him. We will even
love the metaphors of God as mother. God promised “Like
as one whom his mother comforteth, so will I comfort thee.”
(Is 66:13) The book of Job speaks of the “womb of God”
(38:29); and Isaiah spoke for God when he wrote, “The Lord
goes forth and will shout aloud like a mighty man of war, ...I
will gasp and pant like a woman in travail.” (42:13-14) Jesus
said that he would have “gathered Jerusalem to his breast as
a mother bird her brood” (Mt 23:37).

If we are faithful to the Word of God, it is our duty to
share all of the revealed nature of God; and we cannot obscure
this aspect. Indeed an understanding of God as Mother can
be an important evangelistic tool. I recall an old alcoholic
Dane whom I was seeking to lead to the grace which he could
find in Jesus Christ; and suddenly he burst out, “If God is
like a Fadder, den I don’t vant him!” It was essential for him
to know that God is also revealed as Mother. This insight has
great importance in helping women to understand that they
too are made in God’s image. Genesis 5:2 says, “Male and
female created he them, and he blessed them and named them
Man when they were created.”

We must be mindful, however, that the Bible commands
us to not image God as either male or female (Dt 4:16)—
our love must be for a God who is above and beyond human
sexuality.

If we love God with all our hearts as we read the Word,
we will love the way that Jesus treated women. He received
Mary as a student who had chosen the better part which
should not be taken away. He told Martha that he was the
Resurrection and the Life and prompted her response that
He was indeed the Christ, the One who was to come. He
affirmed the faith of a Syro-Phoenician woman whose tenacity
of trust brought the healing of her daughter. He revealed to
a sinful woman at a well that He was the Messiah and sent
her forth to bring a whole village to hear his message. As the
Samaritans streamed forth to meet him, Jesus told his disciples
“Here the saying holds true, ‘One sows and another reaps.’ I
sent you to reap that for which you did not labor, others
have labored, and you have entered into their labor” (Jn
4:37-38). Jesus rejected the double standard when he
demanded that the one without sin be the first to cast a stone
at the woman taken in adultery; and he repudiated the
menstrual taboo when he required the woman with an issue
of blood who had touched him give public testimony of her
healing. He hailed the widow who gave God everything that
she had and he dared to loose the bonds of a daughter of
Abraham on the Sabbath before a hostile crowd. At the
Garden Tomb, he waited until John and Peter had left so that
Mary Magdalene might be the first to bring the news of her
risen Lord. Hebrew law maintained that women could not
be used as witnesses, yet Jesus expressly sent them forth to
tell his brethren that he was alive and would meet them in
Galilee (Mt 28:10). When the disciples on the way to Emmaus
expressed their disbelief of the women’s story, he cried, “O
fools and slow of heart! Ought you not to have believed all
that the prophets have said!” (Lk 24:25) Yes, our love for
Jesus must include a love for his treatment of women as
revealed in the Scriptures.

LOVING GOD WITH OUR MINDS

But the Bible also commands us to love God with all our
minds. We must at this point get out our scholarly tools and
get to work. We need to work through all of the passages
carefully. Could we be mistaken about Deborah, the prophet,
judge and general? Do we understand what it was that Jesus
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commanded the women to do on Easter morning? Why does
Micah say “Have I not sent Moses and Aaron and Miriam
before thee to lead thee?” (6:4) These must be balanced against
the difficult Pauline passages—as well as all the exegetical
problems—in 1 Corinthians 11:3-14; 14:34-35 and 1
Timothy 2:11-15.

I am aware that there are also passages with problems in
Isaiah and in the imprecatory psalms and in the opening
chapters of Genesis, to name just a few. The women’s issue is
certainly not the only tough issue. It would be quite easy to
give up and walk away, rather smug in our belief that the
larger set of passages are quite direct, whereas the passages
apparently representing an alternative point of view are
plagued with problems. But they are still the Word of God,
still God’s message to us; and we cannot walk away from
them. We cannot deny the difficulties or ignore them. Job
said, “Though he slay me, yet will I trust Him” (13:15). The
Psalmist said, “All thy commandments are true” (Ps 119:151).
We believe that there is a resolution to the difficulties if we
search for it with faith. Jesus said, “Seek, and ye shall find.”
Part of our faith is that, like wrestling Jacob, we do not let go
until we have reached a satisfactory conclusion.

As we begin, we need to examine the textual tradition. Is
it reliable? 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 occurs at two separate
points in some of the early texts. This raises a question as to
whether it might not originally have been a gloss which
slipped into the text.

The mandate occurs in all versions of 1 Corinthians 14,
however, and appears to be an authentic part of the epistle.

Next we should ask, “What does the text say?” Here
knowledge of the biblical languages is absolutely critical. Too
often we leave a genuine mastery of the Bible in its original
tongues to a rarefied and elitist group. We need instead a far
stronger and more widespread competence in Greek, Hebrew,
and other related languages. In each new generation, we must
return to the texts to grapple with new situations which have
arisen in our contemporary society. New questions must be
posed of the old Scriptures.

When it really matters, we must get back to the
fundamental text rather than putting ourselves at the mercy
of translators. For example, in Romans 16:7 Junia is called a
noteworthy apostle. (The same Greek term for “noteworthy”
occurs also at Matthew 27:16) Most translators change the
feminine name to the masculine “Junias”—a name which is
absolutely unknown in any inscription, literary or legal
document or coin, whereas the feminine form “Junia” is
perfectly common. Some translators have ventured “Junius”
or “Junianus,” neither of which is allowable by the alpha
ending in the text. One can only acknowledge that learned
gentlemen have inserted into the rendering of this passage
their own preconceived notions.

We must also be wary lest we be influenced by the
unwarranted additions which some translators insert into the
text. Most of the older versions at least italicized the words
which had been added, so that one could be aware of the
insertions; but modern versions and paraphrases often have
no such italics to help the English reader discern what actually
does appear in the text. A famous case in point is 1 Corinthians

11:10, which literally translated says that a woman ought to
have power over her own head. It is almost impossible to
find a version which gives this rendition. Archbishop Moulton
declared this verse to be one of the most difficult in the entire
New Testament. Katherine Bushnell snorted that anyone with
a single year of Greek ought to be able to handle it adequately.
The language was perfectly straightforward but the meaning
unacceptable to most translators.

CONSIDERATIONS OF LANGUAGE

Next comes the matter of language. Is there more than
one meaning for some of the words employed in the passage?
If there are other established meanings for a given term,
what sense would their utilization give to the passage? The
verb hupotasso, for instance, has a number of meanings, as
even the most conservative biblical dictionary will admit.
They will carefully point out however, that when applied to
women, the verb means that they should obey their
husbands. The word “silence” has at least five different
meanings in the New Testament in particular and in Greek
religion as a whole. Do we give any indication of this in the
passages dealing with women?

Recently there has been much controversy over kephale,
the word for head. Despite abundant examples in ancient
literature, traditionalists deny that kephale has in the Greek
the value of origin or source. Yet the ancients believed that
human sperm was generated in the head. It passed down
the spinal cord and passed on to bring new life into the
world. Artemidorus of Daldo wrote that just as the father is
the source of life for the son, so the head is the source of life
for the body. Sometimes the statue of a bearded head was
set at the source of a river, for the rest of the body flowed
forth from the head. To bring this concept of headship to
passages such as Ephesians 5 and 1 Corinthians 11 brings a
very different understanding to the relationship between
husband and wife.

Another critical term is lalein, used in 1 Corinthians
14:34-35 as an activity prohibited to women. The directives
of the first epistle to the Corinthians state that women might
pray and prophesy with their heads covered (11:5, 13) and
all might prophecy provided they took turns and did it in an
orderly fashion (14:26, 31). These mandates become coherent
if we understand lalein as referring to disruptive noise. The
word means to vocalize, as well as to speak. Plutarch wrote
that dogs and apes could lalein, but they could not speak
rationally; and Athenaeus preserved a charming verse about
a fish who spoke a lot (lalein) but didn’t say anything. In 1
Corinthians 14:9, 11, 27, and 28, lalein clearly refers to an
utterance which does not convey meaning to its hearers. I
suggest that women are asked to refrain both from irrelevant
chatter during the service and from the ritual cries which
they gave at ceremonial occasions from the time of Homer to
the present day. A plaque excavated from a temple halfway
up the Acrocorinth is specifically dedicated to just these cries
of women and bears evidence that the phenomenon was alive
and well at Corinth.
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Another prime example is 1 Timothy 2:12, where a
verb occurs which is used nowhere else in the entire New
Testament. The problem is vexed because in a case where a
word occurs but once, the dictionarian often simply follows
the translator and declares that it has such-and-such a value
in New Testament Greek. Authenteo, the verb in question,
is defined in New Testament dictionaries as meaning to usurp
authority or to dominate, although other Greek authors
used the term to imply other values such as to kill someone,
to begin something or be responsible for the initiation of
something, to lay claim to property as being one’s own, to
claim to be the author of something and so forth. To translate
that one verb differently changes the sense of the entire
passage. This passage which causes women so much
perplexity can be rendered in a variety of ways. Why do we
not explore the possibilities?

CONSIDERATIONS OF GRAMMAR AND CONTEXT

Then there is the matter of grammar. Is there an
unexpected construction which might give another
interpretation? 1 Timothy 2:12 can perhaps be construed
as an indirect statement with a redundant negative so that
the emphasis is upon what women are forbidden to teach
rather than upon their teaching or administrative function.
The grammar of Romans 16:2 may be understood to say
that Phoebe was an overseer who had been ordained by
Paul himself. The very same construction is used to say that
Paul was made or ordained a minister (Eph 3:7; Col 1:23,
25). Why, then, are we so reluctant to give the same
rendering when it refers to a woman rather than a man?

Equally important is an understanding of the context
of a given passage. This is especially true of the problems in
Pauline writings. We need first to see Paul as one trained at
the feet of Gamaliel in rabbinic tradition. As such, he was
fully aware of the consequences of a Jewish woman removing
her veil in a public gathering. But Paul was also a Roman
citizen who was at home in the Graeco-Roman world. He
alone of the apostles appears to have been comfortable in
dealing with non-Judaized Gentiles.

If we would understand the rationale of this missionary
to the gentiles, we must understand the worship practices
of heathen women; for they differed extensively from those
of men. We must also recognize that Paul had been born at
Tarsus and retained a deep commitment to proclaiming the
Gospel in his native Asia Minor. His missionary travels took
him deep into the heart of Anatolia, to an intimate
knowledge of those forms of religion which were practiced
there, especially by women. 1 Timothy 2:11-15, addressed
to Ephesus on the west coast of Asia Minor, may be
understood as a response to these Anatolian traditions.

LOVING WITH OUR STRENGTH

If our love of God demands hard mental effort, let us
not forget also to love God with all our strength. It is our

responsibility to exercise the most serious scholarly
endeavor of which we are capable. This means a thorough
knowledge of the exegesis of other scholars, including those
with whom we disagree. Lamentably, evangelical
scholarship has not always been of a level of excellence
that earned the respect of non-evangelicals. Too often we
tend to slough off when the going gets tough. Let us
acknowledge that we are called to a long-term effort. If we
believe that there are solutions to our perplexities, let us
commit ourselves to finding them. We cannot claim to
have all the answers, but we can profess a faith that they
are there if we continue to seek them.

Loving God with all one’s mind requires time and
energy and effort. There is a great deal of heavy spade work
to be done, and there are no short-cuts. This means gaining
a mastery of materials which we may find repulsive—fertility
cults of women, pagan rites, and impure literature. Worse
yet, the path is often wearisome and tedious. Blessedly, God
is our strength and can do for us what we cannot do for
ourselves.

If we are to love with all our strength, we must have
the courage to refute those interpretations which do violence
to the Word of God or to the people of God. For instance,
we must speak out against those who justify the abuse of
women by the citing of Scripture. We must be very clear
that the Bible forbids roles of leadership to those who strike
another (1 Tim 3:3; Tit 1:7). Whether the weak are wronged
by those from liberal or conservative camps, we must offer
a refutation based on biblical principles.

THE TRANSFORMING POWER OF GOD’S WORD

The second part of the Great Commandment bids us
love our neighbor as ourselves. We love because Scripture
has convinced us that all are made by God in God’s own
image, and that Jesus Christ came to redeem all. Surely this
means treating all human beings with respect and seeking
to bring each one to her or his highest potential. Gender,
social condition, and racial considerations are all swept away
by Galatians 3:28. The Great Commandment calls us both
to respect the insights of other Christians and yet to bear to
needy people our distinctive message. The Bible calls us to
manifest the love of Christ in every dimension of life.

If the Bible calls us, it also transforms us. We believe
that the Word of God is alive and powerful and capable of
making us new. As we see the light of God’s Word fall upon
others, our attitudes toward them change. God’s Word
teaches us to look at people in new ways.

Once we have seen the poor, the homeless, the afflicted,
the fatherless, and the stranger within our gates in the light
of their true worth as revealed in God’s Word—we can no
longer continue in our old heedless patterns, nor will mere
patronization suffice. Our hermeneutic of faith demands
transformed behavior by the power of the Holy Spirit.

“I am thy servant; give me understanding that I may
know thy testimonies! Redeem me from man’s oppression,
that I may keep thy precepts” (Ps 119:125, 134).
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A few years ago I took a course entitled “Women in
Religion” at a state university. The purpose of the course was
to survey major world religions with regard to how they
valued women. We started with the pagan religions and ended
with Judaism and Christianity.

A significant feature of the pagan religions, we noted,
was that all their deities had a sex. Most interestingly, the
sexual identity of these gods and goddesses was not limited
to their names or titles, but entered into their strengths and
weaknesses and was mocked in their foibles. I could not help
thinking how superior the Christian religion was.

So when class discussion arrived at Judaism, I was
unprepared for the professor’s matter-of-fact statement that
the Judeo-Christian deity was male. I protested, offering the
explanation that I had been taught since childhood: God is
Spirit; God’s being called “he” is simply a necessity of human
language—only abstractions are called “it.” The name “Father”
is meant to communicate specific attributes of God and describes
our relationship to him—not his sex.

My explanation fell on the ears of the professor as so
much technical “in-speak.” She could hardly bear to hear me
out. When I turned to my classmates for support, I found
complete agreement with the professor. The Judeo-Christian
deity was male.

I dropped my campaign at that point because the purpose
of the class was to survey the position of women in various
religions—not debate Christian theology. Furthermore, since
most of the participants were either Jewish or Christian, their
perception of their own religion was as valid as mine.

CULTURE VS. REVELATION

Our culture is filled with illusions to God’s maleness. I
couldn’t help but be familiar with the idea. Popular references
to God most often imply a certain masculinity, but I had
always interpreted them as playful anthropomorphisms,
endearments meant to humanize God just enough so people
can speak comfortably yet respectfully about him in secular
circles. We all know who The Man Upstairs is meant to be.

Sylvia’s prayer in Children’s Letters to God is always good
for a smile: “Dear God, Are boys better than girls? I know
you are one, but try to be fair.” There is a genuineness to
Sylvia’s prayer that forces the reader to mentally answer her.
I had always supplied her with a bemused but tender parent

gently explaining that God was neither male nor female. Now
I had cause to doubt the commonality of my response.

My own girlhood had been free of any concern about
God having a sex, as far as I can recall. My parents believed
in the dignity of children and never allowed childish ideas
to go uncorrected. God, from my earliest understanding,
was Spirit. Any attempt to clothe him with sexuality was
the utmost profanity.

“But God is our Father,” I can imagine some readers
bursting to say at this point; and truly he is. Jesus himself
taught us to pray, “Our Father who art in heaven.” The
privilege of calling God “Father” was granted to believers in
the New Testament, and since then the father/child
relationship has been a fundamental expression of the
relationship between God and believers.

But even though God is truly our Father, we cannot move
immediately from that fact to conclusions about God and
masculinity. It remains for Scripture to define what God’s
Fatherhood does and does not mean.

THE FATHERHOOD OF GOD

The Scriptures are consistent, from beginning to end, in
teaching that God is not our Father in any physical sense.
Pagan myths understood the world and its inhabitants as
products of a climactic act between the sexual forces at work
in the universe. In Genesis, however, we learn that we are
created, not procreated. We are not products of God’s body
nor are we extensions of his substance. The world and its
inhabitants were created from nothing by an act of God’s
will. He is our creator, not our progenitor. Calling God “Father”
is the privilege of believers alone. One of the many places
this is taught in Scripture is the bitter confrontation between
Jesus and the unbelieving Jews of John 8:31-58. The Jews
said, “The only Father we have is God himself.” Jesus’ answer
is a sober rebuke. “If God were your Father, you would love
me... you belong to your father the devil, and you want to
carry out your father’s desire.” In John 1:12-13 we read, “Yet
to all who received him, to those who believed in his name,
he gave the right to be called children of God—children born
not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s
will, but born of God” (NIV).

This father/child relationship that we enjoy with God is
clearly removed from the physical. That is not to say that the
relationship is less real or less important because of that fact;
the Fatherhood of God simply does not need any of the
physical attributes of males to accomplish it. In fact, the
Fatherhood of God is quite frequently described with the
maternal imagery of giving birth (i.e., born of God or born of

MYSTICAL MASCULINITY:

THE NEW QUESTION FACING WOMEN

Faith Martin
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the Spirit) rather than the paternal description begotten of
God.

Neither do the behavioral attributes of males (commonly
called masculinity) characterize the Fatherhood of God. What
does God as Father do for his children? He gives an
inheritance. “And since you are a son, God has also made you
an heir” (Gal 4:7). In patriarchal society only males had
ownership of property, so inheritance in biblical times was
presented in terms of the father/son relationship. But
ownership of property is not a natural trait of males; it is a
matter of custom. Today, the ownership of property is no
more masculine than it is feminine.

Interestingly, the fact that in Bible times it was usually
only sons who received inheritances may be why the Holy
Spirit led writers to use the phrase “sons of God” to describe
women believers. If God had said, “You will be my sons and
daughters,” a claim could be made that women receive less
from God—since they were only daughters and as such would
have fewer rights under the patriarchal laws of inheritance in
effect in Bible times. Instead, Scripture declares, “You are all
sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus ... neither male nor
female. If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed
and heir according to the promise” (Gal 3:26-29).

What else does God our Father do for us, and is it
specifically masculine? He provides us with tender care. Just
as our Heavenly Father watches over the birds of the air and
feeds them, so he cares for us (Mt 6:25-34). While it is the
custom in our culture to associate nurture with a mother’s
work and to assign fathers a more removed responsibility
such as looking out for the family’s “big picture,” God’s
fatherhood is demonstrated by his watchful attention to our
most intimate needs. Some might call this feminine.

Because God is our Father, we have uninhibited intimacy
with him. Years ago the nation was charmed by pictures of
Caroline Kennedy playing in the oval office and holding the
President’s hand while he walked with dignitaries. She could
intrude on the most auspicious occasions and call that important
man “Daddy.” This is the intimacy that God is offering to each
believer, and intimacy is not masculine—it is simply personal.

Biblical feminist Mary Hayter, in The New Eve in Christ,
offers the following insight: “When the biblical images of God
as Father, bridegroom and other masculine metaphors are
rightly interpreted, it is clear that there is nothing ‘sexist’ about
them. Just as the Kingdom of God does not look like a mustard
seed nor taste like yeast but acts like both, so the metaphor of
God’s Fatherhood does not teach a ‘natural’ relationship
between a divine male progenitor and his offspring. When
Israel is called God’s son or his unfaithful wife, these parables
do not imply that the character of God is predominately
masculine.... They are expressions of Yahwah’s infinite love for
his chosen people, expressed in terms of a patriarchal society.”1

POPULAR OPINION

But let’s return to the college classroom. While the
discussion was by no means the first time I had heard an

assertion of God’s maleness, it was the first time I heard
educated adults, serious about their beliefs, say God was male,
and it finally caught my attention; it caused me to wonder
what was being taught in churches other than my own.

My first inclination had been to dismiss the professor
and her class as a special case. After all, hadn’t some feminists
been telling women for years that Christianity was a male
dominated religion and that the Bible is written from a male
perspective, with male assumptions about God? This professor
and her students were heavily into secular feminism, and I
attributed their position to hostile radical feminist
disinformation.

But once sensitized to the issue, I began to listen and
read with fresh attention. I found that far from being
unanimous, opinions on God and sexuality fall into three
categories. The first, found largely among the unchurched, is
that God is male—without any qualification. This was the
opinion I met in that college classroom.

MAINSTREAM CHRISTIAN OPINION

The second category of opinion holds that God, being
Spirit, is neither male nor female. Persons of this persuasion
are not particularly vocal on the subject and react with some
surprise when the matter is raised, almost as if to say, “Where
on earth are you coming from?” These people express
themselves confidently because their position is backed by
centuries of Christian theology. The idea of God having a sex
is totally absent from the creeds of virtually all Christian
denominations.

That is not to say that there have never been orthodox
Christian groups in cultures particularly vulnerable to
masculine imagery where a feeling that God was male might
surface and find expression, sometimes on a level not entirely
conscious and far from explicit. But if pressed to define God
as male, even these persons quickly back off.

John Calvin’s statement on biblical anthropomorphisms
has been the classic response to any such abuse of biblical
metaphors: “For who, even of the meanest capacity,
understands not, that God lisps, as it were, with us, just as
nurses are accustomed to speak to infants? Wherefore such
forms of expression do not clearly explain the nature of God
but accommodate the knowledge of him to our narrow
capacity; to accomplish which, the Scripture must necessarily
descend far below the height of his majesty.”2

Many of us fall into this category. We assume that
picturing God as an old man with a beard is simply a childish
stage in one’s process of growing up and not worth taking
seriously. Since our own concept of God is far above such
notions, we assume that the same is true of every adult.

But something has happened to shake complacency on
that subject. It is inclusive language. The attempt by radical
feminism to get the Christian community to adopt names
such as God/dess, Parent, and S/He for God has produced a
debate of predictable heat but an entirely unpredicted line of
argument. Instead of assuring radical feminists that their
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perception of God as male has been a misunderstanding of
the Christian’s use of the name Father—along with an
explanation of biblical metaphors and the limitations of
human language—some anti-feminists have expressed
profound indignation with inclusive language for the reason
that God would lose his masculine identity.

Protest from the ranks of ordinary Christians against
inclusive language are particularly revealing in this regard.
The following letter to the editor recently appeared in my
local newspaper: “The ridiculous question in last Sunday’s
Pittsburgh Press (‘God: He, She or It?’) is a question which
could have been posed only by an idiot. One need only read
the first book of the Old Testament, ‘Genesis,’ to know that
God was a man. How do I know: The Bible tells me so.”3

ANTI-FEMINIST OPINION

Of course, no serious Christian scholar believes that God
belongs to the male sex, but there are signs that, to some, the
suggestion is not entirely absurd. This position falls into the
third category: God may not be male, but he is masculine.
For example, Donald Bloesch writes: “God is not man, but,
for the most part, he chooses to relate himself to us as
masculine.”4

Duncan Lowe, a newly appointed professor at the
Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary in Pittsburgh,
writes: “The distinct and emphatically male imagery which
God uses of himself in Scripture is not to be discounted as
mere cultural accommodation but is to be recognized as his
free and deliberate self-revelation and therefore properly
foundational in our thinking about him and our relationship
to him.”5

Lowe’s position is controversial in his denomination, as
it would be in most Protestant denominations; but neither is
he a lone voice. Quite frequently now, scholarly speculations
of evangelical theologians engaged in anti-feminist debate
assert a special association between God and maleness.

For instance, J.I. Packer uses the fact that the Incarnation
took place in a male body to say that women are less
appropriate than men to image the life and work of Christ.
“That one male is best represented by another male is a matter
of common sense; that Jesus’ maleness is basic to his role as
our incarnate Savior is a matter of biblical revelation.”6

The idea of there being a link between masculinity and
the role of Christ has found expression for centuries in the
Anglo-Catholic tradition. From an Orthodox Church study
regarding the community of men and women in the Church
we have the following statement: “Jesus’ holiness is not only
human; it is masculine as well.”7 The masculine nature of
Christ has been the theological argument behind the exclusion
of women from the priesthood in the Orthodox and Catholic
churches. Now this idea is being seriously advanced by persons
of stature in the evangelical Protestant community. Therefore,
it is not only proper but necessary that we strive for a precise
understanding of what is meant by this claim and what it
implies about the nature of God and the place of women.

From where has this idea come—and where will it take
us? Will it become a fundamental doctrine of Christianity?

THE HISTORIC CHRISTIAN POSITION

Mainstream Christian teaching has been fairly clear on
the issue of God and sexuality, forbidding the slightest
association between God and the sexual nature of his creatures.
We will let the venerable Westminster Confession of Faith
(II:1) typify the position of most creeds on the matter. It
states: “There is but one only, living and true God: who is
infinite in being and perfection, a most pure spirit, invisible,
without body, parts, or passions....” As Carl F. H. Henry wrote
in God, Revelation, and Authority:

Masculine and feminine elements are excluded from both
the Old Testament and New Testament doctrine of deity.
The God of the Bible is a sexless God. When Scripture speaks
of God as ‘he’ the pronoun is primarily personal
(generic) rather than masculine (specific); it emphasizes
God’s personality—and in turn, that of the Father, Son
and Spirit as trinitarian distinctions in contrast to
impersonal entities. Walter Brueggemann stresses that
biblical religion is quite disinterested in any discussion
of God’s sexuality (masculine or feminine) or God’s
asexuality, but freely uses whatever images are
appropriate to advance its central interest in God’s
personal covenant-relationships with Israel (“Israel’s
Social Criticism and Yahweh’s Sexuality,” pp. 739-772).
The question of the defense of God’s masculinity, or of
the promotion of his femininity, is therefore to be
detached from any discussion of his divine sexuality.
Scripture does not depict God either as ontologically
masculine or feminine. The God of the Bible is pure
spirit, incorporeal. The masculine or feminine imagery
that the Bible employs of deity carries no androgynous
ontological connotation, nor does it imply that God in
some or most respects is a male deity and in other
respects, a female deity. The irreverent references to “the
Man Upstairs” have no precise ontological intention;
such profane usage in fact usually has in view only a
phantom deity (emphasis mine).8

Roman Catholicism has also been adamant in its formal
doctrine that God is not male; it has been less clear about his
masculinity. For example, Cardinal John J. O’Connor of New
York, who in his 1991 Father’s Day sermon reminded his
listeners that God must be described only with male
terminology, had to make a public clarification when feminists
charged him with saying that God was a man. God is not
male, O’Connor said, that idea would violate church teaching.
But his explanation leaves the ordinary person wondering
just exactly what he meant.9

A similar haziness regarding God and sexuality is
entering evangelical Protestantism, and the notion that God
is indeed masculine has gained a powerful following at the
grassroots level.
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No one person can be held as totally responsible for trends
in the widely diverse community that calls itself evangelical,
but within evangelical Protestantism C.S. Lewis can be
credited with popularizing the idea that God is masculine.
The special relationship between God and the Creation is a
constant theme in Lewis’ writings. Lewis sees God and the
Creation as being bound together in a male/female
relationship. The entire universe, in fact, is a swirl of masculine
and feminine forces all demonstrating great and unutterable
truths. Male and female human beings are commissioned by
God to give utterance to the unutterable by living in a
masculine and feminine manner. In God In The Dock, Lewis
writes: “One of the ends for which sex was created was to
symbolize to us the hidden things of God.”10 In That Hideous
Strength he writes that sex is merely the adaptation to created
life of the larger truth of gender.

Once the reader is alert to the issue, it takes only a quick
re-reading of Lewis’ works to find a solid vein of teaching on
the subject. It pervades them and, while not always explicitly
defended, is the implicit assumption behind many of his
conclusions. For example, when arguing against women
priests Lewis makes this assertion,

“Only one wearing the masculine uniform can represent
the Lord to the Church.”11 At first reading a person would
simply absorb the idea that Lewis opposes women priests. It
takes a second reading to catch his underlying assumption
that God is masculine.

And now, it is being expressed in the pews. A friend of
mine was dismayed to receive a letter from a woman in her
church, a close friend in fact, with whom she had shared her
faith and trials over the years. In this letter my friend was
berated for her lack of submission to God. So strongly worded
was the rebuke that it could have been interpreted as
questioning my friend’s faith. What had caused this letter? It
seems that their adult Sunday School class had been discussing
how people visualize God. One class member had stated that
he pictured God sitting on a throne. My friend had asked,
“What color is she?” This was not a class of newborn
Christians, but a mature group that had searched the
Scriptures for years together, a class where sophisticated
discussion was possible and mutual trust a byword. “How
could she,” my friend later asked me in deep distress, “not
understand that I was prodding the discussion so we reached
the point that God is Spirit, not defined or limited by a
physical body?”

Experiences such as this can stun unsuspecting Christians
who hold traditional views about God. We learn the need to
be cautious when the subject touches on sexuality and God,
because what was once treated as an immature but tolerable
view of God is now gaining ground and finding expression
among the more sophisticated.

A GOD OF BOTH SEXES?

An important development in the debate with radical
feminism has been an attempt by some evangelicals to rectify

some of the obvious inequities that emerge when one
envisions God as exclusively masculine, and so a feminine
principle has been added by some anti-feminists to God’s
“masculine” image. For instance, Elisabeth Elliot sees God
the Father as masculine and God the Son as feminine.l2

Donald Bloesch also adds femininity to God: “The
masculine symbolism for the divine in the Bible is not
sufficient, however, without the corresponding feminine
symbolism that completes the divine activity.”l3 But he sees it
differently than Elliot does. Bloesch claims that it is not correct
to assign each person of the Trinity a single sexual role, i.e.,
exclusively masculine or exclusively feminine, but would rather
we understand each member of the Trinity as combining
masculinity and femininity within his personality. For example,
he writes, “I believe that Christ in his role as Wisdom who
nurtures and guides the people of God can be thought of as
feminine, but Christ in his role as Lord and Savior of the
world, Christ in his inseparable relationship to Jesus, must
always be envisaged as masculine.”l4

At first glance it may seem that these American
evangelicals are considering an egalitarian motif for God, that
he is both masculine and feminine. But as with the
Anglo-Catholic approach to gender, if God does possess both
masculine and feminine traits, it is still the masculine that
remains the vital force. As Bloesch argues, “Indeed, masculine
images predominate for all three persons of the Trinity.”15

Having given the dominant role to the masculine, Bloesch
attempts to equalize the situation for women by offering the
mystical Catholic solution—Mary. Bloesch says that Mary is
the “essence of femininity in the biblical sense: fidelity,
servanthood, meekness.”16

Here in all fairness we must point out that most Christians
who use the word “masculine” with respect to God generally
do so only after carefully disassociating masculinity from
biological maleness. Vernard Eller in The Language of Canaan
and the Grammar of Feminism makes this quite plain:  “We
are replacing the word male with masculine so that we can
speak of God’s gender without ascribing to him anything like
physical, biological sexuality.”17

Technically speaking, a case can be made for
distinguishing gender from sex, because gender at one time
meant nothing more than a grammatical classification. (In
many languages gender is assigned to broad groups with
only token regard to their actual biological roles.) Even so,
this argument is weak because in English gender is assigned
strictly on the basis of biological sexual classification, and
English is the language in which this discussion about the
nature of God is being conducted. Furthermore, in Modern
English the word gender has moved from the bookish
vocabulary of grammarians into popular speech as a
synonym for sex, the latter having gained too much
association with frank sexual activity to be comfortably used
in polite situations. Gender is, in fact, rapidly replacing sex.
We now discuss “gender relations,” items are “gender
specific,” and we cannot “discriminate on the basis of
gender.” Modern dictionaries are beginning to catch up with
this usage; anyone insisting on anything more than the
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slightest nuance between gender and sex is insisting on
something that no longer exists.

