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Faith, feminism and family are three of the highest
priorities in my life, but no one has ever before invited me
to write on all three topics at once. If I am to do so, I must
begin at the beginning:  with the book of Genesis. In an
incredibly poetic story, we are told of a wise God who made
all things and saw that they were good–that is, until it came
to the creation of man. Then God saw that it was “not good”
that man should be alone. Humanity, made in God’s image,
must be relational as God is relational, sharing mutual love
and joy and wholeness.

In the creation story, male and female were both made
equally in the image of God. Woman was drawn from the
very substance of man to share his dreams, his intellect, his
emotions, and his spirituality. Greek tradition taught that
women were made of an inferior substance, a cruel trick of
the gods to despoil the potential of man. Hebrew tradition,
however, described the woman as one who is like man, a
blessed gift from the true and living God, bestowed to save
man from loneliness.

The creation of the family is celebrated with Adam’s
song:  “This at last is bone of my bone, and flesh of my
flesh!” And the two became one flesh, naked and unashamed,
joyful in their togetherness, tender and caring in a newfound
relationship.

The next chapter of Genesis is far less cheerful, and
disaster lurks as man and woman lose their openness with
one another and with God. Nevertheless, the family remains
the mainstay of Israel’s faith.

The household was to be built upon the union of man
and woman, bound together by sex and covenant. That
covenant household was to become a haven for the alien
and stranger, a center for instruction and influence to all
who entered through its door, a bastion of righteousness
upheld by prayer and commitment to the one true God.

From the resources of this most basic social unit, there was
to be outreach to those in any sort of need or distress.

THE VALIANT WOMAN

The influence of the household for political, economic
and social betterment of the community is well described in
Proverbs 31. This chapter outlines the activities of the valiant
woman whose husband serves as a judge at the traditional
place for judgement, the city gate. The venture is a
cooperative one, however, involving both wife and husband.
The wife not only manages the household capably but
appears to make a major contribution to the family finances.
She engages in international trade, real estate dealings,
agriculture, commercial manufacture of textile products, and
sales. In terms of social service, her influence includes both
practical material aid and positive emotional support. It is
often argued that this ideal woman is in fact a composite of
many women, but she does point to the manifold
possibilities that could open for women, even in biblical
times. This ideal woman is a full-orbed person in her own
right, free to make her own decisions and to act on them
responsibly. Her husband’s heart trusts in her, and her
children rise up and call her blessed. Unlike most modern
women, her household consists of enough people so that
the workload can be shared.

The woman of Proverbs 31 is a far cry from the
stereotypical harried housewife overwhelmed with babies,
diapers, whiny kids, burned dinner and an absentee husband.
The paradigm is a woman who has things under control.
She even has domestic help that she directs, and she has
time for real estate enterprises, cottage industry and
agricultural projects as well as philanthropy and civic
improvement. Her children and husband endorse her
activities heartily. Her husband, a respected community
leader, allows her the freedom to conduct her own affairs,
and she responds with strong support for his judicial career.

She is accorded honor, respect and admiration because
of her role in the community and in her own family. Most
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of us do not have a houseful of servants, but we can insist
upon some of the prerequisites that gave the woman in
Proverbs 31 a coveted position. First of all, every human
being has a right to reasonable rest. This is a major plank of
the Ten Commandments. The principle of the Sabbath is
one that was developed for the benefit of humanity, Jesus
tells us. Perhaps rest is the most basic right of which women
are deprived. It is well nigh impossible to keep one’s sanity
while caring for an infant twenty-four hours a day, seven
days a week. Children are exasperating, exhilarating,
exhausting, entertaining, enervating, adorable and
infuriating. Everyone in the family benefits when a mother
is not tottering on the edge of exhaustion.

The Bible calls on both fathers and mothers to impart
their faith as they share life’s daily activities with their
children. Before the Industrial Age, men were far more
involved in the upbringing of children and taught them
largely by influence and example. Children accompanied
parents to the field and shop, the market and fishing vessel.
As they walked along, significant landmarks became interest-
catching object lessons to recite the saving acts of God. The
paradigm of the so-called “Christian” family, with father gone
for untold hours and mother home alone with the children,
is of modern manufacture.

The contemporary working wife finds some respite from
child care during work hours but faces the so-called “second
shift” when she gets home, doing all the household chores
that didn’t get done before she left for work. Large scale
studies demonstrate that women do work significantly more
hours per week than men. While the married woman can
hope for some kind of assistance from her husband, single
mothers know even more crushing loads of toil.

Here is an area where we need to apply Christian
creativity. We have a clear biblical mandate. Some churches
provide child care at minimal cost for a mother’s day or
night out. Other groups have cooperatives where mothers
exchange child care services so that each may have some
time to herself. Individual church members who notice a
stressed-out mother can invite the kids over to make popcorn
or listen to a story. Parents can befriend those who are alone
and invite them into their homes. Bonds of friendship and
affection can be formed, both for children and adults; having
another adult around frequently alleviates some of the strife
between children.

Is it right to put a child in day care? That depends upon
the circumstances, and no two cases are alike, just as no two
blades of grass are alike and no two leaves, either. One of
our besetting sins is in making rules and roles to govern
family life; but each situation is different. It is better to seek
the mind of God and the good of every member of the
family. Other things being equal, it is better to have one
parent or the other with a young child; but there are many
ways that this might be worked out.

It is crucial, however, that parents understand the
importance of nurture and environment in the development

of young children. Rearing a child is of infinitely more worth
to society than the production of an airplane. The pay scale
is skewed and levels of respect seriously distorted, but thirty
or forty years from now, the airplane will be obsolete, while
the child will be just coming into his or her own. In the
meantime, everything mother says, does, thinks, wears or
cooks is terrible. And then these “ungrateful wretches” turn
into incredibly wonderful human beings, seeking to become
responsible citizens in the Kingdom of God.

A SENSE OF MISSION

A woman who chooses to raise a family must have a
sense of mission. The woman of Proverbs 31 was respected
because of the way she had chosen to organize her life. We
need to be emphatic that there are many meaningful
activities in which a woman can engage. If a woman chooses
to be a mother, she must first understand herself as a child
of God, made in God’s image, redeemed by Jesus Christ
and empowered by the Holy Spirit. It is not God’s purpose
that she be shackled by the tyranny of her household, but
that within her family she find expression of her faith.

There are traps that may subvert her mission. First, there
can be the assignment of rigid roles within marriage and
family. This ignores the diversity that God has built into
human beings and the amazing potential for creative and
constructive dynamics. The family in which one person
makes all decisions is not the most healthy. Indeed, a recent
study suggested that a strong indicator of impending divorce
was a husband’s refusal to listen to his wife. The lowest
rates of abuse and dysfunction were found in families where
decisions were made democratically.

It is quite true that the Bible says the husband is the
head of the woman, but the language of the New Testament
(Greek) did not ordinarily use the word in a metaphorical
sense to designate someone who was chief or boss. Jesus
was very much opposed to anyone being boss. “The gentiles
desire to lord it over you, but among my disciples it shall
not be so” (Mk 10:42-45). We must remember that Christ
left no clearly designated leader among his band of followers,
nor was it God’s original intent to give Israel a king. Jesus
apparently felt that a servant-master relationship was
destructive of intimacy; for he said “I no longer call you
servants, because the servant does not know what his or her
master is going to do. Rather I call you friends” (Jn 15:15).
Christ is indeed called head of the church; but a careful
study of the passages on this subject reveal that the term
evokes images of close relationship, of moving impulses and
unity within the body.

In Ephesians 5, women are told to submit to their
husbands as the church does to Christ. But even the most
conservative lexicon will admit that hupotasso, the Greek word
here translated “submit,” has a number of meanings. It could
mean to associate with, adhere to, be loyal to, discharge
one’s obligations toward, or relate in such a way as to make



3

meaning. Actually the whole of Ephesians 5 is about how
the people of God are to relate to one another. All persons
are to be mutually submissive one to another, says the text,
including wives to their husbands and husbands to their
wives (Eph 5:21ff).

Christ’s own relationship to the church is not dictatorial
but tender, encouraging the growth of God’s people to their
full potential. We mature by learning to make decisions,
and so it is as Christ guides the church. Our submission is
not unquestioning obedience but rather seeking with all of
our capacities to live out a devoted commitment.

Second, an equally insidious trap is the idolization of
the family. Keeping the family together is not the highest
goal of the Christian faith. While the family has great
importance, it is not accorded ultimate status in the Bible.
Jesus indicated that there were other priorities higher than
the family.

“Anyone who wants to be my follower must love me far
more than they do their own father, mother, spouse,
children, brothers or sisters–yes, more than their own
life–otherwise they cannot be my disciple” (Lk 15:26).

Jesus himself was homeless, and relationships within
his own family were sometimes strained. Some of the
interchanges between Jesus and his mother were not
altogether harmonious. We read further that Jesus’ family
came to take him because they had concluded that “he was
beside himself.” Later his brothers would be committed
leaders in the church and his mother involved in its decision-
making and fellowship. They came to understand those
higher priorities. A woman once raised her voice as Jesus
preached and declared, “Blessed is the womb that bore you
and the breasts that gave suck,” and Jesus replied, “Yea, rather
blessed are those that hear the Word of God and do it”
(Lk 11:27-28).

Jesus viewed a woman as more than a baby machine,
more than a professional people-producer. Her ultimate self-
definition is not mother or wife, daughter, sister, or niece.
Rather she is who she is first as a child of God, created,
redeemed, sustained and empowered by God’s grace. It is
in this identity that she brings purpose, meaning and
direction to her family.

Third, yet another trap by which women are ensnared
is an authoritarianism that leads to abuse, a terrible scourge
that lies hidden even in nice Christian families. Research
indicates that abuse occurs at about the same rate in religious
homes as it does in society as a whole. As people of faith,
we hate to admit that the problem exists in our midst.
Actually, we offer few positive resources to people in our
own faith community, whether the problem is incest, rape,
battering, intimidation, or verbal, sexual or emotional abuse.
We refuse to believe the victim who summons up enough

courage to seek help in the church. Often our biggest priority
is making sure that “no one knows”, that the behavior of a
supposedly model male church member is not revealed, that
the status quo is not upset.

