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I Tertius . . .
Cara Quinn created and graciously provided the 
artwork displayed on the cover of this issue of 
Priscilla Papers. Cara runs Know Your Mothers, 
a project seeking to empower women in the 
church by uncovering buried stories of women 
from the past (see https://knowyourmothers.
com and @Knowyourmothers on Instagram). 

Cara also created the artwork for the fall 2020 cover of CBE’s 
Mutuality magazine and wrote the article, “Six Black Female 
Artists Christians Should Know,” in that same issue (https://
cbeinternational.org/publication/mutuality-blog-magazine/
print-archives).

� e cover art is titled, “� e Levite’s Concubine.” In the context 
of Know Your Mothers, it accompanies “Take My Story to Heart: 
� oughts from the Levite’s Concubine in Judges 19,” a creative 
writing piece by Kimberly Dickson. Kim also wrote the opening 
article in this issue of Priscilla Papers, “Rape, Dismemberment, 
and Chaos in Judges 19–21.”

When I became editor of Priscilla Papers, I knew I would be 
working with many articles about what could be called the core 
biblical texts, those texts over which complementarian/egalitarian 
debates are commonly held: Genesis 1–3, Deborah in Judges 4–5, 
Song of Songs, 1 Corinthians 11 and 14, Galatians 3:28, Ephesians 
5, 1 Timothy 2, etc. And I knew, of course, that I would encounter 
other texts and themes as well.

What I did not expect, however, was how frequently articles 
submitted to Priscilla Papers would grapple with “texts of terror,” 
to borrow a now-common phrase from Phyllis Trible’s 1984 book, 
Texts of Terror: Literary Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives. 

Nevertheless, the � rst issue I worked on (fall 2014) included 
pieces on Jephthah’s daughter and on Tamar of 2 Samuel (by 
Rollin Ramsaran and Deirdre Brouer, respectively). In that same 
issue, we reviewed Philip Esler’s book, Sex, Wives, and Warriors
(Cascade, 2011), which includes chapters on Bathsheba, both 
Tamars (Gen 38 and 2 Sam 13), and other alarming texts. Over 
the years, the horrors of Judges 19 keep coming up, again (“A 
Negative Model of Manhood in Judges 19” by Craig Keener, spring 
1995), and again (“� e Levite’s Concubine: Domestic Violence 
and the People of God” by Elaine Heath, winter 1999), and 
again (“Voices of Outrage against Rape: Textual Evidence from 
Judges 19” by Deirdre Brouer, winter 2014), and again (“Judges 
19 as a Paradigm for Understanding and Responding to Human 
Tra�  cking” by Chuck Pitts, fall 2015), and again (“He Made Her 
Play the Harlot: Judges 19 through the Lens of Domestic Abuse” 
by Evelyn Sweerts-Vermeulen, summer 2021), and still again in 
the present issue.

In hindsight, though I did not anticipate encountering just as 
many articles like these as I do articles addressing so-called core 
texts, I am not surprised. It seems that sin still prowls the world 
like a roaring, devouring lion (cf. 1 Pet 5:8)—hence the theme of 
this issue, “Overcoming the E� ects of Sin.” 

� is editorial will continue onto a second page in order to make 
you aware of some developments in gender-accurate Bible translation.

N. T. Wright, The New Testament for Everyone

First, I was pleased to discover that N. T. Wright’s translation of 
the NT is now freely available at BibleGateway.com, as � e New 
Testament for Everyone (NTE). Wright’s translation is not new. It was 
published in 2011 as � e Kingdom New Testament: A Contemporary 
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Translation, and before then it became available in increments 
as part of the “For Everyone” commentary series (Matthew for 
Everyone, Mark for Everyone, etc.). Wright’s main purpose was 
not to create a gender-accurate translation. Nevertheless, certain 
features of his translation will tend to be viewed positively by 
egalitarian readers. �ese include, for example:

•	 Wright’s choice not to separate Ephesians 5:21 and 
5:22 with a subheading.

•	 Wright’s translation of 1 Timothy 2:11–12: “�ey 
must study undisturbed, in full submission to God. 
I’m not saying that women should teach men, or try 
to dictate to them; rather, that they should be le� 
undisturbed.”

•	 Wright’s use of “brothers and sisters,” or other 
expressions, instead of “brothers.”

Translations within commentaries are helpful because the 
translator has ample space to explain her or his choices. In this 
case, Wright’s translation has been removed from its original 
context (a commentary series), and as a result some texts have lost 
their clarity. For example, Wright translates Romans 16:7 as “Greet 
Andronicus and Junia, my relatives and fellow prisoners, who are 
well known among the apostles. . . .” His wording, “well known 
among the apostles,” could be viewed as a compromise between 
the competing options, “outstanding among the apostles” (NIV) 
and “well known to the apostles” (ESV). But his commentary 
clari�es, “the phrase ‘well known among the apostles’ doesn’t 
mean that the apostles knew her and Andronicus . . . but that they 
are apostles. . . . She has the same status as all the other apostles, 
including Paul himself ” (Paul for Everyone: Romans [Westminster 
John Knox, 2004] 134).

NRSV Updated Edition

�e New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition (NRSVue) is 
a revision of the 1989 NRSV. �e National Council of Churches 
of Christ in the U.S.A. holds the copyright. It is currently available 
for purchase in digital format from Friendship Press and the 
Word@Hand app; print editions are anticipated later in 2022.

�ough the NRSV made signi�cant progress toward gender-
accurate Bible translation, it also le� much to be desired for 
egalitarian readers—to a certain degree in 1989 and even more 
in hindsight. You can expect a fuller review of the NRSVue when 
print and searchable online editions are available, but for now, two 
examples (drawn from friendshippress.org) will provide some 
optimism to readers of Priscilla Papers.

Matthew 2:1

NRSV: “In the time of King Herod, a�er Jesus was born 
in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men* from the East came 
to Jerusalem,”

*Or astrologers; Gk magi

NRSVue: “In the time of King Herod, a�er Jesus was 
born in Bethlehem of Judea, magi* from the east came 
to Jerusalem,”

*Or astrologers

Galatians 1:11

NRSV: “For I want you to know, brothers and sisters,* 
that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of 
human origin;”

*Gk brothers

NRSVue: “For I want you to know, brothers and sisters, 
that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of 
human origin.”

In the Galatians example above, the wording of the NRSV and 
NRSVue is identical. �e di�erence is that the later edition lacks 
a footnote. �e 1989 footnote implies that “brothers and sisters” 
is an expanded, adapted, non-literal translation of the Greek 
word for “brothers” (adelphoi, singular adelphos). Removing the 
footnote was a good decision, and the website rightly explains, 
“adelphos is not intrinsically gender-exclusive” (NRSV Updated 
Edition: Bible Sampler, xxii). To try to adopt the point of view 
of �rst-century Christians may help us think clearly about this. 
When such Christians heard, for example, one of Paul’s letters 
read aloud in a house church, and the letter addressed them as 
adelphoi, the women and men in the group did not hear this word 
di�erently. It is not the case that the men heard it directly and 
literally (“adelphoi refers to us men”) while the women heard it 
indirectly and metaphorically (“adelphoi refers to those men, but 
it can also connote us women”).

Surprising Steps

�e summer 2021 issue of Priscilla Papers included a review of 
the 2020 revision of the Christian Standard Bible (CSB) titled, 
“Surprising Steps in the Right Direction.” �e review identi�ed 
a modest trend among complementarian Bible translators toward 
certain egalitarian translation choices. �e review noted, for 
example, that the 2020 revision of the CSB changed “fathers” 
to “ancestors” over 200 times. Going back a step, the �rst CSB 
(2017) was a revision of the Holman Christian Standard Bible 
(HCSB), �rst published in 1999. �e 2017 CSB moved away from 
its predecessor, the HCSB, and used “brothers and sisters” to 
translate adelphoi about 175 times.

Shi�ing to a di�erent translation, I am pleased to report that 
the 2020 revision of the New American Standard Bible (NASB, © 
�e Lockman Foundation) translates adelphoi as “brothers and 
sisters” (or adelphos as “brother or sister”) about 150 times. CBE 
International does not endorse the NASB, and Priscilla Papers will 
not be publishing a fuller review of it. Nevertheless, its treatment 
of adelphoi is signi�cant as further evidence for the trend noted 
above, especially since the NASB is widely assumed to be the most 
literal English Bible (though neither the NASB translators nor the 
Lockman Foundation would make such a vague claim).

CBE continues to recommend gender-accurate Bible translations 
such as the Common English Bible (CEB), the 2011 NIV, and the 
NRSV/NRSVue. If patriarchy and androcentrism are results of sin, 
and if such translations work against patriarchy and androcentrism, 
then perhaps we can say they are part of overcoming the e�ects of 
sin—the theme of this issue of Priscilla Papers.

. . . greet you in the Lord.
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Rape, Dismemberment, and Chaos in Judges 19–21
Kimberly Dickson

�e unifying theme of Judges 19–21 is the dismal failure of 
Israel to care for their most vulnerable, ultimately contributing 
to the demise of the nation. �is theme is the culmination of two 
di�erent agendas within the story. �e �rst and more obvious 
is the backstory of a devastating civil war due to the collapse 
of hospitality, a value central to Israel’s national identity. �e 
second is an illustration of Israel’s moral degeneracy that could 
only be reversed (or so they thought) through a new form of 
government, a monarchy. Like concern for the “least of these” 
shrouded in Israel’s hospitality rules, Israel’s moral collapse is 
symbolized in its degenerate treatment of women, both through 
an individual and the broader group she represents.1

Structure and Placement

Structure and �emes

�e overarching structure divides this tale into three parts. 
Chapter 19 provides the backstory with what could be termed 
a “human interest story” that culminates in a Levite calling 
the tribes together to incite civil war. Chapter 20 describes 
the tribes’ rationale for civil war and 
the battles that lead to its military 
outcome. Chapter 21 wrestles with 
the future of the tribe of Benjamin, 
as Israel seeks to provide wives 
for the tribe’s remaining warriors. 
Embedded within this structure 
are recurring ideas that drive the 
theme of the story. �ese four ideas are: “the heart”; hospitality 
manipulated, denied, and abused; sexual abuse and outrage; 
and the destruction of women.

Judges 19–21 is a grim ironic narrative.2 Intentionally 
contrasting with Lot’s guests in Sodom in Gen 19, Judges 19 uses 
the same plot but reshapes it so the reader recognizes the irony.3
Features common to the two stories include sojourners seeking 
hospitality, being taken in by another foreigner, a mob seeking 
to sexually assault the guests, a host seeking to protect his 
guests using the same words to the townsfolk, and girls o�ered 
in the place of the men. �e di�erences between the stories are 
where the gruesome irony becomes apparent.4 One set of God’s 
representatives arrive immersed in prayer to protect while 
the other comes as a pimp; one protects the weakest while the 
other thrusts the weakest out to protect himself; one physically 
grabs the family to take them to safety while the other grabs the 
devastated to take her to dismember.5

�e irony continues beyond the Genesis/Sodom and Judges/
Gibeah parallel. �e story revolves around terminology of 
“the heart.” �e Levite intends to persuade the girl to return 
by “speaking to her heart.” Instead, he makes his own “heart 
merry” with his father-in-law and with the host in Gibeah. 
Likewise, the tribes of Israel advise one another to “set their 
heart” on the dismembered girl as they consider their actions. 

Instead, by the close of Judges 21, the women of Israel have been 
“dismembered” like the concubine.6

�e lament that surrounds the story solidi�es the grim 
irony: “In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people 
did what was right in their own eyes” (NRSV). What was right 
in their own eyes was evil in the eyes of God and all others.