The supposed bright line between male and masculine is
equally problematic. The case for God being masculine
without being male can be fleetingly grasped on an intellectual
level, but cannot be sustained in rigorous discussion. The
Anglican conservation E.L. Mascall is a good example. He
writes, “The application of masculine terms to God does not
imply that he has male sex organs or indeed any physical
organs at all.” Yet after taking pains to assert that God does
not have sexual organs, Mascall says, “...the notion of maleness
is appropriate to God in a way that the notion of femaleness
is not.”18 But if God is not male, what does Mascall mean by
God’s “maleness”?

Even the most careful theological writing breaks down
into confusion over masculinity and maleness, because
theologians are attempting something that cannot be done—
speaking of masculinity in some disembodied sense.

No matter how perfectly the distinction between
masculinity and male might possibly be maintained, the root
question remains: Why bother talking about masculinity at
all if it is not going to be tied, in the end, to persons with
male bodies?

WOMEN AND MASCULINITY

When I was young, one of my schoolmates had a
grandmother who dressed in men’s clothing. Wandering was
another of her eccentricities so she was a frequent sight around
town and in our school building. Coming in from recess, it
was not unusual for us to catch a glimpse of her in the hallway
waiting to have a word with her grandson. She was considered
harmless, and he was allowed to talk quietly with her until
she left, satisfied to have accomplished whatever was on her
mind. We all felt extremely embarrassed for our friend’s sake.
It was not her dropping by that seemed so strange to us, but
her hat, her suit, her tie, and her wing tip shoes. This
grandmother was masculine. The inappropriateness of her
behavior was distressing to all.

Indeed, that is the problem for women. For if God is to
be masculine, or, as some say, more masculine than feminine,
then there are attributes of God that men are to image but
would be inappropriate if found in women. Women are left
to find their feminine model in the distaff side of God’s nature
(whatever that may mean) or look to Mary.

Even if the significance attributed to God’s “gender” is
limited merely to the Incarnation, we are still treading on
treacherous ground. As Rebecca Ann Martin says, once we
teach that men represent Christ better simply because they
are male, we are relegating all women to a place of ontological
inferiority. If women are less like Christ than men are, they
are less than men. They are inferior in essence, not just
function.19

As Myron Augsburger points out, “The significance of
the Incarnation was that God became human, not that God
entered the masculine wing of humanity”20 (Jn 1:14, 1 Cor

15:45-49; 1 Tim 2:5). Jesus always referred to himself as
anthropos (human), the generic word inclusive of both sexes—
never as aner (male). Even his messianic title, Son of Man
(anthropos), is properly translated Son of Humankind or
Mankind.

DIVIDING THE IMAGE: BY WHOSE AUTHORITY?

We have reached the point where it is necessary to examine
what these authors mean by masculinity and femininity.
Bloesch tells us, “The masculine refers to the movement of
God going out of himself to other members of the Trinity
and to the world. Here we see creativeness, initiative, and
aggressiveness. The feminine refers to the movement of God
returning to himself in the role of the Spirit embodied in the
church. Here we see receptivity, openness, spontaneity,
intuitiveness.”21 Elsewhere Bloesch says, “The essence of
femininity in the biblical sense is fidelity, servanthood,
meekness.”22

To label servanthood and meekness as feminine spiritual
qualities is certainly a convenience for men, but is it biblical?
And what about fidelity? Is it not insulting to men to label
that a woman’s trait, implying men have difficulty with
faithfulness?

Elliot sees masculinity as possessing initiative. In Let Me
Be A Woman, she warns women not to be like Eve who
wanted to be “like God—and she took the initiative.”23

Femininity for Elliot is submission. She commends to women
the submission of Mary as the “archetype” of truly feminine
behavior “for it is the nature of women to submit.”24

If, on the basis of Mary’s believing response to the angel’s
announcement, we are to make submission the province of
women, then what do we do with Isaiah’s “Here am I. Send
me!”? Was he feminine? Lewis claims that we are all feminine
in relation to God, but that is not a sufficient reply. By whose
rules is any behavior to be labeled “feminine” if God requires
such behavior of all human beings?

Karl Barth has had some influence on the growing
acceptability of the idea that human sexuality is a reflection
of God’s nature. Barth interpreted Genesis 1:27 as teaching
that God himself is the prototype of human sexuality (and
community) because of the statement that “male and female”
are in his image.25 His interpretation evolves, in the hands of
others, into the idea that human sexuality is a division of
God’s image into two halves: masculine and feminine.

Ann Atkins, in Split Image is a good example of this
thinking. She believes that men image one half of God’s
attributes and women are created to complement men with a
corresponding set of attributes. For example, men are to image
God’s justice while women image God’s mercy; as men and
women unite in marriage, or work, they restore God’s split
image into the perfect, complete image of God.

There are problems with this interpretation. Traditional
Christian theology has always understood the mention of
“male and female” in Genesis 1:27 as simply a declaration
that both sexes are created in God’s image. The ultimate
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teaching on the image of God comes in the New Testament,
and there is no division of that image along the lines of
sexuality. Indeed, there is no division of that image at all.
Jesus alone, without a female partner, is the complete (perfect)
image of God, and the only image to which we, men and
women, are to be conformed (2 Cor 3:18, 4:10; Rom 8:29;
Gal 4:19).

THE LONG ARM OF PAGANISM

Finally, there is a troubling appeal to pagan thought by
many who talk of sexuality and God. Thomas Howard in his
influential article, “A Note from Antiquity on the Question
of Women’s Ordination,” frankly acknowledges that
speculation about God’s sexuality is tenuous if the argument
is based on Scripture alone. So he invites Christians to consider
the pagan myths and their abundant use of sexual imagery.
He then makes the disturbing claim that “a Christian would
tend to attach some weight to this.”26

Lewis has gained a reputation for his skillful use of
mythological motifs to express Christian thought, but his
introduction of pagan sexual motifs brings questionable
results. In The Four Loves he says: “In the act of love we are
not merely ourselves. We are also representatives.... In us all
the masculinity and femininity of the world, all that is assailant
and responsive, are momentarily focused. The man does play
the Sky-Father and the woman the Earth-Mother; he does
play the Form, and she the Matter.”27 That Hideous Strength
concludes with its characters paired off in celebratory sexual
embrace.

Pointing out these pagan undertones is not a “trivial
pursuit” on my part, but identifying a problem that lies at
the root of the discussion. Clear and unequivocal support for
a sexual nature for God, metaphorically or otherwise, cannot
be found in Scripture. On the other hand, a rich mine of
pagan lore, replete with sexual imagery and sexual dynamics,
awaits anyone wanting to find support for the idea.

We see exactly this kind of appeal to pagan sexual concepts
illustrated in a quotation from Atkins: “Earth may be seen as
feminine and sky as masculine; or the moon as a woman and
the sun as a man. We can perhaps understand this better by
borrowing from the notion of the yin and yang.... As we
shall see, there is a suggestion that God has made differences,
which we call feminine and masculine as the Chinese call them
yin and yang, but which are far larger than mere differences
between a woman and a man. It is as if God has made
principles of femininity and masculinity to express different
things about himself.”28 Elliot, in Let Me Be A Woman, also
appeals to the pagan yin and yang to support her masculine/
feminine argument.29

Traditionally, the Bible has been interpreted as making a
clean break with paganism on both sexuality and God. In his
commentary on Genesis, Nabum Sarna explains, “Paganism
was unable to conceive of any primal creative force other than
in terms of sex.... The sex element existed before the cosmos
came into being and all the gods were themselves creatures of

sex. On the other hand, the Creator in Genesis is uniquely
without any female counterpart and the very association of
sex with God is utterly alien to the religion of the Bible.”30

Traditional Christian theology has held that sex belongs
to the created realm along with other aspects, needs, and
limitations of our creaturehood such as food, sleep, and time.
These are all “very good” and created for our enjoyment but
are not a part of God’s image. Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen
says, “Although Christians have often forgotten it, our bodily
limits—including our maleness and our femaleness—were
given us as the media in which to develop the gift of God’s
image.”31

Susan Foh asks, “Who is to say what our culture defines
as masculine or feminine is ultimately or metaphysically
masculine or feminine?” And again, “The Bible does not
define Christian men and Christian women but Christian
persons. The goal for Christians, men and women, is
conformity to the image of Christ (Eph 4:13), which is not
sex-specific; both men and women can be equally conformed
to Christ’s image.”32 Neither sex is encouraged to become
gifted in a particular virtue because of a natural disposition
nor excused from any virtue because of a natural weakness.
Each person, regardless of sex, is commanded to pursue all
aspects of holiness.

THE QUESTION

I am reminded of an incident in the Sunday school class
taught by my niece and her husband. As they were preparing
to act out the day’s Bible story, there was general good-natured
confusion while the children claimed their favorite character.
The roles were awarded without regard to sex since the
characters in this story were all men and the class was evenly
divided between boys and girls. So when Jesus was announced
it was no surprise when a girl asked to play his part.
Immediately a boy called out, “You can’t be Jesus—you’re a
GIRL!” Before the teachers could intervene the girl shot back,
“A girl can be Jesus, a girl can be Jesus!” She wasn’t exactly
crying but her rising voice managed to convey such emotion
that the noisy room fell silent and all eyes focused on her.

This little girl and her adversary are not fictional characters
dreamed up for illustration, but real children who for one
moment crystallize a profound theological debate going on
in the Church. Consider for one moment: If you had been
the teacher, would you have had any hesitation in awarding
the role of Jesus to that little girl?

1 Mary Hayter, The New Eve in Christ (London: Latimer Trend
& Co, 1987), pp. 33-34. Her final sentence is a quotation from
A. Dumas, “Biblical Anthropology and the Participation of
Women in the Ministry of the Church”, Conceming the Ordina-
tion of Women, p. 23.)

2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I, xiii, 1.
3 Pittsburgh Press, Letters to the Editor, July 7, 1991.



12

4 Donald Bloesch, Battle for the Trinity (Ann Arbor, Michigan:
Vine Books, 1985) p.33.

5 Duncan Lowe, Unpublished Special Report to Atlantic Presbytery,
Reformed Presbyterian Church North America, March 4, 1989,
p. 3.

6 J.I. Packer, “Let’s Stop Making Women Presbyters,” Christianity
Today, February 11, 1991.

7 Women & Men in the Church (Syosset, New York: Orthodox Church
in America, Department of Religious Education, 1980), p. 23.

8 Carl F.H. Henry, God, Revelation, and Authority, Volume V: God
Who Stands and Stays (Waco, Texas: Word Book, 1982), p. 159-160.

9 Cardinal J. O’Connor as quoted in the Philadelphia Inquirer, June
30, 1991.

10 C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1970), p. 238.

11 Ibid., p. 239.
12 Elisabeth Elliot, Let Me Be A Woman (Wheaton, Illinois: Tyndale

House, 1982), p. 60.
13 Donald Bloesch, The Battle for the Trinity (Ann Arbor,

Michigan:Vine Books, 1985), p. 37.

14 Ibid., p. 47.
15 Donald Bloesch, Is the Bible Sexist? (Crossway Books: Winches-

ter, Illinois, 1982), p. 69.

16 Ibid., p. 38.
17 Vernard Eller, The Language of Canaan and the Grammar of Femi-

nism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), p. 37.

18 E.L. Mascall, Whatever Happened to the Human Mind? (Lon-
don, 1980), pp. 144, 149.

19 Rebecca Anne Martin, A Response to “Let’s Stop Making Women
Presbyters,” by J.I. Packer (Unpublished Manuscript).

20 In personal communication.
21 Donald Bloesch, The Battle for the Bible, p. 37.

22 Ibid., p. 38.
23 Elisabeth Elliot, Let Me Be A Woman (Wheaton, Illinois: Tyndale

Books, 1982), p. 24.

24 Ibid., p. 64.
25 See G. C. Berkouwer, The Image of God (Grand Rapids, Michi-

gan: Eerdmans, 1962), pp. 72-74, for a discussion that challenges
Barth’s interpretation of Genesis 1:27. He labels Barth’s opinion as
“constructive interpretation” which leads to ambiguities.

26 Thomas Howard, A Note From Antiquity on the Question of
Women’s Ordination, Churchman: Journal of Anglican Theology,
Vol. 92, No. 4,1978, p. 323.

27 C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1960), p.
119.

28 Atkins, op. cit., p. 29.
29 Elliot, op. cit., p. 59-60.

30 Nahum M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis: The Heritage of Bibli-
cal Israel (New York: Schocken Books, 1966), pp. 12-13.

31 Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen, Gender and Grace (Downers Grove,
Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1990), p. 76.

32 Susan Foh, Women and the Word of God (Presbyterian and Re-
formed Publishing, 1979), pp. 175, 176.

GOOD NEWS FOR
A COUNTRY

Paul G. Hiebert

Equality and mutual submission between men and
women is God’s ideal for humanity. But, some ask, do
these work in a world ruled by power-hungry leaders,
inequality and hierarchy? Do we not need strong
leadership for a nation to prosper?

Emmanuel Todd, a Dutch social demographer,
studied more than 70 countries around the world. He
found that the relationship between the sexes in marriage
is the most important factor in national advancement (The
Causes of Progress, 1986). Economists argue that savings,
productivity and land distribution are needed for
progress. Political scientists call  for democratic
governments. None of these, Todd concludes, have been
the causes of development in the world in the last 200
years. Rather, they are byproducts of development.

The most important requirements for national
progress, Todd found, are equality and mutual respect
between the sexes in marriage, and women’s literacy
(development has only a low correlation with men’s
literacy). The reason for this, he argues, is that children
learn their views of personhood primarily from their
mother. When they see their mother treated with dignity
and acting as an autonomous person, they gain a high
view of themselves as persons.

But what is good for the country is also good for the
family. When men take absolute authority, they and their
wives are incomplete persons. The husband cannot express
the child within him, nor can the wife be an adult. The
result is not a marriage, but two half-persons living in a
codependent relationship. When husbands and wives
relate to each other as equals, and help each other to
develop their full capabilities as autonomous beings, we
have a true covenant relationship between two whole
persons.

Paul G. Hiebert is a professor of missiology and Chair of the
Department of Missions and Evangelism at Trinity Evangelical
Divinity School in Illinois. He and his wife Frances have been
missionaries in India and together have become deeply involved in
issues dealing with a Christian theology of the relationship between
women and men. This articled first appeared in the Jan/Feb 1993
issue of Women’s Concerns Report, and is reprinted by permission.
Priscilla Papers 7:3, Summer 1993.
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In his book, Evangelicals at an Impasse: Biblical
Authority in Practice (John Knox Press, 1979), Robert K.
Johnston, Dean of North Park Theological Seminary,
Chicago, puts his finger on an embarrassing situation. While
Evangelicals are all committed to a high view of Scripture,
to the absolute authority of Scripture, they disagree on
almost everything else.

This is an overstatement, of course. You can take the
affirmations of the Apostles’ Creed, and there may be one
or two statements at most which any orthodox Christians
would quarrel with. There is at the heart of the Gospel a
core of Christian commitment that all Christians who are
committed to Scripture affirm. On the other hand, we as
Evangelicals come to a tremendous variety of conclusions
on almost every sort of thing when we approach Scripture.
The subject at hand is but one illustration of this disunity.

To begin with, it is important to affirm that people on
both sides of the debate are committed to the authority of
Scripture. It is unfair to say that one side or the other accepts
Scripture and the other does not. This accusation has been
made many times in this debate as in others, but it really
doesn’t help to do so. If you take this position, you end up
not having any discussion at all.

Today we seldom debate questions concerning forms
of Church government. People used to take these matters
very, very seriously indeed—whether you should have
bishops, or whether you should have elders, or whether
you should have deacons, or whether you should be more
organized according to congregational pattern. Which is
the scriptural form of Church organization? It probably does
not make a lot of difference to most Evangelical Christians
today. And yet, blood has been spilled, literally and
figuratively, over an issue like that, on the basis of how people
have approached Scripture.

The two divergent approaches to the question of the
role of women which are common among contemporary
Evangelical Christians we might call the Traditional View
(the majority opinion) and the Egalitarian View (the
minority opinion).

The Traditional View stresses submission and
dependence. A woman’s role in relation to home, Church

and society is to be in submission to her husband (or to male
leadership) and dependent upon him/them. She has her own
sphere and freedom to exercise her spiritual gifts but it is
ultimately under the leadership of the male, who takes the
lead in the home and in the Church, that her gifts are
expressed. This view is based on a hierarchical understanding
of the relationship of God to Christ to man to woman,
stemming from Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 11, where
he presents what we might call a chain of hierarchy: Christ is
subject to the Father, man to Christ, and woman to man.
This is the accent of the Traditional View.

The Egalitarian View argues that there is no scriptural
reason for women not to share in leadership in the Church,
or to participate in a marriage relationship that is based on
a principle of mutual submission and interdependent love.
The accent in the Egalitarian View is on mutual
submission—not the submission of one party to the other,
but each party to one another—both in the Church and in
the home.

Each side has its texts from the New Testament. The
Traditional View usually focuses on five or six texts, starting
with 1 Corinthians 11:2-6, which teaches that the head of
the woman is the man; and 1 Corinthians 14:33-35, which
says that women are to keep silence in the Church; and
moving on to 1 Timothy 2:11-15, where keeping silence in
the church is defined as not teaching or holding a teaching
office; and to Ephesians 5:22-33, where Paul argues for a
hierarchical relationship in the family (the responsibility of
wives is to submit to their husbands; husbands are to love
their wives as Christ loved the church). There are perhaps
one or two other texts, like 1 Peter 3:1-7, where again wives
are exhorted to be submissive to their husbands, and
husbands to be considerate to their wives as they honor
them as the weaker sex.

The Egalitarian View also takes these texts seriously,
but it does not begin with these. It points out that if you
leave these texts to the side until the end of the discussion,
you will come out with a different conclusion. If you look
at these texts first, you have basically programmed yourself
to come to the Traditional View; but if you put these texts
aside for the time being and first study all else that the Bible
has to teach theologically about the role of men and
women—in society and in the created order, in the Old
Testament people of God and the New Testament people of
God, in the Church and the home—then you come to a
different position.

The Egalitarian View would likely start with a study of
Genesis 1, 2 and 3. If you look at Genesis 1:26-28, you will
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see that God made man as male and female (not simply male)
in his image. It isn’t simply man who is in the image of
God—man as male—but man as male and female. Both man
and woman have a direct relationship with God, and each
shares jointly the responsibility of bearing children and
having dominion over the created order.

There has been much debate about what the phrase,
“in the image of God,” means. I think it means to be the
representative of God in creation, as the image of, say, a
king, or even a deity, is the representation of the presence
and authority of the king or deity (see David J. A. Clines,
Tyndale Bulletin, 19, 1968, pp. 53-103.) In creation, we
are to represent God, be his image in the world, and therefore
have certain responsibility over the created order. In any
event, whatever the image of God means theologically, it is
jointly shared by male and female.

In Genesis 2:18-24 the same point is underlined. Both
male and female are from God, and both as one flesh are
heirs of the grace of God. It is only the result of the Fall
(Gen 3:16ff) that the woman becomes subordinate to man.
There is not even a hint in the narrative of Genesis that
woman is in any way subordinate to man prior to the Fall.

Note, however, that in Genesis 3:16 the subordination
of woman is not prescribed, but predicted. It, along with other
situations, like having to clear your garden of thorns and
weeds, and having to work harder because of the effect that
sin has had upon the created order, is a result of the Fall,
rather than prescribed as a part of the created order.
Furthermore, subordination in Genesis 3:17ff is primarily
related to the husband/wife relationship. There is no hint
here that all women should be, or would be, under the
authority of men.

The egalitarian apologist argues further that in Christ
there is a new creation; the results of the Fall are reversed.
Paul makes this very clear in Galatians 3:28, where he says,
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Whatever inferior
positions people might have in society, these have been
abolished in Christ. Under Roman law, there was a radical
distinction between slave and free; in the synagogue there
was a radical distinction between Jew and Gentile; and in
general society, synagogue, Roman law and everywhere else
there was a radical distinction between male and female.
Greeks in the synagogue were subordinate to Jews; slaves,
to free men; and males had the domination over females
here as almost everywhere in the first century.

But in Christ, Paul says, these things have been done
away with! So whatever the norms for general society, in
the new creation, the Church, there is the beginning of the
new created order: man and woman are one. They are equal.

This new creation, the defender of the Egalitarian View
would go on to point out, was demonstrated in Jesus’ life.
Whatever difficulty some egalitarians have with Paul, they
certainly don’t have any with Jesus! There is not one hint
anywhere in the teaching of Jesus that he ever suggested

the idea that women are to be dependent on men, or to be
in submission to men, or in any way were to be regarded as
inferior in terms of their relationship within the discipleship
community or in the world outside. Quite to the contrary,
there are a host of illustrations that set Jesus over against
his Jewish context, as well as the pagan world outside of
Palestine.

He had women disciples; rabbis did not have women
disciples. He talked with women in public; rabbis did not
approve of speaking to women in public. He touched
women; rabbis would condemn that. He had friendships
with many women like Mary and Martha; women traveled
with him; some wealthy women supported him and his
disciples in their ministry and were identified with him.
Women were standing by the cross, and women were also
the first witnesses to the resurrection of Jesus.

Jesus regarded women as equal to men even in the
question of divorce. Among the striking features of Jesus’
teaching on divorce is that he takes the woman and the man
as being on the same footing (Mk 10:11-12). This is quite
contrary to Jewish law. And again, there is not a negative
thing said about women, nor is there any hint of a
hierarchical relationship between men and women in
marriage.

But this is true not merely of Jesus. As you look at the
early Church, there are many examples where women were,
in fact, engaged in significant ministries in the Church, even
in the roles of leadership. For example, it is very clear from
1 Corinthians 11 and from Acts 21:9 that women prayed
and prophesied in the early church. Without entering into a
long discussion on the meaning of “prophecy,” we may
assume that it at least includes what we know as “preaching”
today. It may be more than that; but it is at least that. It is
very clear, then, that women in the early Church did lead in
public prayer and did prophesy; otherwise Paul would not
be concerned about their wearing veils, which was a symbol
of their authority to do this (1 Cor 11:10).

Again, you find women sharing in the deaconate in the
early Church. Paul in Romans 16:1-2 mentions his good
friend Phoebe, who is called “a deacon.” Translations tend
to call her a “deaconess” or simply a “servant” of the Church:
the word used is the same word that is translated elsewhere
“deacon”; and it is the same word that is normally translated
in the New Testament as “minister.” It is linked with the
foundation idea of what it means to be a minister of Jesus
Christ (cf., Mk 10:45). Paul also speaks of Phoebe’s being a
“helper” in the Church (Greek prostatis, better translated
“guardian” or “protector”), and that again is a word implying
a position of leadership in the early Church. (Other texts
that speak of women sharing the deaconate are l Tim 3:11,
1 Tim 5:3-16 and Tit 2:3.)

Third, a study of the New Testament data concerning
life in the early Church finds women engaging in evangelism
and teaching. Look at all the women mentioned among
Paul’s companions. For example, in Philippians 4:2,3 you
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have a pair mentioned, Euodias and Syntyche, who “have
labored side by side with me in the Gospel.” Now what
does that mean? Certainly it must mean that they were
engaged, along with Paul, in pioneer evangelism. That’s the
normal understanding of that particular Greek idiom. The
context makes it very clear what these women were. One of
the problems of the Philippian church was that they had
tremendous influence; and because they were not presently
in agreement on some important issue, the friction between
them was causing some very negative things to happen in
the life of the Church.

Fourth, the Holy Spirit is given, in the teaching of the
New Testament, to both men and women without
distinction.

And fifth, the gifts that the Holy Spirit brings to the
Church, sent from the risen Lord, are given to men and
women without distinction. You can find an example for
every gift listed in any of the lists of gifts fulfilled in the
life of women mentioned in the New Testament, with
one possible exception—and that’s only a possible
exception—the gift of an apostle. (But Romans 16:7
mentions a couple who are “well known among the
apostles”—and in the Pauline understanding of what an
apostle is, this probably ought to be interpreted as
meaning that they were well known as apostles—one of
them is named Andronicus, the other Junia. The second
name could be male or female. If female—and this is the
only form of the name attested outside of the New
Testament—it would be an example of a woman apostle
in the early Church. That is debated, so I will leave it
open that there is one possible exception; but there are
no others than I am aware of.) There is not a hint that
any of the gifts of the Spirit are given to men and not at
the same time given to women.

Sixth, men and women have a common call to grow in
spiritual maturity and to develop their spiritual gifts. There
is no distinction between male and female in this regard. If
a woman has been given a gift to prophesy, or to teach, or
to administer, or to do something else, then she has a
responsibility from God to use that gift for the glory of
God and the service of his people. It is not optional, not
something that can be put on a back burner. She has a
responsibility under God to do this. If she does not, she is
not playing her part as a member of the body of Christ, and
the Church suffers as a result.

It is frequently suggested nowadays that the husband
has the primary spiritual responsibility for his wife. I cannot
find any place in the New Testament where this is suggested.
As a priest before God, the wife has full access to the presence
of God for herself. (The New Testament does not teach
“the priesthood of all male believers”!) And as a disciple of
the Lord Jesus Christ she has the responsibility for her own
spiritual growth.

Even the passages used by those who hold the
Traditional View contain certain elements that seem to

contradict the idea that women in the Church and in the
home are always to be in submission to men and under the
leadership of men. For example, in 1 Corinthians 11:11-12,
Paul stresses the principle of interdependence of men and
women. Verse 5 makes it clear that women were permitted
to pray and prophesy in public worship. Therefore, whatever
1 Corinthians 14 means, where Paul says women are not to
speak, and 1 Timothy 2, where Paul says that he doesn’t
permit a women to teach or to exercise authority over men,
you cannot understand these as absolute prohibitions. You
must understand these texts in terms of what women actually
did in the early Church and in terms of other fundamental
theological principles.

Again, in Ephesians 5, Paul does not begin his thought
with verse 22 (as in most traditional paragraph arrangements
and in the traditional interpretation), but rather with verse
21. If you begin the thought there, you come to a different
conclusion. Paul says, “Be subject to one another out of
reverence for Christ.” That is the motto or keynote of all
that Paul says about men and women in their relationships
in the following verses. There is to be a mutual submission
as one in Christ, as members of the body of Christ, as under
the lordship of Jesus Christ, each in submission to the other.
Verses 22 through 24 develop this in relation to the wife.
She is to manifest this mutual submission in Christ by being
submissive to her husband, in spite of the temptation she
might have, because of her new-found freedom in Christ,
to lord it over him or to assert her independence.

Verse 25 through 33 work out the same mutual
submission in relationship with her husband, who follows
the example of Christ, who was not “head” in the sense of
“ruler,” but in the sense of “servant.” The Son of Man came
to serve rather than to be served, and so it is with the husband
who is the “head” of his wife.

Someone might object, “How do you explain Paul’s
apparent restrictions on the ministry of women?” Women
are not to speak (1 Cor 14) or to teach (1 Tim 2). My
answer is that you understand these in light of the clearer
passages of Scripture, which speak about what women actually
did. In some people’s minds, of course, the 1 Timothy 2
and 1 Corinthians 14 passages are the clearer passages; and
if you begin there, it is hard to get out of your mind that
these are not the clearer passages. But if you can
psychologically put them aside for awhile and go through
all the other New Testament material, it becomes clear that
1 Corinthians 14:33-34 and 1 Timothy 2:8-14 are the
difficult passages, since they seem to contradict what Paul
teaches elsewhere.

How does this solve the problem? Some Bible scholars
simply snip these verses out of Paul’s letters. Paul must have
been consistent, they argue; therefore, he didn’t write 1
Timothy. There is actually slight textual evidence in favor of
the view that Paul didn’t write 1 Corinthians 14:33ff (cf. F.
F. Bruce, 1 and 2 Corinthians). Personally, I accept both
passages as being Pauline, but I would also argue that Paul
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did not contradict himself; therefore, one must subordinate
what these passages say to the clearer teaching of what Paul
teaches theologically.

Second, one should seek to understand these passages
in the context of Paul’s dealing with specific problems in
the life of the Church. In 1 Corinthians 14:33-40, Paul is
concerned with orderly worship. The principle is that all
things are to be done “decently and in order.” People were
speaking in tongues without interpretation; they were
prophesying without waiting for one another; and the
Church was in disarray administratively. One problem was
related—and it is not exactly certain what the problem was—
to certain married women interrupting the service by asking
questions. It might be that the Church was divided like
orthodox Jewish synagogues are today (as well as some
churches in the Orient) with the men and women sitting
on different sides of the room. You can imagine women
calling across to their husbands or somehow interrupting
the service by asking questions! We cannot be certain that
this was the background; the historical evidence is unclear.
But whatever the background, Paul was dealing with the
question of order, he was not laying down a canon law for
the Church until the end of time.

In regard to the 1 Timothy 2 passage, there would be
no point in saying women should not teach unless they were
doing it. In the context, certain women were clearly teaching
heretical things. There was no secular or religious education
for women in the ancient world. The synagogue did not
permit women to study the Torah. This put women in a
very vulnerable situation. In response to this concrete
situation Paul suggests that women should not teach in the
Church.

Does this mean that this passage is a law for all times,
that it is intended to separate between men and women in
the exercise of their spiritual gifts in the Church? Not at all.
Paul is addressing a specific problem. Today, women have,
in the general society, in the Church, and in theological
institutions, the same opportunities to study and to develop
their teaching gifts as men. Does Paul’s limitation of the
role of women in the church at Ephesus apply to this changed
situation? I think not.

Let me conclude by listing a few hermeneutical
principles, which I think lead to an egalitarian point of view
regarding the role of women today and which help to sort
out some of the attendant problems.

First, there is the well-known contextual principle, namely
that a text must be treated within its immediate context,
within its full unit of meaning. We must be aware of the
danger of “proof-texting,” of taking portions of Scripture
outside their literary and theological context and using them
to support ideas that are quite far from their original
meaning. I have already illustrated this in the interpretation
of Ephesians 5:22ff. One must begin with verse 21; and if
you understand verse 21 as laying down the fundamental
theological principle, you come to see the passage as teaching

mutual submission of husband and wife, rather than the
subordination of women to men.

The same principle is helpful in understanding the
reference to women “keeping silent” in 1 Corinthians 14.
You must begin with the beginning, verse 40, which says
that all things must be done decently and in order. Again,
you realize that Paul is concerned about church order, not
about church law.