The Bible is devastatingly honest. Most of the families
described in the Bible are perfectly awful, not to mention
incredibly dysfunctional. Cain kills Abel, Joseph’s brothers
sell him into slavery, Jacob practices deceitful stratagems on
his father, brother and father-in-law and barely escapes with
his life. Abraham and Isaac both allow their wives to be
inducted into other men’s harems and even deny their marital
relationship. Adultery, incest, murder and jealousy punctuate
other accounts of family life. We think:  Really, God, couldn’t
you have cleaned it up a little?

Let us acknowledge that the biblical pattern is not to
hide abuse but to bring it in to the light. When the silence
is broken, then God’s people can address the problem.
Energies can be directed to healing instead of hiding. Yes, it
means admitting that our families are less than perfect, that
we have not perfectly reflected the heavenly image of Christ
and the church or of God’s plan for families. But God
commands the righteous to deliver the helpless from the
hand of the violent. Let’s get started with the job.

Let us confess that we are the imperfect and sinful people
of God. We cannot be a forgiven people until we have
confessed our failures and sought paths of restitution and
healing. This can be a messy, costly and embarrassing process.

The good news is that God still works in families, even
rotten ones. God is still the God of Abraham and Isaac and
Jacob. Again and again the Bible promises grace to the
children and children’s children of those who love and trust
God; and repeatedly special mercy is shown to families,
whether those of Noah or Rahab or the Philippian jailer.
Yes, the “begats” are there because they represent believing
folk who struggled to impart their faith to their children as
they ate their simple meals and walked along the roads or
told them bedtime stories. The faith of parents still ignites
the faith of children, not automatically or without struggle,
but home-grown faith is still contagious. The promise of
salvation is still there for those who will believe and to their
children (Acts 2:39).

BOOK ALERT:  Ruth Hoppin’s book, Priscilla’s Letter:

Finding the Author of the Epistle to the Hebrews,” reviewed

in Priscilla Papers, Fall 1998, has been taken out of print by

the publisher, International Scholars Publications. Until further

notice, order the book through interlibrary loan.
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The Bible is rich with metaphor. For instance, through
the biblical imagery of husband and wife, bride and
bridegroom, we come to understand the intimacy, fidelity
and love our relationship with God demands.1 The language
is symbolic. It is not intended to be taken literally, but rather
to convey a spiritual truth in a way that we can understand.

Perhaps the most pervasive metaphor in Scripture
(especially the New Testament) is that of God as Father. While
this too constitutes symbolic language, it is often interpreted
literally. In the popular imagination, “God the Father” is not
infrequently understood as “God the male,” with stereotypically
male traits including initiative, provision, protection, leadership,
authority, and discipline. To be sure, all of these characteristics
are true of God. Yet surprisingly, scriptural use of  “Father” in
reference to God has nothing whatsoever to do with “maleness.”
Significantly, though the cultural setting of the Bible is
“thoroughly patriarchal, one never encounters an explicit appeal
to the masculinity of God for any purpose whatever.”2

Recent feminist theology has pointed out the way the
metaphor of divine Fatherhood has been misused in order
to legitimate abuses against women both inside and outside
the Church.

The symbol of the Father God, spawned in the human
imagination and sustained as plausible by patriarchy, has
in turn rendered service to this type of [patriarchal]
society by making its mechanisms for the oppression of
women appear right and fitting. If God in “his” heaven
is a father ruling “his” people, then it is in the “nature”
of things and according to divine plan and the order of
the universe that society be male-dominated.3

According to this line of thinking, the use of masculine
language and symbolism for God reinforces destructive
gender hierarchies. God is interpreted as a male whose full
representatives must also be male.4 One way to level the
male-dominated power structures of our society is to change
the way we talk about God, a process one feminist has called
a castration of language.5 In this manner, the Fatherhood of
God is rejected altogether.

What contemporary biblical Christians must ask is
whether the metaphor of God as Father is meaningful for
us, and if so, what does it mean? Why is God called “Father”
rather than “mother” or “parent”? In light of the abuses the

image has spawned throughout church history, has the image
of “God the Father” lost its relevance in our post-modern
era? In order to answer that question, we must first look at
how the Bible itself presents the “Father” symbol.

THE FATHER OF ISRAEL

There are only a handful of references to God as Father
in the Old Testament. In each case “Father” is not used in a
personal sense, but is used to describe a relationship between
God and the nation of Israel (Jer 31:9).6 In many instances,
God’s fatherhood is described in the context of caring and
compassion, stereotypically feminine traits:

There you saw how the Lord your God carried you, as
a father carries his son… (Dt 1:31)

Your tenderness and compassion are withheld from us.
But you are our Father… our Redeemer from of old is
your name (Is 63:15-16).

As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord
has compassion on those who fear him (Ps 103:13).

A father to the fatherless, a defender of widows, is God
in his holy dwelling (Ps 68:5).

The fatherhood of God in the Old Testament is also
related to creation:

Is he not your father, your Creator, who made you and
formed you? (Dt 32:6)

You deserted the rock, who fathered you; you forgot
the God who gave you birth (Dt 32:18).

Yet, O Lord, you are our Father. We are the clay, you are
the potter; we are all the work of your hand (Is 64:8)

The Old Testament also utilizes rich maternal imagery
to describe God:7

…He shielded him and cared for him… like an eagle
that stirs up its nest and hovers over its young…
(Dt 32:10-11)

Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no
compassion on the child she has borne? Though she
may forget, I will not forget you! (Is 49:15)

As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you
(Is 66:13).

OUR FATHER WHO ART IN HEAVEN

Tina Ostrander
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For a long time I have kept silent, I have been quiet and
held myself back. But now, like a woman in childbirth,
I cry out, I gasp and pant (Is 43:14).

As God’s children, we acknowledge God as our source
and origin (1 Cor 8:6). Because we are created by God in
God’s image, we possess something of God’s nature. We
are intimately connected to our maker.

While feminine images are used to describe God, God
is not referred to as “mother” in the Old Testament. This is
largely due to the Hebrews’ calling to separate themselves
from their pagan neighbors. In ancient Israel, “Mother
language” connoted the fertility goddesses of surrounding
religions:  Ishtar of Babylonia, Cybele of Phrygia, Astarte
and Asjerah of Syria, Anath of Canaan. “To worship them
was to accept the supremacy of nature. This meant that
sexuality was at the centre of life and that sexual rites became
an important part of religious observance.”8 The God of
the Hebrew Bible transcended nature and sexuality.

For Israel, mother-goddess language “threatened not
only the purity of the faith, but also the humanity of women,
for in a religion in which the inherent dynamism of nature
is worshipped as the force which procreates life, and always
more life, women are inevitably considered as only fulfilling
a sexual role.”9 In the pagan cultures surrounding Israel,
women were often debased into mere sex objects.

THE FATHER OF OUR LORD

In the New Testament, “Father” is the image most often
invoked to describe God. Fatherhood in this context is
almost universally used to describe Christ’s relationship to
God. God is the father of our Lord Jesus Christ, and our father
only insofar as we are in Christ. Fatherhood is a relational
term. Father-Son language describes a familial relationship.
It is Jesus alone who prays to God as Father and invites us
to do the same (Mt 6:9).10

None of Jesus’ contemporaries would have dared to use
the term “Abba” (daddy) to speak to Almighty God. Yet
Jesus himself invites Christians to share in his relationship
of close personal intimacy with his father.

Jesus brings to all men and women an invitation to
become his partners in this life with the Father. He offers
us a share in that communion…. We owe it to Jesus
that we can pray “Our Father,” not only because he
taught us the prayer, but also because he invites us to
join the family of his Father.11

Thus we are bold to pray, “Our Father.” For only in
Christ may we approach our Creator with such confidence
and intimacy.12

The knowledge of God as our Father is revealed only
through Christ, in whom the fulfillment of God’s covenant
promises took place. God and Jesus, as Father and Son, are

one. As the Son, Jesus “addresses certain people called
Christians as his brothers and sisters, manifests God to them
as their Father too, calls upon them to call upon God as
Father, and confronts them inescapably with this reality and
truth.”13 In Christ, we may become united with God. This
is why our ability to address the almighty God as “Abba,
Father” is inextricably linked to our relationship with Jesus.

In Gnosticism, a post-Apostolic religious movement
which incorporated, but redefined, Christian symbols, the
Holy Spirit is identified as “Mother.” Gnosticism taught a
dualism between an evil world of matter, and a good world
of spirit. “Gnosticism had, as it were, a place for woman in
heaven as participating in creation, and a place in hell as the
temptress responsible for man’s imprisonment in sexuality.
It had, however, no place for her as a person, as a human
being on earth.”14 As a result of this popular heresy, the
early church “was profoundly suspicious of all gnostic
tendencies, and especially of any attempt to use feminine or
maternal symbols for God.”15

OUR INHERITANCE

Perhaps the most significant reason why Father language
is used in the Bible is because it serves to illustrate a
fundamental truth about our relationship to God:  We are
his “firstborn sons,” adopted as heirs to his kingdom. Only
by understanding the culture from which Scripture derived
can we understand this important reality.

According to Old Testament law, a firstborn son received
a double portion of his father’s property upon the father’s
death (Dt 21:17).16 In addition to this rich inheritance, the
birthright of a firstborn entitled him to claim preeminence
and authority (Gen 27:29; 49:3).

In Israel’s history, “God occasionally set aside the
‘birthright,’ to show that the objects of His choice depended
not on the will of the flesh, but on His own authority. Thus
Isaac was preferred to Ishmael, Jacob to Esau, Joseph to
Reuben, David to his elder brethren, Solomon to
Adonijah.”17 The Old Testament sets a precedent:  Firstborn
status is granted to those whom God chooses, not necessarily
to the eldest. God calls Israel his firstborn son, an indication
of her chosen status and favor with God (Ex 4:22). Yet
believing Gentiles are also granted the right of firstborn
sons, while unbelieving Jews forfeit their birthright, as did
Esau (Gen 25).