�e book of Judges begins with the accounts of morally 
upright and good leaders, only to progressively descend until it 
reaches its most ignoble conclusion with the �nal two stories at 
the close of the book, Judges 17–18 and Judges 19–21.7 Together 
they demonstrate the revolting depravity into which the nation 
had fallen without a king, as the stories are uniquely surrounded 
by and even interrupted by the saying, “In those days there was 
no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own 
eyes” (NRSV).

Each of these two stories is centered on the actions of a Levite 
who is meant to serve as an intermediary with God but, instead, 
is wholly inept and unquali�ed to lead the people. In Judges 
17–18, not only is the Levite tainted by idol worship, but he 

also lacks the leadership clout to stop 
the Danite tribe from annihilating a 
“quiet and trusting people” (18:27). 
At sword point his courage fails him 
and he acquiesces to their genocide. 
�e �nal Levite ups the ante, actually 
instigating civil war. Again, irony 
seeps through these stories as Levites, 

who were never meant to be a warrior tribe, are central to these 
unholy wars.8

Canon Position and Its Signi�cance

�e Jewish and Christian canons position Judges di�erently, 
revealing emphases in their traditions. �e Jewish canon 
juxtaposes Israel’s abysmal leadership and abuse of women in 
Judges with the book of Samuel. Directly following the demise 
of women in Judges, Eli summarizes how great a sin YHWH 
considered sexual abuse against women in his warning against 
his own sons. He states that their sexual use of women serving 
at the tent of meeting is worse than sinning against men (1 Sam 
2:22–25). Instead, this type of abuse incites the judgment of 
YHWH (1 Sam 2:27–36). True to Eli’s word, YHWH removes 
leadership from Eli’s descendants and through Samuel transfers 
the leadership to a monarchy.

Alternatively, the Christian canon reacts to the violated 
hospitality, which destroyed rather than protected the weakest 
of society, by placing the story of Ruth and Naomi directly 
a�er Judges.9 �is canonical placement highlights that both the 
concubine and also Naomi and Ruth return to Bethlehem in 
distress. But instead of Bethlehem failing to protect a vulnerable 
girl, the defeated widow and powerless foreign daughter-in-law 
are honored and protected, and they �ourish. Hospitality ful�lls 
its role of protecting the weakest of society.

“In those days there was no king in 
Israel; all the people did what was 
right in their own eyes” (Judges 
21:25 NRSV). 
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Judges 19–21: Section by Section

Judges 19:1–10, Something is Not Right

�e concubine and the Levite are introduced in the midst of 
con�ict. �e concubine has no voice throughout the narrative, 
yet her one action launches the entire story. She has �ed a day’s 
journey to her father’s house in Bethlehem. �e term used to 
describe her, na’ara, refers to a girl just married, likely between 
twelve and fourteen years old, right a�er puberty begins.10 Yet 
her marriage is not one that gives her the legal rights of a wife. 
Rather, she is a concubine with the status of a slave.11 �e Hebrew 
word indicating why she ran away has to do with prostitution 
or harlotry. However, the ancient Greek translation omits any 
reference to prostitution, saying she le� angry or repulsed by 
the Levite. Pamela Tamarkin Reis bridges this di�erence by 
arguing that the Hebrew text is most naturally translated to 
say that the Levite was prostituting her.12 �is understanding 
is consistent with the biblical documentation of ancient 
leadership and priestly involvement with temple prostitution. 
Examples can be found in the 
story of Judah, who assumed he 
had slept with a temple prostitute 
rather than his daughter-in-law 
Tamar (Gen 38), as well as in 
the story of Eli’s priestly sons’ 
sexual use of women who served 
at the tent of meeting (1 Sam 2:22–25).13 �e Greek translation 
“repulsion” would be sympathetic to a young girl with the 
status of a slave rather than a wife; taken to be prostituted, she 
runs away in anger or disgust to her father’s house.14 True even 
of some pimps today, to get her back the Levite knows he must 
“speak to her heart.”

When the Levite journeys to persuade her to return, her 
father’s behavior further alerts the reader that something is not 
right. Daughters are not expendable in Israel, and her father 
thus provided a safe place for his daughter to �ee for the past 
four months.15 When the Levite arrives, the father protects his 
daughter by manipulating the rules of hospitality. He o�ers 
the Levite a joyous welcome, thereby performing the host’s 
duty of keeping his son-in-law from losing face. �is action 
maintains his power to stall his son-in-law’s (and by extension 
his daughter’s) departure. �rough inebriating his son-in-law 
(making his heart merry) daily, he makes it nearly impossible 
for the Levite to depart on his own terms.16 Phyllis Trible 
con�rms this power-play by noting that the father-in-law insults 
the Levite’s “tent,” as compared to his own “house” where he 
has been able to extend grand hospitality.17 Mieke Bal also 
recognizes the power competition around who keeps the girl.18
Ultimately the father-in-law’s e�orts fail. Defeated, he shares his 
foreboding about them leaving at a time unsafe to time—the 
evening of the ��h day.19

Judges 19:11–21, Vulnerable Travelers

While the section before introduced hospitality manipulated, 
this section reveals hospitality denied, and then only granted 

through an immigrant. Irony is introduced as the Levite 
discriminates against foreigners in Jebus, only to be denied 
hospitality by fellow Israelites in Gibeah. However, a fellow 
sojourner from the hills of Ephraim �nds them sitting in the city 
square as evening descends. He listens to their story and likely 
recognizes the representation of God, as the Levite makes his 
case that they are heading to the House of YHWH. Following 
the hospitality rules of his Israelite identity, he o�ers his own 
home, warning them against spending the night in the square.20
His warning likely alerts the reader that he is aware of an unsafe 
undercurrent against foreigners.21

Judges 19:22–30, �e Levite’s Character Revealed

While the old man, the host, entertains and makes their “hearts 
merry,” the city “scoundrels” come to the house and demand “to 
know” the Levite. In a desperate e�ort to protect his guest, he 
seeks to minimize his own foreignness by addressing the mob as 
“brothers,” which indicates legal equality.22 He then rebukes the 
mob for such a vile proposal using the word nebalah, meaning 

“vile” or “outrage.” It hearkens 
to the sexual prohibitions of Lev 
18, where homosexual acts are 
described as an abomination. 
Instead, the host o�ers what he 
considers the lesser of two evils, 
his own virgin daughter and the 

concubine.23 In contrast to Lot, he speci�cally tells the mob to 
rape and abuse these girls and do what is good in their eyes, 
equating rape to that which is good.24

�e mob rejects both him and his proposal. But when the 
Levite “seizes” and thrusts out his concubine to them, they 
rape the girl all night, releasing her early in the morning. She 
crawls to where the Levite, now called her “master,” is housed 
and collapses.25

�e Levite gets up in the morning, ready for an early start 
home alone, as all the verbs for departure are expressed in the 
third masculine singular.26 He had already disposed of his 
concubine. �us, the Hebrew expresses surprise, “behold,” when 
he �nds the girl collapsed at the door, touchingly with “her hand 
upon the threshold” as if reaching for him and safety. When she 
does not respond to his order that she get up and go with him, 
he loads her on his donkey. Upon reaching home, he “seizes” her 
to dismember her, in the same way that he “seized her” to thrust 
her out the door to be raped and abused all night. As he had 
sacri�ced her for his safety in Gibeah, he now cuts her up like an 
animal sacri�ce.27 He then sends the parts to the twelve tribes 
of Israel. When the Israelites see the dismembered body parts, 
they counsel themselves to direct their hearts towards this girl 
as they decide what to do.

Judges 20:1–19, �e Israelites Gather, Seek Reconciliation, and 
Prepare for War

�e Israelite men gather to hear the details of what happened, 
whereupon the Levite lies. Instead of describing the Gibeahites’ 
intent to rape him, he reports that they meant to kill him, 
but instead abused his wife and she died.28 Just as the text is 

Something is not right. Daughters are 
not expendable in Israel.
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ambiguous regarding who killed her, he fails to say that he threw 
his wife out to protect himself. He does, however, readily admit 
that he dismembered her. His point of view reduces the story to 
his loss of property through Benjamin’s violation of hospitality.

�e Israelites lose focus on the girl as the Levite touches 
upon the core of their identity in the care of sojourners. �ey 
must always provide hospitality in remembrance that their 
early ancestors were sojourners. Furthermore, the law required 
special care to be given to Levite sojourners.29 Israel’s anger did 
not correspond to the host’s revulsion at the threat of same-sex 
rape because they had not been told the whole story. Likewise, 
their anger was not about the girl’s treatment, as evidenced by 
the Levite feeling free to reveal that he had dismembered the 
girl, and the Israelites’ later actions of murdering, abducting, 
and o�ering hundreds of innocent girls to tra�cking, forced 
marriage, and resulting rape. Rather, Israel was horri�ed that 
hospitality to a fellow Israelite, a Levite no less, was so violated 
that it resulted in the loss of his property, his concubine.30 In 
essence the Benjamites had denied their heritage, which could 
not be tolerated. 

Israel vowed not to go home until justice was complete. 
To their credit, they �rst confronted the tribe of Benjamin to 
demand they o�er up the scoundrels, giving Benjamin an 
opportunity to demonstrate solidarity with Israel and evade 
war. �e highly skilled warrior tribe of Benjamin refused, in 
e�ect pronouncing a declaration of secession. Civil war ensued. 
In seeking YHWH’s support for what they had already decided, 
Israel asked who should �rst attack Benjamin, rather than if they 
should attack. Tellingly, the girl’s tribe of Judah was selected—
the tribe most likely to desire revenge.31

Judges 20:20–28, �e Humbling of the Israelite Tribes and the 
Annihilation of Benjamin

To the surprise of the Israelite forces, they were routed by 
Benjamin—twice. �e �rst twenty-�ve thousand deaths brought 
the Israelites before YHWH in tears. �en they gathered 
themselves to �ght again and in one day lost eighteen thousand. 
�is defeat humbled the Israelites who, for the �rst time, asked 
YHWH whether they should be at war at all. YHWH answered 
that Benjamin would be delivered into their hands. Israel did 
rout Benjamin, but the killings were abominable. Rather than 
remembering the killing of an innocent girl and vowing not 
to do the same, Israel killed essentially all the inhabitants of 
Benjamin, as well as their livestock and any innocent bystander 
they came upon.

Judges 21:1–14, Murder of Jabesh-Gilead, Save the Virgins

�e Israelite warriors then made oaths denying their daughters 
marriage to surviving Benjamites, reminding the reader that, 
like the concubine, women had no voice. �ey doomed the 
existence of the tribe of Benjamin by murdering their wives 
and children and withholding their own daughters. But in 
further irony, they blamed YHWH instead of recognizing that 
it was their own doing. Again, a�er their reckless actions, they 
brought o�erings before YHWH. But YHWH remained silent. 
�us, they devised their own plan that accomplished two of 

their goals. In retaliation against the city of Jabesh-Gilead for 
its restraint in not joining the civil war, they abducted the city’s 
virgins and annihilated its remaining inhabitants.32 Israel then 
delivered the 400 traumatized girls to the surviving Benjamites 
to be raped as “wives.” 

Judges 21:15–25, �e Final Act of Israelite “Justice”: Abduction 
and Rape of Worshipping Girls

Still in need of 200 more girls, the next plot did not include the 
consent of all the Israelite men to anticipate the complaints of 
fathers and brothers. �is plan gave Benjamin permission to 
abduct the young girls who came to dance before YHWH at 
an annual festival in Shiloh. �e group deciding these girls’ 
fates preyed on guilt of their fathers and brothers to give their 
abducted girls as gi�s.33 �us the story ends, with Benjamin 
given full blessings to abduct and rape girls celebrating before 
God. Israel, satis�ed that justice was complete, went home. In 
deep irony the narrator dryly remarks, “In those days there was 
no king in Israel, everyone did what was right in his own eyes.”