Second, there is the linguistic principle. One must look at
the original Greek or Hebrew lying behind a particular text.
Here one must recognize that there is a sexist bias in modern
and ancient translations of the Bible. The fact is, nearly all
translations of the Bible thus far—all the ones most of us are
familiar with—have been done exclusively by males, who,
unfortunately, are often insensitive to women. Why should
Phoebe be called a “servant” and “succourer,” rather than a
“deacon” and a “guardian” (Rom 16)? There is no
grammatical reason, only theological prejudice. Why in 1
Timothy 3:1 should one translate the passage “If any man
desires the office of a bishop,” rather than “any one”? I will
admit that most elders and bishops in the early Church were
males, and that Paul seems in this passage to assume that the
people being talked about were males. But the fact of the
matter is, you do not have to translate it that way. A simple
pronoun is used, and “any one” is a good English translation.

The third principle is the well-known historical principle.
One must take the historical, as well as the literary, context
into consideration. This means that you must understand
what the New Testament teaches in the light of the position
of women in first century Judaism. Ecclesiasticus 42:13-14
says, “Better is the wickedness of a man than the woman
who does good, and it is a woman who brings shame and
disgrace.” That represented a fairly typical male Gentile view
as well. Jewish males don’t have a monopoly of prejudice
against women!

When our daughter was about six months old, an elderly
Christian man looked at her on one occasion and asked,
“Boy or girl?” Answer: “Girl.” “More sin and evil in the
world,” he replied. My wife smiled and replied, “No, more
sweetness and joy!” It became very obvious as we spent
some time with this man and his wife that they both really
believed this. And I’m afraid there are many people who,
psychologically if not actually, would affirm this, who actually
live this way.

Then there is the synagogue prayer, which remains today
in the Jewish prayer book, and which existed at least as early
as the second century AD:  “I thank thee, Lord, that thou
hast not made me a Gentile. . . thou hast not made me a
slave. . . thou hast not made me a woman.” You have to
understand Galatians 3:28 as Paul’s, or shall we say, the early
Church’s, response to this fundamental idea. Galatians 3:28
may actually be an early baptismal formula that Paul is simply
quoting. But it is a response to this particular idea: the
Church is setting itself over against the synagogue and
affirming the unity of humankind in Jesus Christ.
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Another example is the word kephale, which is translated
“head” in 1 Corinthians 11:3 and Ephesians 5:23. There is
no historical evidence that kephale was ever used anywhere
in Greek literature in the modern sense of “decision-making.”
Thus, the idea that the husband as “head” should be the
decision-making person in the marriage relationship is quite
anachronistic. The ancients did not think in terms of making
decisions in the “head”; decisions are made “in the heart,”
both in the Hebrew Old Testament and the New Testament,
as well as in secular Greek.

Again, the prohibition regarding women’s teaching in
1 Timothy 2:8-15 must be interpreted within the context
of Judaism, where there was no possibility for a woman to
give or receive formal religious instruction; and in the context
of the early Church, where the women were teaching, though
these women at Ephesus were teaching false doctrine. The
scandal of the early Church was that it was much freer than
the general society in regard to the relationships between
the sexes. Because of this, it was constantly being accused
of being too loose in its morality. Therefore, Paul says, on
certain occasions, “Let the law of love take precedence over
the law of liberty.” This is a principle Paul applies to other
circumstances (e.g., to the question of foods to be eaten),
and here he applies it to the role of women.

Fourth, one should seek to interpret a particular text within
the context of an author’s writing as a whole. You read the
difficult in the light of the clear, rather than vice versa. As
F. F. Bruce points out in his commentary on Galatians,
Galatians 3:28 must be the theological starting place. Here
you have an unequivocal statement, a theological statement
if there ever was one, of absolute equality in Christ in the
Church. And, by definition, this means a denial of
discrimination either for Gentiles, slaves or women.
Everything else that Paul writes must be understood in
the light of this clear statement of a fundamental Christian
principle.

Fifth, there is the principle of the analogy of faith. One
assumes the consistency of Scripture as a whole. You must
not interpret a particular text in a manner that contradicts a
major tenet of God’s word. Certainly at the heart of Jesus’
teaching and example is the principle that those who are
leaders ought to be servants (Mk 10:35-45, etc.). This is
the model Jesus taught. Whatever conception you might
have of a husband being the head of his wife, as such he
must be a servant-leader.

Again, consider what the Bible teaches about creation
and redemption. You must understand its teaching about
the role of women as fitting into that. To undercut the
clear teaching of Scripture concerning the sharing of the
divine image and the rule over creation by man as male
and female by the use of a few ambiguous texts is certainly
a travesty of God’s word! Or the doctrine of God: God in
orthodox Christian theology is not male or female. We
find ourselves in the awkward situation of having to choose
between male and female pronouns, but there is no hint in

the Bible anywhere that God is regarded as either a male
or a female. There are feminine as well as masculine images
used of God in the Bible, and others that are not tied to
the idea of sex at all.

Sixth, one is informed by the history of biblical
interpretation, which may shed light on a passage at hand.
People who take the traditional view need to be aware of
the fact that up until the middle of the nineteenth century
most Christians believed that slavery was a divine institution
because Paul says very emphatically that slaves are to obey
their masters! A few verses from Paul and Peter (Eph 6:5-8;
Col 3:22-24; 1 Pet 1:18-25) were used as proof-texts to
oppose a small band of forward-looking Christians and
others of their day who felt that the whole idea of slavery as
an institution was an affront to the dignity and worth of
man as made in the image of God. Furthermore, the very
texts we have been looking at have been used in the past to
argue that women should not be formally educated. That
battle has been won, and it is good to know that it was an
Evangelical college in North America, Oberlin College, a
century and a quarter ago, that was the first academic
institution ever to accept women to study at the university
level. Nearly all Christians today rejoice in the fact that
women now are affirmed in professions, in secular
leadership, in government, even as heads of government;
that women have the vote; that women are welcomed into
the workforce. Few, if any, traditionalists argue that we
should stop educating women, encouraging them to be
lawyers and doctors and teachers, or being allowed to vote.
I think we should learn from this.

The most difficult thing about the Egalitarian View is
that it is the minority view historically, and perhaps even
today. We must remember, however, that some 150 years
ago, believing that slavery was an evil, and that black Africans
were “men made in the image of God” just like white
Europeans, was the minority view in the Church. But that
view was the correct view. This we all recognize today.

It is possible that 150 years from now it will be equally
obvious that the denial of full equality of women in the
body of Christ was just as wrong? I hope so, with all my
heart.
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SINS OF OMISSION:

SEARCHING FOR THE WHOLE TRUTH
IN GENESIS 17 AND 18

Camille S. Muir

As we study Scripture and hear its exposition, it
becomes clear that not only are there sins of commission,
there are also sins of omission. The Christian community
has long recognized this truth; as the Book of Common
Prayer says in its General Confession, “... forgive us for
what we have done and what we have left undone.” Even
secular law courts recognized this danger by requiring
witnesses to swear that they will “tell the whole truth...”

The story in Genesis 17 and 18 of the Lord’s telling
first Abraham and then Sarah that they would have a son
in their old age is one of the places in Scripture where a
“sin of omission” is often committed. Many times a
preacher/teacher on this passage will comment only upon
Sarah’s laughter of unbelief that such a miracle could occur
(Gen 18:12). Often this story will be presented as an
example of lack of faith and doubt that God could perform
such a feat, and Sarah is often shamed and taken to task in
the process of the teaching.

However, rarely does one hear a preacher/teacher
mention that just before Sarah had her “doubt problems,”
Abraham not only doubted the very idea, but he actually
“fell on his face and laughed” (Gen 17:17). Lest there be
any misunderstanding about just what Abraham was
laughing at, the verse reads:

Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed, and said
in his heart, “Will a child be born to a man one hundred
years old? And will Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear
a child?” (NASV)

Many in the conservative, evangelical community make
much of the concept of patriarchal headship and how
important it is for a husband to be an example for his wife
and family to follow. Is it any wonder then, in a patriarchal
society such as Abraham’s, that Sarah very naturally
followed the example of her already disbelieving husband
and so then herself laughed at the idea? In showing his
unbelief that God could perform such an “unnatural” feat
as making an elderly couple have a child, Abraham was a
very poor spiritual role model for his wife.

One teaching on this passage which was presented in
a well-known monthly study guide in March 1995
concluded its thorough (albeit condescendingly
benevolent) chastisement of Sarah by saying that even
though Sarah had thus stumbled, God graciously kept his
promise in spite of her disbelief.

Why did the editors of this respected publication do
as so many other trained biblical scholars do: ignore

Abraham’s lack of faith in Genesis 17 while finding such
fault with Sarah’s similar weakness in Genesis 18?
Acknowledging the scholarship and sincerity of the
majority of these students of God’s Word, I can only believe
that such omissions are brought about by a subconscious
block in approaching Scripture. All people—even dedicated
exegetes—at times see only what they have been
programmed to see by past teaching and preconceived
beliefs.

As much as we try to do “exegesis” (arriving at the
clear meaning of a text) we all sometimes do “eisegesis”
(reading into the text what is not there) instead. We bring
hidden (even to ourselves) biases to our studies which skew
our research and conclusions. As a conservative, evangelical
feminist, I am sensitive to such lopsided presentations when
they are biased toward males. It is my prayer that God will
develop in me, as well as in my sister Bible students, an
equal sensitivity to any opposite biases that may
contaminate and lessen the worth of our own study of
Scripture.

May God open all our eyes so that we see sins of
“omission” as readily as we do those of “commission,”
especially as we study and teach the Word of God. May
He also give us compassion toward, and the desire to
forgive, those who still are bound by those slender, nearly
invisible chains of bias that keep them from seeing the
whole of Scripture. And may we all pray that the day will
soon come when we all will cease “seeing through a glass
darkly” (1 Cor 13:12).

Camille Muir is a professor of Bible and the Library Director at San
Jose Christian College, San Jose, CA. Besides a BA in Bible and Theology
from San Jose Christian College, she holds the MA in Exegetical
Theology from Western Conservative Baptist Seminary and the MLS
from San Jose State University.  Priscilla Papers 9:3, Summer 1995.
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WHY WE’VE MISSED
THE MARK

Frances Hiebert

Biblical feminists, as opposed to other feminists outside
and within the Church, accept the full authority of all
Scripture for all the people of God. But they recognize, with
all modern people, that we do not absorb Scripture in its
pure form into our understanding. Like anything else we
read, reading Scripture is an interpretive process. In other
words, while Scripture is perfect, our understanding of it is
limited. It is limited by the tradition in which we receive
it—how it has been interpreted for us by others. It is limited
by human incapacity to completely understand God. In other
words, there is no error in the Word of God, but there may
be error in how we interpret it.

How else can we explain the fact that sincere Christians
disagree on the interpretation of certain biblical passages?
Surely, we cannot accuse all those who disagree with us on
any minor point in Scripture of being insincere. Most of us
realize that honest Christians do disagree. The real wonder,
and the evidence of the work of God’s Spirit, is that on the
fundamentals of faith, there is so much agreement. Neither
those fundamentals, nor the authority of any part of the
Bible is in question for biblical feminists. Their questions
are about how the Bible has been interpreted and
understood, especially regarding the relationship between
women and men. By searching the Scriptures, they found
in them a different perspective on women from the one
handed down to them by tradition. The Bible itself caused
these people to embrace biblical feminism.

It might help us to take a look at some of the factors
involved in translating and interpreting the Bible. Some of
these factors apply to the interpretation of any written
material. But the first applies only to Scripture because we
approach it with certain theological assumptions.

HERMENEUTICAL PRINCIPLES

We believe that the Holy Spirit inspires the writer and
guides the interpretation of the reader, but without the
kind of suspension of human faculties that people claim
for the book of Mormon, or the Koran, for instance. Our
second theological presupposition is that nothing outside
Scripture can interpret it as well as the whole body of
Scripture itself. In other words, when something is hard
to understand, we look for other parts of the Bible that
might shed light on that part. Scripture interprets
Scripture. Third, we assume that the responsibility of

interpreting the Bible is best accomplished in the gathered
community of believers. In that way, individual limitations
in understanding may be overcome by the contribution of
others. This is sometimes called the hermeneutical
community—the community of believers who in mutual
submission contribute to the Church’s understanding of
Scripture.

I don’t think there would be disagreement in church
circles over these three theological assumptions. But there
are other factors that complicate biblical interpretation which
are not so well-known or understood.

TRANSLATION PROBLEMS

(1) Choosing the correct meaning for words. The first set
of problems arises at the very beginning of the process—
the translation from the original into a modern language.
In the past, most people assumed that the King James
Version was a direct, word-for-word translation of the Bible
from the original languages into English. Now, the variety
in the new translations has alerted even the layperson to the
fact that choices must have been made by the translator.

We recognize from our own language that words have
different shades of meaning, and sometimes can mean several
different things. Like the word “play.” It may mean a
pleasurable activity, or it may mean a drama. Now think
about the difficulties of translating a language that was
spoken 2,000 years ago and trying to get meanings for words
by looking at all the ways they are used in all the writings
that have come down from that period.

(2) Cultural bias. The next interpretative factor that
already appears in translation is the fact that translators are
human beings—with a particular way of looking at the world
because of their own tradition and experience. People wear
different kinds of glasses. And that influences the choices
that are made in the translation process. Depending on the
assumptions of the translator’s culture, class, or gender,
choices are made that seem perfectly legitimate to them.
But people from different categories may see something that
has been overlooked or misunderstood. The point I am
trying to make is that the biases or unexamined assumptions
of translators have influenced their translation of Scripture.
It is commonly recognized that pure objectivity is a myth.
And, of course, all this is true of the reader as well as the
translator. So a second set of assumptions comes into play
when the reader filters the written Word through his or her
own preconceived understandings. Translator and reader
subjectivity is a factor in the interpretive process that cannot
be ignored.

Because the translators of Scripture into English were
all men, we must realize that their translations may have
been influenced by the prevailing cultural assumptions about
the place of women. And that goes double for the exegesis
or interpretation of the text.

Missiologist and author Frances Hiebert is a member of the Mennonite
Brethren Board of Missions/Services. Reprinted from The Christian
Leader 26, April 1988. Priscilla Papers 3:2, Spring 1989.
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Let’s look at two places in the New Testament that may
be examples of translation bias. The first is Titus 2:5. The
passage is about the proper behavior for young Christian
wives. In the King James Version, it reads that they are to be
“obedient” to their own husbands. But the Greek word for
“obedient” is not in the original manuscript. Instead, there is
a strange variant of a word that means to subject oneself
(hupotassomenas). The Christian usage of this word carries a
quite different sense from that of unquestioning obedience.

A number of texts make it clear that subjection is meant
to be reciprocal—a kind of rhythm of giving in to each other
that preserves the harmony of the Christian community. It
carries the sense of adapting to each other. But this kind of
submission does not mean simple, blind obedience or else
the biblical writers could have chosen another, very common,
Greek word (peitharcheo) that clearly means obedience.
Instead, there is constant and consistent exhortation for
believers to submit themselves one to another under the
authority of Christ who is the Head of both women and
men in the Church. With that understanding of submission,
the Phillips translation of Titus 2:5 may be the best. It says
that wives should be willing to adapt themselves to their
husbands. Mutuality means making decisions by consensus.
I have yet to find a verse in Scripture where it says “Someone
must make the final decision.” Rather, the model for decision
making in the body of Christ may be found in Acts 15:28
“It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us...”

Another example of translation bias is found in Romans
16. In verses 1 and 2, the Apostle Paul writes about a woman
named Phoebe. The English text reads that she was a
“servant” or “deaconess” of the Church and “helper” of many
and of Paul himself. The word “servant” is the same word
that is used for ministers like Timothy, Titus, and Paul
himself. That would be a legitimate word to describe Phoebe,
because all ministers were to be servant-like in their
leadership of the Church.

But the word “helper” is totally unjustified. The original
text does not use the Greek word for “helper.” Instead, it
uses a feminine form of a word that means “ruler.” That Greek
word is used of chiefs, leaders, kings, and governors. And, in
all the other places in the English New Testament where this
word or its forms occur, they are translated with the sense of
“ruling” or “presiding over.” But in the case of Phoebe, the
word which means “ruler” has been translated “helper”
without a shred of justification from the original manuscript.

It seems that the “cultural glasses” of the men who
translated the Bible into English did not allow them to
recognize that a woman might be a pastor of the Church at
Cenchrea. Women pastors were not allowed in Europe so
the biblical text was altered in translation to reflect their
own situation.

Another serious translation problem has to do with the
English language usage of “man” and “mankind.” We have
been taught in the past that these terms are inclusive of
women. But the linguists tell us that generic terms are not
accidental. They involve conscious choice on the part of the
culture. Man is the norm and standard by which humanity

is measured. Woman is a deviation in the category in which
man is the norm. If you don’t believe this, try using “woman”
and feminine pronouns as generic terms when you are
speaking to a mixed group.

This priority of the male is an effect of the
Enlightenment revival of pagan Greek thought in Western
culture. Ancient Greek worldview was responsible for the
concept of “The Great Chain of Being.” According to this
idea, all forms of life are ranked in relation to each other on
the basis of their intrinsic worth. That which is worth more
ranks higher. The result is a hierarchy or ladder. Humans
are above animals; men are above women and slaves; the
gods rank higher than men. “The Chain of Command” has
roots in pagan Greek philosophy—not in the Bible.

But back to the English word “man” used generically:
the problem is that we don’t have a separate word for man
that is not generic. The Greek language does. There is a
generic term that means “male and female” (anthropos). There
is a different word for a male human (aner) and a third term
that means only female (gene). So in most cases, when the
generic term is used in the New Testament, there is no doubt
that it is inclusive. The English “man” always leaves a
question as to whether or not it is inclusive because it may
be used to mean only the male. And it seems to rank men
over women as standard human beings.

Where the English translation has “man” and “mankind,”
the original New Testament texts use a word that clearly means
the human species, both women and men. For example, 1
Corinthians 13:1 “If I speak in the tongues of men and
angels”—means “If I speak in the tongues of humans or angels.”

1 Corinthians 15:21: “For as by a man came death, by
a man has come also the resurrection of the dead.” It should
read “for as by a human being came death, by a human
being also has come resurrection...” Notice the theological
implications here. Clearly Jesus Christ was male; but just as
clearly, the first sin was committed not only by a man, Adam,
but by the one-flesh-human-being, male and female. The
emphasis is on the humanity of Christ, not his masculinity.

Sometimes the translators have felt justified in adding
words “for clarification” which are completely absent from
the original text. In English, 2 Corinthians 10:15 reads:
“We do not boast...in other men’s labors...” But “men’s” is
completely absent from the original so it should read: “We
do not boast in others’ labors...”

I have a friend who knows the original biblical
languages. She and her husband compiled a list of the kind
of mistranslations that I have just described. They found
224 of them in the New Testament alone.

What’s the fuss, you might ask? The fact is, the use of
the male/generic term highlights men in the English version
and seems to leave women out. This surely has an effect on
whether or not the Bible is perceived as Good News for
women—especially those who are new to the Christian faith.
And also, it would not be as hard for us to see that women
have the same responsibilities as men in the Church if we
actually could hear all the biblical teaching that is addressed
to both instead of to the generic male.
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CONTEXTUAL PROBLEMS

Those are some examples of translation problems. There
are other factors that influence how we interpret Scripture
for our own time. One of these is the context. We need to
know not only the actual words of Scripture but the context
in which they were given. We need to know who is speaking
to whom.

For example, 1 Corinthians 14. This passage is quoted
often by those who are against women’s participation in
public church ministry. In the early part of the last century, it
was used to keep women from praying in public. Verse 33
says that women should keep silent in the churches and be
subordinate as the law says. A very peculiar statement for the
Apostle Paul, who was constantly in conflict with those who
wanted to impose the law on Gentile believers! Furthermore,
there is nothing in the Old Testament law about women
being silent. There is a great deal of evidence that they were
anything but that. They sang, prayed, and danced in the
assembly of God’s people. There are restrictions against
women in rabbinic law, but those are definitely not biblical.

When women are told to be silent in 1 Corinthians 14,
we need to ask who says so. Many scholars now believe that
this passage was a statement of the Judaizers who were
disrupting the Corinthian church. They were the ones who
wanted women to be silent according to rabbinical law and
the practice of intertestamental Judaism. The Apostle Paul
here quotes what they say and then goes on to refute it. In
verse 36, Paul thunders an exclamation that puts these silencers
of women in their place. What? Did God’s word originate with
you?! Then Paul writes that anyone who truly has God’s Spirit
will know that what he has written earlier in the letter is true.
That includes chapter 11, where Paul clearly expects women
to pray and prophecy in the public assembly.

So contrary to what some think, Paul’s writing is not
bad news for women, and it is not necessary to discard this
part of Scripture to support women’s full participation in
ministry. It is necessary to understand the context of these
words. They are not Paul’s opinion; they are an argument
from his enemies. This is an example of what Gretchen
Gaebelein Hull calls “the true record of a false idea.” She
notes that the Bible records not only God’s ideal but also
the accurate picture of humanity that is marred by sin. It is
very important that we distinguish between the two; and in
some cases, like this one, it is not always perfectly clear until
research and study of the context help to reveal it.

There is another way in which knowing the context is
very important. The context helps us to understand the
correct and full meaning of particular words and
statements. It helps us to decide if something is addressed
to a particular time and place, or if it is meant to apply to
all Christians at all times in exactly the same way. You may
think that we have not made decisions like that. But what
about the clear command of Jesus that we should wash
each other’s feet? When I was a child, we still practiced it
in our churches. Now most churches don’t, as far as I know.
Why?

THE SELECTIVITY FACTOR

Selectivity is another factor in our understanding of
Scripture. The Bible is a complex book of writings inspired
by God but written by many different authors over hundreds
of years. Most of us tend to select passages of Scriptures
and ignore others on the basis of our own opinions. For
instance, when people set out to prove that women are not
allowed to teach, they ignore the example of the woman
teacher Prisca. She was a teacher of Apollos, an important
male evangelist in the early Church.

Jacques Ellul uses very strong words to describe this
mishandling of Scripture. He writes in The Subversion of
Christianity, that women’s place of responsibility in the
Church has been rejected by a process of “neutralizing”
women and then finding theological justification for it. That
process has been supported by a “vicious reading of
Scripture” that avoids the spiritual passages about women.

THE SATANIC STANDARD VERSION

Finally, there is another factor that influences our
understanding of Scripture that we don’t hear enough about
these days. It surely is true that we have the Holy Spirit to
guide us. On the other hand, I believe that Satan works
extremely hard to deceive us about the true meaning of
Scripture. Satan started the war between the sexes by
questioning Eve’s understanding of the Word of God. “Did
God say that you shouldn’t eat, or did God really mean that
you would become gods by eating?” (Gen 3:1) Satan
tempted Jesus by saying “it is written” and then quoting
from the Old Testament.

There are many different versions of the Bible these
days. Some probably are better than others. But there is
one that we must totally reject. I call that version the S.S.V.—
the Satanic Standard Version.

I’m convinced that we get two basic misunderstandings
about the relationship of women and men from that version.
The first is the idea that the price paid by Jesus was enough
to restore our relationship with God to what it was before
the Fall, but somehow it was not enough to restore the
pre-Fall relationship between women and men. The second
satanic interpretation is that women are disqualified by their
gender from assuming full responsibility, in partnership with
men, for the work of the kingdom of God. If the rule of the
Fall is still in effect, men and women cannot be fully
reconciled to each other; and women will not realize their
full potential as witnesses to the Gospel. That interpretation
is unacceptable, because whatever hinders the Gospel is a
credit to Satan, not to God.
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In Boston Globe Magazine (February 25, 1990),
Kathleen Hirsch wrote an extended article called “Feminism’s
New Face,” subtitled, “Some Feminists are discovering what
they see as the unclaimed sources of women’s real power:
spiritual vitality and psychological gifts.”1 She wrote about
New Feminists, some who (1) establish their own
“free-standing” groups associated with, but not governed
by, an institution, e.g. Harvard Divinity School’s Theological
Opportunities Program, or “free-standing” groups
associated with a religion but outside of the traditional
institutional organizations, e.g. the Jewish havurah
movement; and some who (2) “hybridize,” that is, remain
in churches while venturing in new spiritual directions. She
categorized three “spiritual” or religious movements: the
Womanspirit movement, which promotes women’s spiritual
practices, the goddess-centered movement, and witchcraft.
She concluded that most New Feminists critique the “New
Age’s smorgasbord approach to matters of psyche and spirit”
because “a good deal of New Age thinking, they say,
perpetuates the illusion that, as human beings, we are in
control.”2

What are some of the positive concepts in New
Feminism? The positive words in Hirsch’s article include
community, healing, spiritual vitality, individuality,
democracy, equality, God as in all, interconnected, diverse,
dynamic, each part unique, consensus, new symbols, creative,
everyday, physical, here and now, not hierarchical, in everyday
life is sacredness, nature, nurture, women’s life-cycle
experiences, dream analysis, meditation, personal rituals,
earth-centered, unity, decentralized authority, immanence,
relationships, caring, listen without judgement, mothering,
empathy, receptivity, mystery, and love. In contrast, the
negative concepts include God as external, male force, out
or up there, disembodied, transcendent, man having
dominion, patriarchal, withdrawal from life to find
sacredness, separations from others, autonomy, assertiveness,
war, hierarchy, silencing, competitive, and power as
dominion.

Therefore, “Feminism’s New Face,” she says, has new
values and new sources of authority.  Kathleen Hirsch’s
research is documented by feminist writers. For instance,

Miriam Simos or Starhawk writes “Womencentered culture,
based on the worship of the Great Goddess, underlies the
beginnings of all civilization.... Witchcraft, ‘the craft of the
wise,’ is the last remnant in the west of the time of women’s
strength and power.” Because witches are oriented to earth
and to life, she says, they value spiritual qualities that are
especially important to women—independence, personal
strength, passion, emotion, and love.3 Carol P. Christ
summarizes the collection of essays in Womanspirit Rising:
A Feminist Reader in Religion with a quotation from the
Broadway play For Colored Girls Who Have Considered
Suicide When the Rainbow is Enuf—“I found God in myself
and I loved her fiercely.” She says that women can find God
by celebrating “the Goddess as symbol of life and death
powers and waxing and waning energies in the universe
and in themselves.”4 She says that religions centered on the
worship of a male God create “moods” and “motivations”
that keep women in a state of psychological dependence on
men and male authority and create the impression that female
power can never be fully legitimate or wholly beneficent.
The God of Judaism and Christianity is such a male God.
The Goddess instead affirms female power, the female body,
the female will, and women’s bonds and heritage, and that
is why the Goddess had to “reemerge as symbol of the
newfound beauty, strength, and power of women.”5

The questions people sometimes ask are: Can evangelical
feminism be saved from secular feminism? Is ancient goddess
worship the real basis for feminism? Is ancient goddess
worship also the real basis for these new values? In response,
I am going to propose that many of the needs and the bases
for feminism come from God and God’s followers. Further,
both feminists and male chauvinists elevate values and
perspectives that, in truth, should not be contradictory or
exclusive from one another.

I

First of all, do feminist concerns come from some
women asserting their rights rather than being satisfied with
the place God has apportioned to them? (Webster ’s
Unabridged Dictionary (1962) defines feminism as “the
theory that women should have political, economic, and
social rights equal to those of men.”)

Was it right for the daughters of Zelophehad, Mahlah,
Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah to ask Moses, Eleazar,
the leaders, and all the congregation at the door of the
tabernacle to “Give us a possession” (Num 27:1-4)? God
told Moses: “The daughters of Zelophehad are right” (Num
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27:7). God could have said: “How dare they stand up for
their own rights and in front of everyone! Have them stand
outside the camp and be burned up.” But God listened to
them and agreed with them.

Was it right for the Hellenists to complain that their
widows were neglected in the daily distribution of food?
Apparently the twelve decided it was, because they picked
out seven men of “good repute, full of the Spirit and of
wisdom” to oversee equitable distribution (Acts 6:1-6).
Then “the word of God increased, and the number of the
disciples multiplied greatly” (Acts 6:7). The apostles could
have said: “You are providentially blessed that you are getting
anything at all when you do not even bother to learn and
keep using the sacred Hebrew language! We may consider
adding one Hellenist to represent your interests.” Yet all seven
deacons had Hellenist names.

So first, we should conclude that for women (or anyone
else) to stand up for their own rights is acceptable and
necessary in God’s sight. We often misinterpret Philippians
2:1 “not to your own things let each look out for, but also
each to the things of others”—to mean “I should not stand
up for my own rights.” But Paul’s point here is broader:
look out for the other’s rights, do not push forward your
own “selfish ambition” (eritheia) (Phil 2:3). Keep in mind
other’s interests as much as you keep in mind your own.

II

Second of all, is ancient goddess worship the real basis
for feminism? And, is secular feminism the real basis for
Christian feminism? Many contemporary historians have
shown that Christian feminism goes back many years, long
before twentieth century feminists. For example, Janette
Hassey, in her study of Evangelical Women in Public
Ministry Around the Twentieth Century, No Time for
Silence (Zondervan, 1986), notes how many
fundamentalist or evangelical organizations supported
women in ministry in their early years. Two illustrations
from her many examples are Simpson and Moody. A. B.
Simpson, the founder of Christian and Missionary
Alliance, called the Holy Ghost “our Mother God” and
included women on the executive board committee,
employed them as Bible professors, and supported female
evangelists and branch officers (the early C&MA
equivalent to a local minister).6 She also shows how
Dwight L. Moody worked together with a number of
women preachers. At the turn of the century, graduates
of Moody Bible Institute “openly served as pastors,
evangelists, pulpit supply preachers, Bible teachers, and
even in the ordained ministry.”7 In addition, Gordon Bible
and Missionary Training School in its earliest years had
an equal number of women and men professors and so
many women students that people suggested “it should
be a ladies’ school entirely.” In 1905, 1907, and 1908,
twice the number of women graduated over men.8

Katherine Bushnell published her study God’s Word to
Women in 1919, showing that if the Bible is treated as
“inspired, infallible, and inviolable,” then one must conclude
that “the teaching that women must perpetually ‘keep silence’
in the Church, be obedient to her husband, and never presume
to teach or preach, because Eve sinned, blights the doctrine
of the atonement, and robs Christ of glory, in that His death
atoned for all sin, including Eve’s of course.”9 Five years later,
Judson Press celebrated a hundred years of Bible distribution
by publishing Helen Barret Montgomery The New Testament
in Modern English, in which she translates, as one example,
Romans 16:1-2 as “our sister Phoebe, who is a minister of
the church of Cenchreae .... has been made an overseer to many
people, including myself.”10 Montgomery’s translation was a
natural follow-through of the thoughts and examples of earlier
women. Sixty years earlier, Catherine Booth had published
her pamphlet on “Female Ministry: Women’s Right to Preach
the Gospel.”11

Women such as Angelina and Sarah Grimke began to
speak against slavery in the early 1800s, although they were
denounced for speaking before men and women. A decade
later they began a women’s rights movement, declaring
women along with men have “the right and duty . . . to
promote every righteous cause by every righteous means,
and especially in regard to the great subjects of morals and
religion.”l2 No wonder author and abolitionist Lydia Maria
Child in 1841 explained “The sects called evangelical were
the first agitators of the woman question.”13 Significantly,
former slave Frederick Douglass, the accomplished advisor
to Abraham Lincoln and Consul General to Haiti, declared
about “woman’s agency, devotion, and efficiency in pleading
the cause of the slave” that “gratitude for this high service
early moved me to give favorable attention to the subject of
what is called ‘woman’s rights’ and caused me to be
denominated a woman’s-rights man. I am glad to say that I
have never been ashamed to be thus designated.”14

Christian women and men were promoting the full use
of women’s gifts in the 1900s, 1800s, and even as early as
the 1600s. In 1667, Margaret Fell had declared that
“Women’s Speaking” was justified, proved, and allowed of
by the Scriptures because “women were the first that
preached the tidings of the resurrection of Jesus.”15

However, even if we were to go further back in history,
what would we see? What is still true today: True freedom
has always existed near misunderstood freedom in regard
to women (and men) in the same way that truth has existed
near falsehood. The two must always be differentiated.