Esau sacrificed God’s spiritual blessing in order to satisfy
his immediate physical needs. To sacrifice his birthright was
to turn away from God, for God’s covenant promises to
Abraham were included in the birthright. The author of
Hebrews writes, “See that no one… is godless like Esau,
who for a single meal sold his inheritance rights as the oldest
son” (12:16).

Jesus is “the firstborn over all creation” (Col 1:15). “For
by him all things were created…. He is before all things,
and in him all things hold together. And he is the head of
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the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn
from among the dead, so that in everything he might have
the supremacy” (Col 1:16-18). Christ’s status as the firstborn
of God indicates his priority to and authority over all of
creation and his eternal relationship with the father (cf. Rom
8:29, Heb 1:6, Rev 1:5).

Miraculously, as believers in Christ, both men and
women are granted the rights of the firstborn:

“But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly
Jerusalem, the city of the Living God. You have come
to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful
assembly, to the church of the firstborn, whose names are
written in heaven” (Heb 12:22-23, italics mine).

We come into our inheritance through adoption (Eph
1:5). Adoption implies that we’ve been granted a status that
we do not naturally possess. Christ is God’s “natural” son,
the “appointed heir of all things” (Heb 1:2). Believers are
adopted as “firstborn sons” by grace through faith, becoming
“heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ” (Rom 8:17; cf. Gal
3:29, 4:7; Tit 3:7). Our inheritance is our birthright, which
we possess by adoption as God’s children, not as a reward
for our deeds or accomplishments.

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,
who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every
spiritual blessing in Christ. For he chose us in him before
the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his
sight. In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons
through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure
and will – to the praise of his glorious grace, which he
has freely given us in the One he loves (Eph 1:3-6, italics
mine; cf. Gal 4:5).

Through our belief in Jesus, we are marked with the
Holy Spirit, “who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance
until the redemption of those who are God’s possession”
(Eph 1:13b-14). Our “promised eternal inheritance” (Heb
9:15) is salvation (Heb 1:14) and eternal life (Mt 19:29,
Rev 21:6-7). We have become children of the King, adopted
as royal heirs of his kingdom, which has been prepared for
us since the creation of the world (Mt 25:34, Col 1:12).

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!
In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living
hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the
dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil
or fade – kept in heaven for you, who through faith are
shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation
that is ready to be revealed in the last time (1 Pet 1:3-5).

God reveals himself to us in the context of human
culture. In other words, God conveys truth using human
language and human analogies. We must therefore interpret

biblical language in light of biblical social structures. Because
Israel’s inheritance rights were patriarchal, the Father-Son
language of the Bible is uniquely able to convey the reality
of Jesus’ relationship to God and our relationship to God
through Jesus. Father symbolism reveals the fundamental
truth that by grace, through faith, a believer is adopted as
God’s own precious child, entitled to a rich and everlasting
inheritance (1 Jn 3:1).

OUR FATHER WHO ART IN HEAVEN

The Holy Spirit indwells us and reunites us with our
Creator when we enter into relationship with Jesus Christ.
We abide in him and he in us. We become the very dwelling
place of the infinite God! In prayer, we are invited by Christ
himself to invoke God as “Abba, Father” because we have
become his children.

As a fish can breathe only in water and not on dry land,
so Christians can live only as they drink from the fresh
spring of free grace which is not natural, which cannot
be won, but in which it pleases the Father continually
to love his people and to call them his children.18

The fact that we have been adopted as heirs of his eternal
kingdom ought to inspire in us a great sense of awe,
thanksgiving and praise. God has reached out and embraced
us as his children.

Christians are those who find that the world and they
themselves are loved in all the unbridgeable distance
from God which God himself has bridged, so that now
they too can and may and should love him in return—
they who are far from him, him who is near to them,
crying “Abba, Father” to him...19

It is truly astonishing that we have been invited by Jesus
to call God “Our Father” in spite of the infinite gulf that
exists between Creator and creation.

As God’s children, we are united as one body of
believers. God is not only my Father, but Our Father. God is
the Father not just of me, but of all who believe in Jesus, so
that we are all brothers and sisters to one another. We are
related, a family. As a family, we are responsible and
accountable to one another in our unity, none of us
independent of the other. Our hearts are bound together
by our recognition of God as Father, and by our common
adoption as God’s heirs.

CONCLUSION

Rather than justifying male dominance, the Father-
metaphor calls it under judgment.20 Indeed, God the Father
“did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all”
(Rom 8:32). God became a man and took the role of a
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servant (Mt 20:25-28). He humbled himself and poured
himself out for our sakes.

The true God is not in fact the omnipotent monarch
whose glory the religious attempt to reflect, but One who
divests himself of power, who hides himself under the
opposite of what the world recognizes as omnipotence.21

God himself—the Mighty One of Israel, the heavenly
King—sent his Son and heir to be a scapegoat, a victim.
God emptied himself of power in order to overcome the
powers of this world. “He chose the lowly things of this
world and the despised things… so that no one may boast
before him” (1 Cor 1:28-29).

Rather than legitimizing patriarchal power structures,
Jesus turned them upside down. He treated women with
dignity and respect, not as second-class citizens or as property.
Jesus preached not domination, but mutual submission,
compassion, gentleness, and love. Jesus did not claim power
and lord it over his subjects but rather “emptied himself, taking
the form of a servant… He humbled himself and became
obedient unto death, even death on a cross (Phil 2:7-8).

To Jesus, sonship meant not power but obedience and
his life among men was an overwhelming demonstration
of freely accepted humiliation… he not only identified
himself with people, but even with the most powerless
among them. His resurrection, his ultimate victory, is
indissolubly linked with his crucifixion.22

Christ relinquished power and took the status of a
servant in order to bring us into communion with God,
into our inheritance. In him “there is neither slave nor free,
there is neither male nor female” (Gal 3:28). As King, Christ
wills to dwell with his people, to “wipe away every tear
from their eyes” (Rev 21:4).

Masculine language for God and Christ points to a radical
shift in power. Susanne Heine writes, “A woman could not
represent the humiliated because she herself is already where
these people are. [Vicarious] representation involves the
voluntary renunciation of power and privileges.”23 The image
of a suffering female would not challenge the powers of this
world because she would be just another victim. Indeed, “a
change in gender would obscure precisely that aspect of the
biblical message most needed in an age sensitized by feminist
and liberationist critiques:  the ironic reversal of power—
including masculine power.”24  God was willing to become
powerless, to accept humiliation, in order that we might come
to know his intense love for us.25

God is infinite spirit, both masculine and feminine, both
Father and Mother. God’s Fatherhood has nothing to do with
gender.

God transcends the difference of the sexes. We call him
Father because Jesus has taught us to do so, and to cease

so to call him is to cease to pray as Jesus enjoined us. To
refuse to use any reference to God as ‘He’ and to choose
terms such as ‘the divine being’ or ‘the Deity’ is to
depersonalize God. The fatherhood of God is however
not a closed or exclusive symbolism. It is open to
correction, enrichment, and completion from other forms
of symbol, such as ‘mother’, ‘brother’, ‘sister’ and ‘friend’.
The Bible itself gives us… sufficient indication of this
openness to allow us to speak of maternal traits in God.26

Those who have interpreted God’s Fatherhood in terms
of maleness, both feminists and patriarchalists, have missed
an important paradox. The God of the Bible is not a sexist
God, but “the God of the gospel who saves men and women
from their sin and liberates them for love, discipleship, and
joyous fellowship….”27 Christ has set us free to be children
of God. At the heart of the gospel is God’s love for his
people, manifest in the suffering servant on the cross. If we
try to eliminate the symbol of the Father from the gospel,
we destroy its very meaning.28

As biblical Christians, we must focus not on worldly
misinterpretations of God the Father. Rather, we must look
at the understanding Scripture gives us. Through a true
understanding of God’s Fatherhood we are brought to a
greater comprehension of God’s nature and of our true
relationship to God and to other believers. Far from being
oppressive or repressive, God’s Fatherhood calls us into
freedom as his equally cherished and beloved daughters and
sons. Therefore, let us approach the throne of grace with
confidence (Heb 4:16), that we might enter into the abundant
blessing the Lord has for us as his precious children.

1 Jer 3:20, Hosea, 2 Cor 11:2, Eph 5:23-32; Rev 22:17
2 Garrett Green, “The Gender of God and the Theology of Metaphor,” in Speaking the

Christian God: The Holy Trinity and the Challenge of Feminism. Ed. Alvin F. Kimel,
Jr. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 62.

3 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father:  Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation
(Boston:  Beacon Press, 1973), 13.

4 Elizabeth Johnson, Consider Jesus (New York: Crossroad, 1990), 101.
5 Daly, 9.
6 See, for instance, Ex 4:22, Dt 14:1, Is 1:2, Is 63:16, Jer 3:19.
7 See also Is 31:5, Pr 1, Job 38:28-29
8 W. A. Visser’t Hooft. The Fatherhood of God in an Age of Emancipation (Philadel-

phia: Westminster Press, 1982), 130.
9 Ibid., 130-131.
10 Lk 22:42, Mt 26:39, 42, Mk 14:36, Lk 23:34, 46, John 11:41, 12:27f., Jn 17:11, 24, 25
11 Visser’t Hooft, 120-121.
12 Why doesn’t Jesus refer to God using the generic Greek word goneus (“parent,

begetter”) rather than pater (father)? One reason is that the term is less personal and
intimate than “father” or “mother,” just as “sibling” is less personal than “sister” or
“brother.”

13 Karl Barth, The Christian Life:  Church Dogmatics IV, 4, Lecture Fragments,
translated by Geoffrey W. Bomiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981), 65.