Theological Significance for the Church

�is story is so troubling that commentators throughout history 
have tended to avoid it.34 �en as now, they struggled with how 
to demonstrate any hope that could speak to the Jewish and 
Christian faiths. In truth, it is a story that does not intend to 
show hope, but to serve as a warning through illustrating the 
moral depths to which humanity can fall.

•	�e Levite demonstrates corrupt leadership, 
where those who are meant to protect instead 
abuse, use, and sacri�ce the most vulnerable for 
their own pleasures, �nancial gain, protection, 
and political means.

•	�e host in Gibeah demonstrates the vulnerability 
of immigrants in a host culture, where they are not 
seen as equals and are targeted for abuse.

•	�e deeply entrenched value of hospitality for 
vulnerable outsiders demonstrates how a positive 
value can be marshalled as a war cry and thus 
eclipse its primary value and commit in gross 
degrees the same crime that incited the war.

•	 Israel’s devastation at the hands of Benjamin 
demonstrates how damaging war can be when 
God’s intentions are not humbly consulted before
such action is taken.

•	�ese events demonstrate that those who seek to 
resist the hysteria of national sin are o�en targeted 
for destruction.

•	 Israel’s vows to withhold their daughters from a 
Benjamite marriage demonstrate how promises 
and actions made in the heat of a great injustice can 
cause even more harm. �is further demonstrates 
how easy it is to blame others, especially YHWH, 
rather than accept responsibility.
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•	And �nally, the slow demise of women over the 
course of Judges, concluding with this horri�c 
rape and dismemberment, demonstrates how 
easy it is for a people to target and sacri�ce a 
distinct population group whom they once valued 
as equals, whose wit, skill, and intelligence had 
previously saved and enriched them as a people.

�is demise parallels the Israelites’ history. Like Joseph who was 
Egypt’s second in command and saved his people, Deborah’s 
leadership among men saved Israel. But like Israel, who was 
eventually enslaved by Egypt, the Levite’s concubine and the 
women of Israel were enslaved and devastated by men. As the 
Israelite slaves called out for salvation, so too did the women of 
Judges 19–21.

�e editor of Judges lamented the depravity into which the 
people of Israel had fallen. Doing what was good in their own 
eyes, they lost sight of all that was good. �e narrator sought 
salvation and displayed, through the �nal two stories of the 
corrupt Levites, that religious leadership sat at the pinnacle of 
corruption. �erefore, the nation needed a king who could at 
least impose laws to reign in the excesses of a sinful people.35
However, as the canon reveals, the kings and their laws become 
just as corrupt and abusive as the religious leaders.

Ultimately this yearned-for salvation can only come through 
one who can love others more than oneself. It must come from 
one willing to be sacri�ced when the “scoundrels” demand 
abuse, rather than to thrust others out to be sacri�ced in one’s 
place. Salvation must come from one whose heart is focused on 
the salvation needed for all, the weak and vulnerable as well as 
the mighty and corrupt. �e good news is this salvation came 
through the Jewish story, through Jesus. 

Judges 19–21 is a warning to those of faith, that when hearts 
have lost focus, and people do what is good in their own eyes, all 
that is good and precious will be lost. �e warning must work 
to direct hearts and eyes back to the servant King who saves the 
weak and the mighty and restores a world where women and 
men serve together as respected equals.
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The Problem

Decades a�er many denominations �rst ordained women, there 
is still a dearth of women pastors, especially those serving at 
senior levels of leadership in the church. �is is true, in fact, in 
churches that espouse egalitarian theology and employ female 
pastors. Many churches have yet to proactively identify and 
address the barriers that women clergy still encounter. A myriad 
of barriers—theological, cultural, historical, sociological, and 
institutional—continue to keep women clergy from �ourishing 
at all levels of leadership and must be addressed for women in the 
church to gain equality with men. My research identi�es systemic 
barriers that women clergy in egalitarian, evangelical churches 
in America encounter and o�ers solutions that empower women 
clergy to �ourish. Empowering women pastors to �ourish is a 
vital issue for women, for men, for the church, for the world, and 
for the kingdom of God. Women pastors are empowered when 
they have internal and external resources and the support to 
access opportunities at all levels of leadership in the church so 
they can fully actualize who God has made them to be, using 
their gi�s and abilities without limitations due to their gender.

Today, the majority of mainline denominations, as well 
as some evangelical churches and denominations, ordain 
female clergy. However, even with this progress, many women 
pastors continue to struggle and encounter what many have 
termed the “stained-glass ceiling.”1 Women pastors o�en feel 
unsupported in their call to ministry and in their seminary 
education. �ey �nd few pastors willing to mentor or sponsor 
them. �ey struggle to �nd congregations willing to hire them 
and give them leadership opportunities. �ey experience 
other inequalities in the workplace, such as lower pay, lack of 
preaching opportunities, and lack of opportunities to advance 
to the highest levels of leadership—to positions such as senior 
pastor, solo pastor, denominational or network leader, or 
megachurch pastor.2

From 1976 to 1980, only about 6 percent of clergy in the United 
States were female. From 2012 to 2016, the percentage of women 
clergy increased to approximately 20 percent.3 Despite large 
percentages of female seminarians and increased numbers of 
female clergy in some denominations, women still lead only 
a small minority of American congregations. �e growth of 
women in pastoral ministry at the end of the twentieth century 
did not lead to sustained growth for women in church leadership.

�e overall percentage of congregations led by women has 
not increased since 1998.4 Barbara Zikmund, Adair Lummis, 
and Patricia Chang hypothesized at that time that clergy women 
would be allowed into ministry but at low to mid-level positions, 
that the patriarchal system within the church would continue to 
allow men to de�ne the boundaries of ministry, and that clergy 
women would experience a reactionary backlash from men who 
do not want to relinquish power.5

In 2012, while women could serve as the head clergy person in 
three out of �ve American congregations,6 they served as senior 
or solo pastoral leaders in only 11 percent of congregations.7
Women led only 2 percent of evangelical congregations in 2009.8
According to the Benchmarking Women’s Leadership study, 
the biggest barrier to women clergy is advancing into senior 
positions in larger, more in�uential churches.9 In megachurches, 
the percentage of women senior pastors is signi�cantly lower 
than the percentage for all churches. In 2018, less than 1 percent 
of American megachurches were led by a female senior pastor.10
Today, there are even fewer.11

With the decline of mainline denominations and the increasing 
signi�cance of nondenominational evangelical churches, church 
plants, and megachurches with an almost completely male 
network of leadership, women face increasing challenges.12
Nondenominational churches have no prescribed theology, 
polity, or practice. Such churches, because they are not part 
of a denominational structure, have little accountability and 
provide few statistics regarding women pastors; however, one 
might assume the numbers are similar or even smaller due to 
the pervasive conservative theology in evangelicalism.

It remains a widespread phenomenon that, while many 
churches and denominations express willingness to ordain women, 
they do not encourage women to seek leadership, place them in 
thriving churches, or pay them as well as their male counterparts. 
Just as in other sectors, the appointment of the �rst woman to 
a position of power rarely leads to consistent appointments of 
women to powerful positions.13 Additionally, according to Kate 
Bowler, regardless of a church’s theological position on women in 
leadership, the preaching and teaching are overwhelmingly le� to 
men. Megachurches are not hiring women for signi�cant teaching 
positions, which indicates they also are not willing to hand over 
leadership to a woman. Very few women are found in the line of 
succession.14 �is loose coupling of theology and practice describes 
the incongruity between o�cial organizational policy and actual 
organizational practices that is prevalent in churches.15 While 
the number of denominations permitting female ordination has 
increased, uno�cial practices o�en fail to implement the stated 
policies or strive to reach gender parity. 

Many evangelical churches that employ female pastors have 
yet to proactively look at the practices, assumptions, and beliefs 
that create the barriers women clergy aspiring to leadership 
still encounter. Women pastors are empowered when they have 
the internal and external resources and the support to access 
opportunities at all levels of leadership without limitations. 
When women pastors are empowered, they are able to �ourish 
and actualize who God has made them to be.

Methodology

I contacted male and female clergy from evangelical, egalitarian 
churches with women in positions of leadership. Two networks 
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of churches were surveyed. One network is comprised of a 
megachurch and its daughter and granddaughter churches 
which were planted over the course of several decades. �e 
churches in this network identify as evangelical yet have a long 
history of employing female pastors and leaders at most levels of 
leadership. Since each church is governed independently, there is 
some variation in their theology and practice regarding women 
in church leadership. �e second is a local network of a global, 
evangelical church-planting organization. �e global church 
planting network is egalitarian and seeks to empower female 
church planters and leaders; however, the network is open to 
churches of various theological traditions. As a result, churches in 
this network have a broader range of views on women in church 
leadership and do not necessarily enact the egalitarian views of 
the global organization. �e research sample included thirty-�ve 
church sta� members, twenty-one men and fourteen women, 
of whom two were network leaders, ten were senior pastors, 
��een were associate pastors, and ten were ministry directors. 
While all the senior pastors were male, both men and women 
were represented as associate pastors and ministry directors. 
Participants were between the ages of thirty and sixty-nine.

For this study, contextual and perceptual information 
was needed. Contextual information primarily included the 
number of male and female pastors, elders, preachers, and 
ministry directors; theological views; human resources policies 
and practices. Perceptual information was collected about 
individuals’ experiences in church leadership. �is study was 
particularly interested in females’ perceptions of barriers to 
their leadership, their perceptions of male coworkers, and male 
clergy’s perceptions regarding barriers female clergy encounter.

Key Findings

�e data from this study’s questionnaires and interviews clearly 
show visible and invisible barriers preventing women from equally 
accessing all levels of leadership in congregations. Generally, while 
evangelicals support women in church leadership in certain 
roles, the highest roles are still o� limits.16 �e key �ndings for 
this study are:

1. Women are underrepresented in leadership in 
egalitarian, evangelical churches.

2. Female clergy encounter external barriers at 
multiple levels.

3. Male clergy fall short in understanding and 
addressing barriers for women in leadership.

4. Issues relating to sexuality, such as purity 
regulations and pornography, are a major barrier 
for female clergy.

5. Barriers have a negative impact on female clergy.

6. Current e�orts to remove barriers are good but 
insu�cient.

7. Changes must be made at multiple levels to remove 
barriers for female clergy to �ourish.

Key Finding 1: Women are Underrepresented in Leadership in 
Egalitarian, Evangelical Churches.

�is study brought to light that there are especially few fully 
egalitarian, evangelical churches. Most of the churches in this 
study, while having female pastors, still put limits on women’s 
leadership. �is demonstrates how intertwined evangelicalism 
is with complementarianism. Many faithful women are serving 
in evangelical churches, seeking to use their gi�s and abilities for 
the church and the kingdom of God, yet constantly struggling 
to �nd churches that will free them to fully lead. Many female 
clergy and leaders choose to leave evangelicalism for this 
reason, opting to utilize their gi�s in more liberal or mainline 
denominations or outside the walls of the church where there 
are fewer or no limits placed on them by male leaders.

�e data from individuals and churches in this research 
paralleled the data for churches across America. Even in 
churches that seek to empower women, women are signi�cantly 
underrepresented at the highest levels of leadership. Every 
church in this study has always had a male, never a female, senior 
pastor. �e churches had an average of only 21 percent of pastors 
who were female. Additionally, the churches represented had on 
average 230 percent more women in ministry director positions 
than in pastoral roles. Data regarding the elder boards show a 
similar pattern. �e average percentage of female elders reported 
was 22 percent, with only one church reaching the 50 percent, 
hence “egalitarian,” mark.