Where we have a judge and prophet like Deborah fully
commended by God, who as a “mother of Israel” gave “rest”
to the land for forty years (Judges 4,5), we also have a
Jezebel, a Sidonian, who worshiped Baal and encouraged
the nation in Baal worship (1 Kings 16:31-33).

Where we have a wise woman able to save an entire
city-state from Joab’s attack (2 Sam 20:14-22), we can also
have a medium with whom Saul can consult (1 Sam 28:7-14).
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Where we have prophet Anna (Lk 2:36), and women
prophets at Corinth whom Paul assumed should keep on
praying and prophesying in public (1 Cor 11:15), we also
have another prophet not commended, the woman at
Thyatira who called herself “Jezebel” (Rev 2:20). (And of
course sometimes the same person acts wisely but at other
times not, such as the prophet Miriam.)

The fame of some prophets, such as Philip’s four
daughters, increased from New Testament times, when they
are simply mentioned, until in later years, Eusebius, the
Church historian, uses them as standards by which to
evaluate eminence “for a prophetic gift,” those who belonged
to “the first stage in the apostolic succession” (History of
the Church (III.37, IV.17). The early Church believed that
the many women (and men) who died for their faith had a
special authority. In heaven they share Christ’s authority
and are Christ’s fellow judges.16

Finally, where we have a Perpetua, whose biographer in
AD 203 saw in her life and death proof that the Holy Spirit
still give prophetic gifts and visions, we also have the
prophets Maximilla and Priscilla who joined Montanus in
what is usually considered to be an early church heresy
(Eusebius V.16ff).17

The point is this: As in all matters of life, we must be
discerning.

III

Third of all, is ancient goddess worship really the basis
for values such as community, healing, spiritual vitality,
individuality, God is in all, interconnectedness, democracy,
equality, diversity, dynamism, uniqueness, consensus,
symbolism, creativity, everyday relevance, body, nature,
nurture, unity, immanence, relationships, caring, listening,
mothering, empathy, receptiveness, mystery, and love? And
is the God of Christianity really the basis for values such as
transcendence, masculinity, disembodiedness, dominion,
patriarchy, separation, autonomy, assertiveness, war,
hierarchy, silence, competitiveness, and power?

Donald Bloesch in The Battle for the Trinity does seem
to suggest so. Although God may be described as “divine
motherhood as well as a divine fatherhood, . . . yet the latter
is the controlling symbol.” God as Father “is not a mere
symbol,” but it is “closer to being literal.” It corresponds
with the masculine, “creativeness, initiative, and
aggressiveness,” as opposed to the feminine, “receptivity,
openness, spontaneity, intuitiveness.”18

Raymond C. Ortland, reviewing Beyond the Curse and
Beyond Sex Roles in a booklet entitled Gender, Worth, and
Equality: Manhood and Womanhood According to Genesis
1-3, concludes: “It is God who deliberately ordains
inequalities in many aspects of our lives.” Even the Godhead
is “equal in glory but unequal in role.” He concludes that
feminist thinking results in “a mass stampede for power,
recognition, status, prestige, and so on.”19

I would like to remind us that God is both “masculine”
and “feminine” since male and female together make God’s
image: “God created the Adam in his image, in the image
of God he created him.”

Who is Adam? “A male and a female he created them”
(Gen 1:27).20 Yet God is also Spirit (Jn 4:24). Moreover,
God is transcendent and immanent. Paul says we should be
eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit because God is
“the one over all and through all and in all” (Eph 4:6). God
is transcendent, which is “over all.” God is immanent, or
“in all.” We have been arguing so much over transcendence
and immanence; we have not even begun to discuss what it
means for God to be “through all.”

When I was on my sabbatical in 1989, as a self-enriching
activity, I read through the Bible and kept a list of all adjectival
phrases God uses as self-revelation. Moses, in summarizing
who God is, describes God as “a great and terrible God,”
the “God of gods, and lord of lords, the great, the mighty,
and the terrible God.” That type of description is certainly
apt to dissuade any “new feminist” who does not believe
God should be transcendent, “into power,” autonomous,
assertive and hierarchical. But what does God then go on
to say? Because of these traits God “is not partial and takes
no bribe, executes justice for the fatherless and the widow
and loves the sojourner” (Dt 10:17-21).

In other words, God does not separate power from love,
transcendence from immanence, autonomy from
interconnectedness, assertiveness from listening, hierarchy
from democracy. Because God has power, God uses that
power to perceive the individual and aid the needy. Because
God is transcendent, God can also be immanent. Because
God is autonomous, God can also be interconnected.
Because God is assertive, God can choose to listen. Because
God is the highest in authority, power and esteem, God can
enable us to use our authority to give power and esteem to
others. Therefore God commands “Love the sojourner” (Dt
10:19), take care of the widow and the orphan (Dt 14:29).21

Thus, ancient goddess worship can not take the credit
for these values. All good values come from our one living
God, the God who created matter as good. It is a destructive
deception that causes us to separate our one God into male
and female deities. All good gifts come from our one Source
of lights (James 1:17). We certainly do not want to resurrect
any ancient goddesses or gods. Who knows what ancient
evils might resurrect themselves with them?

IV

But, fourth of all, we also need both to appreciate what
I will call “image theology,” yet watch out for its dangers.
Paul begins his letter to the Romans with the often quoted
sentence: “What can be known of God is manifest among
humans; for God made it manifest to them. For God’s
unseen attributes, namely God’s everlasting power and deity,
is “being seen thoroughly since the creation of the world,
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being perceived by means of the things God has made”
(1:19-20). God who is a Spirit and therefore “unseen,”
“invisible” or incomprehensible to the sense of sight, touch,
smell and sound nevertheless can be known (or becomes
visible) by seeing, touching, tasting, smelling, and hearing
all that God has created. Paul stresses that what can be known
of God is visible or known, evident, plain because God to
them made it visible or plain (1:19). God communicates to
every person individually (“to them”) through what can be
seen in the world. God’s self-proclamation (to gnoston) is
proclaimed clearly (phaneros) because God “to them” made
it clear and self-evident.

Even as the God who cannot be seen became visible in
Jesus (Col 1:15-16), the God who cannot be seen is visibly
proclaimed by what God created. Beginning with the time of
the creation of the world, God’s unseen qualities have been
demonstrated “by means of what is created.” Paul specifies
that God’s invisible qualities can be (and are being) perceived
clearly. What are those unseen or invisible qualities? They are
God’s everlasting or eternal power and deity. God’s unseen
attributes have been perceived since the creation of the world
because God’s power had no beginning and it has no end.
The world may have a beginning and an end, but God has no
beginning or end. Peter explains that the divine power results
in life and godliness (2 Pet 1:3-4). Only God has a truly
“everlasting” deity (theotes) unlike the deity assigned to Roman
Emperors. Therefore, Paul can conclude in verse 21 that
humans “have known” God (ginosko), the same word used
for the intimacy of knowledge in marriage, e.g. Gen. 4:1
LXX). Paul is saying that humans can have an experiential
knowledge of God by contemplating God’s creation.

In Romans, Paul does not cite a clear example of how
God’s everlasting power and deity may be perceived clearly
in the created world. However, Jesus said that the person
who gave food, gave drink, welcomed a stranger, clothed
the naked, visited the sick or the inmate “did it to me,”
therefore showing that Christ is present in the person in
need (Mt 25:34-40). Similarly, since humans have been
created in God’s image, God’s power and deity may be
“perceived clearly” in humans. Humans need, desire, and
have the ability to interrelate with each other, reflecting the
one God who is in three Persons (Gen 1:26). The power of
humans through their ability to think, to speak, to procreate,
and to be moral would also reflect God’s own power.

In the same way as God’s creation is an image or
reflection of God’s eternal power and divine nature (Rom
1:20), it is a means to an end. Therefore, women too, as a
part of God’s creation, should be images or reflections of
God’s eternal power and divine nature. Elizabeth Dodson
Gray goes as far as to claim that women’s theologies are
“rooted in the particular . . . clothed in the subjective. They
are luminous with the sights, sounds and feel of a real
individual women’s life.”22 That is why it is right and proper
to talk about God as Someone who bears children (Is 46:3-
4, 42:14-16), nurses (Is 49:15; Ps 131:2), educates small

children (Hos 11:3-4), cares for and protects the young
(Ex 19:4; Dt 32:10-14, Mt 23:37, Is 31:4, Hos 13:8),
manages a house (Lk 15:8-9) and should be approached as
a subject approaches the queen (Ps 132:1-2). Susanne Heine
writes “It is obvious what [Hosea, Jeremiah, Isaiah,
Deuteronomy, and the Priestly writers opposed to goddess
myths and cults] want to say. Why do you need a mother
goddess? Yahweh, the father, judge and warrior hero, can
also give birth, breast-feed, care for and have mercy. Even if
a mother left her child, God would never leave his people.”23

However, the danger of using everyday images to under-
stand God is that one might conclude the images are sufficient
to understand God. That of course is Paul’s other point. “For
the anger of God is revealed from heaven against all godlessness
and injustice of humans, the ones suppressing the truth with
injustice, ...in order that they may be without excuse; because
having known God not as God they glorified or thanks, but
they were given to worthless speculation in their thoughts and
their dull hearts became darkened” (1:18, 20-21).

Because humans are unjust and sinful they cripple the
truth.24 No one, male or female, is without sin, and everyone,
male and female, needs God’s written authoritative reliable
revelation to evaluate the truth of what they are discerning
from creation. The moon, the stars, the ocean, the earth, the
trees, the animals, humans, and ourselves all reveal something
of the transcendent but immanent God. But God is not the
moon, stars, earth, trees, animals, humans and ourselves.

In God “we live and move and have our being” (Acts
17:28), but all that lives, breathes, loves, sings” is not God.25

Nature tells us about God, but God is not nature.

V

Finally, what some people do not realize is that much
religious feminism is very conservative. What is it that has
catapulted Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza to fame? In addition
to having many fine insights into the ministry of women, a
creative mind, and intelligence, she has developed a feminist
adaptation of “conservative” higher criticism. Her hermeneutic
basically is a modified Bultmannian approach. She simply claims
that the earliest church was a “discipleship of equals” rather
than seeing the earliest church as Palestinian only.26

So the question is not “how can evangelical feminism
be saved from secular feminism,” but rather, “how can
evangelical feminists not be sidetracked or misled by the
untrue conclusions of theologically liberal feminists?”
Further, how can secular feminists be redirected to their
Christian roots? How can the evangelical church affirm
women (and men) in ministry outside and in the home and
thereby set a positive example for the religious community
and the worldly community, so that the Gospel will no
longer be rejected because the Church is patriarchal, but
only because Jesus’ claims have been rejected?

In summary, we need a biblically-based critical
evaluation of what Kathleen Hirsch calls the “new



26

feminism” (which, incidentally, is not that new, since Robin
Morgan, as a guest lecturer at Princeton Theological
Seminary in 1970, was already talking about goddess
worship). My own initial reactions are:

(1) Yes, we must stand for other’s rights and, if
necessary, speak up on our own behalf as well;

(2) Wherever women have existed we find examples
of those who used their authority to further God’s truth
as opposed to falseness;

(3) All good values come from the one living God
and we become destructive and deceptive if we separate
and isolate mutually coexistent qualities of God;

(4) We need to remember that everything created does
tell us about our Creator, but everything created is not
our Creator; and

(5) Much modern thought is based on treating the
Bible as unreliable or unauthoritative.

My challenge to you is this: Are you inadvertently or
advertently pushing women (and some men) to seek their
values and sources of authority outside of Christianity by
highlighting only part of the Good News, or proclaiming
only part of God, or applying the Good News only to part
of Christianity, or including in the structure of your work
or informal relations only part of the Christian body?

Do not let it be said of you as Pearl Buck said of her
father, Andrew: “Strange remote soul of a man that could
pierce into the very heavens and discern God with such
certainty and never see the proud and lonely creature at
his side. To him she was only a woman.”27

Sadly, Pearl Buck rejected the Christianity of her parents
and went on to express that rejection in countless novels.

We need to reeducate ourselves about the true roots
of the beauty, strength, and power of women. Women, as
well as men, are created in the likeness of the one living
God, a God celebrated by the wealthy, powerful, and
beautiful wise woman personified in Proverbs, and who
calls on the heights, at the crossroads, as an elder at the
gates of the city: “O simple ones, learn prudence; acquire
intelligence, you who lack it” (Pr 8:1-5, NRSV).
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IMAGES OF GOD
By John Weaver

From the beginning of time, people have been telling
stories about God. Deeply rooted in the human instinct is a
persistent belief in some sort of divine power, a power every
civilization has searched for and tried to explain.

Some have sought to deny the existence of God, but to
me that is comparable to denying that the world is round. I
understand that an organization called “The Flat Earth
Society” actually does exist, and is dedicated to promoting
the notion that the world is flat. Even when confronted with
photographs of our planet taken from outer space, these
people stoutly maintain that such evidence has been faked (at
great expense) for the purpose of convincing us all that we
live on a sphere! So to continue our illustration, the person
who claims to be an atheist seems to be equally immune to
the preponderance of evidence.

The vast majority of human beings do accept as true the
existence of God, and we naturally tend to be inquisitive about
God’s nature. We want to know what God is like. Is God
everywhere, as the Psalmist suggests: in heaven and hell, in
the sky, and in the uttermost depths of the sea? To believe in
God at all is to acknowledge that God is limitless, but to
understand this is impossible.

We try in vain to get a grasp on the timelessness of this
Deity who has been our dwelling place in all generations,
even before the mountains and hills were brought forth, or
even before the world was formed—a Deity whose existence
is from everlasting to everlasting. The enormous
incomprehensibility of the United States federal budget is
nothing compared to this God whom we worship! Perhaps
John Newton described God’s eternity best when he wrote:

When we’ve been there ten-thousand years,
Bright-shining as the sun,
We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise
Than when we first begun!

Such arithmetic as that is beyond our feeble knowing.
And yet we say this infinite, unsearching God knows

each of us intimately: our down-sitting and our up-rising,
even numbering the hairs of our heads. An ancient Judaic
prayer states:

O Lord, how can we know you?
Where can we find you?
You are as close to us as breathing and yet farther than
the farthermost star
When justice burns like a flaming fire,
When love evokes willing sacrifice,
Do we not bow down to you?
You living within our hearts, as you pervade the world,
And we, through your presence, behold.

John Weaver is Music Director and Organist at Madison Avenue
Presbyterian Church, New York City, where he is also an Elder. He is
Chair of the Organ Department at The Julliard School (New York City)
and Head of the Organ Department at Curtis Institute (Philadelphia),
and concertizes in the United States and abroad. This article is adapted
from a sermon he preached in 1987. Priscilla Papers 3:2, Spring 1989.
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As Christians, we naturally rely primarily on the Old and
New Testaments, but we are also heirs of countless prophets,
scholars, writers, and artists of insight and imagination who
over the centuries have handed down to us what might be
called visions of God. Christian believers can see
overwhelmingly powerful, cumulative evidence of God, but
when we try to focus the picture more specifically, the way
becomes difficult.

A picture of God? Dare we even contemplate this for a
moment? God is very private about such things, choosing never
to be revealed directly, but to be revealed in a burning bush or
a still small voice. Even God’s name is remote. When Moses
says, “The Israelites will ask who it is that has sent me to lead
them out of Egypt. What shall I tell them?,” God simply
answers, “I am who I am! Tell them that I AM has sent you!”

Perhaps some of you are like me. Whenever I try to
visualize God, a picture flashes across my mind of a
white-bearded, somewhat pudgy Italian, with very little
clothing, staring down from the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel
in Rome. And yet it is almost blasphemous to make such a
representation, because it limits God to a replica of our human
existence. Trying to form a visual image of God is dangerous
indeed.

When the Bible tells us that we are created in God’s image,
does this mean that God actually looks like us, or that we look
like God? I don’t think so. After all, our human bodies are
really incidental to our true selves. (This will come as a
comforting thought to many!) Our real being—those
attributes by which people know us, and that in us which is
eternal—is spirit. And the Bible tells us that God is Spirit! So
trying to have a visual picture of God is like trying to visualize
ourselves without our bodies.

God is those things we can only speak of using images.
God is love, light, a mighty fortress, a shield. In contrast,
adjectives which describe human bodies are inappropriate
when applied to God.

Consider: We can say of humans that they are old or
young, black or Asian or Caucasian. We can describe the color
of their eyes or hair, their stature or build. Yet I hope you will
agree that it is obvious that none of these attributes can be
used to describe God. But now I’m going to add two more
adjectives to the list, adjectives that are basic when describing
human beings: male and female. And I would add that for
me it has been a wonderfully liberating and eye-opening
experience to realize that the Church has never made the claim
that God is male.

It is true that the Bible uses predominantly male
metaphors when speaking of God, but not exclusively. In the
parable of the lost sheep and the shepherd’s concern for the
sheep and the subsequent rejoicing in its recovery (Lk 15:1-7),
Jesus gives us a male metaphor for God: a shepherd whose
sheep we are. But Jesus immediately follows this with another
parable, telling again almost exactly the same story but this
time it is a woman who cannot find a silver coin representing
one-tenth of her life savings (Lk 15:8-10). This story is also
a metaphor for God, with God now likened to a woman. I
must admit that this realization required some major
thought-readjustment on my part.

And hear again verses from the Old Testament:

The Lord says, “You will be like a child that is nursed
by its mother, carried in her arms, and treated with love.

I will comfort you in Jerusalem as a mother comforts her
child.” (Is 66:12 TEV)

The God presented by the biblical authors and worshipped
in the Church today cannot be regarded as having gender,
any more than God can be regarded as having race or color.
In recognizing this truth, we will be more free to use inclusive
metaphors for God.

Within recent decades the idea of “inclusive language”
has transformed the way many people write and speak about
each other. In 1971 the National Council for Teachers of
English adopted guidelines (revised in 1985) which preclude
the use of words like “man” when referring to both men and
women, and many colleges and universities now regard
non-inclusive language as incorrect. Thus recent biblical
translators have reworded many passages to reflect the original
meaning and intent in today’s usage.

For example, when Jesus says, “I am the bread of life. He
who comes to me shall not hunger, and he who believes in
me shall never thirst.” Or, when Jesus says, “Let your light so
shine before men...” the verse could very properly be rendered,
“Let your light so shine before others, that they may see your
good works, and glorify God in heaven.”

The Presbyterian Church U.S.A. has been a partner with
the other major denominations in introducing inclusive
language in worship, in publications, and in church school
curricula. The new hymnal for The Presbyterian Church
U.S.A. which is now in preparation is charged by the General
Assembly to use inclusive language when referring to the people
of God. I have the privilege of serving on the committee
producing this hymn book, and I can truly say that I am
amazed and delighted with the clarity and sensitivity with
which many old hymns have been revised. In every case the
meaning has been improved, and the poetry in no way
impaired.

On the question of appropriate language for God, The
Presbyterian Church U.S.A. has taken a middle position. At
the 1985 General Assembly, the church reaffirmed the
traditional Trinitarian language—Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit—but it also strongly encouraged the use of many biblical
metaphors for God, including female metaphors, to enlarge
and inform our thinking and to help us to better understand
the full nature of God.

Jesus called God “Abba-Father.” These words express
Christ’s intimate relationship with God, but they do not mean
that God is somehow of the male gender. Rather, the words
indicate that Jesus proceeded from God and was of God, as a
human child is from and of its parents. And when Jesus says,
“Anyone who has seen me has see the Father,” Jesus is not
saying that God looks like Jesus did as a man on earth, but
that Jesus came from God, and would go to God, and is God
incarnate!

The Lord’s prayer begins, “Our Father.” That is
wonderful language, and a beautiful way in which human
beings may address their God. But I hope that you and I will
be enabled by God’s grace to say these words with a new
broader understanding: An understanding that yes, God is
Father, but that scriptural metaphors also tell us that God is
Creator, Shepherd, Shield, Parent, Guide, Love, Light, and
Mother; and that we who pray together to this infinite God
are neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male
nor female, but all one in Christ Jesus (Gal 3:28).
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WHO IS SOPHIA?

Tina J. Ostrander

The quest to find feminine attributes in the Godhead is
ongoing, as many women yearn for an understanding of
God that they can relate to and identify with. For them, the
Church’s traditional view of the “patriarchal God” is not
only too limited but too limiting. This view is too limited
in light of the richness of the full range of biblical language
for God. It is too limited in that it can exclude believing
Christian women from full participation in the body of
Christ, although they too are creatures made in the image
of God and now equal children of God along with their
Christian brothers.

In the search for a more inclusive understanding of God,
the feminine “Sophia” has for many persons become a bridge
between traditional Christianity and feminist concerns. So
we ask: Who is Sophia, and where did she come from? Is
she the long-awaited answer to this search?

“Sophia” is a transliteration of the Greek noun meaning
“wisdom.” In Hebrew, the word for wisdom is “chokmah.”
In the Old Testament (especially Proverbs 3 and 8), and in
several apocryphal texts,1 wisdom is personified as a woman.
Some understand this personification of wisdom as nothing
more than a literary device. Others are convinced that
wisdom is intentionally personified as an aspect of divinity,
or as a goddess, distinct from God.

Sophia appears to be gaining popularity among feminist
theologians and among some secular women interested in
goddess worship. One recent example of Sophia’s popularity
was an ecumenical Christian conference, “Re-Imagining ...
God, Community, the Church”, which was held in
November l993 in Minneapolis. The conference was part
of The Ecumenical Decade: Churches in Solidarity with
Women, a program of the World Council of Churches.
Sophia was a recurrent theme throughout the conference.2

However, interest in Sophia is not a new phenomenon.
In Gnosticism3, a heresy in the early Christian church, Sophia
is sometimes portrayed as a divine being superior to God,
who reprimands God for arrogance. In other Gnostic texts,
Sophia is a mischievous spirit who indirectly creates a world
so evil that God has to rescue it by sending another
emanation named Jesus. According to these texts, Jesus
taught that we are rescued from evil and returned to God
through knowledge (gnosis).4

More recently, the Shakers have understood Sophia as
the fourth person of the Godhead. Sergei Bulgakov, a

Russian Orthodox priest, has taught that Sophia is the
essence of the Trinity, the glue that binds Father, Son and
Holy Spirit together.5 Thus Sophia has been gaining
popularity in Christian circles for many years. For a growing
number of Christians, Sophia is the feminine symbol of
divinity desperately needed to balance the patriarchal
emphasis of the Church.

The central question is whether “sophia” is to be
understood as a person or as a concept, as a divine entity or
as an abstract attribute of God. The answer to this question
is the subject of much current debate. Susan Cady, Marian
Ronan and Hal Taussig, authors of Wisdom’s Feast, argue
that Sophia is in fact the female goddess of the Bible.6 For
Cady, Sophia is a real biblical person. “She is a co-creator
with the Hebrew God, she is a heavenly queen, she is a
messenger from God, and she is God’s lover.”7 Cady goes
on to say that Sophia is “divine, creating, judging, and ruling
just as God is.”8 Catherine Keller of Drew University
Theological School insists that Sophia preaches, prophesies,
judges and promises security to those who obey her. “Like
the spirit,” Keller writes, “this Sophia is at once something
humans may seek as their own and something given by God
of God’s own nature.”9 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza argues
that Sophia is the God of Israel expressed in the language
and imagery of the goddess.10 For some feminist theologians,
including Cady, Sophia is the pre-incarnate Christ; Sophia
was a divine entity which took the form of a male human to
accommodate patriarchal culture. For those who understand
her as a divine entity, Sophia has become an important link
between traditional language for God and feminist
spirituality. Proponents of Sophia worship claim that Sophia
as a name for God is used to remind us that God has a
feminine side and that solely masculine images and names
for God are inadequate.

In contrast, those who argue that wisdom (sophia) is
an attribute of God rather than an independent divine entity
accuse “Sophia-worshippers” of taking relevant biblical texts
out of context and relying heavily on apocryphal and Gnostic
writings. They argue that, biblically, wisdom is an attribute
of God similar to justice, holiness, or mercy. In the Bible,
“Sophia” is nowhere used as a name for God. While wisdom
is indeed personified in Proverbs 7-10—(“Does not wisdom
call out? Does not understanding raise her voice? On the
heights along the way, where the paths meet, she takes her
stand.” 8:1,2)—this personification is a literary device
commonly found in wisdom literature: “Folly” is also
personified as a woman in the book of Proverbs (chapters
5-7). However, wisdom is never equated with God.

John Oswalt of Asbury Theological Seminary writes
that “[in Proverbs] ‘wisdom’ is regularly treated as a synonym
of ‘understanding’ and ‘discretion.’ It is perfectly clear in
this context that these latter two words are not proper nouns
and that therefore ‘wisdom’ is not either... Wisdom is a
creation, not a divine being.” Oswalt argues that the
personifications are intended to emphasize an abstract

Tina Ostrander has her MA in Theology from Gordon-Conwell
Theological Seminary. She currently teaches Computer Science at
Highline Community College in DesMoines, Washington. Priscilla
Papers, 8:2, Spring 1994.
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concept. The purpose of the book of Proverbs is to stress
the principles of wisdom for effective living.11

The recent Re-Imagining conference serves as an
effective example of the controversy regarding Sophia. The
conference was largely centered around Sophia, but which
Sophia? Was Sophia understood as a divine person or as an
abstract concept? While much of the liturgy and worship
focused on Sophia, many conference participants would deny
that they worshipped Sophia as a goddess, or as an entity
separate from God. For many attendees, Sophia was merely
an understanding of wisdom in feminine terms, and prayers
to Sophia were intended to revere the female aspect of the
Christian God. Annie Wu King of Women’s Ministries
(PCUSA) stated, “There was no worship of a goddess
Sophia. There [were references to] the Proverbs and the
understanding of Wisdom [in feminine terms]. It certainly
was not a separate goddess...’’l2 These attendees insist that
their prayers to Sophia were holy and honorable, and were
not directed toward anything other than the Christian God.

It is true that the Re-Imagining liturgy does not
explicitly mention a goddess. However, there are several
aspects of the conference which cause one to question the
true nature of the Sophia worshipped there. Sophia was
blessed, praised, invoked and thanked. Before each speaker
came to the podium, a “Sophia blessing” was sung, inviting
her to bring her wisdom: “Bless Sophia, dream a vision,
share the wisdom dwelling deep within.” The Re-Imagining
packet included a poem which contained the lines, “Gracious
God Sophia, Partner in Creation, tree of life, hidden treasure,
born before these hills, before the brimming springs, before
the lakes, Breathe on me.”13 The Re-Imagining Newsletter
informs us that “Sophia” is used rather than “Wisdom”
because it reminds us that Sophia is “someone who walks,
talks, plays, cries, eats, creates, and loves.”14 During the
conference, as part of the liturgy several proclamations were
made which describe Sophia as a divine entity: “Sophia’s
voice has been silenced too long. Let her speak and bless us
throughout these days;” “Sophia is the place in you where
the entire universe resides;” “It is time to state clearly and
dream wildly about who...we intend to be in the future
through the power and guidance of the spirit of wisdom
whom we name Sophia.” One of the speakers, Reverend
Barbara Lundblad, stated, “Jesus appears as the prophet and
the child of Sophia.... In all Jesus’ compassionate, liberating
words and deeds are the works of Sophia, re-establishing
the right order of creation.’’15

To understand which Sophia various leaders of the
Re-Imagining Conference had in mind, one must also take
a close look at the “milk and honey” ritual that was
performed in Sophia’s honor on the final Sunday of the
conference. Conference participants are adamant in insisting
that this ritual was not intended to replace the Eucharist.
However, there were many parallels between it and the
traditional meal of bread and wine. The Re-Imagining ritual

included the words, “Our maker Sophia, we are women in
your image....With the hot blood of our wombs we give
form to new life....Sophia Creator God, let your milk and
honey flow....with nectar between our thighs we invite a
lover, we birth a child; with our warm body fluids we remind
the world of its pleasures and sensations....We celebrate the
sensual life you give us....We celebrate the fingertips vibrating
upon the skin of a lover. We celebrate the tongue which
licks a wound or wets our lips. We celebrate our bodiliness,
our physicality, the sensations of pleasure, our oneness with
earth and water.” These words would certainly appear to be
prayers to a feminine divinity.

Presbyterian Church (USA) theologians Joseph D. Small
and John P. Burgess responded to the conference with the
criticism that the “Re-Imagining rituals failed to assist
worshippers to understand the connection between Old
Testament wisdom motifs and the self-disclosure of God in
Jesus Christ.” They insist that in the New Testament, Christ
is the power of God and the wisdom of God (l Cor 1:24),
“not wisdom as a divine manifestation apart from Jesus
Christ.” Small and Burgess go on to write that, “many of the
prayers went beyond using wisdom as one of the metaphors
appropriately employed in liturgical address of God. Wisdom/
sophia, both in frequency and formulation, became an
alternative employed in distinction from the triune God.”

While conference planners and attendees may not have
intended to worship Sophia as an entity separate from God,
it is clearly implied in the liturgies, and also in many of the
statements made, that this was indeed the case. An attribute
of God was transformed into a distinct and divine image.

Who is “Sophia”? For an increasing number of feminist
theologians and probably for a great many of the Re-
Imagining participants, Sophia is a unique and divine
person. How she relates to God is a matter of varying
interpretation. It has been argued that Sophia is superior to
God, that she is equal to God, that she is God, or that she is
inferior to God, yet still divine.

The biblical understanding of Sophia which is most true
to the scriptural context is that Sophia is none of these things.
Sophia is nothing more than a Greek noun describing an
important attribute of God. Wisdom is personified not
because it has an existence of its own, apart from God, but
as a literary tool used to stress its importance.

As we continue the search for an inclusive understanding
of God, it is imperative that we remain within the bounds
of Scripture. We can indeed learn from exploring the
meaning of sophia. It is important that several of God’s
attributes are understood in feminine terms. This reality
contributes to the concept of a God who transcends gender,
and who is accessible to both men and women. The
introduction of a goddess, however, merely obscures the
fact that God is neither male nor female. The appeal of
Sophia is understandable, yet we as Christian theologians
must seek to meet the needs that women face apart from
the goddess. The needs are real, and the search must go on.
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BELIEVING THE RIGHT THING

Kathryn E. Stegall

It happened many years ago. I was having a discussion
with a male friend. We had taken opposing sides on a
theological question, one having nothing whatsoever to do
with the role of women in the Church. It soon became
apparent that the weight and substance of the arguments
were mounting up in behalf of my position. Perhaps I was
displaying some satisfaction in that, or perhaps it was just
becoming obvious to my friend that he didn’t have much of
a point. I don’t remember all the details clearly, but I
remember the shot. Perhaps it was after I had too confidently
made a statement too liberally sprinkled with “I think...”
that he drew and fired, “The Bible says women are to be
silent.”