14 Visser’t Hooft, 132.
15 Ibid.
16 Parallels to this practice come from Nuzi, from Larsa in the Old Babylonian period

and from Assyria in the Middle Assyrian period. NIV Study Notes, Gen 25:5.
17 Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Biblical Words, Ed. W.E. Vine, M.F. Unger, W.

White (Nashville:  Thomas Nelson, 1985), 67.
18 Barth, 78.
19 Ibid., 59.
20 Green, 63.
21 Martin Luther, quoted in Visser’t Hooft, 126.
22 Visser’t Hooft, 124-25.
23 Susanne Heine, Matriarchs, Goddesses, and Images of God:  A Critique of Feminist

Theology, translated by John Bowden (Minneapolis:  Augsburg, 1989), 138.
24 Green, 62.
25 Visser’t Hooft, 125.
26 Ibid., 133.
27 Alvin F. Kimel, Jr., “The God Who Likes His Name:  Holy Trinity, Feminism, and the

Language of Faith,” in Speaking the Christian God, 208.
28 Ibid., 1.
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I almost didn’t hear her. She sat just outside the door,
leaning against the weathered wood on a dirt stoop. Her sari
was so old it had no color anymore. No one else acknowledged
her. Maybe she hadn’t said anything after all.

But I am getting ahead of myself.
I was in Madras visiting a project that is a part of World

Vision’s urban advance program. This 10-year-old initiative
employs community organizing as the primary tool for
promoting transformational development in urban settings.
Organizing people around common issues creates the
community framework often so hard to find in the city.

I had come to study Christian witness in the context of
our work in a country where Christian relief and development
agencies are scrutinized carefully to be sure they do not stray
from their limited mandate to help the poor.

The slum I visited is in a part of Madras just 20 minutes
from the World Vision national office. Two hundred very
poor families live here on an irregularly shaped piece of
unused land onto which the water drains during the rains.

The families were rural migrants with little education
and few prospects. Their homes were the standard shanty
type, made of whatever discarded materials could be found.
Only two families were Christian when World Vision arrived
in the slum.

Four years before my visit, two World Vision
community organizers began working in this struggling
pocket of poverty. They patiently formed relationships,
helped out in small ways, and befriended a few.

Over endless cups of tea, they talked of the possibility
of forming community organizations to address the slum’s
most urgent needs. There was little response.

“What can we do? No one cares about us. Besides, it
takes all our time and energy just to survive. It is our karma.”

Finally a group of 10 women decided they would try.
Two of the women were from the Christian families.

The newly formed women’s organization chose to focus
on trying to get the local municipality to provide a simple
sewer system that had been promised for years.

The World Vision community organizers helped the
women understand how a municipal political system works
and what motivates local government people to act.

To everyone’s amazement, the effort succeeded. The
sewers were constructed. The rain water now drained rather
than standing in the middle of the slum.

Encouraged, the women continued to work for change.
Electricity was brought into the community, and eventually
city water pipes were run to the edges of the community.

The women organized the families living in the slum to
raise the funds to extend the piping to several key locations.
By the time I visited, more than $35,000 worth of services
had been mobilized on behalf of the community with an
investment of only $5,000 from World Vision.

Something else had happened. The Christian women
on the organizing committee had been sharing their faith.

Every community organizing effort was accompanied
by prayer. A pastor from a nearby church was invited to
come to the community to preach and share.

By the time I arrived, eight of the ten women on the
committee were Christian as were 80 of the 200 families.

I met with the women on the committee in their
“office,” a one-room hut with a dirt floor and a thatched
roof. I wanted to hear their story.

It came out in that wonderful, disconnected way that
stories do when the storytellers are full of excitement and
joy. I heard faith stories one moment, community organizing
successes the next. Accounts of prayers for stubborn
government officials and for sick children, of marches and
petitions were mixed together.

Every Tuesday morning at 10 the women met to plan
their next foray in the battle to get what the slum was due
from the government or to redress grievances against local
businesses or exploitative employers.

Every Friday evening at 5, they met to pray for the
community, inviting anyone who needed prayer to come.
Many came.

After two hours the conversation began to slow, and I
began to run out of questions. I asked one more, “How has
becoming a Christian changed your lives?”

That was when I thought I heard the voice of the woman
just outside the door. I wanted to know what she said.
“Please, sister, what did you say?”

“Becoming a Christian means I can improve my house
five bricks at a time,” she replied in a quiet voice.

“Please, tell me what that means.”
She told her story in simple words. She and her husband

were among the poorest of the poor, living in a house made
of cardboard that washed away during every monsoon.
Bricks were too expensive for a couple with no regular work.

“When my husband did get a job as a day laborer, he
drank. We lived on the little I could earn.

“But when we became Christians, my husband stopped
drinking,” she reported with a bright light in her eyes. “We
decided that, since we already knew how to survive on what

FIVE BRICKS AT A TIME

Bryant Myers

Bryant Myers is Vice President for Mission and Evangelism, World
Vision International, and also President of the Board, Evangelicals for
Social Action. This article first appeared in the December 1996 issue of
the MARC Newsletter, and is reprinted by permission.
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I earned, we would save what my husband earned until there
was enough to buy five bricks.

“Then we would improve our home five bricks at a
time. This is how Jesus has changed our lives.”

WHAT KIND OF GOSPEL STORY IS THIS?

There’s a lot to ponder in this story and a lot to be
thankful for.

We hardly can miss the fact that the key players in the
story are women. Ten women provided the guiding energy
and leadership for change in the community. Two Christian
women shared the Gospel that eventually permeated the
community.

Social science research shows that women often are the
innovators, the ones willing to risk something new.
Development often begins with women. It should not be
surprising that this is true for the spread of the Gospel as
well.

We also see that the line between evangelism and social
action is pretty blurred. It’s hard to tell where one stops and
the other starts. Prayer and political action, Christian witness,
social mobilization and discipleship are all part of the story’s
seamless whole. It’s the story of a group of individuals
becoming a community and discovering the Gospel along
the way.

Also notice that the Gospel changes things concretely.
One man stops drinking, which plugs the hole through
which the family’s meager money had drained away.

There’s more here, but before I point it out, let me
introduce some related lessons from another part of the world.

LESSONS FROM OTHER PLACES

As part of her Ph.D. research, Elizabeth Brusco studied
the domestic lives of evangelical converts in Colombia. She
presents compelling evidence that the Gospel serves to
reform gender roles in a way that enhances female status by
radically transforming the culture of machismo.

As Latin males become Christian, they drink and smoke
less and extra-marital activity diminishes. Brusco noticed
that this reorientation means that money formerly spent on
these things is available for investment in micro-enterprise,
usually by the wife.

Jorge Maldonado has done research in Brazil, Ecuador,
and Venezuela, looking at similar issues relating to the family.
When people move to the city, they are uprooted culturally.
The impact is very serious.

Sexual abuse, alcoholism, homelessness and low self-
esteem are symptoms of the personal and familial upheaval
that occurs.

Urban poverty demands extraordinary strategies for
survival. Children go to work on the streets, stripped of
their childhood or adolescence. Marriage relationships are
shaped solely by the demands of economic survival.

Maldonado cites cases from the three countries that
show the impact of the Gospel. It helps the urban poor find
alternative ways of surviving in the midst of chaotic,
strangled economies. The Gospel is conserving and changing
the family in ways similar to those reported by Brusco.

The Gospel transforms lives, families, and communities.
As it is for the woman in Madras who is improving her
home five bricks at a time, the Gospel is the road to hope
and change.

THE SCOPE OF THE GOSPEL

The Gospel first transforms the person. The Gospel frees
women and men from hopelessness, drink, and adultery. It
restores dignity and personhood.

The Gospel transforms the family, healing the distortions
that poverty and sin create. Family as partnership and
mutuality emerges in the aftermath of a Gospel encounter.

The Gospel transforms culture. Money is saved for badly
needed food or clothing. Money is invested to improve a
home in Madras or to launch a micro-enterprise in
Colombia. The destructive culture of machismo is eroded
and kingdom values emerge in its place.

The Gospel even transforms the church. The whole
Gospel means the church becomes a community where
discipleship helps people love God and love their neighbors.
It is no longer possible to worship God and ignore the plight
of the people in the pew or the village.”

Sources
“The Household Basis of Evangelical Religion and the Reforma-

tion of Machismo in Colombia,” a Ph.D. thesis prepared by Eliza-
beth Brusco for the City University of New York, 1986

“Building Fundamentalism from the Family in Latin America” by
Jorge Maldonado in Fundamentalisms and Society.
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INTRODUCTION

Domestic violence is the number one health threat faced
by women in the United States today. It accounts for more
deaths than automobile accidents, muggings and rapes
combined.1 During America’s involvement in the Vietnam
War, the number of women murdered by their intimate
partners was equal to the number of U.S. military personnel
killed in battle.2 In 1981 researchers Straus, Gelles and
Steinmetz estimated that at least one third of all wives in
the United States are beaten during the course of their
marriage.3 By 1987 researchers upped the figure to a
“conservative estimate” of half of all marriages experiencing
episodes of violence at some time.4 At least ninety-five
percent of domestic violence is male against female and it is
rare for violence in a marriage to be an isolated episode.
Violence is usually a pattern in the relationship.

Most telling of all for the church, in traditional,
patriarchal marriages where the husband is “head” and the
wife “submits” there is a vastly greater chance that the wife
will be battered.5 While domestic violence is a sin6 that knows
no racial, economic or social barriers, the highest rates of
domestic violence are found in patriarchal relationships.
Church-sanctioned patriarchy is one of the primary reasons
that women remain in violent relationships.7

The essay that follows is about the phenomenon of
domestic violence among professing Christians. Domestic
violence is an evil which must be named and owned by
Christians individually and collectively. The church cannot
afford to continue to ignore domestic violence and to
sanction ideologies that feed domestic violence. To do so is
to tell the world that the good news of the Gospel is bad
news for women, a message that is patently false. How can
the church be a prophetic voice against injustice in the world
if it tolerates and even perpetuates violence against its own
daughters? The words of God through the prophet Amos
confront the church today:

I hate all your show and pretense—the hypocrisy of your
religious festivals and solemn assemblies. I will not
accept your burnt offerings and grain offerings. I won’t
even notice all your choice peace offerings. Away with

your hymns of praise! They are only noise to my ears. I
will not listen to your music, no matter how lovely it is.
Instead, I want to see a mighty flood of justice, a river
of righteous living that will never run dry (Amos 5:21-
24, NLT).