�e numbers show that, while most of the churches 
represented in this study are seeking to hire female clergy and 
include women in most levels of leadership, almost all are falling 
signi�cantly short of accomplishing their goals. While 97 percent 
of the churches represented reported that women can hold 
most positions of leadership except senior pastor or elder, only 
54 percent of the respondents said they put no restrictions on 
women. Considering the actual numbers of female pastors and 
elders in the churches represented, it is clear that the practices in 
these churches do not line up with their theological positions or 
stated church policies. 

Explanations for the data are varied and barriers will be 
explored later; however, a few initial observations are relevant 
to this �rst key �nding. First, some individuals reported that 
their churches are moving toward equality for women in 
leadership, indicating that their churches’ goals or policies 
to allow female pastors or elders were relatively new or in the 
process of implementation. �at these churches are working 
toward full inclusion of women is encouraging. Nevertheless, 
many churches appear to promote tokenism, where they 
support female leadership in policy or in sermons yet settle for 
a low percentage of representation by women as pastors and 
elders. One female respondent described this phenomenon: 
“Sometimes I feel like people just want one woman in the 
room so that they can have ‘representation,’ but then aren’t 
concerned with including other voices around the table.” 
Another woman explained:
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[I have] some frustration over the inequality on our sta�  
between how many pastors and directors are male and 
how many are female, as well as how rarely a woman 
teaches from the platform. I don’t see a lot intentionally 
being done to raise up or equip new female teachers to 
bridge that gap. We voted to permit women to serve 
as elders two years ago, but we currently only have 25 
percent of our elder board that is female and very little 
progress has been made for women in other areas.

Other data exempli� es organizational ambivalence and tokenism. 
Ninety-four percent of those surveyed said their churches only 
have females preaching a few times a year. It is not surprising 
that the frequency of female preaching is extremely low since 
all the churches represented have male senior pastors who are 
typically the gatekeepers to the pulpit. Additionally, female 
preachers notoriously receive negative pushback from evangelical 
congregations that maintain some forms of patriarchy. One 
interviewee reported that the only female teaching pastor at her 
church eventually resigned because of harsh treatment from 
congregation members who would walk out during her sermons 
and sharply criticize her teaching. 

Key Finding 2: Female Clergy Encounter External Barriers at 
Multiple Levels.

Female church leaders in this study identi� ed multiple barriers 
at every level: societal/cultural, organizational, and individual.17
� ese women gave lengthy, detailed descriptions of the barriers 
and struggles they have encountered, the personal doubt and 
pain that this has caused, and yet the love that they have for their 
work and the church.

At the societal/cultural level, female pastors described gender 
stereotypes, perceptions of leadership as male, and constraints on 
women’s choices in evangelical churches and evangelical culture. 
One woman said, “I know that many people in the congregation 
have more traditional views of women in ministry.” Another 
female said she feels tension from extended family members 
and friends who do not agree with her role in church leadership. 
Another said, “Being in a male-dominated profession, some 
men view me as weaker or not quali� ed. I still feel like I � ght the 
perception of men being superior to women.” Another woman 
said, “I don’t think our leadership understands that the culture 
does not support women in leadership and equal participation.” 
Still another said, “Congregation members o� en look to the male 
pastor because that is who they see as ‘the real pastor.’” Here we 
see how gender stereotypes within evangelical churches rise out 
of the theological beliefs and historical practices of the church.

Women also reported many organizational-level leadership 
barriers. Several women mentioned blatant discrimination 
and harassment. � eological positions of the church, whether 
current or historical, that elevate men over women lead to 
microaggressions, discrimination, and harassment. As one female 
pastor said, “Systemic anti-female discrimination is ‘baked into 
the cake’ of the way our systems and structures currently are, but 
we don’t usually name it because the term feels in� ammatory. 

We’re just so used to it, and we don’t believe anyone intends to 
discriminate.” Women mentioned that they are o� en assumed to 
be assistants or to work in children’s ministry, asked to take notes, 
and interrupted in meetings. � ey are told directly that women 
should not be pastors. � ey encounter conversations where “the 
men who lead our denomination stumble through conversations 
with women in leadership . . . because they just don’t have much 
experience interacting with women in leadership. � ey are far 
more comfortable interacting with women who are hosting, 
serving and assisting.” One woman said she is not taken seriously 
and has to “downplay her work just to avoid controversy from 
others who hold di� erent views of women in church leadership.” 
Another woman remarked about having to listen to jokes about 
women and sexist comments.

Several women described barriers such as exclusion from 
formal and informal networks of male pastors. One female 
church planter described never being o�  cially seen as a church 
planter or invited into conversation or collaboration with other 
church planters. Another female pastor described how a local 
network of pastors gathered only during the early morning 
when she was still taking her children to school. As a result, 
she was never able to interact or attend the network meetings. 
Other female pastors described how male pastors gather socially 
outside of work. One female pastor explained, “Many of them 
grab a bite to eat together, go catch a movie, go to a sporting 
event, work out together. � ese are not acceptable ways for me to 
build a relationship with them one-on-one, and I end up feeling 
like I don’t have a level of comfort, relationship, and trust because 
we simply aren’t in the room together except to do work.” One 
female pastor described that the only way that she can build 
relationships with her male peers is to plan a dinner with their 
spouses present. For single, female pastors, even this option is 
not available.

One female pastor described the male organizational culture 
present in many evangelical churches:

Circles of pastors are very heavily dominated by men, 
especially within our denomination. It is physically and 
emotionally draining to swim in these waters. I don’t 
feel that my spiritual gi� s are used fully because of my 
gender. Our culture is not used to female leadership 
and does not welcome it. I feel that I work on a male 
dominated sta�  and on male dominated teams. All 
positions of power are held by males. Our senior 
leadership team has one female (out of six) and our 
elder board only recently opened to include women.

In the example above, one can see how a church with egalitarian 
policy can still be highly patriarchal and exclude women. As this 
pastor describes, women o� en feel exhausted and isolated in such 
cultures and lack the ability to in� ltrate the leadership structure.

Several women mentioned a lack of mentoring and 
sponsorship as a signi� cant barrier. Only 29 percent of women 
reported receiving formal mentoring at their churches. One 
female explained this is o� en due to the policies surrounding the 
interactions of men and women in the workplace—informally 
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called the Billy Graham Rule and linked to the purity culture in 
evangelicalism. �ere is a general fear and discomfort regarding 
sexuality which is managed with rules and structures that govern 
interactions between men and women. One female stated, “Given 
that most ultimate decision-makers are male and married, women 
are an unspoken threat, and this precludes women from engaging 
in important conversations and team development in ways that 
their male counterparts are able.” One female pastor explained 
that her senior pastor will o�en invite younger male pastors to 
accompany him as he engages in various responsibilities so they 
can learn through shadowing; however, she is never invited to do 
this type of mentoring because of her gender.

Several females reported unequal standards and salary 
inequality. While one female pastor speci�cally identi�ed that 
she was not receiving equal pay for equal work, another described 
a di�erent type of salary inequality speci�c to pastors who are 
working mothers. She describes her situation this way:

It sometimes feels like I have to get twice as much 
work done in the same time. It feels like this is more so 
than for many of my male colleagues who are fathers. I 
haven’t been salaried at 40 hours/week since I had my 
�rst kid and decided to cut back to be there more for 
the kids. I have been between 25–35 hours for the last 
ten years, but it o�en seems like I do as much or more 
actual work than many of my male colleagues who are 
still at 40 hours. I have learned to work extra hard and 
be extra e�cient with my time in order to keep up with 
others, but sometimes I see some of my male colleagues 
working with a greater sense of spaciousness and 
relaxation in their work pace, and I feel envious of that.

Additionally, several females reported that, because women 
are not typically accepted as pastors, they feel they need to be 
“faultless, hardworking, and absolutely exceptional in order to 
justify [their] leadership positions.”

Finally, women mentioned individual-level barriers in 
ministry. First, some women described communication-style 
constraints. One woman described, “I don’t feel that ‘female’ 
styles of leadership and communication are valued and 
respected.” Another stated that “strong females have on occasion 
been viewed as contrarians. �e women that I have seen move 
up are generally more compliant and accommodating.” Likewise, 
another woman said she feels that she must be “nurturing/warm/
indirect in how [she] communicate[s].” Another woman stated, 
“When I preach, I am aware that my female voice is a barrier.” In 
each of these examples, female clergy are not accepted as they are 
and must change their personal leadership style to accommodate 
both men and the congregation.

Many women mentioned their own psychological glass 
ceiling in which women undervalue their own abilities, o�en 
due to the cultural, organizational, and interpersonal barriers 
encountered over a lifetime. One female reported, “For a 
very long time, I doubted my ability to be a pastor. I felt like I 
didn’t have permission, like I had to apologize for my calling. I 
wondered if I made this up because plenty of people think that 

women shouldn’t be pastors, that God doesn’t call women to be 
pastors.” �ese messages are o�en internalized, causing women 
to doubt their gi�s and calling. As one woman said, “�e internal 
con�ict of feeling God made me a leader but being unsure if I 
can lead in the church world is a mind game on good days and 
numbing on others.” It is also well known that women face 
competing responsibilities for work and family. Several female 
clergy mentioned that they carry a heavier burden than the male 
pastors whose wives carry the majority of family responsibilities. 
One female pastor said that, as a working mother, she is “trying 
to keep up with the men around [her] but with less time.”

Finally, women noted the barrier of conscious 
unconsciousness, by which men deliberately choose not to 
notice the role that gender plays in the workplace. One woman 
described it this way: “I think the church’s inability to have hard 
conversations about sexism and gender discrimination means 
that my concerns are minimized and have no o�cial standing 
when I bring them up.” Another female said, “I want to honor 
the guys I serve with. �ey are great. �ey just don’t see what 
they don’t see.” Another said, “Male pastors do not really even 
understand or recognize fully the power di�erential that exists.”

Key Finding 3: Male Pastors Fall Short in Understanding and 
Addressing Barriers.

�e majority of men in this study lacked a deep and nuanced 
understanding of the barriers that female clergy encounter. 
When male clergy were asked to name and describe such 
barriers, they most o�en mentioned “bad theology and exegesis,” 
“cultural bias,” “tradition,” and “centuries of discrimination and 
marginalization.” While these are signi�cant macro-level barriers 
for female clergy in evangelical churches, they are only one class 
of barrier. Men were signi�cantly less able to identify mid-level 
organizational barriers and micro-level individual barriers. �eir 
descriptions of the barriers women encounter lacked the depth, 
nuance, and emotion in the women’s descriptions. Additionally, 
male clergy in this study generally failed to mention how their 
own actions and church policies contributed to the barriers 
female clergy encounter. �ey mostly identi�ed barriers at the 
societal/cultural level which were peripheral and external to 
their own experience and ministry. �ese male pastors separated 
themselves from the problem and externalized the blame and 
responsibility, placing it on women rather than identifying the 
real barriers in their own churches, which could be a direct result 
of their leadership, structures, and policies that hinder women 
from seeking leadership roles. Signi�cantly, only two of the males 
surveyed mentioned barriers that existed in their church, their
own complicity in erecting barriers for women, or their e�ort and 
attention toward removing barriers for women.

One male senior pastor and network leader who was 
interviewed identi�ed that he is egalitarian in practice and 
“almost there theologically,” yet he has no female elders on his 
board even though the church constitution allows female elders. 
As he stated, “It just happened that the �rst elder board was all 
men.” However, in the nine years of the church’s existence, this 
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pattern has continued. �e male elder board has expanded 
to include more men, and there are still no female elders. �is 
pastor says that he approaches hiring in the same way. He hires 
the most quali�ed person regardless of gender. Currently, one of 
�ve pastors is female. By both action and inaction, this pastor 
has erected barriers for female clergy and leaders even though 
his stated policy and desire is di�erent. Additionally, he lacks 
depth of understanding regarding the impact of these decisions 
on women, and he has relinquished his power to enact change 
and justice for women.