After the split second it takes for these things to register,
I replied (with a sense of complete humiliation), “Yes. It
does.” And just as quickly, my friend told me he was only
kidding.

But the conversation was over. It had been shot dead.
He was right. The Bible does say that women are to be
silent (1 Cor 14:34-35; 1 Tim 2:12-14). I felt I had been
put in my place by God himself. In spite of my friend’s
assurances that his comment was just a joke and that we
should continue the discussion, I could not. I tried to smile
and made a hasty getaway.

Was he joking? Perhaps on the most superficial level he
was. Yet, he knew exactly where to go for the big guns when
he needed them. Maybe he drew and fired without much
thought, but he hit the target just the same.

My humiliation soon gave birth to rage, an anger
resulting from my intense commitment to God and his truth,
yet which seemed to be against this very same God. This
emotional conflict grew out of an even more complex
intellectual conflict. I was confronted with the need to
exercise my faith to believe that by his rich grace God had
made me alive in Christ so that I was no longer a foreigner
and alien in the Church but never quite a brother or fellow
citizen either (Eph 2:4-6, 19-22, 3:6).

For many years I tried to resolve this conflict by “doing
the right thing.” The “right thing” was to confess my anger,
accept my lot with humility, and go on doing the permitted,
the prescribed, the expected—fulfilling my “female” role.
But even though doing these right things was fulfilling in
many ways, it never could resolve this repressed yet nagging
conflict.

Kathryn Elliott Stegall is a graduate of Geneva College and holds a
missions certification from Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary.
Her work as a Christian educator, writer and missionary has been in
both the USA and Cyprus. Priscilla Papers 9:2, Spring 1995.
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Then one day I realized that doing the right thing was
not what God wanted. God wanted me to believe the right
thing. I had been trying to be good instead of just believing
the Gospel.

Believing is the essence of our new life in Christ, not
doing. “Abraham believed God and it was credited to him
as righteousness” (Gen 15:6, 22; Jn 6:28-29; Rom 4:3-5;
Gal 3:6-9). God brought me great freedom from the need
to be good by providing perfect righteousness for me
through faith (Rom 8:2-4; Eph 2:8-9). But it took many
years of learning to live by faith, before God began to apply
this same gospel to my own attitudes and actions concerning
my role as a woman believer in the Church. So I looked
again at what the Bible said about me, a woman redeemed
by Christ. Then I believed.

The result of the sin of Adam and Eve was death (Gen
2 :17). Part of what death meant was detailed in the curse
God pronounced in the garden immediately after the
disobedience, “...your desire will be for your husband, and
he shall rule over you” (Gen 3:14-19). The perfect oneness
between male and female was broken as a result of their
sin.

We can no more reverse this curse than we can stop
ourselves from dying. Sin continues to pervert the way men
and women were created to relate to one another. The
consequences of sin remain with us. But, as we bring those
consequences into submission to the reconciling grace of
the Gospel they are robbed of their power (Rom 6:11 - 14,
8:2; Col 1:19-20; 2 Cor 5:18).

...the Scripture declares that the whole world is a prisoner
of sin, so that what was promised, being given through
faith in Jesus Christ, might be given to those who believe
(Gal 3:22).

Through faith in Christ we die with Christ to sin, so
that we can be raised to new life with him also (Col 2:9-15).
We do this through “...the power on an indestructible life,”
which is “...his incomparably great power for us who believe”
(Heb 7:16; Eph 1:18-20). One of the characteristics of our
new life in Christ is that we are “...all sons of God.... There
is neither ... male nor female, for you are all one in Christ
Jesus” (Gal 3:26-28). When we receive this promise
“...through faith in Jesus Christ...,” the hostility between
the sexes is reconciled and oneness is restored. “For he
himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has
destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, ...His
purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the
two, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile
both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to
death their hostility” (Eph 2:14-22).

This is the good news of the Gospel.
However, good news with a “but” is not good news at

all (Gal 1:3-5, 6-7). Many times I have been directed to
1 Tim 2:13-14 for the reasons why women must be silent
and under the authority of men. When interpreted as

support for a woman’s subordinate “role,” the two
arguments in these verses, that Adam was created first and
that Eve was deceived and sinned first, don’t seem to be
covered by the Gospel.1 This interpretation declares Jesus’
blood cleanses believers from all sin, but it doesn’t cleanse
women believers from Eve’s being deceived and thus
becoming a sinner (1 Jn 1:7, 9). The second Adam, Jesus
Christ, who has the first place in everything as “...the
firstborn over all creation” and “...before all things...” (Col
1:15,17,18) has given me life (Col 3 :4) and made me his
brother (Heb 2:11) and co-heir (Rom 8:17). Therefore, I
am myself a firstfruit of all he has created (Jas 1:18), but
that doesn’t overcome my status as second to the first Adam.
God has made me his son, but he cannot forget that I am
Eve’s daughter (Gal 3:26, 4:4-7).

What this interpretation seems to be teaching is that
when I become a Christian through faith in Jesus Christ, I
am redeemed and released from the power of Adam’s sin,
which brought death to all mankind, but not from the power
of Eve’s sin, which brought subordination to all women
(Rom 5:15, 18-21).

For women this “good news, but...” leads to false feelings
of inferiority and guilt because these reasons cause us to
look at who we are, in and of ourselves, and at what we
have done, rather than at who Jesus is and what he has
done. Or even worse, it forces us to focus on our human
ancestor, Eve, and what she did, rather than on our savior
Jesus, the Son of God and the only completely righteous
human being who gave his life so we too could be “...children
of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human
decision or a husband’s will, but born of God” (Jn 1:12-
13). This point of view can only lead to deep humiliation
and depression.

For men, this interpretation of these arguments from
1 Timothy 2 leads to false feelings of superiority and self-
righteousness because it is based on who their human ancestor
was and who the men are in and of themselves as males, rather
than on the last Adam, Jesus, the God/human who brings
righteousness to all who will receive God’s abundant provision
of grace (Rom 5:17-18; 1 Cor 15:45-50). This leads to pride
and arrogance (1 Cor 4:6-7; Jn 8:33).

These two arguments are like two small toes left sticking
out from under the covers, the cover of Christ’s redemptive
blood, on a dark and bitterly cold night. The whole body is
affected (1 Cor 12:26-27).

The interpretation which says these arguments mean
men must be in authority over women is in exact opposition
to the Gospel (Rom 3:9-31). We are justified, we are
sanctified, we are adopted by faith ... nothing else matters in
God’s eyes. Nothing we are or do has any influence on how
God will treat us, what status he will assign us, or what
gifts he will give us.

Nonconformity to the Gospel should always be a
warning bell that our doctrine is not sound. Paul says in
this very letter that “sound doctrine,” the basis for our
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conduct in the Church, must conform to the Gospel (l Tim
1:10-11, 3:15, Phil 1 :27).

“For in the Gospel a righteousness from God is revealed,
a righteousness that is by faith from first to last...” (Rom
1:17). This righteousness from God comes through faith
in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for
all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are
justified freely by his grace through the redemption that
came by Christ Jesus (Rom 3:22-24).

Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On what
principle? On the principle of how good or wise we are, or
on whether God created our sex first or second? No, but on
that of faith. For we maintain that a person is justified by
faith apart from human ancestry,2 apart from personal
goodness,3 and apart from his/her place in the order of
creation.4 Is God the God of males only? Is he not the God
of females too? Yes, of women too, since there is only one
God, who will justify men by faith and women through
that same faith. Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith?
Not at all! Rather, we uphold the law (paraphrase of Rom
3:27-31):5

“Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who
are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the
law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin
and death....And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from
the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the
dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through
his Spirit, who lives in you. Therefore, brothers, we have
an obligation—but it is not to the sinful nature, to live
according to it.” (Rom 8:1,11-12)

“...The old has gone, the new has come!” ... “so that we
can serve in the new way of the Spirit...” (2 Cor 5:17;
Rom 7:6).

I believe it!
So now if someone says that I must be silent in the

Church—the body of Christ, the household of God, the
family of the redeemed—I will know how to answer. I will
be obligated to answer according to the new way of the
Spirit. Paraphrasing 1 Corinthians 14:34-39, 26, 31, 1:2,
and 12:7, I will say, “What? What! Did the word of God
originate with you? Are you the only person it has reached?
If you think you are spiritually gifted, you should
acknowledge that what Paul writes to the Corinthians is
the Lord’s command: that when believers gather together
everyone should have a hymn, or a word of instruction, a
revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. For all can
prophesy in turn so that all may be instructed and all
encouraged. Therefore, brothers and sisters, indeed all of
us who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be holy, and
who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, we should
be eager to prophesy because each one of us has been given
a manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”

“Examine the Scriptures to see if these things are true
(Acts 17:11)!”

  All Scripture quotations in this article are taken from the Holy
Bible, New International Version, c 1973,1978 by the Interna-
tional Bible Society.

1 When the clear light of the Gospel is shone on this difficult pas-
sage of 1 Tim 2:8- 15, we see that it is a specific enunciation of
two of Paul’s major themes in this epistle to Timothy, “Those
who sin are to be rebuked publicly, so that the others may take
warning. I charge you ... to keep these instructions without par-
tiality, and to do nothing out of favoritism” (1 Tim 5 :20-21).

2 Jn 1:12-13, 3:6, 8:33-47; Rom 4:16, 9:8; Gal 3:29, 4:28-31.
3 Rom 5:17; Eph 2:8-9; Tit 3:5.
4 Mt19:30, 20:16; Mk 9:35; Rom 5:12, 17, 9:10-16; Col 1:15;

Rev 22:13.
5 For the purpose of illustration, I believe this is a legitimate para-

phrase since Paul puts the male/female question in exactly the
same category as the Jew/Gentile question in Gal 3:28.

WE ARE EQUAL, THIS WE KNOW

Leo Kwiatkowski

We are equal, this we know,
For the Bible tells us so.
Jew and Greek to God belong;
Racial barriers are all wrong.

Chorus: Lord, we are equal,
Lord, we are equal,
Lord, we are equal,
Because you made us so.

Slave and free no diff ’rence know,
One in Christ who loves them so.
Male and female all are one,
Saved by God’s own Holy Son.

Chorus: Lord, we are equal,
Lord, we are equal,
Lord, we are equal,
Because you made us so.

CBE member Leo K. created this song at the 1989 CBE national
conference. This is a great song to teach our children! Priscilla Papers
3:4, Fall 1989.
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MEN: IT’S TIME TO CHANGE

James Reapsome

My golfing partner and I sucked in the crisp morning air
while we limbered up on the first tee. “Sure beats work,” we
laughed, getting into high gear for the day, when suddenly
appeared—a woman!—obviously prepared to join us for the
round. We struggled to keep our inner groans from any
outward expression while we exchanged brief pleasantries.
But in one devastating moment our chauvinism dissolved as
quickly as her drive first exploded and then descended into
the luscious fairway turf some 200 yards away.

Change the scene to a packed seminar room where a
visiting missions strategist poured out his new plans for a
country suddenly open to Westerners. He unveiled sound
ideas for training leaders, an obvious need crying to be met.
A certain refrain echoed off the walls: “We’ll train so many
men here, and we’ll train more men in this city, and we have
a great opportunity to train men there.”

“Men...men...men...” bounced around in my brain as I
drove back to the office. How did the women in that room
feel? What about the women in that country who need and
want training? Why weren’t they mentioned? Probably
because male prejudice thrived as well in the seminar as it did
on the golf course. Ask a missions leader, “Don’t women
need to be trained?” and his answer would be, “Yes, of course.”
But look around at the preferences given to men, and listen
to our speeches, and read our publicity, and look at our budget
allocations, and you’ll see that women for the most part are
just overlooked and left out of our considerations.

Ignoring women is just as easy as slipping into your car
and pulling the lever into drive. Sure, neutral and reverse
are important—we couldn’t live without them—but they
just get in the way of the drive. That’s exactly how we slight
women habitually and unconsciously, all the way from
long-range planning to our preaching and writing about
world missions.

The needs, potential, and qualifications of women have
been shrouded in the mists of interminable squabbles about
women’s roles in the Church. Whatever your view about
these matters, our fights have done nothing to erase the
deeply ingrained prejudices of men toward women. We
cannot continue our rather brutish behavior, thinking that
our patient Christian wives, friends, and fellow workers don’t
really care. We mistakenly assume that because they are not
radical feminists they have no feelings.

Change begins with our language, because what we say
and what we write reveals our unchallenged assumptions

about women. Beyond that, however, we must change our
missions commitment to include evangelizing and training
the world’s women. Women leaders from Africa and Asia
have correctly exposed the blind side of church and mission
strategies in this regard. If we contemplate new ministries,
without taking into account the huge potential for significant
leadership among Christian women, we enter the field with
one arm cut off.

Too often we act as if missions history means nothing.
How many times do we ring the changes on William Carey,
Hudson Taylor, and Jim Elliot, without ever mentioning Mary
Slessor, Gladys Aylward, and Helen Roseveare? What does
such oversight say to women in our schools and churches? If
mission work sounds like the private domain of an exclusive
men’s club, we aren’t going to attract capable women.

Perhaps the strongest signal we send women is the role
we give, or do not give, to them in mission leadership. Some
of our institutions would be better served if the wives of
the men in charge were given the job. In these cases, the
wife is gifted in management and administration, while her
husband’s gifts are in teaching, preaching, and counseling.
The point is to use people in their strengths, regardless of
their sex. The work of God could be considerably expedited
if we got serious about developing women for leadership in
world missions.

Men, it’s long past the time to change.

Author and editor James Reapsome has served in a variety of positions in
ministry, parachurch work, higher education, and Christian publishing.
This article is reprinted by permission from Pulse (October 9, 1991),
Box 794, Wheaton, IL 60189.   Priscilla Papers  7:3, Summer 1993.
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REMEMBERING OUR
FOREMOTHERS:

DOES IT MATTER?

Gretchen Gaebelein Hull

Why should we highlight women in Bible times and
throughout Christian history? Wouldn’t it be more timely to
focus on women in the Church today, by discussing their
present aspirations? Aren’t twentieth-century movements what
will influence not only the contemporary Church, but also its
future course?

LEARNING FROM THE PAST

There are at least three answers to those questions. First,
and most obvious, we cannot begin to understand the modern
world unless we have an appreciation of how present-day
society relates to the sweep of human history. Our
twentieth-century Christian concerns have not sprung from
a vacuum, but reflect reactions to doctrinal positions and
denominational practices that themselves have been the result
of historical process. Thus we cannot properly evaluate current
trends and tensions unless we have some understanding of
their origin and development over past centuries.

For example, today increasing pressure mounts to expand
lay involvement in the Church. As we consider the sharp divide
that has emerged in many denominations between ordained
clergy and the laity, we ask: What can we learn from both the
Old Testament and New Testament about such a ministry
division? What was the first Christians’ understanding of
ministry? Studying early Church structure and practice will
help us assess the validity of continuing a sharp distinction
between clergy and laity. It may also lead to a reappraisal of
our contemporary definitions of “laity” and “clergy.”

Learning from our historical past means reclaiming the
many and varied biblical examples of God’s faithful female
servants. Although all too many so-called “Bible-believing
Christians” have no memory of women like Judge Deborah,
Prophetess Huldah, or Pastor Phoebe, for God, there are no
“forgotten women.” “All Scripture is inspired by God, and is
useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training
in righteousness so that everyone who belongs to God may be
proficient, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim 3:16,17).
Therefore it is we who are spiritually impoverished if we
overlook the many positive female role models God caused
to be recorded in our inerrant Scripture. Of the women who
offered Jesus her lavish devotion, he said: “Truly I tell you,

wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world,
what she has done will be told in remembrance of her” (Mk
14:9). How tragic that some who profess to be Christ’s
disciples have forgotten her and her other biblical sisters.

An awareness of our historical past also reinforces the
connectional nature of the Church. The fact that the book of
Acts is open-ended points us to the continuing activity of the
Holy Spirit in empowering Christians to serve Christ. The
history of God’s people as the visible body of believers is not
a collection of dry facts, but the record of how living
individuals have sought to obey God in their day. Our own
faith is strengthened when we realize that we too are part of
“the great cloud of witnesses” (Heb 12:1)—God’s men and
women down through the ages.

So the first answer to “Remembering our foremothers:
does it matter?” is “Yes, it does, because we are instructed,
edified, and challenged by the lives of all past believers.” God’s
children can learn especially valuable lessons from studying
how both men and women served their Lord in Bible times
and in the earliest years of the Church. As direct followers of
Jesus and his disciples, the first generations of Christians would
have had the clearest understanding of every aspect of new
life in Christ.

QUESTIONING HUMAN TRADITION

Therefore, secondly, a study of our Christian heritage will
help resolve that area of severe tension in the contemporary
Church: the place of women. On the one hand is the earnest
desire of many Christian women (Protestant, Roman Catholic,
and Greek Orthodox) to participate more fully in the work
of the Church, and on the other hand is the quenching of
that desire by some who would restrict women’s spheres of
service.

As more women explore their modern educational and
career opportunities, and then seek to pursue these within
the context of serving Christ, these women are puzzled to
find that some denominations or parachurch organizations
close certain areas of theological education and Christian
ministry to them simply because they are women. These
women question why their secular options are increasing while
in many instances their church-related opportunities are static
or decreasing. Their question can cause severe tension with
those who favor continuing or even widening restrictions on
women’s use of their spiritual gifts.

But such questioning must be taken seriously: It has solid
historical precedent. The constant self-examination of the
Church has always been part of a corporate working out of
our salvation (in line with Paul’s exhortation in Philippians
2:12 and the diligent study of the Berean Christians in Acts
17:10-12).

Questioning dogma and traditions of the medieval
Church led to the Protestant Reformation. Questioning
monarchy as the only “God-ordained” expression of political
authority led to Christians’ acceptance of democratic forms
of human government. Questioning complacent or even dead
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orthodoxy led to the Great Awakening of the eighteenth
century. Questioning the Church’s lack of faithfulness to its
calling to be as Christ to the world led to the tremendous
surge in Christian missionary outreach and Christian-related
social reform movements in the nineteenth century.

At the heart of each of these questioning periods was the
desire of believers to return to a truly scriptural understanding
of God’s ideal for society and the Church. So today it is also
legitimate for people to question if women’s opportunities to
serve their Savior have always been as narrowly defined as
they are in some modern communions. Yet, sadly—and despite
the many scriptural female role models—I have heard it said
that women who “dare” to question leadership by males only
are impertinent at best and heretical at worst.

A woman friend wrote me these poignant words: “I am
finding much personal joy in worship at the daily service of a
church near my office. They let me read the Bible sometimes
when other readers aren’t there. I love reading the Bible aloud
to those who want to hear it, and, sad to say, could never do
so in the worship service of my denomination.” Why? Because
in that denomination, public reading of the Bible is considered
authoritative and thus the province of men only.

Yet Jesus commanded his followers to take the Good
News to all peoples (Mt 28:18-20; Acts 1:8). We need all
the Christian ambassadors we can get! Those who favor
continuing gender restrictions on Christian service must face
the case histories in Scripture and in the first centuries of
Christianity that show a wide freedom of women to use their
gifts in ministry. Any discussion of women’s freedom to serve
as they believe God calls them to do must take into account
the highly visible women teachers, leaders, and martyrs in
the early Church.

So as questioning women examine the historical record
with its many examples of how the Holy Spirit empowered
women of faith, they can rightly ask: “Is the Lord’s hand
shortened? Cannot God use us, as he did them, to help
proclaim God’s Word today?”

UPHOLDING TRUTH

Thirdly, the basic and most important answer to “Why
remember our foremothers?” is that we who believe that
Scripture is the true record of God’s dealing with humanity
must also desire to preserve a true record of our historical
past. Jesus said, “I am the truth,” and promised that his Spirit
would guide his followers into all truth (Jn 14:6,16:13).
Christians should always be dedicated to knowing and
upholding truth.

But this must mean upholding the entirety of the
scriptural record, including all the biblical female role models
appropriate to be emulated by men and women alike.
Upholding truth must also mean discovering and celebrating
God’s female servants down through the centuries—women
like Perpetua, Theodora, Julian of Norwich, Teresa of Avila,
Susanna Wesley, Elizabeth Fry, Mary Slessor, and Catherine
and Evangeline Booth.

We must abhor any revisionist readings of God’s Word.
We must also shrink from any unbalanced recording of Church
history.

I am by no means implying that downplaying or ignoring
women has been some deliberate plot, such as the
politically-based distortions of secular history that we saw in
communist countries. But I am emphasizing the sad fact that
over the centuries, and for a variety of complex reasons, we
have lost sight of women’s service of God and women’s
significant contributions to the cause of Christ.

However, continuing to overlook the great heritage of our
foremothers, both in the Bible and in Church history, not only
deprives the contemporary Church of the example of all who
comprise that “great cloud of witnesses” but also invites the
charge of ecclesiastical discrimination against women.
Inequitable treatment of historical fact, however unconscious,
can create a false view of women’s avenues of service and
promote a narrow female “role” that is extra-biblical. Sadly,
failure to recognize the equal place of women in “the priesthood
of all believers” (1 Pet 2:4,5) has even misled some sincere
Christians to declare that women who desire to serve in wider
roles are out of the mainstream of orthodox practice. But in
fact these women are simply being true to their scriptural call
as “ambassadors of Christ” (2 Cor 5:17-21), as they emulate
biblical foremothers like Mary of Bethany (Lk 10:38-42), Mary
Magdalene (John 20:17,18), Philip’s daughters (Acts 21:8,9),
or the women Paul commended in Romans 16:1-15, not to
mention the many women in service and leadership in the Old
Testament. These biblical female case histories are not
“exceptions” to some supposed rule of male leadership: Their
names are commended in our trustworthy Scripture, and God’s
truth cannot have “exceptions.”

BRINGING HEALING AND RESTORING UNITY

Finally, studying and celebrating past women of faith will
help bring wholeness and completeness within the Church.
Women who have felt the pain of exclusion will begin to
experience the healing process of full acceptance once they
are included as equal members of the Body of Christ. For the
first time, other women will be freed to use their gifts in
ministry when they discover how former daughters of God
were mightily used to proclaim the Good News in word and
deed. Men will rejoice that God raised up partners in mission
in other centuries, and will themselves now be free to join
hands with their Christian sisters today. In a fragmented world,
the visible unity of believers as they serve together will be
both a compelling testimony to the reality of new life in Christ
and a powerful force in spreading the Gospel.

So the ultimate answer to the question “Why remember
our foremothers—does that truly matter?” is “Yes, it does,
because truth always matters.” Knowing truth sets us all free
to serve (Jn 8:31,32). Grounding our actions on truth makes
us all strong to serve (Gal 5:1).

Over the centuries, the true record of women of faith has
become obscured. Isn’t it time to set that record straight?
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“Then leaving her water jar, the woman went back to
the town and said to the people, ‘Come, see a man who
told me everything I ever did. Could this be the Christ?’
They came out of the town and made their way toward
him. . . Many of the Samaritans from the town believed in
him because of the woman’s testimony, ‘He told me
everything I ever did’ ” (Jn 4:28-30, 39, NIV).

Her name is lost. We do not have the name of the first
public evangelist in the Christian movement. We have the
names of Peter and Andrew and Barnabas and Stephen
and Paul, but we do not have her name. We only know her
as the woman at the well, the woman of Samaria.

She had come to draw water. Then Jesus asked, “Will
you give me a drink?’

And the woman said, “You are a Jew and I am a
Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a drink?”

She had a question. She was curious. Jesus had broken
the norms of the culture and she pushed forward to find
out why. She was not passive. She was not pondering
inwardly. When she wanted to know something, she went
for it.

Now this woman knew that she had three strikes
against her. The first one was that she was a Samaritan, a
minority person within the majority Jewish culture. Strike
one: wrong race.

Secondly, she had five previous husbands and was
presently living with a man to whom she wasn’t married.
Strike two: wrong morals.

Thirdly (three strikes and you’re out), she was a
woman. Wise men—teachers, rabbis, men who cared about
their reputations—didn’t talk to women in public. It wasn’t
the thing to do. Besides, to have a serious conversation
with a woman in public was a waste of time because
generally speaking a woman was considered incapable of
really understanding the deeper things. So you might talk
to her about the house and the children and the water. But
about God?

Nonetheless, this woman wanted to know about God
and so she pushed Jesus. Jesus answered her: He revealed
himself as the sent one, the anointed one, the Messiah of
God.

How did she respond? The text tells us that she became
an evangelist: She left her water jar and went back to her
village. Many of the Samaritans from that town believed
in Christ because of her testimony, “He told me everything
I ever did.”

There are many models of ministry. Women are as
diverse as men in the patterns of ministry they follow. But
let’s look at the response of this one woman to Jesus to
learn more about the place of women in ministry.

She left her water jar. Sometimes when you engage in
the service of Christ, you can’t continue on with business
as usual. This woman had come out to draw water, but
something more important happened.

So she left her normal afternoon activity and went into
town. But she didn’t carry her water pot back with her, it
would have been in the way.

Apparently she wasn’t what we call a “Superwoman.”
That’s the woman who tries to do it all—the traditional
and the new. She’s the one who works eighteen hours a
day so that no one will be offended and so that her work
outside the home won’t interfere with anything her
husband wants to do. And pretty soon she has droopy
wings because she is exhausted.

Not so the Samaritan woman. She left her water pot
because she had something else on her mind.

She went back to her own village. That’s important because
sometimes the most difficult place to do ministry is the place
where you know the people and they know you the best.
We think that it would be easier to make a fresh start some
place where people won’t know us or have preconceptions
about us. We carry around the baggage of our reputations
and fear that people couldn’t possibly take us seriously in
our new callings because they have known us for years.

But this woman went back to her village. That was
the place of her ministry. It was the place where she would
have the most impact because her changed life would be
most visible in the context of her reputation. There you
could really tell whether or not what she was saying had
the ring of truth to it.

She issued an invitation. The form of this invitation
was “come and see.” She didn’t impose what she had found
on others; she invited.

And then she gave a witness: “Here’s a man who has
done something different, who has told me everything
about myself, who has broken through all the stereotypes
and misconceptions. Could this be the Christ?”

That’s good persuasion. Give a witness, issue an
invitation, and leave the audience with a question. That’s
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the best kind of evangelism. A good evangelist is a person
who introduces people to Jesus Christ so they can get
directly related to him as they find out for themselves the
truth of what he says.

STEREOTYPES CHALLENGED

As we look at the story of this first evangelist, this
woman of Samaria, we find that it challenges several
stereotypes about women in ministry. Even though the
New Testament is permeated throughout with a diversity
of models for women in ministry, all too often when we
look at our congregations there is the assumption that all
women would fit into one mold, one box.

In Scripture, however, we have everything from the
team ministry of Priscilla and Aquila and the prophetic
ministry of Phillip’s daughters to women who were leaders
of house churches, those who left their families and
itinerated with Jesus, and those who were businesswomen
and seamstresses.

One of the common misconceptions about women in
ministry is that all women’s ministry should be centered
in children. However, this Samaritan woman spoke to the
adults of her community, to men and women, and both
responded to her ministry.

There’s also the assumption that women’s ministry
should be primarily centered in the home, with the possible
exception of the congregation as an extension of the home.
But this woman’s particular ministry was to the community,
to the broader network of social relationships. She spoke
to the townspeople, not just to family members.

A third assumption is that all ministry of women is to
be hidden and quiet. Yet this woman’s ministry was public
and verbal. In fact, she substantially disrupted the normal
routine. There was nothing quiet or hidden about what
she did!

A fourth assumption that is often made about women
is that their ministry should always be indirect or through
others. But this Samaritan woman had a direct ministry.
She had an experience with Jesus Christ and it was changing
her life. It was challenging her and she shared that
experience immediately and directly and, as a result, she
had an impact on her whole community.

NO PLACE FOR OUR GIFTS

I know a young woman who is the fastest rising
executive in her large bank. She is a senior vice-president at
the age of 34, now in charge of marketing for the Southwest.
That means she has Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Arizona,
and California as her territory for this large, multiple chain
bank. This woman handles millions of dollars every day and
makes decisions which affect thousands of people.

Several months ago she went to the annual meeting of
her local congregation, at which they were debating
whether or not the first woman could be elected as a deacon
in that congregation and sit on the governing counsel.

In that debate, five men stood up and commented on
why women could not be elected to the office of deacon.
One noted that women cannot think as clearly as men. A
second said that women are not used to working with
money and are not competent in that area and therefore
cannot handle decisions about the church budget. The third
charged that women who were “real” women and not
“women’s libbers” wouldn’t want the position anyway. A
fourth man observed that women never have been leaders
and decision makers in the history of the Church, so why
start now? Finally a man who acknowledged that women
were really important in the life of the congregation and
said the Church surely couldn’t go on without them,
wondered why there were troublemakers now trying to
bring up this issue.

That night the congregation voted not to elect women
as deacons, and my executive vice-president friend came
to talk to me. “I love my church,” she said, “but apparently
they do not believe that I as a woman have anything to
give them. I can’t use my gifts there. What shall I do?”

GIFTS FOR WOMEN AS WELL AS MEN

One of the challenges to the Church today is to have
the eyes to see and the heart to respond to what God has
done in calling and gifting women as part of the body of
Christ. As you read the passages in Scripture on gifts (Eph
4, Rom 12, 1 Cor 12, 1 Pet 4), you don’t find a word that
suggests the spiritual gifts which God gives to the Church
for the common good, for the building up of the body of
Christ, are to be divided along gender lines.

And as you look at the evidence in the New Testament
Church, you see that the gifts—from prophecy to
evangelism, from teaching to helps and exhortation—were
being used by women as well as men.

But will the Church today acknowledge what God by
the Spirit has done and is doing: calling, gifting,
empowering and sending forth women?

Among the challenges facing the Church today is that
of the changing woman within the Church. Some years
ago I had the opportunity in a congregation of 1800
members to speak to each of the eight fellowship groups.
I talked about the changing woman and expected to find
the most interest in the younger ages, because this issue
has impacted those under 40 the most.

Surprisingly, that was not what I found. It was the
50-year-old woman, whom sociologists characterize as
the “re-entry woman,” who expressed the most interest
and who evidenced the most stress. Her children have
grown and left home and, at age 50, her life expectancy
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is at least 25 more years. So what can she do with her
life?

One woman I know went to her pastor after her
children had left home. This is a woman who had taught
Sunday School for twenty years, been president of the
woman’s association three times. She had done everything
that she knew how to do in her church.

So she went to her pastor and said, “My children have
left home, we have enough income so that I do not have
to work and I would like to give my life in meaningful
service. What could I do in this church?”

Do you know what he said to her? “Every Tuesday we
have a need for someone to lick the envelopes for the church
mailing and we could really use some help with that.”

That woman walked out of her church very depressed.
Is there nothing that the church has for an older woman
to do but win the cook-off contest at the church potluck?
Did God put minds and energy and gifts in these women,
only for it to be wasted?

There’s a ministry in the home which is a valued and
important one. In fact, the New Testament Church is
founded upon it: house churches meeting in front rooms,
doors open wide. Come on in—sit down—no worry about
what things look like, or how much they impress other
people. But the focus is on people, relationships.