With that let us turn to a story about domestic violence
from God’s word that was written for God’s people about
God’s people. This story will serve as our paradigm for the
problem of domestic violence amidst the people of God.

THE LEVITE’S CONCUBINE: A BIBLICAL NARRATIVE
OF VIOLENCE

We meet her in Judges 19:1-30. She has no name and
does not speak. We only know her as the Levite’s concubine.
She calls the Levite “husband” but to him she is a slave. She
lives and dies in the nightmare of domestic violence. Her
suffering is not redemptive. The ancient editorial decision to
put her story at the end of Judges is deliberate. Her torture,
rape, murder and mutilation with its aftermath of civil war
bring to a bloody climax the unifying theme of the book,
summed up in the final verse: “In those days there was no
king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own
eyes” (21:25 NLT). The stark and multiplied evil found in
her story testifies to the depths of depravity that are possible
when God’s people break the covenant. Covenant-breaking
leads to a perversion of conscience. Any evil is possible when
people do “what is right in their own eyes.”

Exegetes traditionally read the concubine’s story with
only a passing interest in the concubine.8 She has a minor
role as a backdrop to the men in the story. The typical
interpretation focuses upon the men: the wants and needs
of the men, the “unheard of crime” of male homosexuality
and sadism in Gibeah, the violation of oriental hospitality
rules affecting the men, the tragic war between Israelite men,
and the need for Benjaminite men to find wives.

The problem with this hermeneutic, as Phyllis Trible so
eloquently demonstrates, is that it misses the terrifying
pathos of the story, the concubine’s story, which resonates
with the lived experience of far too many women.9 There is
more to this story’s meaning than the concerns of the men
or the proposed original Sitz im Leben. The muffled cries of
the concubine must be heard. The church must “journey
alongside the concubine: to be her companion in a literary
and hermeneutical enterprise.”10 For the concubine has much
to say to the church.

THE LEVITE’S CONCUBINE

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND THE PEOPLE OF GOD

Elaine A. Heath

The Reverend Elaine A. Heath is an ordained pastor and a Ph.D.
candidate in Systematic Theology at Duquesne University in Pittsburgh.
She is also a long-time member of CBE.
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When read with Ricoeur’s “second naiveté”11 the
concubine is Everywoman who lives with abuse. She suffers
physical, sexual, emotional, verbal, economic and spiritual
violence. She is archetypal for Christian women in particular
who attempt to leave abusive relationships only to find
themselves betrayed, hunted down, handed over and silenced
by husband, church, clergy, family of origin and the
community. The very institutions that should protect a
woman’s life become co-conspirators in her destruction.

Notice the relationships in the concubine’s life. Her
husband is a Levite, a man from, of all things, the priestly
tribe. She is betrayed into his hands by her father, to whom
she has fled for refuge from her husband.12 As the Levite
returns home after reclaiming his runaway concubine, they
must spend the night in Gibeah. The old man there who
offers sanctuary to the Levite and concubine is a model of
loyalty to the sacrosanct institution of hospitality. But his
beneficence is for men, not women. When village men come
at night demanding to have sex with the Levite,13 the old
man quickly offers them a substitute: his own virgin
daughter and the concubine, to “ravish them and do to them
the good in your eyes” (19:24 RSV). The institution of
hospitality is inviolable. All the males must be attended to.
The evil men cannot simply be refused. They too must be
shown “hospitality.” The women have no voice, neither the
concubine nor the old man’s virgin daughter, for they exist
to satisfy the wishes of the men. Their lives are worth less
than the institution.

The Levite suddenly pushes the concubine out into the
dark with the violent men, who torture and rape her until
dawn. She falls unconscious at the old man’s door, her hands
piteously holding onto the threshold of the door. Her
husband, upon finding her in the morning, orders her to
get up. There is no feeling for her, no thought for her. When
the concubine is murdered14 and dismembered by her
husband afterward there are no negative consequences for
him. He successfully shifts the blame to the men of Gibeah,
civil war ensues and 600 more women are kidnapped and
violated, their families murdered, their lives given over to
satisfy the needs of the men. The cycle of violence continues.

Why did the author of Judges end the book in this
way? Is the concubine simply a foil for the important (male)
actors in the story or is her story a primary story? I propose
that the latter is true.

The concubine’s suffering, the circumstances
surrounding her death and subsequent carnage are the final,
incontrovertible proof of the author’s point. What is the
author’s point? Covenant-breakers are capable of any evil.
For covenant-breakers, conscience progressively deforms into
“everyone doing what is right in his own eyes.” Conscience
is no longer the internalization of the Torah. It is now the
internalization of Canaanite depravity. The Levite, the
concubine’s father, the old man and the men of Gibeah all
“do what is good in their eyes” to the concubine. They follow
their evil consciences. The other men of Israel in declaring

war on the Benjaminites follow their consciences. The rape
and plunder of the 600 women and the destruction of their
homes and families is the final act of conscience, concluding
with the words: “In those days there was no king in Israel.
Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.” The author’s
terse, matter-of-fact report of the events underscores the
grim reality of it all.

A primary theme of the Book of Judges is that the people
of God progressively lost their conscience.15 Inevitably the
innocent suffered.16 The violence committed against the
concubine ought to be unthinkable among God’s people.
Institutions ought not be more precious than human life.
But God’s people have gone astray. They have devolved into
Sodom and Gomorrah but things are worse, for there are
no angels to intervene. Every person in this story is an
Israelite, is numbered among “the people of God.” This
story is a picture of what ought never exist among the people
of God, of what it “looks like” when God’s people drift
from God’s law and allow their consciences to be determined
by idolatrous values, by whatever is “right in their own eyes.”
This story is a call for reformation.

A CALL FOR REFORMATION

Read from a Christian, typological perspective, the story
of the Levite’s concubine is a negative paradigm for the
church about conscience gone bad, about the grim reality
of something that “ought never be” among the people of
God. It is a call for reformation of Christian conscience.
The concubine is the Christian woman who suffers violence
at her husband’s hands. She calls him “husband” but the
relationship is one of master and slave. The Levite is her
husband, perhaps her “Christian” husband.17 The father is
the woman’s Christian family of origin, while the old man
who presides over the inviolable institution of hospitality,
offering sojourners a refuge from evil, is a symbol of clergy
who preside over the sacrosanct institution of marriage. Who
are the men of Gibeah? They are we whom God has led out
of the Egypt of sin into the Promised Land of redemption,
only to have given ourselves over to a new kind of bondage.
We have bought into the oppressive systems of the “powers
and principalities”18 embraced by the idolatrous world.19 The
men of Gibeah are all of us in the church who ought to
model redemption from the curse20 of patriarchy but who
instead perpetuate the curse as the very will of God. For
Gibeah, the morality of patriarchy “seems right in our own
eyes.” We can scarcely imagine anything else.

We Christians who are appalled at Gibeah make the same
mistake the rest of Israel made in declaring war on Benjamin,
if we simply take up arms against patriarchy and march in
to do a matricentric21 version of pillage, plunder and rape.
Gendered hierarchy is not the answer. Nor is violence.

The Word of God calls the Church instead to a
reformation of conscience, to a re-forming of conscience
concerning relationships between women and men that are
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rooted in redemption instead of the curse, patterned after
the relationship within the Trinity and empowered by the
indwelling Holy Spirit. This “new” (actually ancient)
paradigm for men and women is revealed at Pentecost (Acts
2:17-18) when the Spirit is given to men and women alike.
It is spoken of by the Apostle Paul who writes: “For in
Christ there is no longer Jew or Gentile, slave or free, male
or female. For you are all Christians–you are one in Christ
Jesus (Gal 3:28). It exists in its original form in the Garden
of Eden between Adam and Eve, prior to the entrance of
sin. The reformation of Christian conscience concerning
women and men requires that we begin by naming the ways
in which women and men in the church work together to
perpetuate the old way of the curse.

PATRIARCHY, THEOLOGY, HERMENEUTICS AND
CONSCIENCE

How do the woman’s abusive husband, family of origin,
clergy and church collaborate in the battered woman’s
destruction? How responsible is the battered woman for her
suffering? Is the abuse her fault? Does she “bring it on”
somehow, or if she stays with the batterer does it mean she
wants to be abused? Who is responsible for the sin? To answer
these questions we must look at the relationships between
patriarchy, theology, biblical hermeneutics and conscience.

At its core, violence against women is the logical
conclusion of patriarchy.22 Patriarchy is an ideology, a system
of beliefs, values and behaviors that systematically privileges
men at the expense of women. It assumes that men are
inherently superior to women. As Hammond notes, in
patriarchal societies such as our own, “it is instructive to
view patriarchy first and foremost as a type of conscience.”23

While it is true that the degree of patriarchal conditioning
varies from one individual, family, congregation or
denomination to the next, the presence of patriarchy in
American society is pervasive. When reinforced with
religious teachings and practices that promote patriarchy as
God’s created, original order, it becomes a nearly invincible
power in conscience formation. Conscience, moreover, as
moral theologian Anne E. Patrick argues, is not simply a
private, internal, individualistic judge. From both biblical
and contemporary perspectives conscience is a profoundly
social phenomenon.24 This reality is clearly seen in the role
of the “patriarchal Christian conscience” in the interlocking
network of relationships that contribute to the battered
woman’s destruction. Such a conscience deeply influences
the victim, her husband, family, congregation and clergy in
their responses to her plight.