Key Finding 4: Sexuality Is a Major Barrier.

One of the topics this study probed was how issues related to 
sexuality restrict women in church leadership. �is study 
investigated topics such as the Billy Graham Rule and other 
purity regulations not found in secular organizations, as well 
as the impact of pornography and recent sexual scandals in the 
church. Eight-six percent of clergy in this study reported that 
their church has a policy regarding the interaction between 
men and women on sta�. Eighty-one percent of men described 
a litany of personal boundaries and church policies that govern 
their interactions with women in church leadership. �e purity 
rules at these churches forbade traveling with the opposite sex, 
as well as lunches, co�ee, or other social activities. Meetings with 
the opposite sex had varying boundaries such as requiring that 
they occur in public spaces, within view of others, in a room with 
a window, only at the church o�ce, with a third-party present, 
or requiring the knowledge of a supervisor and/or both spouses.

�e underlying assumption is that, without these boundaries 
and rules, men in particular are putting themselves in situations 
where they might face false accusations or encounter undue 
temptation. Other assumptions are that men and women cannot 
have healthy friendships and are unable to manage their sexual 
desires. �e females who responded assumed the majority of the 
burden of these rules. None of the men reported that these rules 
negatively impacted their work, but 79 percent of women said that 
they did, many of them adamantly and in detail describing the 
negative impact on their work, relationships, and leadership. �ey 
were the ones who reported feeling lonely and lacking workplace 
friendships, missing mentoring opportunities, and being le� out 
of meetings, conversations, decisions, and ministry opportunities.

One senior pastor said, “Pastors set up boundaries so that 
they have the image of accountability, but it’s all a smokescreen. 
True accountability is relational. I think those that have the most 
boundaries have something to hide. If you are inclined to moral 
or sexual failure, you will �nd a way regardless of the rules.” 

�e same pastor said, “Any male pastor that says he hasn’t 
looked at porn is a liar,” yet 43 percent of pastors in this study 
reported that pornography use by sta� has never been addressed 
in their churches. Pornography is worsening the power di�erential 
between men and women, and this plays out in everyday 
interactions, even for clergy.18 Many churches and pastors may be 
unwilling to grapple with the connections among pornography, 
violence, discrimination, and attitudes toward women because 

men still lead close to 90 percent of churches and pornography 
use is equally prevalent among male pastors as in the general 
population.19 It is unknown how the meteoric rise of the 
availability and accessibility of online pornography is impacting 
women in the workplace, especially in the church where leaders 
choose to remain silent about pornography within a religious 
system that condemns such behavior.

�e current way churches are addressing issues of sexuality 
within church leadership is neither healthy nor e�ective. One 
female interviewee pondered, “How many women have to be 
impacted by men’s sexual issues?” She says, “�e elephant in the 
room is sex. . . . No one is talking about porn.” As a result, she 
theorizes that this is the reason she as a single woman struggles in 
relationships with male colleagues. Rules, avoidance, repression, 
fear, and silence regarding sexuality and pornography do not 
create healthy relationships and work environments where 
women can �ourish in leadership.

Key Finding 5: �e Negative Impact of Barriers on Female Clergy

In multiple ways, the women surveyed communicated that they 
care deeply for God, their church, and the men with whom they 
work. Most communicated that they simply desire to be free 
to lead uniquely as women and to be valued as female clergy. 
�ey want equality at all levels including opportunity, title, pay, 
and voice. �ey want to be understood, to �t in, and to have 
friendships with the men in church leadership. �e women in 
this study want male clergy to know that being a female pastor 
is di�erent and di�cult. One female pastor said, “I wish [male 
pastors] carried a deep empathy for all the additional pressures, 
decisions, and limits I face from without and within and that 
empathy would move them to equip, empower, and encourage 
me even more.” �e female clergy communicated that they are 
constantly aware of their gender. �ey feel pressure to prove 
themselves, to prove that they belong in the room and at the table. 
�ey battle self-doubt because of the barriers they constantly 
encounter. Female pastors also want men to have a �rmer grasp 
on history and theology so they can be advocates and allies for 
women in leadership.

�e women I interviewed mentioned doubts about their 
pastoral careers to varying degrees, even though all are strikingly 
gi�ed leaders. One said her supervisors do not seem to have a 
vision for her continued growth in leadership, which causes her to 
doubt and lack vision for herself. She wants to grow in leadership 
but wonders, “Maybe I’m just being pushy and trying to get 
my way, and I am supposed to be the submissive one.” Another 
female pastor struggled to �nd her way into a pastoral role despite 
a strong calling, clear gi�ing, and holding a seminary degree. She 
feels con�dent there are no other churches that would hire her, 
so at a time when she was lacking leadership opportunity, she 
almost le� her pastoral role for a secular career. Another female 
pastor pointedly said, “�e church is a hard place to be. �e rest 
of my life is �ne.” She is thinking of leaving ministry so life will be 
easier. She said, “I’m not going to be part of a system that doesn’t 
give me a voice anymore. And many churches are still like that.”
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Key Finding 6: Current E�orts to Support and Empower Female 
Clergy Are Insu�cient.

Most male pastors in this study mentioned concrete steps they 
are taking to support and empower women in leadership. �e 
male leaders mentioned promoting theological education and 
ordination; including women at all levels of leadership; training, 
mentoring, and advocating for women in leadership; listening to 
and giving equal voice to women; promoting female teaching and 
preaching; publicly a�rming women’s leadership; and changing 
policies such as allowing female elders and requiring female 
candidates in the hiring pool of open positions. Additionally, 
the male pastors identi�ed that female leaders need male allies 
who are both peers and superiors, policies and procedures 
that safeguard equitable treatment, “an unapologetic and overt 
egalitarian culture and leadership stance,” and a change in “policies 
(whether written or cultural) that favor the empowerment 
of men over women.” �ese are all good and credible ways to 
support and empower female clergy. It is encouraging that most 
male clergy who were part of this study were aware that women 
are underrepresented and are actively seeking to make positive 
changes for women leaders in their churches.

One male senior pastor described how he had assumed 
leadership of a church where women could be ordained and 
serve as pastors, but at the time he was hired there were no female 
ordained pastors. He took intentional steps in his hiring, and 
now 50 percent of the pastors on his sta� are women and three 
are ordained. Now he is starting the conversation about changing 
the constitution so that women can serve as elders. �is is a great 
example of a male leader taking steps to empower female clergy.

Female clergy listed additional ways they desire to be 
supported in church leadership. �ese included mentoring, 
�exible work schedules, paid maternity leave, childcare support, 
and female peers. One female pastor explained that she desires 
open discussion on gender issues “without the fear of being 
identi�ed as a pot stirrer and therefore disruptive.” Another 
woman said she wants to see “active advocates for women in 
ministry—and not just the idea of women in ministry—but the 
actual women in ministry around them.” Another female pastor 
said she desires “respect and willingness to follow from those 
around me (especially powerful men); intentionally calling out my 
femaleness as a strength and not a handicap; a relationally-driven, 
emotionally-attuned work environment.”

Despite good ideas and notable progress for female clergy 
in evangelical churches, there seemed to be an assumption 
by the male pastors that their churches have su�cient policies 
and practices to fully empower female clergy, yet according 
to the data, their e�orts and results are small compared to the 
longevity and enormity of the issue. As noted earlier, all the 
churches represented in this study have male senior pastors; on 
average, the number of female pastors is 21 percent; the average 
percentage of female elders is 22 percent; and most churches 
only have women preach a few times a year. Only half of the 
respondents to the questionnaire reported that their church had 
taught on egalitarianism or gender equality in a Sunday service. 

Twenty percent said that women are not actively recruited for 
open positions at their churches. Only 14 percent reported 
that their church has set and attained goals for gender equality. 
Another 29 percent said they have goals for gender equality, but 
those goals have not been attained. A sizeable 57 percent reported 
that their church has no goals for gender diversity in sta�ng. 
Fi�y-seven percent reported that supervisors have no training 
on gender issues in the workplace, and 63 percent reported that 
power dynamics have not been discussed with church leadership. 
Clearly, the current e�orts by male clergy and churches, while 
good and encouraging, are not su�cient to solve the problem.

Key Finding 7: Changes Needed to Remove External Barriers for 
Female Clergy

�is study has con�rmed what female clergy know intuitively and 
experientially. While women clergy have made some progress, 
they still encounter ongoing systemic, structural, theological, and 
individual barriers as they seek to �ourish as leaders. Many male 
clergy in this study are making e�orts to be part of the solution, 
but there is much more to be changed. Dismantling these barriers 
will require a multi-layered approach. �ere is no quick �x to a 
problem that has become entrenched over many centuries. �is 
research brought to light four concepts that are important for 
churches that want to dismantle barriers for female leaders.

• �eology Is Important.

Evangelical church culture is entrenched in complementarianism. 
If we hope to free women to lead, we must �rst break down 
the underlying theological barriers that prevent women from 
attaining all levels of leadership. Many evangelical churches have 
taken a so� complementarian stance, which allows women some 
leadership and freedom while keeping men in power. Evangelical 
churches o�en take this middle position, hoping to keep people 
on both sides of the “women in leadership issue” content. Recent 
historians have again proven that patriarchy and hierarchy 
in evangelicalism is an unbiblical, historical-social construct 
linked to militarism, racism, and power.20 Until churches fully 
dismantle this theological foundation, women will continue to be 
marginalized and disquali�ed for the highest levels of leadership.

A female pastor in this study described how her senior pastor 
is most concerned about preserving unity among people with 
di�ering views of women in leadership. Even as he is attempting 
to elevate women, he said, “We are not going to �y the �ag of 
feminism.” Yet, in taking this approach, women continue to absorb 
shame from feeling less than men and assume the consequences 
of such an approach. Churches must loudly and bravely address 
the issue of women in church leadership as an essential issue for 
the church and the kingdom of God. When half of the church’s 
members are su�ering, we must address the theology that is 
foundational for perpetuating this inequality and injustice.

• Policies Are Necessary.

Very few of the pastors and churches in this study have clear 
policies, procedures, strategies, and action plans to address 
barriers for women in leadership. Churches have been able to 
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avoid implementing such strategies, even though secular and 
Christian organizations have developed tools the church could 
employ. Without clear strategies and action plans churches will 
maintain the status quo. Churches and leaders must be held 
accountable so real progress can be made for women clergy. 
Systems do not change through good intentions.

• Men with Power Must Act.

Male church leaders hold great power. Multiple women in 
this study mentioned men who were key to encouraging and 
empowering them as leaders and opening the door to greater 
opportunities for leadership. One woman said, “I do not feel like 
I would have been successful or accepted as a pastor without 
the approval and support of a male pastor on sta�. Only with 
that do I feel like I was able to move forward and seen as ‘valid.’” 
Similarly, another female pastor said, “�ere are men on sta� and 
in leadership that genuinely believe there is an important place 
for women as pastors. If not for them, I would not be here.” One of 
the female pastors interviewed mentioned multiple male pastors 
who recognized her gi�ing, sponsored her for leadership roles, 
created space for her as a female leader, and acted as her ally. 
Without these men, she too would have le� pastoral ministry.

• Change Must Be Comprehensive and Accelerated.