And there’s a ministry in the neighborhood, in the
congregation and in the community. The location of
ministry is not the crucial factor. It is vocation within the
location. Why am I where I am? And what am I going to
do in that place?

The Church needs to deploy its women in ministry. It
is impossible to grow in the Christian life if you are not
involved in Christian service. Ministry is essential for
Christian growth. It is a response to the love of God, and
gives meaning and dignity to life. To fail to use women in
ministry is to shut them out of the path of growth as
followers of Christ.

Another challenge facing the Church today is the fact
that the woman outside the Church has changed and is
changing. By and large the Church is in danger of losing
the working woman and this loss is one of the great
tragedies of our age.

Over 58 percent of all American women are working
for pay outside the home. Yet our women’s associations,
our sermons, our programs are built on the assumptions
that the woman who sits in the pew is the “traditional”
woman. Sadly, as long as that is our assumption, the other
women won’t be there.

There’s no place in all too many churches for the
career woman who is committed to her career, the young
career-committed couple, the couple who has decided not
to have children, the woman on welfare, or the poor
woman who has always had to work and for whom the
idea of deciding whether or not to work is only an
upper-class dream.

Notice Jesus and the Samaritan woman. When the
disciples came and saw that Jesus had been talking with
her, the text says they were astonished but they didn’t ask
any questions. I think the Gospel writer wants us to see
the contrast between Jesus’ ministry style and that of the
disciples.

Jesus listened to the woman of Samaria, heard her
questions, took them seriously. He didn’t ridicule them,
he didn’t talk down to her. He listened to her, and in
listening he helped her know herself better than she ever
had before.

The disciples wouldn’t even ask the Samaritan woman
a question. They wouldn’t dialogue with her. They didn’t
think she was important enough for that. But Jesus engaged
in a conversation with a woman who was an outcast in her
culture. He saw her for what she really was.

In Luke 11:27 and 28 there is an interesting passage
in which a woman in the crowd cries out to Jesus as he is
moving along: “Blessed is the mother who gave you birth
and nursed you.” She wants to affirm the ministry of Mary
so she affirms Mary’s maternity. However, Jesus’ answer
in the Greek form is adversarial. “He replied, ‘Blessed rather
are those who hear the word of God and obey it’ ” (NIV).

Mary is blessed, Christ said, because she obeyed the
word of God after hearing it. She is honored because she
was an obedient disciple of Jesus Christ. That is what is
important.

In The Cost of Discipleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer
wrote, “When Jesus calls a man He bids him come and
die.” I wonder what Jesus bids a woman do when he calls
her? Bake more cookies? Lick the envelopes? Work in the
nursery? Sew curtains?

There’s a world out there, a world full of hurting,
needy, lost and lonely people, and the ministry of women
is part of God’s answer to that hurting world. So when
Jesus calls a woman, he calls her to come and die as well:
to take up her cross, to follow, to serve.

When the Church truly follows Jesus, it will call women
to the fullness of what God has called them to: to all the
diversity, to all the possibilities of service that are there.
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When we read the letters that make up the greater part
of our New Testament, we are reading someone else’s mail.
Suppose that you found a box of letters dating from the
1890’s in the attic of the old family home. These letters
might mention the names of many people well-known to
both the writer and the recipient but unknown to you.
Perhaps your 90-year-old aunt could tell you about some of
them, but you never would be able to identify some of the
people mentioned in those old letters.

Like letters from the attic of the old family home, our
New Testament letters mention many people of whom we
know little or nothing. Some were prominent leaders in the
Christian communities of the First Century AD. For
example, Romans 16 lists a number of leaders well-known
to the early church but unknown to us—including two
otherwise-unknown apostles, a man named Andronicus and
a woman named Junia. Romans 16:7, the only place they
are mentioned, is the kind of reference that makes us wish
we knew more. They are on my growing list of people to
look up when I get to heaven!

Those century-old letters from the attic might also
mention “your dear cousin,” “the pastor,” “our neighbors
across the road,” or some other designation instead of a
name. The original recipient knew to whom the writer was
referring, but you have no idea. Similarly with various
references to people in the New Testament: In Acts 16, we
read of the jailer at Philippi who was converted. He may
well have been alive when Acts was written. Certainly, there
were people still living in Philippi who knew him by name,
but Luke does not tell us that name. Then, in Romans 16,
Paul sends greeting to Rufus and his mother. Paul does not
mention her name; he simply refers to her as Rufus’ mother.
She and her son were well-known to the church in Rome,
but they are obscure figures for us. We know little about
Rufus and less about his mother, not even her name. In II
John, most scholars agree from biblical evidence that “the
elder” was the apostle John. The original recipients knew
who “the elder” was, and they all knew who the “chosen
lady” was—but we do not know who she was. However, I
believe we can know some things about her if we continue
to examine the biblical evidence.

THE MEANING OF KURIA

The word translated “Lady” occurs nowhere in the New
Testament outside of II John. The word is kuria, the feminine
form of kurios, a common New Testament word translated
“Lord” or “master.” The masculine form kurios is used to
denote the head of a household or the master of a slave. Paul
uses it in that sense in Ephesians 6. In Galatians 4:1, Paul
uses kurios to speak of someone who is not under the authority
of a guardian or trustee. Ultimately, in the New Testament,
“the Lord” functions as the equivalent of the Hebrew word
Adoniah, as a designation for Jesus Christ. The basic meaning
of the word is “authority” or “master.” It is very unlikely that
kuria (feminine form) is a proper name. In the context of 2
John, the word probably denotes a woman who was in a
place of authority or leadership. Perhaps she was the wife or
daughter of a Roman official (compare Philippians 4:22 where
Paul sends greetings from the saints who are of Caesar’s
household). The respectful title kuria indicates, at the very
least, the high regard accorded her by John and the Christian
community. This usage in 2 John may suggest that the title
kuria was used the same way the term “Mother” is used in
African-American churches today, as a title of respect for a
godly older woman whose good influence extends far beyond
her immediate family. However, the most reasonable
conclusion from the limited data in 2 John is that she was a
prominent leader in the Christian church.

THE MEANING OF EKLEKTE

The word translated “chosen” is a common New
Testament word—our English word “elect” comes from it.
Paul used the same word in Romans 16 to describe Rufus
as a “choice man in the Lord.” Jesus used this word when
he said, “Many are called but few are chosen.” In Colossians
3:12, this word is used to describe believers as “those who
have been chosen by God.” It can be used in the sense of
“respected” or “honorable.” Here in 2 John, the word
probably should be taken in the sense of “elect” or “chosen.”
Certainly, she was chosen in the Ephesians 1 sense of being
“chosen in Christ before the foundation of the world,” but
she was also chosen in the sense of having been either
appointed by the apostle John or chosen by the Church to a
place of leadership. Aida Besançon Spencer, in her book
Beyond the Curse, cites Clement of Alexandria in the second
century AD who clearly used the word to denote persons
ordained to places of public ministry.1

John described the chosen lady as one who was known
and loved by all who know the truth. “Truth,” as the term
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is used in the Johannine letters, is another name for Jesus
and/or the Holy Spirit. This is clear from 2 John 2, which
speaks of the truth which abides in us and will be with us forever,
an obvious allusion to the promises of Jesus concerning the
Holy Spirit as recorded in John 14. In John 14:17, the Spirit
is called the Spirit of Truth. In John’s theology, to know the
truth is to know Jesus and to know Jesus is to know the
truth. The chosen lady was well-known in the Christian
community, and anyone who loved the Lord could not help
but love her. The evidence strongly indicates she was at least
a diakonos, a deacon like Phoebe in Romans 16—one who
gave pastoral leadership to a house church, if not an episcopos,
an overseer—one who had the oversight of a number of
house churches. In the New Testament, the word translated
“pastor” is poimen. In a non-technical context, it would be
translated “shepherd.” (The translation “pastor” is simply
the substitution of a Latin word for a Greek word.) While
we do not have a flow chart showing the organizational
structure of first century churches (which probably varied
somewhat depending on the place and whether the church
was predominately Jewish or Gentile), we should probably
take “pastor/shepherd” as an umbrella term including both
overseers and deacons. This is supported by 1 Timothy 3:13,
which implies that overseers were chosen from among those
who had served well as deacons.

ARE THERE NO LITERAL WOMEN IN THE NEW
TESTAMENT?

Most of the published commentaries on John’s letters
interpret the chosen lady of II John as a metaphor for a
church rather than as a literal woman. In my time as a student
at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville,
Kentucky, Dr. Dale Moody often exhorted us to “Remember
that the Bible often sheds considerable light on the
commentaries!” Yet all too often commentators follow the
interpretations of previous commentators, like sheep
following the sheep in front of them right over a cliff. The
views presented by one influential commentator are often
unquestioningly adopted by succeeding commentaries.

Barker, Brooke, Bruce, Marshall, McDowell, Smalley,
Stott, and Westcott are representative of many who view
the chosen lady as a metaphor for a church, and her children
as members of the Church. I do not know which long ago
commentator was the first sheep over the cliff with that
interpretation, but many others have followed! Even Gail
R. O’Day, commenting on the Johannine letters in The
Women’s Bible Commentary, uncritically assumes that the
chosen lady and her chosen sister (2 John 13) should be
taken as metaphors for churches.  O’Day offers no reasons
for her position; she simply asserts that it is so!2

The arguments in favor of interpreting the lady as a
metaphor for a church are basically these: First, it is suggested
that in a time when the Christian movement had fallen into

disfavor with Rome, the metaphorical “chosen lady” would
have made the letter appear to be an innocent personal note
if it had fallen into hostile hands before reaching its
destination. This argument is unconvincing. There was no
public mail service, so John would have entrusted this letter
to someone he knew who was going to the city where the
recipients were located. The bearer may have been an
emissary of John’s church or the chosen lady’s church.

Some also argue that the use of “chosen lady” instead
of a personal name may just as well indicate John’s concern
for the safety of an individual as his concern for the safety
of a church. Had the letter fallen into hostile hands, they
would have had no idea who the chosen lady was, regardless
of whether the chosen lady was an individual or a church.
But if John was so concerned about protecting the identity
of the recipient(s), then why is Gaius clearly identified as
the addressee of 3 John? It seems more reasonable to think
that the term “chosen lady” served to identify this woman
as well as her actual name, in the same way that a Cyprian
Levite name Joseph became better known to the apostles
and to us as Barnabas (“Son of Encouragement,” Acts 4:36).

Secondly, commentators point out that most of the
pronouns referring to the recipients of the letter are plural.
Since the letter is addressed to “a” (no article in the Greek
text) chosen lady and her children, this poses no difficulty.
Noting that the pronouns translated “your” in verse 4 and
“you” in verse 5 are singular, we deduce that John was
writing primarily to the lady, but what he wrote was meant
to be shared with the church that she led. Have we not all
received and written personal letters that were addressed
primarily to one member of the household but meant to be
shared with the whole family? While English does not
distinguish between you (singular) and you (plural)—except
in my native deep South where we have the singular “you,”
the plural “y’all,” and the emphatic plural “all of y’all”—if
we examine personal letters we have written and received,
we would find places where the writer was addressing only
the individual recipient and also places where the writer was
addressing the whole family. Drifting back and forth between
you (singular) and you (plural) is typical of informal personal
correspondence.

A third argument for taking the chosen lady as a
metaphor for a church is that Israel and the Church are
frequently portrayed with feminine metaphors. Israel is
portrayed as a woman—the sometimes unfaithful wife of
Yahweh. Scripture portrays Jerusalem as the mother of Israel,
an image that is reflected in Galatians and Revelation. We
have the New Testament image of the Church as the bride
of Christ. A parallel to the “chosen lady” designation occurs
in 1 Peter 5:13, “She who is in Babylon, chosen together with
you, sends you greetings, and so does my son Mark.” This is the
strongest argument in favor of the metaphorical view, but it
is not strong enough to prove the case.

No one denies that Scripture often uses feminine
metaphors for Israel and the Church, but that does not
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necessarily mean that the woman of 2 John should be
interpreted metaphorically. Scripture is also full of
references to literal women, and the literal women greatly
outnumber the metaphorical ones! Metaphors abound in
Scripture, but common sense and context usually tell us if
the writer is speaking metaphorically. The Babylonian
empire was long gone by the time 1 Peter was written.
When the Christian movement faced persecution by the
Romans, we know that “Babylon” became a Christian code
name for Rome. It was a way of expressing the hope that
the same God who brought down the oppressive power
of Babylon long ago would also bring down the oppressive
power of Rome. Revelation consistently uses the “Babylon”
metaphor for Rome. We have other examples to show that
early Christians often referred to Rome as “Babylon.” Thus,
we can safely conclude that “Babylon” means Rome in 1
Peter 5:13. However, it is a great leap of logic to say that
we must take the woman to be a metaphor. Nothing in 1
Peter compels us to take the woman who is “in Babylon”
as anything other than a real woman. The fact that she is
paired with Mark in 1 Peter 5:13 certainly indicates she
was as much a literal person as he was. There is no reason
not to take the woman “who is in Babylon” to be an actual
woman, a leader or prominent member of the church at
Rome who was well-known to the recipients of 1 Peter. A.
T. Robertson, citing the reference in 1 Corinthians 9:5 to
Peter’s wife who traveled with him, made the plausible
suggestion that the woman “in Babylon” may have been
Peter’s wife.3 Robertson tends to interpret the text literally
unless there is a compelling reason to do otherwise.
Significantly, he takes both the woman “in Babylon” and
the chosen lady of 2 John to be actual women.

Stephen Smalley contends that the Elder’s declaration
of love for the lady and her children, along with his assertion
that this love is shared by all who know the truth, are
indications that the chosen lady should be understood
metaphorically.4 But why? The wording differs little from
the address of 3 John “to the beloved Gaius, whom I love in the
truth.” Smalley notes nothing unusual about John’s
description of Gaius as one “whom I love in the truth.” He
views it as a rather conventional greeting in his comments
on 3 John 1,5 which is precisely what it is. So why should
the greeting in 2 John be interpreted differently? Smalley
does not suggest that we take “the beloved Gaius” as a
metaphor for a church!

John was expressing his love for the chosen lady as a
colleague in ministry. He loved her in the same way and for
the same reason he loved Gaius. Paul clearly teaches us in 1
Timothy 5:1-2 that men and women can work together as
colleagues in ministry without any hint of impropriety. John
enjoyed a collegial relationship with both Gaius and the
chosen lady, based upon a shared commitment to Jesus Christ
and the truth that is in him. “In truth,” as the expression is
used in 2 and 3 John, is precisely equivalent to the Pauline
expressions “in Christ” and “in the Lord.” Smalley’s

argument is the weakest of any offered in support of the
metaphorical view.

OBJECTIONS TO THE METAPHORICAL VIEW

I see at least seven reasons supporting the position that
the “chosen lady” should be understood as a designation
for an actual woman who was a leader in the Church, rather
than as a metaphor for the Church.

1. As a general letter to a church, 2 John is redundant. I
believe this is the strongest objection to the metaphorical
view. Why would John write this letter to a church?
Everything in 2 John is found in fuller form in 1 John. The
doctrinal content is so brief that it seems to assume the
reader’s familiarity with 1 John. It makes no sense for John
to have written this letter to a church that had already read
1 John. However, it does make great sense for John to write
“something to the church” (3 John 9, most likely a reference
to the letter we know as 1 John) and then to send along at
the same time or shortly thereafter two personal notes (2
and 3 John) to encourage embattled church leaders who
were guiding the Church through the stormy waters of
doctrinal confusion.

2. Nothing in the text of 2 John requires us to substitute a
symbolic meaning for the plain literal meaning of John’s words.
We have no known example in the New Testament or in
early Christian literature of the term kuria being used in a
clearly metaphorical sense. A metaphor does not work unless
others understand the sense in which it is used. One who
insists that the lady is a metaphor must demonstrate that
the metaphor would have been understood by the original
readers. No evidence suggests that the recipients of 2 John
would have understood the term metaphorically. We do not
know the identity of the “beloved comrade” Paul addresses
in Philippians 4:3, but no one suggests that he is a metaphor
for a church! There is no more reason to make the “chosen
lady” into a church than there is to make the “beloved
comrade” into a church. Greek scholar Henry Dana used to
prescribe a good rule to his students: “When the plain sense
of the text makes common sense, seek no other sense.”

3. There is clear evidence within the New Testament and
mounting evidence from other sources that women served alongside
men in prominent places of leadership in the early Church. Paul
calls Euodia and Syntyche his “fellow-workers”—the same
term he elsewhere applies to Timothy—and says that they
“shared his struggle in the Gospel.” Karen Jo Torjesen cites
evidence that we have from the post-apostolic age: A Mosaic
in the Basilica of Sts. Prudentiana and Praexedis in Rome
honors four women, one of whom is identified as Theodora
Episcopa—Episcopa is the feminine form of episkopos, the word
translated “bishop” or “overseer.” Although the hands of
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ancient misogynists tried to scratch out the feminine endings
on “Theodora” and “Episcopa,” the old inscription remains
a legible witness to one who was both a woman and a bishop.
In addition, a third- or fourth-century inscription on the
Greek island of Thera marks the grave of another woman,
Epictus Presbutis, the elder Epictus.6

4. To take the “chosen lady” as a symbolic name for a church,
we would have to ignore vv. 9-11 of 2 John. John tells the chosen
lady and her children to judge between true and false doctrine
and to exclude those who try to bring in false teaching.
John certainly wanted the whole Church to practice
discernment, but the Church probably included some new
Christians who did not know enough to discern between
true and false teaching. They had a duty to learn, but
somebody had to teach them. That responsibility rested most
heavily upon the shoulders of one person, the chosen lady
to whom this letter was written. If the church met in her
home, she would have been the one to say who was or was
not welcome there. The church’s responsibility to exclude
false teachers was primarily her personal responsibility.
Everybody’s responsibility ends up being nobody’s
responsibility.

5. In 1 and 3 John, we have good precedent for a church
leader addressing those in his care as his children. Other examples
abound in early Christian writings. Of course, some of the
children of the elect lady may have been her natural children.
Burdick takes this view.7 When my wife and I adopted our
daughters, somebody gave us a list of definitions for adoptive
families—”natural children” are defined as “children who
were not created in a laboratory by a mad (or even slightly
unhappy) scientist.” Our girls are our “natural children.”
But in addition, some of the elect lady’s children probably
were her spiritual offspring, people she had personally led
to faith in Jesus Christ. (My grandmother Bailey had a bunch
of those! Her spiritual offspring greatly outnumbered her
nine biological offspring.) Some of the elect lady’s children
may have been her sons and daughters and/or people she
had personally led to the Lord. As she led in the church, all
these people were in her care.

The identity of the “children” in 1 John and 3 John is
obvious. Why would the term be used differently in 2 John?
John called those whom he led his children. It makes sense
that he would refer to those led by his colleagues (the chosen
lady and her chosen sister) as their children.

6. A church would have to be called either “chosen lady” or
“children” not both. Spencer raises this objection. She argues
that it is inconsistent with John’s use of terminology for both
terms to refer to a church.8 John would not have used
competing metaphors in a letter that is only half a page long!

7. The brevity of the letter argues against it being primarily
a letter to a church. All of the existing letters to churches are

much longer. Jude, the shortest letter that was clearly written
to a church, is twice the length of 2 or 3 John. 2 John is
short enough to fit on one side of a sheet of parchment—
typical of the length of many Greek personal letters that
exist from the New Testament period. While I would not
build my whole case upon the brevity of the letter, that along
with the other factors considered strengthens the case for
viewing 2 John as a personal letter from one minister of the
Gospel to another.

MORE THAN A GRACIOUS HOSTESS

In 1826, the English Methodist commentator Adam
Clarke wrote, ‘I am satisfied that no metaphor is here intended;
that the epistle was sent to some eminent Christian matron,
not far from Ephesus, who was probably a deaconess of the church,
who, it is likely had a church at her house, or at whose house the
apostles and travelling evangelists preached, and were
entertained.”9 Clarke was right as far as he went—I would
only add that the chosen lady’s ministry probably went
beyond being a gracious hostess, although it surely
included that. Like Mary the mother of Jesus (last seen
preaching in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost), Philip’s
four daughters, Phoebe, Priscilla, Mary of Rome, the
apostle Junia, Tryphaena, Tryphosa, Persis, Euodia,
Syntyche, Nympha, Claudia, Apphia, and the ministering
women of 1 Timothy 3:11, the chosen lady was a minister
of the Gospel in the fullest sense of the term, one of many
women who were able ministers of the Gospel in New
Testament times.

The chosen lady may have been a widow. The term kuria,
which implies that she was the head of a household, and
the absence of any reference to her husband suggest that
she was widowed.

It is also possible that she was single (although in the
first century AD it is less likely that a single woman would
have been the head of a household). Philip’s four daughters,
who were single women, were ministers of the Gospel in
New Testament times. Luke mentions them in Acts 21:4,
not because it was remarkable for a young single woman to
be a preacher, but because it was remarkable for there to be
four of them in one family.

The chosen lady, like Lydia in Acts 16, probably worked
hard in some cottage industry. Before the Industrial
Revolution, nearly all industry was cottage industry and
nearly all women’s work included much more than caring
for children and keeping house.

She was probably a parent. Then, as now, most women
give birth to children at some time in their lives. All of her
children may have been grown, giving her more time and
energy to devote to public ministry than she had when her
children were younger. We may presume that she had been
devoted to her husband and children. That is one of the
requirements for the ministering women in 1 Timothy 3:11,
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that they be faithful in all things. That includes faithfulness
in marriage and family responsibilities.

The chosen lady may have been a leader in the Church
for many years, balancing her public ministry with work,
home, marriage, and parenting. Perhaps God did not call
her to a place of public ministry until later in life. Her public
ministry may have been a long-deferred desire of her heart.
We do not know, but we may be sure that she struggled to
balance public ministry with many other responsibilities,
just as female and male ministers do today. We may be sure
that her ministry role was defined not by her gender but by
her spiritual gifts, the call of God upon her life, the divinely
implanted desires of her heart, the needs she faced, and the
opportunities she had.

A WOMAN IN PUBLIC MINISTRY

Here in this little letter is all the Bible tells us about the
chosen lady: John had the highest regard for her as a
colleague in ministry. She was well-known among the
churches to which 1 John was written. She was a gracious
and loving person. She was so full of the Spirit of Christ
that anyone who loved him would have to love her. She
knew the difference between sound teaching and hogwash,
and she was able to teach others the difference. Most people
who were products of her ministry kept on walking in truth.
That is all we know about her, but that is enough to uphold
her as a worthy model for a church leader and as a biblical
example of a Christian woman who engaged in public
ministry that included teaching and preaching the word of
God.
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SERVANT LEADERSHIP

The following transcription is presented as both a definition
and an illustration of the New Testament concept of leadership. This
exchange took place during the question and answer period of a
women’s meeting at Willow Creek Community Church. Church
elder Laurie Pederson’s answer was given extemporaneously. Priscilla
Papers 7:3, Summer 1993.

THE QUESTION:

As an elder in the Church, how do you handle being in
authority over others in the Church, but being in submission
to your husband at home? Doesn’t this create an enormous
conflict?

LAURIE’S RESPONSE:

The question suggests that I wear two very distinct and
actually incompatible “hats.” It is presumed that I put on the
hat of authority and exercise power over people within the
Church. Then, when I walk through the door of my home, I
take off the hat of authority and put on the hat of submission,
with my husband exercising power over me.

As I understand New Testament teaching on authority and
submission, I don’t see such a picture of two separate hats. The
kind of authority and leadership that Christ modeled and taught
always found expression in servanthood—considering the
welfare and well-being of others: lifting, not lording over (Mt
20:25-28).

Within the local church, ultimate oversight is vested in the
elders collectively as representatives of the congregation. I don’t
view myself as having any personal authority as an individual
elder. When the elders as a leadership team consider issues and
arrive at decisions—based on biblical principles and the guidance
of the Holy Spirit, their ultimate sources of authority—those
decisions then hold authority for that particular local body.
Again, that leadership is carried out with a shepherding, serving
spirit, considering the welfare of the body. The “hat” the elders
are called to wear is that of a servant-leader.

Similarly, our marriage is based on the principle of mutual
submission that Paul articulates in Ephesians 5:21-30. In that
context, Scott does not view his role as wielding authority over
me, “calling the shots,” holding the power or making the final
decisions in every area. In fact, we both feel responsible to bring
strength, nurturing, spiritual vitality, and our unique
competencies and gifting to the relationship. We’re both called
to consider the well-being of the other in any decision-making
process and to exercise leadership according to our spiritual gifts.

In our culture, the term “servant-leader” seems like an
oxymoron. By Webster’s definition, leadership and submission
are antithetical concepts. But not so by Christ’s definition. He
exemplified both authority and submission. He modeled
servant-leadership for all of us in our own areas of competency.
To him, there was only one “hat.” Whether at home or in the
Church, we are challenged to follow his example.
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WOMEN & REVIVAL WORK

ACTS 2:17-21– REVIVAL’S MAGNA CHARTA

Mimi Haddad

A friend of mine attends a church that longs for renewal.
The pastors acknowledge a sense of spiritual ineffectiveness
among their members, and they have sought the power of
the Holy Spirit to quicken, empower, and revive personal
and corporate ministry. In prayer this congregation asks for
an outpouring of the Holy Spirit, but with an unspoken
proviso, that God honor their gender bias: God may pour
out His Spirit, but men alone may exhibit the Spirit’s
empowering. Nothing seems further from the tenor of
revival and the passage in Acts where the Holy Spirit was
poured out not only on Gentiles, but also on women.

History is replete with examples of Joel’s prophesy
fulfilled. Writing in the second century, Justin Martyr
described the cooperation of women in ministry with men
as follows: “Both men and women were seen among them
who had the extraordinary gifts of the Spirit of God,
according as the prophet Joel had foretold.”1

Seventeenth-century theologian Henry Dodwell
observed that both men and women were recipients of the
gift of prophecy. He wrote:

...the extraordinary gift of the spirit of prophecy was
given to others besides the apostles; and that not only
in the first and second, but in the third century, even to
the time of Constantine, men of all sorts and ranks had
their gifts; yea, and women too. Therefore we may
certainly conclude that the prophetic saying of the
Psalmist, 63:11, was verified: ... “The Lord gave the
word, and great was the company of women publishers,
or women evangelists.”2

Charles Finney, a well-known American revivalist, in
his 1835 Lectures on Revivals of Religion, encouraged those
who seek revival to “give the meeting to the Spirit of God.”
All members of Christ’s body, male and female alike, were
encouraged to exercise their gifts.

A. J. Gordon, a great nineteenth-century proponent of
women in ministry, observed as two inseparable events
revival in the Church and the participation of women in
ministry. Pentecost, Gordon asserts, “brought equal
privileges to women ... female prophecy is not the exception
but the rule.”3

Mrs. A. J. Gordon contended that the bulk of Scripture
favors the cooperation of evangelical women and men in

ministry. She wrote: “...in that upper room waiting for the
promise of the Father, the eleven disciples, with the women,
and Mary, and the mother of Jesus, were gathered; and we
read that the tongues of fire sat upon each of them; and
they were all filled with the Holy Ghost ... spiritual gifts
and qualifications were to be bestowed and exercised equally
by servants and handmaidens.”4

The impulse of equality amid women and men in revival
work appears to be a hallmark of our evangelical heritage.
American Church historians Lucille and Donald Dayton
suggest that “from the very beginning women played a major
role in the “evangelical revival.”5 Likewise, revival scholar
Timothy Smith notes the prominence of women in
leadership as a distinctive of revival history. He writes,

“The theory that ... religion thrives when the feminine
influence is dominant may find some support in the fact that
women like Mrs. Palmer and Mrs. Upham led their husbands
into the experience. Many others, including ... the second
Mrs. Finney ... assumed prominent roles ... leading their more
timid sisters into the emancipating blessings.”6

Jessie Penn-Lewis (1861-1927), respected revival
worker and expert in spiritual warfare, recognized the
integral role women share alongside men in revival work,
and declared: “The Spirit of God has never been poured
forth in any company, in any part of the world, in any nation,
without the ‘handmaidens’ prophesying, and this as the
spontaneous and unvarying result of the Spirit of God
moving upon women as well as men, as at Pentecost...”7

Frances Willard (1839-98), teacher and president of
both Northwestern University and the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union, invited many known evangelicals to
articulate the basis of their support for women in ministry
in her book, Women in the Pulpit. Several contributors
claimed that one need merely examine the success of women
in ministry to understand they have been called by God.
One contributor wrote: “The women are already in the field.
They have demonstrated the divine character of this call to
service. They do preach with great acceptance and conduct
public services with singular propriety and power. It has
become, therefore, a necessity that the Church should
recognize the hand of God.”8

Evangelist Phoebe Palmer (1807-74) who was
enormously popular in Great Britain, Eastern Europe,
Canada, and the U.S., once said in defense of her ministry:
“I have not a slight apprehension that God has called me to
stand before the people, and proclaim His truth ... and so
truly has He set His seal upon it ... in the conversion of
thousands of precious souls ... that even Satan does not
seem to question that my call is divine...”9

EVIDENCE OF THEIR CALL

Clearly, the fruit of these women’s labors was evidence
of their call.

Mimi Haddad received her MATS from Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary and is pursuing doctoral studies in historical theology. At
present she is serving CBE as Coordinator of Development and Public
Relations. Priscilla Papers 8:3, Summer 1994.
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Church historian and revival scholar Richard Lovelace
suggests that at each point of church renewal one can trace a
countermove from Satan. He writes: “Periods of renewal are
therefore times of vigorous activity both among agents of
God and agents of darkness. Behind the scenes of earthly
history in awakening eras we can dimly discern the massing
and movement of the invisible troops of darkness and light.”10

Similarly, Mrs. Penn-Lewis observed that with every
revival the powers of the enemy are present to accuse and
oppress the instruments of the Lord.

What has been the nature and form of this opposition?
Experts have identified two primary means of opposing
revival: first, through an unawareness or an ignorance of
the schemes of evil, and second, by means of deception, or
a shallow understanding of Scripture—both of which have
been leveled against women in ministry. A closer look at the
objection raised against women in church work reveals the
work of our ancient foe.