It is beyond the scope of this essay to discuss the origins,
history, breadth and depth of patriarchy in the church, with
patriarchal interpretations of the Bible, patriarchal
interpretations of ecclesiology, and so forth.25 For our
purposes let us consider just a few of the ways in which the
church uses patriarchal theology and hermeneutics against

the victim of domestic violence, thereby participating in the
sin against her.26

When a battered woman goes to a pastor for help with
the abuse, there are five common responses.27 In the first
four responses the pastor sides with the abuser. First, women
are not believed and so are sent away without help or
support. The refusal to believe may be a passive, non-
committal stance by the pastor.28 The woman is often asked
what she did to bring about the abuse.29 (This response
suggests, of course, that battering is acceptable, that a
woman deserves it.) The next response is similar, but worse.
The woman’s story is denied by the pastor. She is accused
of exaggerating or making up the story, especially if her
husband is an active member of the church.30 The third
response is abandonment–the choice of “the priest and Levite
passing by on the other side of the road.”31 The pastor
believes the story but simply refuses to get involved because
it is a messy and potentially dangerous situation. The pastor
may shame the woman for putting up with the abuse, or
ask her why she doesn’t “just leave.” This response, too,
puts all the responsibility on the woman. Occasionally a
woman goes to a pastor who does the right thing. He or
she gives complete support, believes her story, neither shames
nor blames her nor requires her to make decisions too soon,
helps her get to a safe place, and helps her find resources
she needs in order to heal. This response, unfortunately, is
the rare exception. Most of the time the clergy are the old
man of Gibeah. Sanctuary is for men, not women. Husbands
must be allowed to “do what is good in their eyes.”

When James and Phyllis Alsdurf interviewed 80 abused
Christian women from conservative Protestant traditions, the
women said almost without exception that their pastors
responded to their disclosure of abuse by focusing on the
woman’s need to change in order to keep the relationship
together. The pastors did not speak of the man’s need to
change or the woman’s need to protect her life and her children
being greater than the need to protect the marriage. The
appearance of maintaining the marriage was the most
important thing, and that depended entirely upon the woman.
Clergy made it clear that “the woman is not welcome in the
church family unless she stays with her abusive husband and
takes the burden of responsibility for change upon herself.”32

In conservative Protestant circles in particular, it is not
uncommon for male pastors to tell battering victims to “go
back and submit more, pray harder and regard the abuse as
an opportunity to suffer for Jesus’ sake.”33

Writing of such clergy’s culpability in perpetuating
domestic violence in the African American church, Frances
E. Wood refers to the “yoke of violence” that is part of
woman’s “membership fee” in the church. “This yoke
consists of silencing, ignoring, degrading, and dismissing
women’s experience, especially those experiences that reveal
the nature and extent of oppression perpetrated against them
within the [faith] community.”34 The real taboo, Wood
insists, is not the violence, but talking about the violence.
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The concubine must not be given a voice to tell her
story. If her story does leak out, she is only to be interpreted
as a foil to the men in her story. It is the abuser’s needs that
are most important, the maintenance of the institution at
women’s expense, the unchallenged toleration of Gibeah’s
values. The old man will even sacrifice his daughter. This is
the sin of the clergy.

The voice forming the skewed clergy conscience, thereby
the actions of the “old man of Gibeah” is that of patriarchal
hermeneutics, that is, Bible scholars and theologians who
train the clergy to interpret scripture through the lens of
patriarchy. Such interpretations of biblical texts regarding
marriage and divorce are key both in women’s staying in
abusive marriages and in the opposition women receive from
clergy, family of origin and congregation, if they attempt to
leave an abusive relationship. These interpretations are
almost without exception done by interpreting the biblical
text outside of its historic, literary and theological contexts,
but this is not readily apparent to the average lay Christian.

Citing Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:31-32,35 the Protestant
church has traditionally argued that divorce
is only permissible in cases of adultery, if even
then.36 This continues to be the position of
many evangelical churches.37 Sexual infidelity
is seen as the only reason a woman can
legitimately seek a divorce.38 If her life is in
danger she may be permitted to separate from
her abusive husband, but she is not permitted
to divorce him unless he commits adultery.39

If she does go so far as to divorce him over
the abuse, then she becomes an “adulteress”
and cannot remarry later on, since to do so
would be to cause her new husband to
“commit adultery.”40 Instead she is expected
to live the rest of her life single and celibate,
with the shame of being a perpetual
“adulteress.” To be an adulteress is to face
eternal judgment, she is told from Hebrews
13:4. God’s mercy is not available to her for she is choosing
to live in perpetual “adultery.” It is not explained to the woman
how she can be “an adulteress” without being sexually involved
with someone else. She is typologically labeled an adulteress
for leaving her abusive husband, which “breaks the covenant.”
He is not typologically labeled an adulterer even though he is
the one who actually broke the covenant with his violence.

With this same hermeneutic the abused woman who
wishes to leave the relationship is quoted Paul’s words
forbidding the Christian in an “unequally yoked” marriage
to initiate divorce (1 Cor 7:10-16), followed by Peter’s
instructions to wives to submit to non-Christian husbands
(1 Pet 3:1-2). These admonitions are used to keep her with
her violent husband in order “that he may be won over
without a word by his wife’s conduct, when he sees the
purity and reverence”41 of the submissive woman’s life. The
concubine is told, in other words, that her suffering is

redemptive for the Levite. He is worth whatever pain she
must endure so that he can be “saved.”

Finally the woman is reminded of the first half of Malachi
2:16: “For I hate divorce, says the Lord, the God of Israel.”42

The victim of abuse is left feeling that God is clearly on the
side of her abuser because to God the marriage contract is
more valuable than the woman’s life. (If there are children,
it is more important that they have a father living in the
house than that he be a safe father.) The woman is made to
feel responsible for keeping the marriage covenant intact
even though her husband is the one who breaks the covenant
with his violence (Mal 2:16b).

For the battered woman, marriage is not a partnership
between equals based on friendship and mutual respect.
Marriage is a hierarchical relationship in which she calls
the man “husband” but he treats her as a concubine, a
sexual slave with few boundaries or rights of her own. For
the Christian woman whose conscience has been formed
by this hermeneutic, and whose family of origin,
congregation and pastor accept and perpetuate this

hermeneutic, the stakes are very high
indeed for leaving an abusive marriage. To
leave is to violate her (patriarchal) Christian
conscience. It is to incur the rejection of
every Christian support system the woman
has. She does not hear an alternate voice
coming from God’s people, offering a way
of redemption from bondage. Like the
concubine, she sees no angels coming to
her defense. If she does flee to her
patriarchal family of origin for help, they,
like the concubine’s father, send her back
for further abuse. This is the sin of her
family. It is for this reason that many
Christian women who finally leave abusive
husbands also leave the church.

There are other reasons, of course, that
Christian women along with women in

general remain in battering relationships. Fear is a major
motivator. The thought of her husband’s rage if she should
try to leave is enough to keep her stuck. Studies have shown
that even though one-third of all police calls are concerned
with domestic violence, police are reluctant to get involved.43

Women learn that the police will not protect them. A call to
the police will cause the husband’s violence to escalate, which
is even more terrifying. Indeed, the woman’s fear is not
unfounded. Many of the murdered women cited by the
Surgeon General’s statistics were women in the act of leaving
abusive partners.

The fear involved in battering systematically disempowers
a woman by destroying her self-esteem. Like POWs who have
succumbed to their captors’ brainwashing, she becomes unable
to make decisions, trust her perceptions or to consider her
real options. She becomes convinced that her thralldom is
the only option. Most of the time the woman is economically
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disempowered as well, so that the thought of survival on her
own (especially if she has children) seems impossible.

Perhaps the strongest force that keeps her in bondage
is that the battered woman is persuaded during the
“honeymoon” phase of the abuse cycle,44 that the sweet,
contrite, remorseful husband who swears never to hurt
her again, is her “real” husband. He was simply overcome
by anger which, she tells herself, she brought on with her
failure to please him or failure to anticipate his needs. She
convinces herself that she can try harder and will please
him enough that he will continue to be his true, loving
self and he won’t have to hurt her again. Moved with the
desire to more diligently attend to her husband’s wishes,
she takes complete responsibility for the violence and
determines to be more submissive.

As a pastor I have counseled with several battered
women who rationalized their husbands’ abuse by
psychologizing, saying their husbands had a terrible
childhood, were never loved adequately, were themselves
abused, etc. These women’s families of origin encouraged
the psychologization, arguing that if the wives would simply
love their abusive husbands unconditionally, it would heal
the men’s pain and the abuse would stop. It is one of the
bitter ironies of such situations that the women’s parents
are filled with compassion for their son-in-laws, but
oblivious to the agony of their daughters. They are willing
to sacrifice their own daughters at the altar of the son-in-
law’s pain. Usually the families do this during the
honeymoon phase, swayed by the batterer’s “remorse.”

In the concubine’s story we first meet the Levite in the
honeymoon phase of the cycle, where he sways the woman
and her father: “Then her husband arose and went after her
to speak tenderly to her in order to bring her back, taking with
him his servant and a pair of donkeys. So she brought him
into her father’s house, and when the girl’s father saw him,
he was glad to meet him (Jdg 19:3, NASB).” (Italics are
mine. The literal Hebrew is “to speak to her heart.”) Once
he arrives at the concubine’s father’s house and gains entrance
with entreating words, the sweetness is over. The terrifying
tension begins to mount. The cycle repeats itself.

As we have seen, domestic violence is the logical
outcome of patriarchy. It is perpetuated in the church when
clergy, the victim, her husband, family of origin and faith
community internalize patriarchal hermeneutics and
theology. It is reinforced by the world outside the church
which also perpetuates the systemic privilege of men at the
expense of women. The solution within the church is based
upon a reformation of conscience–the formation of a new
heart and a new mind concerning the “place” of women
and men in the world.