Several churches and male pastors mentioned engaging in a slow 
and gradual process of change as they seek to empower women 
in leadership. Leading change in a church is certainly a di�cult 
process. One pastor in this study called it a “bloody battle,” 
referring to the process of changing his church’s constitution 
to allow female elders; however, slow change is not tenable for 
many women as they daily bear the weight of inequality, the 
repression of their gi�s, and the quenching of the Spirit inside 
them. While slow change is appropriate in some circumstances, 
it is not appropriate for dismantling the barriers for women in 
leadership. Complacency toward women in leadership must 
change if we hope to make progress for women in the church. 
�is process will not be easy. Many will adamantly disagree. 
Di�cult issues such as power and sexuality will have to the 
addressed, but in so doing, women will be freed to �ourish.

Conclusion

�is study has highlighted many barriers female pastors encounter 
in evangelical churches. Until pastors, churches, and other leaders 
are willing to identify and dismantle these barriers, women in 
leadership will continue to su�er and remain restricted in their 
calling, gi�ing, and service to the church. When barriers for 
women in leadership are dismantled, men, women, the church, 
and the kingdom of God will bene�t.

Having women in positions of leadership in the church frees 
other women and girls to listen to their callings from God. It frees 
men and congregations from their patriarchal views and promotes 
comfort with and acceptance of women in leadership and women’s 
voices in the church. When women are equally included in church 
leadership, the church’s witness to the world advances. It is time for 
the church to recognize its complacency toward women and act for 
the sake of the gospel.
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Katie Lauve-Moon takes an in-depth look at congregations in the 
Cooperative Baptist Fellowship (CBF) as a case study highlight-
ing the continued gender bias leading to underrepresentation 
of women in church leadership. Preacher Woman explores why 
congregations with inclusive theology and committed to gender 
equality continue to see poor outcomes for women in leadership. 
Many churches, including the CBF, are fully egalitarian yet only 
a small percentage of senior pastors are women (5 percent in 
CBF). Many assume that if a church holds egalitarian theology 
and hires women as pastors, issues of sexism and gender bias are 
no longer present in the organization. However, the data clearly 
shows that gender inequality continues to be a signi�cant issue 
despite the good intentions of many churches. 

While much research has gone into exploring and address-
ing the barriers that women encounter in the workplace, Lauve-
Moon brings together this extensive research as a lens to analyze 
similar issues for women in pastoral leadership. Preacher Wom-
an o�ers fresh insights for pastors and churches who desire to 
move in the direction of gender equality yet are not aware of 
the many underlying issues that keep women in the minority 
in church leadership. As a professor of social work and gender 
studies, Lauve-Moon brings a depth of knowledge and applies 
it to her research in the church. She highlights the persistence 
of gender inequality in church leadership and uncovers mul-
tiple layers of barriers that female pastors encounter. She uses 
Joan Acker’s framework for looking at how gender is embedded 
in �ve organizational processes: organizational logic and cul-
ture, symbols and images, division of labor, interactions, and 
construction of individual identities. Her analysis shows that 
women face not simply a “glass ceiling” but a labyrinth of sexist 
barriers. Lauve-Moon draws out the unconscious and uniden-
ti�ed gender bias that is salient throughout the life of a woman 
pastor, from childhood, to calling, to seminary, to hiring, to 
growth in leadership, and to the daily work and relationships 
in pastoral ministry. According to Lauve-Moon, many in the 
church are still blind to the conscious and unconscious bar-
riers that female pastors encounter, and she says that the �rst 
step is to see. In an attempt to provide concrete action steps for 
churches and pastors, in each chapter she gives steps for change 
and questions for discussion. 

Lauve-Moon uses quantitative and qualitative data from 
surveys and interviews to look at the lived histories of women 
pastors, hiring processes, perceptions of women’s bodies, con-
gregational expectations for women, organizational policies, the 

devaluation of feminized positions, and barriers created by male 
pastors. By using excerpts from her interviews, Lauve-Moon 
paints a picture of the ongoing challenges of female pastors. 
While her steps for change presented at the end of each chapter 
are weak, the book so astutely brings to the surface the barri-
ers encountered by women in leadership that readers will cer-
tainly be more equipped to address similar issues in their own 
contexts. Lauve-Moon at times speculates about similar barriers 
that LGBTQ individuals might face in the church, though this is 
not a primary point of discussion in the book.

Preacher Woman is an academic work, yet it is a must-read 
for anyone in church leadership who desires to empower women 
in leadership and is willing to take a critical look at their own 
church culture. Preacher Woman brings to light the extensive 
barriers that women pastors encounter and strategizes how 
these barriers might be removed. �is book has the potential 
to have profound positive impact on the lives of women in the 
church. Changing systems of patriarchy and sexism that have 
been ingrained is di�cult, but with resources like this research 
by Katie Lauve-Moon, we can keep moving in a direction that 
frees women to serve and lead in the church.

Book Review
Preacher Woman: A Critical Look at Sexism without Sexists

By Katie Lauve-Moon
(Oxford University Press, 2021)

Reviewed by Heather Matthews

HEATHER MATTHEWS is the Doctor of Ministry 
Program Manager and Coordinator of Partnerships 
and Academic Advising at Wheaton College Graduate 
School’s School of Mission, Ministry, and Leadership. 
She holds two MA degrees from Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School and a DMin from Fuller Theological 
Seminary. Heather has worked in ministry for twenty years as a 
pastor, church planter, and nonprofit leader in the United States 
and internationally.



18 • PRISCILLA PAPERS |  36/1  |  Winter 2022 cbeinternational.org

�ere was something di�erent at this year’s Evangelical 
�eological Society (ETS) Annual Meeting. I could feel it almost 
immediately. Rather than a tightening in my shoulders as ETS 
launched, they relaxed.

Day One: A Hopeful Start

Among the �rst to arrive, CBE’s team Liz Beyer, Kim Dickson, 
and I began assembling our booth, setting up banners, article 
racks, and tables, and loading these with journals, CDs, 
articles, and books. A few feet away, our ministry partners—
InterVarsity Press (IVP)—smiled as they also piled new titles on 
their enormous surface areas. So began a synergy of priorities 
impossible to miss, especially elevating the leadership of women 
at ethnic and racial margins. With IVP’s team we also shared new 
titles and book ideas, and hurriedly restocked copies of the new 
edition of Discovering Biblical Equality (DBE).

Day Two: Come Let us Reason Together

Friends met at CBE’s booth to join the CBE-IVP book 
launch luncheon with many ETS colleagues. Egalitarian and 
complementarian faculty and students were eager to hear more 
about the inspiration behind the new edition of DBE. Craig Keener, 
myself, Ron Pierce, and Juliany González Nieves discussed the 
vision that guided our contributions. Expressions of appreciation 
replaced fears and caricatures of former days as a spirit of “come let 
us reason together” hummed throughout our two-hour gathering. 
Hopes for fresh conversations saturated the air as I dashed to 
moderate papers at Evangelicals and Women—a section of ETS.

Arriving early, it was quickly apparent we needed a room 
twice the size. Many attendees sat on the �oor or stood along the 
walls, with others waiting in the hall for a seat. Four papers were 
presented, beginning with David R. Wallace’s “Paul’s Instruction 
in 1 Timothy 3:8-13: Men and Women Deacons?” Challenges to 
reading 1 Timothy 3:8-13 as “wives of deacons” were prominent not 
only given the evidence of Phoebe the deacon cited in Romans 16:1-
3, but also in light of Paul’s pattern of calling leaders to controvert 
cultural dominance. Pushback to complementarian rhetoric 
reached a summit with John McKinley’s paper, “Seven �ings 
that Need Revision in Complementarianism.” Unsurprisingly, 
complementarians challenged his ideas—though they were well-
defended, even unassailable. I deeply admired his courage, humility, 
and spiritual discipline as he admitted how God had been pushing 
him for deeper re�ection on these crucial issues.1

�at evening, we joined the ETS Women’s gathering, 
generously sponsored by ETS and complete with delicious snacks 
and drinks. Carmen Imes welcomed the largest gathering of ETS 
women yet, with a growing number of women of color. Every 
year, ETS Meeting Planner Bonnie �igpen goes way above 

and beyond to create a safe and welcoming space for women to 
network, support, and inspire one another, and this year was no 
exception. Women scholars lingered to laugh, chat, and strategize 
well a�er the end of the event.

Day Three: Seeing Some Fruits of Disciplined Scholarship

Tired but exhilarated, the following day I presented my DBE
chapter, “Human Flourishing: Defeating Gender Inequities 
Worldwide,” at the Christian Ethics section. As the �rst presenter 
of the morning, I was delighted by favorable attendance. Leaders 
in Christian ethics expressed appreciation for my contribution, 
and tweets a�erwards referred to its content as “powerful and 
needed” and “heavy and important (and a bit hopeful).”

Conversations on women’s equality, Scripture, and human 
�ourishing were continued at CBE’s booth throughout the week. 
Here we also met students and faculty from complementarian 
institutions who stopped by to express gratitude for CBE’s 
academic journal, Priscilla Papers. For many, our journal helped 
form their theological position on women and faith. Our 
apprentice, Kim Dickson, had a lengthy conversation with Dr. Eric 
C. Redmond, a Black Professor of Bible at Moody Bible Institute, 
who thanked her for holding sacred ground at ETS, realizing the 
cost women pay for activism—a cost he admitted was painful for 
women and people of color. “We’re both minorities here, and it’s 
challenging work to be prophets at the margins.”

In the evening, we enjoyed the annual ETS banquet 
and presidential lecture, this year by Al Mohler, president 
of Southern Baptist �eological Seminary. A gi�ed speaker, 
Mohler asserted his support for the ETS not only to stand in 
the gap in an increasingly secular culture, but also to provide 
scholarship that challenged Christian liberalism on the one hand 
and fundamentalism on the other. His call to stay in the game, 
as academics, despite our disagreements recognized how the 
strategic task of scholarship is sharpened, honed, and deepened 
by critique from Christians with di�ering views necessary for the 
good of the church and its mission in the world. As Alan Jacobs 
suggests in How to �ink, thinking never happens in isolation. 
Good thinking is fostered by disagreement. Mohler, it seemed to 
me, was asking us to do the hard work of disciplined scholarship 
that demands hearing reasoned ideas we’d rather ignore. Little 
did I see the connection between his lecture and the events that 
would unfold the following day.

Day Four: Watershed Moments Abound

On our �nal day together, ETS members assembled to vote 
on future ETS leaders. Several of us met early to pray, walking 
through the room and asking God for newness of life at the 
ETS—and God’s answers were immediate and stunning. Standing 

Come Let Us Reason Together:
Evangelical Theological Society 2021 Annual Meeting Recap

Mimi Haddad



PRISCILLA PAPERS |  36/1  |  Winter 2022 • 19 cbeinternational.org

MIMI HADDAD is President of CBE International.

rules were amended, tellers were appointed, and the executive 
committee presented candidates in line for the presidency, 
including Dr. Karen Jobes—who was elected as vice president, 
meaning she will later become the �rst woman president of ETS. 
As her nomination passed unopposed, Sandra Glahn was also 
elected to the nominating committee by a signi�cant number of 
votes. As I described these events to colleagues a�erward, I burst 
into tears, thankful to God �rst and foremost, but also grateful 
for complementarian colleagues who joined hands across the 
aisle in support of women’s leadership at ETS.

Wrapping up the annual meeting, our �nal session of papers 
at Evangelicals and Women was epic! Scholars explored the 
songs of women in the Old Testament with clarity and skill. As 
committee members gathered early for prayer, a profound sense 
of family between egalitarians and complementarians prevailed. 
Together, we prayed for a colleague battling cancer. Over the 
years we’ve sparred and disagreed, but during this trial he said, 
“Mimi, it’s at times like these that long-standing friendships like 
ours really matter!”

Final Reflections

In looking backwards over my years at ETS, there were times our 
di�erences threatened friendships and even our unity in Christ. 