IGNORANCE OF EVIL FORESTALLS REVIVAL

Lovelace argues that Christians “since the
Enlightenment have become nervous about acknowledging
the reality and agency of demonic powers.”11 But because
“hell is a conspiracy, and the first requirement of a conspiracy
is that it remain underground,”l2 Lovelace exhorts Christians
to become skilled at detecting the opposition waged against
Christ’s kingdom. He writes: “If a thorough knowledge of
his (Satan’s) characteristic devises were widely disseminated
among the churches, the Christian warfare for the extension
of Christ’s kingdom would be immeasurably strengthened.
In the present situation we are often operating like an army
without intelligence, beating the air and one another at
times, fighting flesh and blood instead of the principalities
and powers which lie behind them.”13

Penn-Lewis believed that ignorance of both satanic
strategies and our victory and power in Christ has kept
women from using their gifts to forward Christ’s kingdom.
Ignorance has kept women from theological studies, a plan
promoted throughout church history. She wrote:

“She was thoroughly deceived once,” whispered the
serpent, who, alas, has since extended his operations,
and thoroughly deceived the whole inhabited earth (Rev
12:9). “See how the woman leads in all kinds of heretical
movements today,” cry some. “Is it not a proof that she
is open to deception as much as she was in Eden?” ...
But is it not probable that women are being swept into
the wiles of the devil today because the truths of God
which they should have learned have been kept from
them? ... Centuries of ignorance of the things of God
have left their marks upon her; but women may “learn”
at last, and men, too, will learn by the stern logic of
experience that it has been a perilous policy for the
Christian church...14

SHALLOW UNDERSTANDING OF SCRIPTURE
DISCOURAGES REVIVAL

A substandard interpretation of Scripture is yet another
tactic Satan has used to divide and confuse Christians,
discourage women in ministry, and undermine revival.
Confronting selective exegetical arguments leveled against
women in ministry, Mrs. Penn-Lewis concluded:

“...1 Corinthians 14:34 and kindred passages should
have been interpreted by translators and expositors in
the light of Acts 2 and not Genesis 3:16. For we dare not
attribute satanic power, without danger of sinning
against the Holy Ghost or quenching the Spirit in those
whom God has moved to proclaim the Gospel, to ...
differentiate and say that only the men were inspired by
the Holy Spirit and all the women at the same time, in
the same place, were inspired by Satan. Counterfeits
there have been in every movement of the Spirit
throughout the ages working alongside the true, and
counterfeits there are today. But there is one infallible
test for distinguishing the false from the true—the
testimony to the atoning work of the cross of Christ.”15

Frances Willard also addressed the shallow exegesis and
sophistry used to keep women from public ministry.
Reminding her readers that the process of exegesis is a
human endeavor, she exposed those who play fast and loose
with Scripture. Willard suggested that Scripture be
harmonized with Scripture, especially since she had found
“forty passages which support the public ministry of women,
and only two against it, and these not really so when rightly
understood.”16

Charles Pridgeon, Presbyterian pastor, Bible Institute
founder, and co-worker with D. L. Moody, decried an
erroneous interpretation of the Timothy passage with its
dire eternal consequence. Pridgeon argued, “While millions
are perishing we split hairs, when the whole trend of God’s
Word” supports the ministry of women.”17

Katherine Bushnell, turn-of-the-century physician,
missionary, and Bible scholar, believed that by
misinterpreting Scripture those who “stupidly hinder that
prophesying on the part of women are placing themselves,
as it were, across the path of the fulfillment of God’s Word.
Instead of hasting the coming of the day of God, they are
hindering the preparation for that coming.”18 Bushnell
stated: “The teaching that God punishes Christian women
for the sin of Eve is a wicked and cruel superstition, and
unworthy the intelligence of Christians, a blighting hand
upon woman’s self-respect, self-confidence and spiritual
activity, from which causes the entire Church of Jesus Christ
suffers moral and spiritual loss.”19

Phoebe Palmer, expressing her concern that the Church
has been deceived regarding the role of women, taught
that “...it is through the workings of the Man of Sin, whose
aim it is to withstand the upbuilding of Christ’s kingdom
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on earth, that this deception has been accomplished. We
believe that he who quoted Scripture to our Saviour has
in all deceivableness quoted Scripture to pious men, men
who ... (then failed) in not regarding the scriptural mode
of interpretation, by comparing Scripture with
Scripture...”20

PRAY AND RESIST FORCES OPPOSED TO REVIVAL

How can we today stand against the wiles of evil that
divide and confuse Christians, and thwart revival? First, I
believe we must begin with prayer. Since prayer preceded
Pentecost (Acts 1: 14), and the Great Awakening,21 and since
“Satan trembles to see the weakest of Christians on their
knees,”22 we too must pray for revival, remaining alert to
the schemes of evil, exposing all that deceives and contradicts
Scripture.

Secondly, as Christ had to rebuke Peter (Mt 16:23), so
we too must confront ignorance, deception, and faulty
biblical scholarship. Remember that our battle is not against
flesh and blood, but against the powers that operate in and
through human institutions, even the Church.

Lastly, we must be diligent to remind our brothers
and sisters in Christ that if Pentecost is a paradigm of
revival, then “The church which silences women will be
found to silence the Holy Ghost.”23 As Dr. Bushnell said,
“a sect, or sex, or race which attempts a monopoly of the
Spirit’s voice and power, will find that the Holy Spirit will
flee far from it.”24

PRAYER SUGGESTIONS

Pray for the message of biblical equality to be faithfully
proclaimed and eagerly received. Pray for wisdom in our
dealings with evil. Pray for women and men in ministry, for
seminaries, for those on the mission field, for local and
national CBE leaders, for those who have yet to find
fellowship with other egalitarians, and for helpful materials.
Pray for those who have been abused, and pray too for those
who oppose the message of equality.

Pray for CBE Chapter activities. Pray for the next CBE
conference, pray for finances, and chapter planting. Pray
that gender bias will not hinder revival. Pray for
denominations and parachurch organizations. Pray for CBE
members, writers, and speakers, that God would protect
their health, relationships, and finances.

Pray for more persons committed to pray regularly that
God’s will be done in bringing justice for women, and God’s
name be honored.

1 Justin Martyr, as quoted by Francis Willard, Woman in the Pul-
pit (Boston, MA: Linthrop Co., 1888), p. 151.

2 Henry Dodwell, as translated and quoted by Phoebe Palmer,
Phoebe Palmer Selected Writings, ed. Thomas C. Oden (NY:
Paulist Press, 1988), p. 35.

3 A. J. Gordon, as quoted by Janette Hassey, No Time for Silence
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Academic Books, 1986), p. 107.

4 Mrs. A. J. Gordon, as quoted by Janette Hassey, No Time for
Silence (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Academie Books, 1986), p. 157.

5 Donald and Lucille Dayton, “Recovering A Heritage: Part II
Evangelical Feminism” Sojourners, Vol. 3, No. 6 (August/Sep-
tember 1974), p. 7.

6 Timothy Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform (Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980), p. 144.

7 Jessie Penn-Lewis, The Magna Charta of Women (Minneapolis:
Bethany Fellowship, 1975), p. 101.

8 Frances Willard, Woman in the Pulpit (Boston, MA: Linthrop
Co., 1888), p. 85-86.

9 Phoebe Palmer Selected Writings, ed. Thomas C. Oden (NY:
Paulist Press, 1988), p. 312.

10 Richard Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life; An Evangelical
Theology of Renewal, (Downers Grove, Illinois: Intervarsity
Press 1979), p. 256.

11 Ibid., p. 69.
12 Ibid., p. 71.
13 Ibid.,. p. 136-137.
14 Jessie Penn-Lewis, The Magna Charta of Women (Minneapo-

lis: Bethany Fellowship, 1975), p. 58-60.
15 Ibid, p. 101-102.
16 Frances Willard, Woman in the Pulpit (Boston, MA: Linthrop

Co., 1888), p. 34.
17 Charles H. Pridgeon, The Ministry of Women (Gibsonia, PA:

The Pittsburgh Bible Institute, n.d.), p. 26-28.
18 Katherine Bushnell, God’s Word to Women (Piedmont, Califor-

nia: Published via reprint, ed. Ray Munson, Box 52, North
Collins, NY, 1976), cited by paragraph, 794.

19 Katherine Bushnell, as quoted by Jessie Penn-Lewis, The Ma-
gna Charta of Women (Minneapolis: Bethany Fellowship, 1975),
p. 72.

20 Phoebe Palmer Selected Writings, ed. Thomas C. Oden (NY:
Paulist Press, 1988), p. 39.

21 Richard Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life; An Evangelical
Theology of Renewal, (Downers Grove, Illinois: Intervarsity
Press 1979), p. 152.

22 Ibid., p. 155.
23 Katherine Bushnell, as quoted by Jessie Penn-Lewis, The Ma-

gna Charta of Women (Minneapolis: Bethany Fellowship, 1975),
p. 102.

24 Ibid., p. 102.



48

As a former missionary I’ve been intrigued with the
American debate over the place of women in the ministry
of the Church. Some take the position that it is unbiblical
to deny leadership and teaching roles to women in the
Church under any circumstances. Others say that when a
church allows a woman to teach, it is denying the
inspiration of Scripture. To build the Body of Christ, we
must use all our God-given resources. Yet the Church is
fragmenting itself over the issue of how to use the
resources.

I argue that the testimony of the whole body of Scripture
leaves room for cultural interpretation on the role of women
in the Church, and thus we must be sensitive to cultural
expectations.

From an interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:12 and 1
Corinthians 14:35, we have two options. Either we must
require that women never teach men and keep totally silent
in every educational situation, or we must understand the
passages as a restriction of particular first-century women
in their cultural setting. If women are to remain silent in
the churches, then we must exclude women from the choir,
congregational singing, and from the nursery. If God
intended that women never teach men, as a universal ethical
moral principle, then we would expect the rest of Scripture
to support the restriction. Yet we find many examples of
women teaching men. The prophetess Huldah proclaimed
the Word of God to the king Josiah and the High Priest
Hilkiah, while her husband was in charge of the wardrobe
(2 Chr 34:22). It is quite possible that the apostle Paul was
taught by the four unmarried daughters of Philip (Acts
21:9). Moses was taught by the prophetess Miriam (Ex
15:20). Deborah was not only a prophetess but a judge
and a general (Judges 4:4). Jesus chose women to be the
first to proclaim the Good News of the resurrection to the
apostles. There are many more examples.

Thus to make 1 Timothy 2:12 a universal moral
principle, one is forced to deny the plenary inspiration of
Scripture. If we hold a plenary view of the inspiration of
Scripture, we must not limit the role of women in Christian

education except for reasons of cultural appropriateness.
The Danvers Statement by the Council on Biblical
Manhood and Womanhood claims that “some governing
and teaching roles within the Church are restricted to men.”
Could it be that the signers of this statement are either
weak in their view of plenary inspiration or are culturally
naive and ethnocentric?

On the other hand, cultural relativity is not absolute
relativity. There are absolute biblical principles of
graciousness and cultural sensitivity that make it
inappropriate for men or women to teach or assert
authority in some cultural situations. If I were to write a
book on Muslim ministry, I might write, “it is not good
for men to hold Bible studies in the homes of Muslim
women.” I should not feel that my personhood as a male
is being violated just because there are times when it is not
appropriate for me to use my spiritual gifts of Bible
teaching. There may be some cultural situations where
women should graciously decline to use their God-given
gifts in teaching for the sake of the Gospel.

Some of the most influential people in my life have
been my mother and my college professors, Mary LeBar,
Lois LeBar and Vivian Bloomquist. Rebekah Price has
influenced hundreds of women and men in Christian
education publishing and set an example for the profession
of Christian Education directors. Roberta Hestenes has
sensitized the whole field of Christian education to the
use of small groups in the Church. The field of evangelical
Christian education would be moribund today without
the crucial influence of women.

Forces within evangelical Christian education today
attempt to polarize us. Some are trying to unbiblically and
inappropriately limit the role of women in Christian
education. If these forces gain influence, the Body of Christ
will suffer. Other forces demand that women play a dominant
role no matter what the cultural expectations. The use of
gifts by men and women is not the ultimate purpose of
ministry. Spiritual gifts for women and men are only a means
for edifying the Church.

The Body of Christ is facing satanic attack. Let us put
the whole armor of God on the whole Body of Christ. We
must grow toward Christlikeness as the whole body is joined
and held together by every supporting ligament. We can
only build up the Body of Christ as each part does its work
in love.

THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN CHRISTIAN EDUCATION

James Plueddemann

Mission Executive James Plueddemann was formerly Chair of the
Christian Education Department at Wheaton College (both for the
Undergraduate College and the Graduate School). He and his wife
were missionaries in Nigeria. Priscillas Papers 3:3, Summer 1989.
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In Memory of A. Berkeley Mickelsen

September 20, 1920 - May 3, 1990

Christians for Biblical Equality mourns the death on May 3, 1990, of one of its most
faithful friends. A. Berkeley Mickelsen, long an ardent supporter of biblical equality, gave
unstintingly of his vision, his commitment, his energies, and his moral courage. A true gentleman
as well as a distinguished and diligent scholar, he was steadfast in his devotion both to the
Kingdom of Christ and to the issues of justice and righteousness within that Kingdom.

His research and publications gave to the evangelical world a broader understanding of
headship, important considerations in fair translations of the Bible, and a set of principles for
interpreting it in non-sexist ways. His scholarly competence earned wide-spread respect as he
argued the case for the equality of all persons in Jesus Christ. Berkeley sometimes said that he
was doing all he could to irradicate the effects of the curse, especially as it applied to the
oppression of women, although it was not without risk to his professional reputation that he
adopted an unpopular cause and championed it so valiantly.

He was firm without being fanatical, persevering in consistent efforts to address the issue
in academic church groups, conferences, consultations and colloquia. Although greatly in
demand in the Twin Cities, he travelled around the world to proclaim his conviction of a
biblical basis for the equality and ministry of women.

At his own expense he attended the original organizing meeting of CBE in Massachusetts.
There he was elected a Board member, a position which he held until his untimely death. His
encouragement, good counsel, and seasoned experience served us in good stead on many an
occasion.

The egalitarian stance which Berkeley assumed did not make his life an easy one. Along
with Alvera who accompanied and collaborated with him in all his ventures, he entered into
debates, dialogues, and discussions with traditionalists both in and outside of his own
denomination. It was precisely his support, based on a careful examination of God’s Word,
that won credibility for what was at first a highly controversial cause.

Though we shall miss him, we shall not forget him nor the things that he taught us. We all
loved him for his kindly geniality. He wanted to make the rest of us strong enough to walk on
our own. No one of us is great enough to wear the mantle which this Elijah left behind, but
together we can carry on the ministry which he has let fall to us.

Catherine Clark Kroeger, President
Christians for Biblical Equality
Priscilla Papers 4:3, Summer 1990

REMEMBERING A FOREFATHER
AND

FOUNDING MEMBER OF THE CBE BOARD
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Recently my neighbor told me about a widower living
in double jeopardy. With no homemaking training in his
past and no wife to clean up after him, his house was piled
high with junk, dirty dishes, and soiled clothes. In addition,
he had to share that house with a virtual stranger: his child.

“I know very little about my nineteen-year-old,” was
the effect of his complaint. “We haven’t talked in years. We
don’t know each other at all. I’m living with a total stranger.”

This man’s trouble struck me deeply because yesterday
was my own son’s twelfth birthday. As my son hugged me
and chatted happily about his day and his gifts and his
plans for the future, I was thinking, “nineteen years old is
not that very far away for us—only seven years.” Seven
years ago our family already lived here in this house in
Massachusetts and my son was already in school. That year
I was working on my “Male Afterword” for my wife Dr.
Aida Besançon Spencer’s book, Beyond the Curse: Women
Called to Ministry (to which this article is a kind of sequel).

No, seven years is a very brief time. How could a father
who lived day in and day out with another person, his son,
fall so far out of touch that his son had become a stranger
to him?

BLASTED BY THE PAST

Kenneth Taylor, of Living Bible renown, wrote a
poignant article entitled “The Father I’d Like To Have Been”
(Sunday Digest 1/4/70). He began by listing regrets that
plagued both his parenting of his ten children and his
communication with his wife. Some regrets were letting
career worries kill family fun, not bothering to play with
his children when they asked him to do so, fighting at the
dinner table over “some trivial disagreement that threatened
my security as the head of the house,” and his difficulty in
displaying affection.

Such regrets are the fallout of the old traditional model
of fathering. Males in this model are cast out of the home
into the marketplace and, though nominally “head of the

house,” are forced to be strangers in their homes and to
their children. (For instance, when I was born my father
was not even allowed to be in the delivery room—a symbol
of distancing male lives from their loved ones.) Men can
be shut out by societal expectations from all the truly
important moments in the lives of the humans they love
most deeply.

I was co-captain of my wrestling team in high school,
but in my four years of wrestling I only let my father come
to one match—one in which I was certain I would annihilate
my opponent. I loved my father dearly and he loved me
dearly, but I felt I could share only my victories with him,
not my defeats. We groped toward one another as distant
friends would, revealing to each other only our best sides,
afraid to show any weakness.

Now my own son is a wrestler too, and in fact a much
better one than I was. In this, his first year in middle school,
he won a New England regional 68-pound championship.
He has let me come to all his matches—his defeats as well as
his victories. I wish I could have let my father watch me
lose as well as win.

I, for one, looked at the loneliness of my own father:
always out alone hunting deer on my, my mother’s, and his
own birthday, or buying me any book I wanted for my
collection, but never able to apologize or tell me verbally he
loved me. When I looked at societal expectations mapping
a life like his out before me, I said, “No, thank you.”

MAKING THE RIGHT TACTICAL DECISIONS

Good thought is always contemporary, no matter when
it was written down. When I was working on my doctorate,
I spent time with Thomas Aquinas as one of my areas of
study and I was struck by his concept of habit. Every choice
we make, argues Thomas, limits our future choices. When
we make a bad choice, we limit all our future choices and
make bad choices subsequently easier to make than good
choices. Each bad choice forms a habit that makes good
choices more and more difficult to make. Similarly, each good
choice makes choosing the good easier and easier to do.

On the same principle that each day slips into the next
day, building on the last, we see that good relationships
don’t just happen. Each morning I awaken my son, hug
and kiss him. We do our morning devotions together, and
we pray together. I send him and his mom off to their
respective schools, and by 7:45 a.m. I am ready to start on
my own work. Any dad working 9:00 to 5:00 with less

MORE THAN “VACUUM CLEANER COMMANDOS”

AFFIRMING EGALITARIAN MALES

William David Spencer

WILLIAM DAVID SPENCER has written several books, including
the Prayer Life of Jesus: Shout of Agony, Revelation of Love (University
Press of America), which is co-authored with his wife, Rev. Dr. Aida
Besançon Spencer. He is pastor of encouragement at Pilgrim Church of
Beverly/Salem, MA and teaches summer courses in theology at
Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary. He holds the ThD from Boston
University School of Theology.   Priscilla Papers 5:1, Winter 1991.
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than an hour commute could begin the day this way, and a
dad working the night shift, 11:00 to 7:00 might pull it off
too. Day slips into day; five years old becomes twelve years
old becomes nineteen years old. My son and I change
together and we do not grow apart.

SERVING IN AN ORGANIZATION BUILT ON RIGHT
HABITS

The nastiest response to male oppression I ever heard
was delivered as an aside at a conference of a very conservative
denomination, when a male speaker was recounting how Jesus
said that because he had gone to prepare many mansions for
his followers we should all look forward to heaven. “Yeah,”
sneered one woman to another in a low voice, “we’re gonna
get to clean the mansions up there too!” Traditional males
are standing on a volcano. No wonder they are feeling the
heat. Is there a positive approach we can offer?

Christians for Biblical Equality is an organization set
up to affirm both females and males: using love to combat
suspicion, confusion, and error. Resisting the male-bashing
that traditionalists erroneously think is an essential quality
of feminism, CBE values males as fully as it does females.
However, a lot of confusion does exist in the church on just
what an egalitarian male is, and many people fail to
understand just how beneficial our viewpoint is for men.
Single egalitarian Christian males want equal friendships
with women as well as men. Rejecting the world’s
immorality and secular society’s “war of the sexes,”
egalitarians see people as brothers and sisters and mothers
and fathers in Christ. Biblically feminist evangelical males—
similar to Martha’s sister Mary in Luke 10:42—have chosen
the good part of life. All of us are equal family members
under the Lordship of the true head of the Church: Christ.

Yet today resistance has risen among young males who
think “masculinity” will be lost if they jettison the lonely
shamly-authoritative (but generally manipulated)
“traditional” role for males. While understandable on
account of the inexperience of its proponents, their position
should not confuse others into thinking that some valuable
trait of our fathers will be lost.

On the contrary, we egalitarian males have everything
our fathers had—careers, honor on our jobs, the affection
of our spouses, and more. We have communication with our
spouses and communication with our children as well, two
things that all my twenty-four years of ministerial counseling
have impressed upon me that our fathers did not generally
have. Few of our dads apparently knew how to talk to us,
their children, or play with us, or tell us they loved us. And
many of us fought bitter battles with them as we became
teenagers because they never changed with us, and so they
did not notice that we had grown up. In addition, they did
not let their wives be more than appendages to their own
careers, so they bred resentment on two fronts.

Once we attended the retirement celebration of a
renowned and well-loved professor. A colleague recited all
the contributions this man had made throughout his
decades of teaching service, but what I remembered most
poignantly happened at the end of that recitation. His wife
turned to us, looked at us for a moment, and then said in
a quiet voice, “And what do I have to show for all those
years?” Unable to have children, not encouraged into a
career, she had a clean house. That was soon sold and the
couple moved away.

In contrast, we egalitarian males are helping our wives
be stewards of the gifts they have been given. Twenty, thirty,
or forty years down the road our spouses will not have to
echo this woman’s pain. We will reap the same harvest of
appreciation from our wives for their fruitful, productive lives
of service that we will give them for their support of us.

“VACUUM CLEANER COMMANDOS”

James Johnson, creator of the Sebastian spy series, was
one of my favorite authors. Imagine my chagrin, then, when
in his 1977 book What Every Woman Should Know About
A Man, he referred to males who put homemaking above
careers as “vacuum cleaner commandos.” In his usual
hard-hitting style, James Johnson inveighed against males
who were created by God for victories in the workplace
being stuck in what he saw as the women’s world of aprons
and diapers.

Ten years later, when James Johnson himself was dying,
he re-evaluated the position that males are made solely for
the workforce:

Take time to smell the roses...! I failed to do that as
much as I should. Don’t forget to walk a mile every day. I
didn’t. So now you know how important that is. Take time
to look at the stars on those warm July nights...and those
beautiful winter nights when all the galaxies are like
crystal...the kiss of setting sun on green grass or white
snow...the flush of greenery in Spring, the majestic finalities
of Fall.

Many traditional males we know long for the joys that
come from the increased sensitivity of egalitarian
relationships (and in actuality, many so-called traditionalists
do indeed practice equality in their own homes.)

Rather than “vacuum cleaner commandos,” we
egalitarian Christian males simply want better, more openly
loving lives with our families than our fathers had. But, in
one sense James Johnson may be right: Maybe we arc
commandos, for the home is where the real battle is fought!
The home is the training ground for our future leaders, the
boot camp of the church.

So why be an egalitarian male? The benefit of being an
egalitarian is that a man gets intimate honest relationships
with spouse and children, and cordial relationships with
women outside the family.
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AFFIRMING EGALITARIAN MALES

You don’t need a Napoleon to tell you you can’t fight a
battle without an army. What has been difficult is for us
egalitarian males to find a support base in the Christian
community. Traditional males regard us with suspicion as
some kind of traitors to our sex or dupes of this world’s
latest cultural fad. Some radical feminist women have not
been much more welcoming.

Enter Christians for Biblical Equality: What CBE did
was radical for males, despite the organization’s conservative
appearance to many women. Christians for Biblical Equality
has committed itself to full equality between the sexes, hence
the name and the multitude of males (some say too many!)
as speakers at conferences and chapter meetings, and as writers
for Priscilla Papers. CBE is committed to full affirmation of
egalitarian males as well as egalitarian females. CBE’s program
promotes wholeness for the Christian church by respecting
the equal worth of men and women of all classes and races.

How can CBE members affirm egalitarian males? Here
is a list that I puzzled out, and to which my wife, Aida
Besançon Spencer, made several contributions as well.

HOW TO BE EGALITARIAN CO-WORKERS

First, for women:

1. Remember, egalitarian males are not the enemy.
Therefore, work to support egalitarian males in the same
way you should work to support egalitarian women. One
egalitarian professor we know lost his teaching position
because women students did not take his classes, preferring
a “more interesting” traditionalist professor to him. What’s
interesting about a traditionalist approach to biblical
sociology/anthropology? Paul had a similar problem with
the Corinthians. They liked a flashy style over edifying
content, but they learned their lesson. Why can’t we?
Support supportive leaders!

2. If you are oppressed by an egalitarian male on the
job or in the church or in an organization or at home you
need to speak up and complain to him directly. Don’t start
by going over his head. If he is truly egalitarian, he will
appreciate it and change, even if he is initially resistant. You
can always take more radical steps if this doesn’t work, but
you can’t recall an initial overreaction and you risk driving
him back into traditionalism. Matthew 6:23-24 recommends
face-to-face reconciliation when dealing with all other
Christians, and your courtesy can actually move
traditionalists more toward your position as well.

3. Make a point of welcoming and including males in
your organizational planning and discussions, while
guarding against imbalance.

4. Be merciful. Many men are sincerely trying but have
had few models. The Scriptures provide few positive
examples of good fathers. The Davids, Lots, and Jacobs
abound, while we see precious little of the Josephs in their
parenting style. We’re still creating our own role models,
just as in many denominations women preachers are having
to create theirs.

Second, for men:

1. Perservere. Don’t let anything sway you from what
you believe is right. Don’t compromise on the egalitarian
position, no more than you would compromise on any
cardinal doctrine of your Christian faith or fall in with a
racist conversation. Stand firm. One person with the Lord
is always a majority in any battle. We are fighting for the
right to love and to be loved by the ones we love. Nobody
has the right to take that from us.

2. Watch yourself that your egalitarianism doesn’t slip
away. We have to work on our attitudes and practice
continually so we don’t become like those Paul warns about
in 2 Timothy 3:5, holding the form of our belief but losing
the power of it. We are out to serve women, to look out
for our sisters. All Christians should be serving each other,
but we are especially looking out for those who have been
overlooked and underserved in the past. We need to forge
a new practice to bring balance back into the Church. Let’s
keep our words and our actions evenly matched.

3. Be supportive, not manipulative, and be merciful.
Although James Johnson was worried about “role reversal,”
why should any group be only in a continually subservient
role? 1 Corinthians 12:24 indicates a time comes when each
of us is praised and others ought to rejoice with us.
Sometimes we lead, sometimes we follow. And let us be
merciful when women lead, recognizing that there are many
different but equally valid leadership styles. Don’t manipulate
women into reflecting some culturally-based male
expectation of female leadership. Let women develop their
own unique leadership gifts.

4. Remember to keep Christ at the head of all families,
churches, and organizations, and at the center of all
relationships. Putting Christ first will enable us all to serve
others in love and humility. We can each be free to make our
own unique contribution, and enjoy each other in a
wholesome godly manner in the beautiful world God has
given us.
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For years I’ve loved the story about the Velveteen Rabbit
who was preoccupied with her identity—whether she was
real or not! Sitting among the toys in a child’s room, she asks
the skin horse about it, and gets the profound reply, “You are
real when you are loved. When I was cuddled so much that I
began to lose my skin, then I knew that I was real.”

As women, many of us have found out how wonderful
it is to be loved by our families. We agree with the skin
horse that we are real when we are loved. But then we venture
out beyond the shelter of our home and loved ones, and go
to the edge of the woods—into the male world—and we
discover that we are not taken seriously.

“But she’s not real. She’s not like us,” the rabbits in the
woods shout. In the world of the Velveteen Rabbit, the
Fairy Godmother comes on the scene and makes everything
right, so that she gets the same hind legs as all the other
rabbits in the woods. But in our male-dominated Evangelical
world, how can we grow the “hind legs” that will give us
status as real disciples of Jesus Christ, ready to lay down
our lives for the Kingdom?

Instead of a Fairy Godmother to right the wrong, we
have the Gospel: “For I am not ashamed of the Gospel. It is
the saving power of God . . .because here is revealed God’s
way of righting wrong.” (Rom 1:16 NEB) Because we are
created in God’s image, redeemed by Christ on the cross,
and empowered by the Holy Spirit with all the gifts given
to the Church, we are real disciples, in partnership with our
brothers.

There is no limited atonement for women, even though
one popular radio pastor preaches one Gospel for men and
another for women. We will always bear the sin of Eve,
according to his teaching. Paul was prepared for such heresy
when he wrote, “I am astonished to find you turning so
quickly away from Him who called you by grace, and
following a different Gospel . . . there are persons who unsettle
your minds by trying to distort the Gospel of Christ. But if
anyone, if we ourselves or an angel from heaven, should preach
a Gospel at variance with the Gospel we preached to you, he
shall be held outcast…the Gospel you heard from me is no
human invention…. I received it through a revelation of Jesus
Christ” (Gal 1:6-8,11-12 NEB).

While the dramatic issue in Galatia was circumcision,
the great issue facing the Church today is woman’s equal

status and responsibility in home, church and society. To us
being accepted as “real” should not lead to sexual promiscuity,
nor to selfish ambition to find fulfillment in a career at the
expense of family. When we are “real”—set free by Christ—
we are set free to serve—to lay down our lives for family,
friends, enemies and strangers.

As I am writing these lines, today’s mail brought a
Christmas greeting from Sweden, from Rose-Marie Frebran.
I shall never forget one of her challenges: “I am not free till
every woman on earth is free.” That’s why we cannot just lay
down our lives for our families and forget about the rest of
the world. It is not a matter of either/or, but both! God can
enlarge my heart and my capacity to care for my family and
go beyond the four walls of my home to care for the world
for which Christ died (Jn 3:16, Acts 1:8).

Being “real”—or set free—means looking beyond
ourselves and our homes, first to the conservative women in
our churches who are not “real”—not taken seriously. Our
task is to provide friendship, forums for discussion on
women’s status, information and Bible studies on women,
written from a conservative perspective about the freedom
Christ has given us in the Gospel. After penetrating
Evangelical churches with the liberating Good News, we
have to go beyond the Church and beyond our shores to
women of other cultures who continue to live in some sort
of patriarchal bondage that makes them less than “real”
human beings. What about the 500 million Muslim women
who have not been set free by the Gospel, and therefore are
not taken seriously?

As a missionary and as a biblical feminist, I have to agree
with Rose-Marie: “I am not free till every woman on earth
is free.”

WHEN WILL WE BE “REAL”?  WHEN WILL WE BE FREE?

Kari Malcolm

Formerly a missionary to the Philippines, Kari Malcolm is author of
Women at the Crossroads. She and her husband are involved in a new
mission to China. Priscilla Papers 1:1,  January 1987.
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GETTING CONTROL:

DEALING WITH SEXUAL HARASSMENT
IN THE WORKPLACE

Lee Taylor

It is useless to deny that women can be victims. Increasingly, the secular
press documents it. The Christian press has long acknowledged it in society
at large and is now beginning to acknowledge it even within the sacred
walls of the Church of Jesus Christ.

More and more cases are being documented of Christian husbands
beating their equally Christian, often very submissive, wives.1 An
organization even exists to help church structures deal with pastors who
sexually harass or abuse women under the guise of “pastoral counseling”
and to train seminarians in proper sexual ethics of the pastoral roles, when
counselees are most vulnerable.2

People are also beginning to acknowledge that sexual harassment and
violence exist on the job, even in strongly Christian organizations. I recently
stood beside a woman in such a situation. (In referring to her in this article,
we will call her Sue.) I, too, had experienced sexual harassment on the job,
but in a secular context. I found few differences in what needed to be done
between the secular context and the Christian organizational context.

It is important that we, as women, are prepared for the possibility of
serious problems, that we do not overreact, and that we handle ourselves
properly. Failure of self-discipline in these areas will inevitably result in a
vicious cycle of victimization. However, a single event of being victimized
need not result in a life of victimization. It is important to prayerfully get
in control of the circumstances that initiated the victimization.