A NEW HEART, A NEW MIND, A NEW LIFE

Now that we have seen some of the ways patriarchal
theology of the wife, husband, family of origin, clergy and

church are implicated in the ongoing cycle of domestic
violence, let us consider what kinds of consciousness-raising
are necessary for each of these to form a truly Christian
conscience concerning domestic violence. For it is the
formation of conscience that will lead to a conversion–a
radical reversal from the individual and systemic beliefs,
values and actions that perpetuate domestic violence. Because
the remainder of this discussion is concerned with conscience
formation we will focus less on crisis intervention protocol,
and more on the change of heart process that will bring a
radical reduction to the epidemic of domestic violence in
the church.45

In order to turn from death to life, the battered woman
must be helped to take responsibility for her part in ending
the abuse. While this is much more likely to happen in the
context of a supportive faith community with the help of
family and friends, she must ultimately choose to do
whatever is necessary to reclaim her life.

The battered Christian woman’s commitment to holy
obedience can actually be a powerful tool to help free her
from bondage. What she needs to learn is that God’s
judgment is against the abuse and that God’s will is for her
to be free of abuse. God’s will is for her to take responsibility
for herself (and her children) in order to love herself as she
would love and care for any other person. Many feminists
today such as Judith Plaskow argue that the failure to take
responsibility for herself is the besetting sin of women.46

Clergy, biblical hermeneuts, theologians and family members
can do much to help a woman see the holiness of this process.
A Christian woman must be helped to see that by choosing
to say “no” to abuse she chooses to say “no” to sin. Her
husband’s sin against her must not be enabled.47 In choosing
to save her life (and her children’s lives) she is honoring
God and actually saving her family:

The intent of family, or marriage, covenants is to provide
a place where justice, mercy and love are lived out in
keeping with God’s covenantal ways. But when the
family environment deviates from this intention due to
the presence of abuse or violence, then the saving grace
is to release the victim from the obligation. In families
afflicted by domestic abuse, the only way to save the
family is to allow the victim the opportunity to
rededicate herself to life abundant in an environment
free of abuse… Saving the family means ending the
violence that is destroying it.48

From a theological perspective, women in the church need
to hear from the pulpit and read in Christian education materials
the truth that their bodies are “temples of the Holy Spirit”
(1 Cor 3:16-17). To care for themselves and to protect their
personhood is one of the signs of holiness. When women begin
to see themselves in this light, as persons made in the image of
God, it is, in Carol Schlueter’s words, “the first light of dawn,
a resurrection.”49 This is the fundamental paradigm shift that
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helps a woman use her commitment to holy obedience, to
courageously get out of the abusive situation.

It is no small challenge for pastors and other care-givers
to help an abuse victim see herself in this way, because her
sense of selfhood is profoundly diminished. Jeanine Sparks,
a therapist who specializes in violence intervention and
recovery, asks survivors to think about what they would say
to a little girl who came to them and said she was being
battered. She asks them to imagine how they would care
for this little girl and protect her. By locating their need in a
hypothetical child, women are usually able to come up with
healing strategies for the “child.” This exercise builds a bridge
toward locating the need and worth within themselves and
toward taking responsibility for themselves.50 Whether it is
through therapy, conversation with a friend, a Sunday school
class or sermon, the woman needs to hear that God is on
her side and wants to help her say “no” to abuse.

Is there hope for batterers to heal? Yes, but their healing
requires “tough love” and cannot be used to force the
woman back into the relationship in the future.51 The choice
to heal is not a genuine choice if it is simply
another way to gain control over the
woman. For men who batter, “the most
loving response [by the church] may be the
development of systems of accountability
and consequences that stop their destructive
behaviors.”52 The church must avoid the
common temptations to avoid or cover the
problem by offering the perpetrator “cheap
grace” and sympathy, by blaming the victim,
or protecting the abuser from
consequences.53 Indeed, the most difficult
part of helping a batterer to change is in
getting him to take responsibility for
himself. His pattern is to externalize his
problems and blame them on others,
particularly his wife.54 During a group
session with twenty-five incest offenders
they said the worst thing that had happened
to them was quick and easy forgiveness from the clergy to
whom they “confessed.” By being sent home assured of
forgiveness without having to make restitution or work
on the issues that led to the abuse, they were relieved of
responsibility and continued to abuse their families.55

Cheap grace facilitated their ongoing abusive patterns. The
same is true for men who batter.

Repentance for the batterer will include owning his
sin, getting individual counseling56 for the issues involved
in his abuse, and submitting himself over a substantial
period of time to an accountability structure that involves
legal consequences for his actions. Many forms of abuse
are illegal. The perpetrator must be made to face the
consequences of his actions. While it is the battered
woman’s decision as to whether to report her husband to
the police, clergy and family members can help by

supporting her in that decision and helping her find out
how to make such a report.

Often a batterer will appear to undergo a miraculous
conversion after his Christian wife leaves him. He will appear
to be a new man—contrite, loving, ready to rebuild a
relationship with her. He may attend church regularly, weep,
read his Bible and pray publicly. It is critical that clergy and
the woman’s family not put pressure on the woman to rejoin
her abusive partner and give him another chance at this
point, for “it is virtually impossible for true repentance to
take place, i.e., a fundamental change of self, without expert
help and a structure of accountability.”57 Most of the time
the sudden “conversion” is part of the honeymoon phase.

In the best case scenario the abuser truly does repent. He
turns around and goes in a new, life-giving direction. His
wife may even be able in time to forgive him and the
relationship be restored. Yet in the best of cases this process
is slow, because the repeated violation of her trust is very
difficult to heal. Genuine forgiveness on her part begins with
a thorough inventory of how she has been abused and how

the abuse has affected her. Nothing can be
minimized. Forgiveness must not be hurried.
As Marie Fortune says, it is the last step of
healing. The first steps are truth-telling about
the abuse, deprivatization/breaking the
silence, deminimizing and hearing the whole
story, and protection of the vulnerable. These
must be completed before the last step may
be taken.58 Forgiveness is preconditioned
upon the experience of justice in which the
abuse the woman has suffered is fully
described and condemned.59 The woman
experiences justice in the act of naming the
offenses, having her pain validated by others
(especially clergy and family), seeing the
abuser held accountable for what he has
done, and in the best cases, seeing the abuser
move through the hard work of therapy and
other recovery work in order to truly reform

his life. The unfortunate reality is that most abusers do not
truly repent or reform. Because that is true, clergy, family,
congregation and theologians must be prepared to help the
woman to grieve the loss of the marriage, and help her to
rebuild her life with the grace of God.

Consciousness-raising in the local church may be
approached in several ways. Clear definitions of what
constitutes physical, sexual, and psychological abuse are
necessary so that clergy and laity can name the violence for
what it is. Seminary and continuing education courses, books
and videos on domestic violence can go a long way toward
equipping clergy with this information. The clergy in turn
can help educate congregations through sermons, guest
speakers, seminars, classes, and encouraging the
congregation to sponsor a battered woman’s shelter.60

Without this kind of education it may be difficult for women
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to name their abuse or for clergy and family members to
spot it and help women become free from abuse.

Consciousness-raising also includes the challenging task
of interpreting the biblical texts concerning marriage, divorce
and remarriage. Malachi 2:16 can be used to show that
violence breaks the marital covenant (thus is a form of
typological adultery) as surely as does sexual adultery. Jesus’
prohibitions concerning divorce must be taught in their
historic, cultural and theological contexts, which were
situations in which sexually adulterous men were frivolously
divorcing their wives. Virtually all the biblical prohibitions
against divorce, when viewed in context, are protective of
women in the cultural contexts in which they were written.
Teachings on marriage and divorce should be given in the
context of the Bible’s larger message of the meaning of
covenant. That is, both partners are responsible to keep the
covenant, not just the wife. Finally, these teachings must be
given in the context of the Bible’s overarching message of
grace for broken, needy people. The good news of the Gospel
is that of salvation. Divorce, though grievous and to be
avoided, is sometimes necessary “because of the hardness of
men’s hearts.” The woman who files for a divorce in order to
legally end a covenant which her violent, unrepentant spouse
has broken, is not sinning in filing for the divorce. She is not
an adulteress and is not bound to remain single and celibate
for the rest of her life. The God of justice and of mercy is on
her side in saying “no” to death and “yes” to life.

What does it “look like” when congregations repent,
when there is a reformation of conscience in the church? It
begins with developing congregational awareness of the
issues in domestic violence. Congregations need to be
challenged to develop attitudes and behaviors that help
survivors find safety and healing. Congregations that are
truly repentant in this context become prophetic voices in
the church at large and in the world, by giving a voice to
the statistics and the stories of the “Levite’s concubines.”
On a larger scale and at a deeper level the repentant church
renounces gender stereotypes and the ways in which it has
perpetuated patriarchy in its polity, ecclesiology, and social
structures. The repentant church becomes one in which men
and women are seen as equal partners in church, home and
society, and whose gifts are developed and welcomed in the
church at every level of leadership. Equality and mutual
submission (Eph 5:21) are the norm:

In its own internal life, the church must make every effort to
embody social conversion through structures and institutions
which will serve justice and witness social conversion to all
people. Christians must strive to insure just external structures
of organization within the church and just internal structures,
that is, the authentic use of its myths and symbols in order
to enhance justice. It must embody and teach authentic values
to which wider society may be blind. The sacramental life of
the church must witness the social nature of sin and the social
nature of salvation.61

A NEW STORY

Neither patriarchy nor its violence should have a place
among the people of God. If we, the people of God, will
give ourselves over to redemption from the curse of
patriarchy, we will be able to write a new version of the
story of the Levite’s concubines who come to us.

In the new story the battered woman who leaves the
abusive relationship will be offered refuge and healing love
by her family of origin. They will listen to her pain, believe
her, help her secure the resources she needs in order to
rebuild her life. They will do the hard work of introspection
to see if there is any way in which their family system is
“setting up” other family members to enter into an abusive
relationship. When the Levite shows up at the door they
will see and hear with eyes and ears of truth. They will not
hand the woman over for further abuse.