But staying in the game, persisting as family with a commitment 
to each other as Christians, academics, and pastors—nurtured by 
ETS—we continually discovered we’re better together than apart. 
Our decisions over the years have been guided by the Holy Spirit, 
careful research, and attentive listening to those we disagree 
with—all for the good of the church and its mission in the world. 
I have only gratitude to our complementarian colleagues and 
egalitarian allies who welcomed women leaders, including their 
wisdom and moral agency as necessary in leading the society in 
the future.2

Notes
1. Recordings of all ETS sessions are available for purchase here 

for those who may be interested: https://wordmp3.com/ets-recordings.
2. CBE �rst published this article on December 8, 2021, in its 

blog, Mutuality (https://cbeinternational.org/publication/mutuality-
blog-magazine).
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Gender inequality in various forms has been a problem in 
society and the church for centuries. In contemporary North 
American evangelicalism, beliefs on whether women should 
have leadership roles in church and home have been framed 
in terms of complementarianism and egalitarianism. �e �rst 
claims that, although men and women are equal, they are 
created for di�erent roles according to Scripture. Speci�cally, 
women should submit to their husbands and are not permitted 
to teach men in Christian contexts.

�is view has received much 
critique from those holding the 
opposing view: that roles in church 
should be based on gi�s, not gender, 
and that mutual submission in 
marriage is what the Bible teaches. 
Egalitarian biblical scholars point 
to women leaders in Old and New 
Testaments and Jesus’s and Paul’s 
teaching on the equality of women. �ey critique “traditional” 
interpretations of key passages and o�er new interpretations.1
Others claim that the concept of “biblical womanhood” is 
socially constructed;2 some describe ancient and current 
“cults” of the housewife or of domesticity.3 �ere is also 
sobering evidence that complementarian views are associated 
with gender-based violence and recent sexual abuse scandals 
in the church.4

Most criticisms of complementarianism engage in 
counterarguments and focus on corporate rather than individual 
behaviors and beliefs. �ey rightly call Christians to oppose social 
and structural injustices. Egalitarians suggest that the primary 
problem is one of patriarchy and male domination.5 �ese 
critiques are valid and helpful. However, by implying that the 
issue lies solely with men, who abuse their power, we may neglect 
the responsibility of women, especially those in�uenced by (or 
who endorse) complementarian views (or teaching), in accepting 
a submissive role. Women, who appear to su�er from low self-
esteem more commonly than men, may fail to become who God 
intends them to be, and may not fully use their God-given gi�s. 
�ey may not speak out against injustices, especially those based 
on rigid ideas about gender roles, and may prioritize submission 
to a male leader over submission to the Lord. By doing so, no 
matter the reasons, they act contrary to the teachings of Scripture 
and neglect their responsibility as image bearers.

Some personal stories from women who used to follow a 
complementarian model attest to this. Lynne Hybels, wife of 
well-known pastor and author Bill Hybels, confesses that she 
lived a script—making others happy, practicing sel�essness 
and obedience. In doing so, she sti�ed her personal desires, not 
becoming the woman God meant her to be.6 Similarly, Beth 

Allison Barr admits that she felt guilty when she recognized her 
complicity in following rules rather than Jesus (this motivated her 
to write a book). She further claims that submitting to a husband 
or male leader rather than submitting to Christ is idolatrous.7

Common messages from Christian leaders (mostly men) 
encourage sel�essness and self-sacri�ce. However, this is already 
what many women are doing, to excess, sometimes as a way 
to avoid responsibility. Such messages feed a delusion that it is 

virtuous to hide in the background, that 
self-abnegation or even self-negation 
is a positive Christian attribute. 
Furthermore, preaching about love and 
submission in personal relationships 
may inappropriately reinforce a 
women’s decision to stay in an abusive 
relationship. Clearly, we need more 
awareness of these important Christian 
concepts and the implications they have 

for pastoral care and counseling.
One of our problems is that there is much misunderstanding 

about the meanings of submission, sin, and self-esteem. Sin is 
multidimensional in meaning, and both submission and self-
esteem have both positive and negative aspects. I suggest that 
a theological examination of these concepts, in dialogue with 
psychology, can add a valuable dimension to current discussions 
on gender equality. In this article, I brie�y consider the biblical 
concept of submission, then discuss theological aspects of sin—
both classic views of it as pride and newer conceptions of it as 
sloth (sometimes respectively referred to as “male” and “female” 
sins). I discuss the psychology of self-esteem through the lens 
of Christianity, and the di�erences between humility, godly self-
acceptance, and secular self-absorption. Finally, I suggest some 
ways forward from theological and pastoral perspectives.

I should note that my perspective is speci�c to predominantly 
white North American Christians, I am not focusing on biblical 
interpretive issues, and, with my experience in counseling, 
I tend to focus on an individual rather than societal level. My 
hope is that this perspective on an issue that continues to haunt 
evangelical Christianity may enlighten the conversation.

Understanding Submission

Biblical verses that appear to teach submission of women to 
their husbands and church leaders (e.g., Eph 5:22; 1 Tim 2:11) 
are o�en used to support male dominance in relationships.8
Indeed, unconditional submission to one’s husband is sometimes 
viewed as a criterion for being a godly wife and sometimes used 
to rationalize wife abuse. Women may (inaccurately) think that 
because Christ su�ered beatings, so should they.9 Such biblical 
texts may also be used to provide women with an excuse not to 

(Mis)Understanding Submission, Sin, and Self-Esteem: 
A Theological and Psychological Perspective

E. Janet Warren

Biblical verses that appear to 
teach submission of women to 
their husbands and church leaders 
are often used to support male 
dominance in relationships.
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exercise their gi�s. Misunderstanding submission may encourage 
neglect of Christian responsibility. Submission can slide into 
sloth. Consequently, we need to consider how to understand 
the biblical concept of submission in a healthy manner, without 
concomitant self-abnegation and abdication of responsibility.

First, it helps to be aware of the two types of submission: 
obedience to external authorities, such as governments, and 
submission in the context of personal relationships.10 �e latter 
is o�en misinterpreted and worth further discussion. �e Greek 
terms translated “submission” have a wide range of meaning but 
usually imply a voluntary act. Submission to another person, 
male or female, is motivated by love and humility.11 It is akin to 
adopting the role of a servant. Such biblical texts, taken in the 
proper context, point to mutual submission and loving behavior 
between slaves and masters, between husbands and wives.12 �is 
contrasts with views that were common in the cultural contexts 
of the NT. Servant leadership is one form of such submission.13

Second, we need to view submission in the broad context of 
the creation mandate (e.g., Gen 1:28) and teaching on spiritual 
gi�s within the body of Christ (e.g., 1 Cor 12:1–31). We are all 
called to care for God’s world and his people. We have equal 
responsibility in advancing the kingdom of God and in serving 
Christ and his followers, using whatever gi�s and abilities we 
have—independent of gender.

�ird, we need to consider submission in the context of 
the imago Dei.14 Both male and female are created in God’s 
image (Gen 1:27). Although there are multiple perspectives on 
what this means and how we should appropriate this image, 
an important aspect is that humans are relational beings. 
Imaging God involves being part of an inclusive family (Gal 
3:28) in which we freely give of ourselves (1 John 4:19). It 
involves mutual willing submission, which comes from a 
position of strength not weakness, and is motivated by love and 
“reverence for Christ” (Eph 5:21). �e Holy Spirit liberates us to 
serve others; in doing so, we mature in our love for others.15 A 
biblical conception of mutual submission can be described as 
the “concrete action of Christian love working within the social 
structures of this world.”16

Submission to Christ applies to men and women equally. 
It means repenting of sin, in all its forms, 
and becoming “enslaved to God” (Rom 6:22). 
Indeed, submitting ourselves to God is virtually 
synonymous with resisting the devil (Jas 4:7). 
Submission means behaving like Christ in 
avoiding sel�sh ambition but looking “to the 
interests of others” (Phil 2:5). It means obedience 
to the one who was obedient to the point of 
death (Phil 2:8). It means having “genuine mutual love” for one 
another (1 Pet 1:22) and allowing ourselves to be used by God. 
Healthy submission is liberating; unhealthy submission, which 
idolizes another person, is sinful. �rough submission to Christ, 
and sharing our material and spiritual gi�s, we glorify God (2 Cor 
9:13).17 Unfortunately, we all “fall short of the glory of God” (Rom 
3:23)—a concept we discuss next.

Understanding Sin

Although not popular in society or some sectors of the church, the 
concept of sin is prominent in Scripture. And it is more complex 
than we think. (�is should make us hesitate before pointing 
our �ngers at others!) Biblical terms and theological concepts 
are multiple, but, as I will argue, a balanced understanding of 
these can help us develop healthy relationships between genders 
within our churches. 

Biblical Background for Sin

�e biblical Hebrew and Greek words most commonly translated 
as “sin” mean to miss the mark or transgress a boundary, though 
the English term “sin” does not adequately convey the biblical 
nuances of meaning in the concept.18 Sin is ubiquitous. It is 
both individual (e.g., David, Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5) 
and communal (e.g., Korah and 250 other leaders in Num 16). 
Metaphors for sin include iniquity (Ps 38:18), deceitfulness (Heb 
3:13), disobedience (2 Cor 10:6), rebellion (Ex 23:21), lawlessness 
(1 John 3:4), failure (Jas 4:17), wickedness (Gen 6:5), impurity 
(Zech 13:1), and idolatry (1 Sam 15:23). It is a snare (Prov 5:22) 
and a crooked way (Prov 2:12–15), it is like a weight (Isa 1:4), it 
can enslave people, (Rom 7:14, 25), and is a superhuman power 
(Jas 1:15). Ultimately, all sin is directed against God (e.g., Ps 51). 
Sin is incompatible with being a child of God (1 John 3:1–10) or 
inhabiting his kingdom (Matt 13:36–43). And of course, because 
sin involves a disruption of the divine-human relationship, its 
solution involves salvation (Luke 1:77; Acts 4:12; Rom 1:16), 
repentance (Matt 3:2; Acts 2:38), reconciliation (Rom 5:10; Col 
1:20–22), forgiveness (Matt 9:2; Luke 1:77), and grace (Eph 1:7).

�eological Perspectives on Sin

�eologians classify sin as inherent sinfulness, our innate tendency 
to sin, and as sinful choices, or actual sin. �e fourth/��h-century 
north African theologian Augustine focused on sin in his writings, 
insisting that humans are depraved, helpless apart from God, and 
that it is impossible not to sin.19 He coined the term “original sin” 
and claimed we all inherit Adam’s guilt. Augustine emphasized 
the “transgressing a boundary” meaning of sin. We put ourselves 
above God, and are plagued by pride, rebellion, arrogance, and 

idolatry. In our sel�shness, we exploit others. 
Augustine’s theology, with its somewhat dismal 
outlook, has been enormously in�uential, 
especially in Protestant evangelicalism.

Twentieth-century theologian Reinhold 
Niebuhr elaborates on this view of pride 
as the cardinal sin.20 He claims that self-
exaltation is universal, although not identical 

to narcissistic personalities, which are extreme and complex 
forms of grandiosity. Pride involves both rebellion against God 
and a disregard for or domination over other people. �ere are 
four types: autonomous (self-su�ciency), intellectual, moral 
(self-righteousness), and spiritual. Like Augustine, Niebuhr 
emphasizes the overvalued self but does note that low self-esteem 
sometimes underlies pride—both are rooted in lack of faith.

Submission to Christ 
applies to men and 
women equally.
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Niebuhr is helpful in explaining original sin as a consequence 
of existential anxiety.21 Because of the tension between the 
limitations of our creatureliness and our spiritual ability to 
transcend and re�ect on this boundedness, we experience 
discomfort. Anxiety is the inevitable result of this paradox of 
freedom and �nitude. We are all born into conditions that incite 
anxiety and seek to relieve our anxiety apart from reliance on 
God. �erefore, sin is inevitable, though not necessarily inherited. 
Although Niebuhr is more nuanced than Augustine, his view 
of sin as primarily related to an overvalued self has dominated 
Christian thinking. 