There are many forms of pain and deep suffering in which it is not
possible to gain control. The life of Corrie Ten Boom in the German
concentration camps is an example. There is very little one can do at the
time under such situations. But that is not true of most victimization of
women in our modern Western societies, particularly in the Christian work
context. Even in secular employment, there are usually mechanisms to get
out from under the victimization and gain a measure of control.

Having said that, a word of caution is in order. Media analysts tell us
that we have learned through TV to expect the solution to all problems in
the duration of a one-hour show. Not so! Gaining control of a situation of
victimization may take months. My situation was resolved in about 45
weeks. The woman we are calling Sue finally began to see her way out of it
in about 24 months. That is a long time to endure pain, sometimes very
severe pain.

If we become a victim of harassment or violence from a superior in
either a secular or Christian organization, we must be prepared for prolonged
and very deep pain. While we realize that we will grow enormously through
that pain, we must look beyond the pain. Know that there is an end, even
if the end is not in sight.

How does one establish some degree of control? It is important to
bond together with other women who are also potential victims of the
situation. It is also important to bond together with women who are beyond
the scope of the situation for prayer, for support, and for a sense of unity. It
is important to take actions that will have a positive effect and inject some
sense of meaning to the pain.

Even the thinking process that I am going to advocate here cannot
usually be done alone. The pain is too overwhelming. It blocks our reason.
It is important to have someone talk you through it. If you are victimized,
you need someone who is rational and logical. In the first hours after the
situation arises, you may meet someone who listens well and empathetically,
but seems unsympathetically rational. That is the person you need most,
and it is usually another woman.

MAINTAINING THE TRUTH

First, you must document the denial you are experiencing. You will
normally be dealing with male managers. Expect their denial. That is all
you are likely to get. Report what has happened, but expect denial and a
total lack of action.

Give the first manager you talk to time to act. Ask for a report on
actions taken, expecting that none were taken. Indicate you intend to pursue
it further. If there is no reaction or further denial, take it up the ladder to
the next higher manager. Expect denial every time.

The natural reaction to expected denial is, “Well, if nobody will believe
me, why bother?” You are doing this for truth’s sake and truth is part of the
nature of God himself. You are doing this for your sake, and you are created
in God’s image. You are a valued part of God’s creation, just as valuable as
the men. The prophets often stated truth and were often disbelieved. It is
not your job to force belief, but it is your job to be faithful to the truth as
a Christian, a child of God’s. Declare the truth as quietly, firmly and
nonviolently as possible. Leave the belief or disbelief in God’s hands. Make
sure that the authority structure of the organization has heard the truth.

Since the concern is for absolute truth, document it. Write it down.
Keep a diary. Jot down every time you approach your management (date,
time and person spoken to) with as accurate a record as possible of the
conversation, in detail. Why? In deep pain, it is far too easy to drift from
the truth oneself. Reading a record kept as it happens keeps you in tune
with the truth. Never exaggerate as you write. If necessary understate rather
than overstate your circumstances. Never compromise on truth. There are
so many ways you can lose your own sense of integrity that it is critical to
be absolutely scrupulous about language that you can control.

I told you to expect denial. You may actually get something worse
than denial. You may get accusations. If enough managers tell you that in
some subtle way you  were the one really responsible for provoking the
man’s onslaught, you can easily begin to doubt yourself. You will begin to
doubt your own perceptions, to doubt even what you saw happen, what
you experienced. You can feel you have drifted into a “never-never” land. It
is essential to keep your integrity.

If you have an accurate, unfudged record of the facts, when the
accusations start spinning around in your head at 3:00 AM (and they will),
you have a record of truth to go back to. If you have compromised the
record, you have nothing. A prayerful rereading of the record will go a
long way to helping you find peace. After reading it, read one of the Psalms
where David deals with his accusers. It is easy at these times to identify with
Psalm 6 or 27 or 42. Take advantage of them, but note that they all end
with hope in the Lord, not with anger.

SET GOALS

Lay out some goals for yourself. I suggest you begin by listing all the
people involved in the situation. This includes yourself, the man or men,
the other women who are possible victims (if any), and the disbelieving
managers. It also includes the organization as a whole. Then set goals for
relating to each.

When Sue and I did this, we came up with something like the
following:

For herself:
Professional psychological help for lack of sleep, (she had had less

than 2 hours sleep for a number of nights when we first talked), for severe
weight loss and for depression.

A support network: CBE was providing that through two of us on
call for her.

An apology from the man.
Help from her organization, particularly for the cost of the counseling

she needed.

For the other women in the office:
(The circumstances indicated a generalized threat, rather than a specific

interest in and threat to her.)
Their safety:
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We explored the women getting together to agree not to leave one
another alone with this man at any time, to watch out for each other.

Their encouragement:
We explored their having a time of prayer together at regular intervals

to deal with their fears and to pray for each other.
Agreement from the organization concerning women working

overtime alone with this man in the office.

For the organization:
An appropriate training program on sexual harassment and developing

good relations between the two sexes working together.
A policy on ways of dealing with sexual harassment.

For the man who had victimized her:
A recognition by the organization that he was under severe

psychological and spiritual stress, so they would get him professional help.
Help for the man’s wife and family, if necessary.

For Christian women at large:
Use of this event to heighten women’s awareness of the situation and

of ways of dealing with it. (This article is a result of that goal.)

For the Church at large:
Awareness of the fact that such things happen, and development of a

willingness to deal with them.
These were roughly the goals that Sue and I developed together as

we talked extensively in one session.

WORKING THE GOALS

Before encouraging Sue to implement the goals, we discussed roughly
how realistic they were. One by one, we went through them and listed
what it might be realistic to expect. In these very difficult situations, it pays
to be realistic and expect that many goals will be met only in part.

I remember hearing from her one day when she had “attained” the goal
of an apology from the man. His apology was so poorly done and so wrapped
in self-justification that it was hardly an apology at all. Unfortunately, her
organization considered it an apology and put her at fault for failing to accept
graciously the “apology,” an “apology” that consisted primarily of accusing
her of having misunderstood the whole thing.

It is critical to be realistic and acknowledge that many goals will be
met no better than this. Your natural reaction may well be anger. Fine! Go
and kick a wall! Start to pray and shout it all out to God in your own
words or in the words of one of the angrier Psalms. God has heard it all
before. But it is important to keep cool, to stick with the truth and be as
gracious as possible.

In the case of the apology, you can point out that it really was not an
apology, because the man gave no indication of having done any wrong, of
desiring not to do something again, or of recognition of your value as a
person with whom he needs to be reconciled. That is dealing with the
truth. Do it as quietly as possible and bring the meeting to a close as
graciously as possible. With a Christian management team, a single event,
such as the terrible “apology” may not carry much weight, but a consistent
dealing on the level of truth and grace will.

LEARN THE PROCEDURES

You will be doing all this through some form of organizational
structure. Learn the rules.

When I was involved in a situation in a large company, I went several
levels up in management, giving each manager I approached two chances
to respond properly. Then I found a woman friend who I suspected would
know the rules very well. She told me what the procedure was for going
beyond my own managers. Now I would have to deal with relative strangers
in the Human Resources division. I found the procedure was very distasteful,
so I gave it one more try in my own organization. It failed. However,
Scripture does not say that standing for truth and justice are fun things to
do! We are even told in the Gospels to expect some pain in the process.

Finally, I went to the Human Resources expert on sexual harassment.
I learned that my division had successfully avoided implementing the
standard corporate training program on sexual harassment, based on the
argument that they had never had any problems. I was declaring that
argument false.

I had my goals firmly in mind. For one thing, I did not want the man
fired, because he had an invalid wife and was just a few years short of
legitimate retirement. I made that a condition of telling my story.

Goals prevent deep regrets at the consequences of the natural progress
of the machinery in a large organization, once you get the machine moving.
I had learned enough about the process so that I was reasonably sure he
would be fired, had I not intervened. I learned these things up front and
saved myself the added pain of having done undue harm to a lonely, but very
silly, man. Living with deep regrets and guilt for the results of my actions,
whether justified or not, is another way I could perpetuate the sense of
victimization. Even unjustified guilt is a damaging thing to live with.

That clarified my goals. There were 30,000 people in my division. I
wanted the training program put in place for those 30,000 people. I was in
the process of leaving the company, for reasons unrelated to this incident,
but I saw the first round of seminars held before I resigned. I achieved that
goal. I heard through the grapevine that the management fought it all the
way to the bitter end, even calling the Human Resources manager at home
late the night before the seminar and begging that it be cancelled. I was
amazed at the level of fear. Actually the seminar went very well, with minimal
repercussions.

The seminar opened with a “white lie.” Our manager got up and
introduced the seminar as a normal part of the corporate training
requirements and not the result of any particular incident that had occurred.
I had not discussed the situation around my work group, so only the
managers knew that for a lie. This was one time when correcting that
statement unnecessarily would change nothing for the good. Moreover, a
disturbance would defeat the cause of justice in getting the seminar into
every work group of the organization. I left the “white lie” on someone
else’s conscience. These are not easy decisions, even if we keep our goals
carefully in mind. I was angry and it is hard to make good decisions when
that angry—it takes God’s grace!

Sue, on the other hand, was in a much smaller organization with less
clearly defined procedures. She took it as far as she could through her
organization. During that time, I advocated that she do her job with as
low a profile as possible. It seemed her best objective should be to get out
of the organization and carry her goals forward after leaving.

She was deeply angry and wanted to explore options with a lawyer.
All her woman friends were recommending that she sue the organization,
but that is rarely a means to any goal except vengeance. Although she did
consult a lawyer, I continued to suggest she explore options all she liked,
but she should not take action until she was safely in another job.

LEARN THE CONSEQUENCES

Every action is likely to have serious ramifications. Experiencing sexual
harassment or violence may be the first time in life that a woman is caught
in a situation where every possible choice of behavior can have such complex
results.

For example, in this day and age, it seems natural to go to court,
immediately. Why not? At least, why not immediately?

For one thing, it may seem terribly unimportant to sue a former
employer when you are settled in another good job. For another, new
employers do not seriously consider job candidates who are suing, or have
sued, their former employers on the theory that suing employers can be
“habit forming.” This is the most obvious way in which women make
themselves secondary and tertiary victims of the original situation. A lawsuit
makes getting another job in the same industry very difficult indeed. No
matter how unfair the practice is of discriminating against employees who
sue their employers, it is a fact of life.

I had to think through how I would feel if I got a very silly man fired.
Sue had to think of the safety of the women who were blithely going
about their daily work, unaware of this man’s potential for explosion at
any time. In these circumstances, we had to think of the possible extreme
consequences of action and also of refraining from action. As women of
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God we had to explore what our consciences might have to deal with the
rest of our lives. Very natural, but unthinking, actions can leave us with a
load of guilt as bad as the victimization itself.

Sue and I talked about making something public. I am writing this
article, not Sue. My situation is many years behind me and did not occur in
a Christian context. It is better for me to do the writing. You, our audience,
are helped more by a reasoned article than by the outpourings of anger
that are only natural when close to the event, anger that you would have
heard from me a number of years ago.

Sue and I discussed what would happen to the organization if such a
story were made public. Because of the nature of the outfit she was working
for, it would be affected far more than most Christian organizations. Careers
would be damaged for the sin of denial, a common knee-jerk reaction of
male managers. It was even possible that a worthwhile organization would
be totally destroyed. If not, it could be so caught up in litigation that it
would be rendered ineffective for years. We looked at these possibilities. Sue
told me of a few letters that had come into the organization in recent days,
letters of high praise, containing thanks to God for deep spiritual help. Sue
humbly confessed that she could never live with the idea that she had destroyed
all the good, no matter what the organization had done to her.

How is anger perceived? That perception is important in
accomplishing goals. Violent anger increases the possibility of backlash.
Explosive anger will label the shouter with all the worst sins of the worst
forms of feminism. Violently angry women are often accused of being the
real “cause” of the inappropriate behavior of the man or men. This kind of
anger sets off even greater defenses and prolongs the period of denial. No
matter how righteous the cause, or even how godly and appropriate the
anger, it will not be perceived that way in modern American institutions if
the anger is expressed in a manner that seems uncontrolled.

In addition, a complaint of sexual harassment in an organization goes
against all that men have been taught about good organizational behavior.
We often laugh at and sometimes condemn the “old boys network” but
many organizations are held together by that phenomenon. Without the
“old boys network,” they would fall apart. Moreover, among men, it
provides a human dimension to organizational behavior, without which
the dehumanized “organizational man” of the classic novel quickly becomes
a reality. At stake are all the aspects of work relationships which can seem
most deeply human, and call for the greatest bonds of love and loyalty.

For a woman to accuse one of the men in this network of this kind of
behavior tears at the very fabric of that network. In dealing with their
managers for justice, women must realize they are setting right against
wrong with the man who has wronged them. But with the managers who
must deal with the situation, they are setting one set of good values in
opposition to another set. That must be done with patience and love in
order not to destroy the deepest interpersonal values between men. This is
significant at a time in history when many men are lacking in deep
interpersonal relationships and skills.

THE LOW PROFILE

When dealing with sexual harassment in the workplace, keeping a
low profile is not synonymous with the meek victimization of women
throughout history. A low profile is more like keeping your helmet strapped
on and staying hunched down in a foxhole, but with your gun cocked and
all your apparatus in good working order. Take advantage of the foxhole
walls and the metal shield of the helmet!

What are your weapons? First, a persistent statement of truth. Second,
a reasonable and well-controlled anger. Third, your support network.
Fourth, your goals.

Sue kept a low profile. She explored many options, some motivated
primarily by fiery anger (but she got it under control before she acted).
She began working on her goals and felt some sense of progress. Progress,
even very slow progress, is very encouraging. Moreover, she had set her
expectations low, in terms of the speed of progress. She kept in touch
with the two of us who had made ourselves available. We reported progress
on articles being written, being sent to editors, or being discussed with
Christian leaders. Small movements took place in the attitudes of her
management. The women in the office drew closer together and new
bonds were formed.

The man who had attacked her was himself under enormous stress.
His actions toward her were done one day when his self-control slipped
under the pressure. Within a couple months, his own problems were creating
problems for him on the job and he was no longer able to produce responsible
work. His management began to deal with him.

Sue was eventually supported by her management and her job was
enhanced, as this manager was less and less able to perform. Since most of
her complaints had been filed quietly behind closed doors and she had
carefully followed appropriate procedures, she was in an excellent position
to take advantage of the vacuum of competence. At the time of this writing,
it is believed the man involved will be leaving the organization, with some
degree of pressure from management.

So it is important to keep moving, but it is important to do so with
meticulous care for every action taken and with the lowest possible profile.
This sort of self-discipline and self-denial is enormously difficult. It is also the
source of enormous Christian growth and much greater strength in the Lord.

Although results cannot be guaranteed, Sue’s situation appears to be
turning out well for her. I left my company (not merely because of the sexual
harassment circumstances) but nevertheless I left with a key goal attained.

Strength is not a quality our Lord gives only to men. The command,
“Be strong in the Lord and in the power of his might. Put on the whole
armor of God...” is for us as women, too. We need it most when the battle
is hottest. Circumstances of sexual harassment and violence are one place
where the battle gets very hot for us. That is when we most need to draw on
God’s strength. That is when we need to stand tall as God’s women. That is
when we need to take control of the small segment of the global battlefield
that is ours.

MANAGING SEXUAL HARASSMENT

A number of years ago, I worked for an evangelical Christian
organization. We had a staff lounge where we gathered. I was one of a very
few women with a position entitling me to use of the lounge, a place where
ideas were exchanged and a sense of involvement in the work of the
organization developed. In the more relaxed moments, I was subjected to
much sexual innuendo. Comments were often made that got me all hot and
bothered. I probably blushed deeply.

One day, I had on a little suit with a simple round neckline and a
designer zipper all the way up the front. The zipper had a decorative ring.
The men were joking about what would happen it they pulled my zipper
down. While it was not obvious, I wore a blouse under the suit jacket. I
pulled the zipper down, while they watched in shock until they realized I
did in fact have a blouse on. That was the end of the inappropriate comments.
Today, in many states, this incident would very likely be grounds for a lawsuit,
assuming I had made appropriate protests against the earlier comments.

More recently, a married male manager of another Christian
organization seemed inappropriately interested in several of the women in
an office. One day, a woman with some management responsibility, whom
we will call Karen, inadvertently handled a situation with a second woman,
whom we will call Rhoda, in such a way that it could have been read as
revealing this man’s interest in Rhoda.

The manager became so angry with Karen that he grabbed her by the
throat and shook her violently. He claimed it was all in fun. But Karen was
so upset by the incident that she required serious counseling for severe
sleeplessness, depression, loss of weight and lack of concentration. The man
denied any serious intent and for months the organization supported him
rather than Karen.

THE MANAGER’S RESPONSIBILITY

This is not an article about the role of women in the Church or in the
workplace. It is about managerial responsibility to safeguard women on the
job. Our laws today say that employers have that responsibility. They must
ensure that women are not unfairly treated as sex objects, and that sexuality
not interfere with normal work patterns and practices.

Few men are aware of how their behavior affects the women around
them. What some men think of as good, clean fun may be illegal. It is illegal
because of the proven damaging effects of such behavior on women, on their
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marriages, on their careers and on their ability to concentrate on the matter
at hand—the job. As Christians, we should add that Christian men should
imitate the example of Jesus Christ, honoring all women, even prostitutes, as
worthy of sincere human relationships that are not of a sexual nature.

Moreover, few men are aware of the legal and publicity risk to which
they expose their organization through what they consider harmless teasing
and touching. While few Christian women will choose to file suit against
the Christian organizations which currently or previously employed them,
some women will. Some who will not do it for their personal benefit, will
do it for the sake of all the women in that organization or for the sake of
women in general. Some may not file suit but may leak something to the
press. Men, evaluating their own actions, must take that possibility of lawsuit
and publicity seriously for the sake of the ministry of their organization.

THE PROBLEM OF DENIAL

At the first hint of a problem, managers must take a charge of sexual
harassment seriously. A manager responsible for any Christian ministry must
look carefully at the long-term implications of how he (or occasionally
she) kindles the situation. Since most women managers are more conscious
of this issue, I will address this article to men who manage Christian
organizations, large and small. I will use as a model a situation in a very
large secular corporation, where I was the victim of sexual harassment a
number of years ago. It is a company with a good program on harassment
but that program had not yet penetrated to my corner of that world.

In business, women are trained to develop a straight-forward style.
We must be able to walk into a room and command the kind of attention
that gets the job done, not the kind that underlines our sexuality. I am a
master at such a style.

In that corporation, I worked on a committee that exposed me to
information on state-of-the-art technology important in my career
development. The chairman of that committee asked me to meet him at a
motel for the night. I said no in the most appropriate way possible. My
manner was joking and we both laughed. So far, so good. But the next
week, he asked that I be removed from the committee. Now he was using
a sexual situation to impact my career.

It takes a long time for women to decide to take action in such a
situation. What has happened to them is so devastating that they normally
lack the will, at first, to voice the mildest complaint. Although most men’s
first reaction is that women make too much of these incidents, the reverse
is actually the truth in 99 cases out of 100. It takes an enormous amount of
courage to bring forth true and legitimate complaints. I thought about the
incident for a number of days. Karen, the woman physically shaken by her
manager, thought about it all weekend, then shared it hesitantly with another
woman, and finally went in to complain only with the strong encouragement
of her friend.

In my case, I decided to phone my manager in this secular corporation.
I told him what had happened and that I felt some action should be taken.
Since the chairman of the committee was very close to retirement and had
an invalid wife, I was especially concerned that he not be fired, and said so.
I was not intent on vengeance, but I did want to stop the abuse of power.
My manager’s first, very bad reaction was that the whole situation was silly,
trivial and not worth pursuing. I hung up, insisting I wanted something
done and that he should take it through normal managerial channels. I
leamed later that this was exactly the right thing to do, although I will
confess that it was purely by God’s grace I did the right thing.

Several weeks went by and I heard nothing. Meanwhile I had decided
to leave that corporation for totally different reasons. However, I felt I
should pursue this and leave something in place for the women who stayed
behind. I called my manager again and asked for a status report on the
complaint. He again laughed and said he had done nothing and the whole
thing was a tempest in a teapot. I again urged him to act.

My manager in the secular corporation denied the reality of the events
and so did the Christian manager dealing with Karen, the badly-shaken
woman.

From talking with people about Christian organizations, I understand
that the level of denial of managers in Christian organizations is higher and
more emotional than in secular organizations. There seems to be a feeling
that “It can’t happen here,” but several kinds of sexual abuse seem to be

more common in conservative Christian environments than in the
population at large. The traditional role of women in the home and church
creates a submissiveness on the job which limits complaints and gives men
the security to pursue inappropriate and illegal behavior.

GETTING HELP

In my corporation, it just so happened that I had an office four or
five doors from the most highly placed woman in the Human Resources
(H.R.) Division of this massive corporation. Her division was completely
separate from mine, but she and I often met in the restrooms. I asked to
talk to her confidentially. We met. She listened. She told me that, in order
to take it further, I needed to talk to a certain man in the H. R. Division. I
wanted to make one more try with my manager before doing that. I tried
with no better results. So I set an appointment with this man in H.R.

It often becomes necessary to involve someone specially trained in
sexual harassment, since the manager frequently does deny the whole thing.
He is embarrassed and unwilling to handle what he sees to be a sticky
situation. In the unfortunate “battle of the sexes,” it puts him in a situation
of having to take the opposition seriously. He may even feel a sense of
betrayal of his own sex, or of the “old boys” network. The manager
confronted with a sexual harassment complaint is not in an enviable position.
He must offset the issues of justice to the woman against the real
interpersonal values of loyalty and affection in his male network.

Managers (to whom this is written) typically have far fewer than
average bonds—are (in fact) groomed to keep bonds shallow and so have
only a few, usually outside work. A man with few bonds may treasure the
ones he has and may need “outside” assistance. If the organization is large
enough for objectivity, that can be in the personnel or human resource
area. It may need to be a specialist from the field of psychological counseling
or law.

In my first interview with the specialist, I found myself very reluctant
to talk. I left the interview, having learned the process, but not having told
my story. The man I was dealing with was not a sympathetic character,
coming across as very stiff and irritable. However, it takes a tough person
to deal with the managers once the story is told! A good sexual harassment
officer had better be tough, even if he is harder to approach!

I do not remember now what the deciding factors were, but I
remember that it took great courage finally to go back. I made two
conditions. First, that the chairman of the committee be talked to, but
neither fired nor demoted. Second, that my manager not be severely
handled, because I believed he was acting in ignorance. The H.R. contact
was surprised at my leniency, but agreed.

When I finished telling my story, he was beet red. He had a portfolio
in his hands. He stood up, slammed the portfolio down on his desk, saying,
“Don’t people know you can’t get away with that in this day and age!” He
was obviously very angry, and his anger brought real healing to my battered
heart. Finally, I was believed!

Women involved in any abusive situation crave belief more than any
other single thing. That is true in rape, in child abuse as a girl, in wife
abuse. It is also true in sexual harassment.

The specialist began to investigate why my manager had failed so
badly in handling the situation. He learned that my division, one of the
most independent in the company, had refused to implement the training
program on sexual harassment that was standard policy. My division had
claimed it did not have a problem. Now, that claim no longer held water. A
problem had occurred and it had been handled badly, and the H.R. division
required my division immediately to implement the standard training
program.

The program trains all employees on what constitutes sexual
harassment, steps women should take in curbing it, how men can help
women who are being treated inappropriately by other men, how to apply
peer pressure, and how to file appropriate complaints. Managers had a
separate session telling them how to follow appropriate procedures, what
should be documented, where they can go for help, how to handle both
the woman and the man, etc.

I attended the first training program in my division the week before
leaving the company. In the opening remarks, the manager commented
that it was a standard program required across the company and was not
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being held because any particular incident had occurred. I did not feel
called upon to unmask the lie, but it is worth noting that the denial
continued to the very end. As a Christian, I felt had done something
meaningful for justice by serving the 30,000 plus women and men of my
division in this manner.

COMBATTING SEXUAL HARASSMENT

I see four stages in dealing with sexual harassment. Early resolution
of an incident is better for the woman, for the man who harassed her, and
for the organization. The longer a harassment situation continues, the longer
lasting are the impacts.

1. First, there is prevention. If a man touches a woman more than
she feels is appropriate, she needs to be told how to stop his actions right
there. He needs to be told that such a simple “back-off ” comment may be
sufficient to make any further such actions illegal. For example, a man
moved to my area of the country from an area where a lot more hugging
and casual cheek-kissing is the norm than is acceptable in business here. I
have had to tell him firmly that I consider it inappropriate. Because he is a
Christian friend and a business colleague, I was more patient than I needed
to be by law and he did get the message after the fourth or fifth try. Not
every woman would be so patient.

2. Second, managers should have some idea of how to deal with a
complaint filed directly to them. If the woman gets help after her first
complaint, it will save her and the company from a lot of trauma. In many
situations, the man involved may simply need to be talked to and observed
by his superior for a while.

The organization should insist on an apology from the man.
Sometimes he will not give it. Then the organization needs to apologize
on his behalf. A deep, sincere apology is tremendously healing to the woman.

If there have been even the most casual comments about the behavior
of this man from more than one woman, or if the one woman complained
of repeated attempts to turn aside this man’s behavior, the man may need
serious psychological counseling. If he is married, his marriage is probably
at risk. He almost certainly needs spiritual counseling.

In more complex situations, the woman may need immediate
counseling and the manager should see that the organization covers the
costs. Karen needed help and went for it, but her organization, at last report,
was not helping her with those costs. This has become a major source of
deep bitterness.

Indications that counseling is needed are the very symptoms Karen
displayed: lack of sleep, depression, loss of weight, inability to eat, stomach
spasm, poor concentration. In the extremely rare situation where the story
is an invention, such counseling will normally reveal that.

There may be times when it is appropriate to consider firing the man
involved. A lawyer can advise the proper course of action, based on local
criminal law and the degree of seriousness of the incident. If the man’s
denial persists in the face of legal advice, he should be dealt with in the
same way as any person on the staff of a Christian organization who has
allegedly committed a criminal act and refused to acknowledge it.

The organization will be impacted. There may need to be a meeting
with all the women to ensure their level of comfort, morale and safety.
Such a meeting has several purposes. It can:

· restore their confidence in the organization.
· state a plan for their personal safety if violence was involved.
· have a time of prayer for comfort and safety.
· state management policy and encourage the women to take

appropriate measures if they feel threatened.
· inform them on how the situation was handled to prevent rumors

from circulating.

A meeting with all employees close to the incident should be held to
state what sexual harassment is, that a transgression has occurred, that action
has been taken and how to prevent future occurrences.

A good closure to this stage is to have a talk with the woman. The
manager should explore her degree of satisfaction with the actions taken.
Even if she expresses full satisfaction, he should suggest further avenues to

pursue, if she changes her mind as she thinks it over in the next few days.
One suggestion should include the names of several people who could
serve as neutral advocates, should she choose to enter the third stage.

3. The third stage is entered only on the failure of appropriate action
by the first manager contacted to fully address the situation. This requires
calling in an advocate, someone with experience in sexual harassment. It
could be a personnel expert, a psychologist, or a lawyer acting only as a
mediator. It should be as non-confrontational as possible and work for
change rather than punishment. The advocate may be needed for a number
of reasons:

· The woman was not believed and seeks the advocate.
· A manager is too close to the situation to be objective. (The

man accused may be a personal friend!)
· The manager is not sufficiently knowledgeable on proper

handling of the situation, so he calls an advocate.
· The situation was serious enough to require a variety of expertise:

psychology, law, personnel, etc.

4. The fourth, final stage is litigation. A woman usually initiates
this stage with a lawyer. It is something to avoid, if possible, for the sakes
of every individual involved and for the sake of the organization. If she
takes such action with no evidence that the complaint has been fabricated,
this step usually indicates a very deep degree at personal hurt or awareness
on her part of milder incidents that have been improperly handled and
have been accumulating hurts among her circle of friends and colleagues.

THE HIGH PRICE OF DENIAL

If there is one single rule to keep in mind when initially confronted
with a complaint of sexual harassment, it is this:  Do not deny the reality
of the occurrence!

· A complaint without some degree of reality is unlikely. It takes
too much courage to file one.

· A complaint without reality is statistically improbable. The odds
are against a manager being right in denying a woman’s story.

· A complaint handled with an attitude of denial is likely to be
handled improperly. It could have serious long-term implications for the
organization.

Managers of Christian organizations need to prepare themselves
psychologically for an appropriate response should a woman approach them
with a complaint. It is hard to respond properly if the possibility has never
been considered. That response need not be totally affirming of the woman’s
position at the first meeting, but it must not convey total disbelief and
denial of even the possibility of a sexual harassment incident. The manager
needs to have an open attitude and encourage open-ended discussion, with
a phase two plan. Simply saying, “This has come as a shock. I need to sleep
on it. Can we get back together tomorrow at 11:00?” is enough.

Immediate, initial denial never pays. It does great harm to the woman,
who is already under great stress. It destroys the morale of all the women
in the organization. It may leave the man without the help he needs. It
makes the organization vulnerable to adverse publicity and even legal action.
It is theologically weak, since it denies the reality of sin among Christians.

Denial is not the Christian response.

This article is not a substitute for good personnel management and legal advice. Get
someone who knows the laws in your state to define the laws for you. Get an expert in
personnel who can tell you how to implement policies consistent with local laws. This
article merely highlights the need for serious consideration of this issue by every
Christian manager, whether in a Christian organization or not.

1 James and Phyllis Alsdurf, “Battered into Submission,” Christianity Today,
June 16, 1989, pg. 24ff.

2 Rev. Marie M. Fortune of the Center for the Prevention of Sexual and
Domestic Violence, 1914 N. 34th St. (#20S), Seattle, WA 98103
(206)634-1903.
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CHRISTIANS FOR BIBLICAL  EQUALITY
CBE is an organization of Christians who believe that the Bible, properly

interpreted, teaches the fundamental equality of men and women of all racial
and ethnic groups, all economic classes, and all age groups, based on the
teachings of Galatians 3:28:  There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither
slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.

CBE is made up of individual members and local chapters of women
and men who work together to promote biblical equality in their own
areas and in their own churches and organizations.

Our mission is to make known the biblical basis for freedom in Christ.
We seek to advance the cause of Christ and the work of the Gospel by
encouraging full development of the gifts and talents of all Christians in the
service of God. We seek to educate Christians regarding the Bible's message
about the equality of men and women of all races, ages, and economic classes
in church, home, and society. We desire to reach out in a healing ministry to
those who come from differing backgrounds and behavior patterns.

Membership is open to anyone who supports the Statement of Faith
and the mission of the organization. Members receive Priscilla Papers, CBE's
quarterly journal, and have access to all resources available from the national
office which include:  the speakers' bureau, audio and video cassettes of
significant speeches on the subject of equality, discounts on books and
reprints purchased from the Book Service, and assistance in beginning a
local or regional chapter of CBE.

CBE MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION

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

final authority for faith and practice.
We believe in the unity and trinity of God, equally existing as three

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

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

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

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

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

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

We believe in the family, celibate singleness, and faithful heterosexual
marriage as the patterns God designed for us.
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William David Spencer
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