The clergy will mediate the presence of Christ to her
and will companion her in her healing journey, offering
protection from the destructive ideology of the “men of
Gibeah.” The clergy will discern the evil of giving primacy
to institutions when those institutions become agents of
death which violate the sanctity of human life. In their
teaching and preaching the clergy will empower the woman
to “rightly interpret the word of truth”62 concerning her
value and dignity as a person made in the image of God and
concerning the nature of true marriage and true submission.
They will help her to regain self-esteem and will provide
her with healthy, biblical images of God that will protect
her from further abuse. The clergy will help the woman
grieve the loss of the marriage if termination of the marriage
is necessary. An annulment or something like it will be
available for her as a part of her healing process.63

What of the men of Gibeah–the patriarchal church? They
will be confronted and called to repentance by the men,
women, clergy, couples, congregations and theologians who
have chosen to live in the Promised Land as people redeemed
from the curse. The men of Gibeah will not be negotiated
with or empowered by God’s people to continue their
oppression of women. They will be held accountable, as
will the woman’s husband. The Levite will not be allowed
to hurt her any more, or blame her for his evil, or treat her
like a slave, or pass violence on to the next generation. In
the new story perhaps, yes, perhaps even the Levite will
convert. This is to be hoped for, but will not have primacy
over the woman’s life.

When the story ends like this, the world will see and be
astonished, for then the words of Amos will be true in a
way that radically challenges the brokenness of this world.
The prayer of Jesus64 will be answered in a way it never has
been except in isolated places and times.65 The men and
women of God will “be one” in mutuality and love, as Jesus
is one with the Father. The watching world will know in a
way it never has known, that the Gospel according to Jesus
is true.
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lated,” Adams and Fortune, 146-47.
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der her. His congregation refuses to believe the abuse happened
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31See Jesus’ parable of “the Good Samaritan,” Luke 10:25-37.
32Alsdurf, 9-10.
33Ibid., 9.
34Frances E. Wood, “Take My Yoke Upon You,” in A Troubling In

My Soul, Emilie Townes, ed. (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1983), 39.
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certificate of divorce. But I say to you that anyone who divorces
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adultery” (NRSV, cf. Mt 19:9).
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ing liturgy for persons going through divorce. The United Meth-
odist Book of Worship (Nashville: The United Methodist Pub-
lishing House, 1992), 626. The Roman Catholic Church does
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ing violence of abusive husbands! See “Divorce and Violence:
Synonymous Parallelism in Malachi 2:16,” Ashland Theologi-
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43Joyce Hollyday, “The Nightmare of Abuse,” Sojourners 17 (Feb-
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the man and woman, which finally results in a violent, degrad-
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phase. Lenore Walker, The Battered Woman (New York: Harper
& Row, 1979), 56-69. According to Dobash and Dobash, the
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Joy M.K. Bussert, Battered Women: From a Theology of Suf-
fering to an Ethic of Empowerment (New York: Lutheran
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45For an excellent primer on intervention protocol for clergy see
Carol Findon Bingham, ed., Doorway to Response: The Role
of Clergy in Ministry with Battered Women (Chicago: Illinois
Conference of Churches, 1986).

46Hans Schwarz, Evil: A Historical and Theological Perspective.
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responsibility of family members in perpetuating alcoholism
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48Mitzi N. Eilts, “Saving the Family: When Is the Covenant Bro-
ken?” in Adams and Fortune, 450.

49Schlueter, 260.
50Jeanine Sparks, telephone interview by author, 13 November

1997, East Liverpool, Ohio.
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battering cycle from the abuser’s perspective see Bussert, 41-53.
52Fortune and Poling, Adams and Fortune, 451.
53Ibid., 451-52.
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utes to the batterer’s dependence on his wife, who does all the
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not feel and to regard feeling as a despised feminine attribute.

55Fortune and Poling, Adams and Fortune, 453.
56Couples counseling is ineffective at best and can actually be dan-

gerous in abusive relationships. Batterers are manipulative and
will use the counseling experience to control their wives. The
woman usually will not tell the therapist what is really going on
since to do so is to invite disaster when she gets home. None of
the therapists to whom I refer clients will counsel a batterer and
his wife together. Instead they insist on separate counseling for
each partner, and will only do marital therapy after the offender
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an offenders’ recovery program (Columbiana County Mental
Health Center, Lisbon, Ohio) . For more on intervention see
Schlueter, 261-62.

57Adams and Fortune, 459.
58Ibid., 202-203.
59Ibid., 201-206.
60In the Western Pennsylvania Conference of the United Method-

ist Church, for example, all clergy were required to attend a two-
day seminar on domestic violence in November, 1997. Clergy
were educated as to how to respond to battering victims who
come for help, how to spot a battering relationship, how to make
referrals, resources that are available such as battered women’s
shelters, speakers, etc. and how to educate the congregation. For
a list of resources clergy and congregations can use see Adams
and Fortune, 505-509.

61O’Keefe, 91.
62 2 Tim. 2:15.
631n this respect the Protestant church could learn much from the

Roman Catholic church. The Roman Catholic sacramental un-
derstanding of what constitutes true Christian marriage and the
possibility of religious annulment for “in-valid” marriages offer
powerful resources for healing.

64John 17:21.
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dating back to the time of the Apostles. The 17th century
founders of the Society of Friends, George Fox and his wife
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I recently had the dubious honor of being the only female
passenger in the first class cabin of a crowded jet. As the
plane landed and taxied toward the terminal I, like all the
men around me, quickly gathered my belongings and stood
in the aisle. Apparently the ground crew was having difficulty
opening the door, and after about ten minutes of listening to
mechanical parts grind back and forth, one man, standing
inches behind me blurted out, “Oh, it’s probably some stupid
woman who can’t figure out how to open the door!” The
other men chuckled, and I smiled like one of the boys, feeling
strangely invisible and deeply humiliated by the entire
circumstance. Yet, I couldn’t help but wonder if individuals
would be as inclined to vent racist rather than sexist attitudes?
Would they be as inclined to admit they thought Asian or
African-Ameicans inept, particularly if one were present?

Covert (and perhaps unintentional) sexism is often as
invisible to the perpetrators as it is to the victims. For example,
I know of a successful Christian bookstore that sells buttons
with “funny” slogans on them such as: “I’d quit school but I
need the rest” or “I’m a male chauvinist pig.” The first slogan
is, perhaps, humorous; the second, in my opinion, is another
example of our wide and blind practice of demeaning women.
Would that bookstore sell buttons that read “I’m a racist” or
“I’m anti-Semitic”? What’s the difference? If racism (the
erroneous belief that one race is superior to another, and the
exercise of power of one race over another) is a sin, so is
sexism. I might even dare to argue that sexism (the erroneous
belief that one sex is superior to the other, and the exercise of
power of one sex over another) is a particularly heinous sin,
when one considers that women are almost always an
oppressed people within every oppressed people.

I am frequently reminded of the many parallels that exist
among disadvantaged peoples. Recall the rhetoric some used
to support slavery in the U.S.: some argued from Scripture
(persons of color descended from Ham, the wicked son of
Noah [Martin Marty, Pilgrims in Their Own Land, Boston:
Little, Brown & Co., 1984, p. 242]); some argued on the
basis of anatomy  (African-Americans have smaller brains [ibid.,
p. 256]). Who has not heard similar rhetoric with regard to
women? I remember listening to a highly respected Evangelical
psychologist tell a radio audience that women have brains which
are lateralized to the left, and hence are best suited for non-
analytic, non-leadership, social service, and domestic roles. And,
of course, one camp of scholarship points to Eve, her failings,
and the subsequent (and just) subjugation of her gender.

It seems to me that one of the problems of injustice is
that it casts a dense, seemingly impenetrable shadow over
the face of God. In an account of Southern slaves in the U.S.
we observe the following logic:

“Massa, may I ask you something?”

“Ask what you please?”

“Can you splain how it happened in fust place, that the
white folks got the start of black folks, so as to make dem
slaves and do all de work?”

“Uncle Pete, it’s no use talking, It’s fo’ordained. The Bible
tells you that the Lord fo’ordained the blacks to work,
and the white man to boss”

“Dat’s so Dat’s so. But if dat’s so, then God’s no fair
man!” [ibid., p. 242)

I am compelled to ask whether the secular feminist
movement is a result of women asking whether “God is a fair
man”?

Mercifully, the church in certain quarters continues to fight
the sins of sexism. Christians within our own Gordon-Conwell
community strive to make the problems of sexism visible.
Recently, a Gordon-Conwell professor tried to impress on a
class that women in many nations around the world are forced
to endure oppression and abuse in many forms. For example,
women in Moslem countries are often not permitted to
immigrate without written permission from the male head of
the household, nor are they permitted to drive cars. Following
the class one could overhear Gordon-Conwell students (both
male and female) laughing at the thought of their female friends
denied the right to drive. I could not help but wonder, would
we be as inclined to laugh at a situation that deprived any race
or ethnic group the right to drive a car?

Please don’t misunderstand me, I’m as guilty as anyone,
and the problems women face are only just becoming visible
and audible. As our recent Ockenga lecturer Haddon Robinson
reminded us, unless we see ourselves as the Levite and Pharisee
in the story of the good Samaritan, we haven’t understood the
potency of our sinfulness, nor the power of God to use despised
and unlikely instruments to save us. Since we are all in need of
mercy, let us turn a merciful ear to the cries of women, and
work to expose and extinguish the sin of sexism.

Finally, those of us who find ourselves in positions of
power should view the influence we wield as an unearned
gift, as a privilege and not a prerogative, for we are all
ultimately powerless before our Lord. It seems to me that
God has called the more powerful to display greater
responsibility in serving the less powerful, in faithful
submission to the truth, that in Christ there is neither male
nor female, Greek nor Jew, slave nor free.

FROM MY POINT OF VIEW

AN INVISIBLE PEOPLE, AN INVISIBLE PROBLEM
Mimi Haddad

MiMi Haddad holds an MATS from Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary and is pursuing doctoral studies in historical theology. She is
currently Coordinator of Public Affairs and Development for CBE.
This article was first printed in Brown’s Hill TRIB, April 1991, and is
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