Interestingly, certain noteworthy theologians do not 
emphasize pride, although their work has received less attention. 
�e nineteenth-century Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard 
describes the sin of weakness, or the need for external approval, 
and the sin of de�ance, or self-reliance. �ese are interrelated: 
when we despair, we are defying life. He tentatively suggests that 
the �rst form of sin is that of womanliness, and the second form 
that of manliness.22 Jürgen Moltmann, in the context of hope, not 
gender, likewise notes that pride, or overstepping a boundary, has 
another side—despair and hopelessness. “Temptation consists 
not so much in the titanic desire to be as God, but in weakness, 
timidity, weariness, not wanting to be what God requires of us.”23

Somewhat similarly, Karl Barth uses the term “sloth” to 
describe the human refusal to accept the lordship of Christ. 
�is response is not simple lack of self-assertion but is inversely 
related to pride. It requires an active renunciation of self, a free 
decision. As Kathryn Greene-
McCreight summarizes, “Sloth 
is the form our rebellion takes 
which rejects the exaltation of 
the Son of Man, and is countered 
by sancti�cation. Pride is the 
form our rebellion takes which 
rejects the humble obedience of 
the Son of God, and is countered 
by justi�cation.”24 �ese forms of sin are interrelated; hatred of 
God underlies both. Interestingly, contemplative writer Henri 
Nouwen (also without referencing gender) believes that “the 
greatest trap in our life is not success, popularity, or power but self-
rejection.”25 �is fear of never being good enough contradicts the 
sacred voice that calls us God’s beloved. It is sobering to realize 
that we can act in sin without intention or awareness, but simply 
by failing to accept ourselves as made in God’s image.

Feminist �eologians

Overall, the Augustinian view that self-exaltation rather than 
self-rejection is the primary sin remains prominent in the 
pew, if not the academy. It has received much critique in the 
past few decades.26 A strong challenge has come from feminist 
theologians, who more directly associate the di�erent types of 
sin with di�erent genders. Valerie Saiving Goldstein, in 1960, 
pointed out that women, likely because of societal treatment, 
have appropriated the message that they are weak and incapable; 
they lack an organizing center and depend on others for self-

de�nition.27 Judith Plaskow and others expanded on her 
work.28 Unlike men, who are prone to pride and domination, 
women’s primary sin is self-abnegation, poor self-esteem, and an 
undervalued or “shrinking” self. �ey “miss the mark” in believing 
they are not worthy of divine calling or human authenticity. 
Consequently, they apologize frequently and have di�culty 
accepting compliments. Women create a false self, hiding and 
failing to take responsibility for their lives, not becoming the 
self they are created to be. �ey also prioritize relationships with 
others, especially men, over their relationship with the Lord, 
seeking to �nd their identity through someone else. In this, they 
can be said to interpret the Gen 3 “curse” as normative rather than 
a distortion of their God-given role. Preserving a relationship 
becomes an excuse for not ful�lling the creation mandate, and 
women carry out other-centered idolatry.29

In sum, feminist theologians note that, although men and 
women are equally sinful, they tend to express sin di�erently 
as a result of gender socialization. �ey perhaps respond in 
di�erent ways to the universal experience of existential anxiety. 
�e experience of many women indicates that sin is not limited 
to overstepping a boundary or breaking the law. As Serene Jones 
remarks, “one could conceivably live a fully moral, upright life—
avoiding many of the acts we call ‘sin’—and still be fundamentally 
in a state of sin because one has not accepted the fullness of grace 
that God has bestowed upon humanity.”30

It is important to note that these observations are generalities: 
some women overvalue themselves and some men undervalue 

themselves. However, the 
biblical idea of missing the 
mark—refusing to recognize 
one’s worth as a child of God—
is usually less obvious than the 
act of transgressing a boundary, 
and therefore prone to neglect as 
feminist theologians have noted. 
�eir theologies of sin, mostly 

written in the mid-twentieth century, have impacted current 
theology.31 �ey have been criticized for being too extreme, 
focusing on psychosocial aspects over biblical-theological ones, 
dismissing juridical aspects of sin, absolving women of personal 
responsibility, addressing only the experience of white middle-
class women, and merely redrawing boundaries rather than 
uniting men and women.32 �ese criticisms have some validity, 
but I believe feminist theologians o�er an important corrective, 
even if sometimes extreme. �ey increase our awareness of the 
multidimensional nature of sin.

Psychological Perspectives on Sin

Finally, psychological aspects of human sin and su�ering 
can further our understanding of and pastoral response to 
gender di�erences in Christian communities. Psychologist 
and theologian Terry Cooper examines the contradictions in 
Niebuhrian theology (the primary problem is pride), feminist 
theology (the primary problem is self-abnegation), and humanist 
psychology (the primary problem is low self-esteem) and seeks to 

Feminist theologians note that, although 
men and women are equally sinful, they 
tend to express sin differently as a result 
of gender socialization.
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balance and integrate these views. Pride, if properly understood, 
is at the root of both the overvalued and the undervalued self.33 He 
references Karen Horney, a 1940s psychoanalyst who argued that 
disordered pride underlies low self-esteem. �ere is “insecurity 
in pride” and “pride in insecurity.”34 People may brag loudly to 
cover up feelings of inadequacy; others may be subconsciously 
proud of self-denial (perhaps those jokes about being the “most 
humble Christian” have a grain of truth).

Cooper compares “anxious 
greed” (common in power-hungry 
men) with “greedy anxiety” 
(common in insecure women) as 
re�ections of di�erent manifestations 
of sin.35 He endorses the concept of 
existential or ontological anxiety 
as a precondition for sin. Our 
attempts to resolve this anxiety 
include moving against others 
in self-expansion (pride, arrogance, superiority, narcissism, 
perfectionism), moving towards others in self-e�acement 
(dependency, extreme compliance, shrinking, craving approval), 
and moving away from others in resignation (self-su�ciency, 
avoidance of relationship). �ese “neurotic trends” may overlap, 
but one pattern dominates. �ey all involve excessive self-
focus (even if people act to please others) and preclude healthy 
relationships. Underlying these patterns are feelings of inadequacy 
and self-hatred, o�en subconscious, which may lead us to compare 
ourselves with others (prideful thinking), perfectionistic behavior 
(also prideful to think that we can control what others think), and 
even accepting abuse from others (reinforcing the prideful belief of 
being longsu�ering). And of course, all these responses to anxiety 
are sinful—we are called to live with some degree of uncertainty 
and to put our trust in God. �is psychological conception of how 
we resolve discomfort not only deepens our understanding but 
helps us to understand some reasons for sin (and also prevent 
�nger pointing). It does not necessarily involve willful rebellion 
but may manifest as subconscious avoidance behavior.

Cooper helpfully distinguishes between egotism, which 
involves self-aggrandizement as emphasized in the Niebuhrian 
tradition, and egoism, which means self-preoccupation. �e 
latter underlies both self-in�ation and self-de�ation. And, self-
preoccupation is, of course, idolatrous.36 Both the overvalued 
and undervalued forms of pride involve a poor sense of self-
acceptance. Cooper suggests that pride always involves a lack of 
faith. Even its covert form, self-abnegation, is one’s own solution 
to a problem, not God’s solution.37 We distrust God by trying to 
be either more or less than what we are meant to be.

In sum, sin is multifaceted in its manifestations and its 
motivations. Humans are especially creative in how we express 
our lack of faith in God! It is essential that we understand sin 
in all its dimensions: biblical, theological, and psychological. 
�is is helpful to our discussions of gender issues, because some 
idolatrous thoughts and behaviors are more typical in women 
and have been neglected in much of evangelical theology.

Final �oughts on Sin

A few remaining concepts need elaboration. First, we need to 
address concerns that the concept of low self-esteem as sinful 
is a form of victim blaming. Some argue that, because women 
have been oppressed for so long, calling their self-abnegation 
sinful is nothing more than accusing su�erers. To be sure, 
the issue is complex; as discussed, sinful behavior or lack of 
behavior is o�en a response to anxiety and unintentional. 

Andrew Sung Park argues that 
so-called feminine sin is really 
su�ering from being sinned 
against.38 Many victims of 
oppression lose their sense of self. 
I agree that much low self-esteem 
results from being a victim 
rather than a perpetrator of sin. 
In addition, not speaking out 
against injustice may result from 

fear. Motivations are usually multifaceted. Nonetheless, I still 
believe the concept of sin (not necessarily the term) as self-
abnegation is helpful, as long as we recognize its complexities, 
and exercise pastoral sensitivity. 

A second, and related, issue is whether equal responsibility 
means equal guilt. We need to distinguish between theological 
guilt (the legal consequence of violating God’s law—removed 
through Christ’s sacri�ce, Heb 10:1–23) and feelings of guilt or 
remorse that may lead to repentance (2 Cor 7:10).39 Although 
the two are related, they do not always co-exist. Some criminals 
do not feel guilt; some people, women especially, feel guilty for 
no good reason. Niebuhr, referring to the theological concept, 
thought that, although there is equality in sin, oppressors incur 
more guilt than the oppressed.40 Intuitively, willful rebellion 
against God or another person appears to have more serious 
consequences, both theological and societal, than unintentional 
failure to act. Similarly, those who sinfully fail to accept God’s 
love as a result of abuse also have less responsibility than those 
who in�ict the abuse. Guilt associated with overstepping a 
boundary is easier to understand than guilt related to failing 
to achieve. �e association between theological guilt and 
the multifaceted nature of sin is an important concept at a 
theoretical, theological level and worth further investigation.

Finally, we need to recognize that sin is communal as well 
as individual. Speci�c sins occur in the context of a sinful 
world. Social structures, such as churches, are tainted by 
sin; prevailing attitudes perpetuate sinful societies. Sin feeds 
on other sin, and evil spirits incite and delight in all sin. 
Biblical scholar Mark Biddle points out that the Bible portrays 
individual and corporate sin as intertwined, as well as sin and 
its consequences (he describes it as one organic continuum).41
Jones describes sin as neither exclusively individual nor social 
but simultaneously both.42 It is tempting to blame either 
other individuals or anonymous institutions, but we need to 
recognize the symbiotic connection between individual sin and 
its structural embodiment.43 In the context of gender relations, 

Sin is communal as well as individual. 
Specific sins occur in the context of a 
sinful world. Social structures, such as 
churches, are tainted by sin; prevailing 
attitudes perpetuate sinful societies.
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perhaps societal pressures on women have led to or encouraged 
a collective sin of undervaluing the self. �ere is a di�erence 
between failing to act and not having an opportunity to act 
because of oppressive social structures. Perhaps “masculine” 
sin has created “feminine” sin. Perhaps patriarchal structures 
and monolithic understandings of sin have encouraged women 
to “miss the mark,” to shirk their God-given responsibility. 
Domination may encourage submission, sometimes even for 
the purpose of survival, and vice versa. Note that communal 
sin does not preclude individual responsibility but adds another 
dimension to it. Sin, whether individual or corporate, whether 
active or passive, and whether committed by men or women, 
is still sin.

To conclude this section on understanding sin, I suggest that 
we hold the multiple perspectives in tension. Sin involves both 
overvaluing and undervaluing, 
both self-aggrandizement and 
self-e�acement, both pride and 
passivity, both arrogance and 
acedia, both doing wrong and 
failing to do right, both being more 
and being less than God intends 
for us. It may be active or passive, 
deliberate or unintentional. It 
has individual and communal 
aspects, masculine and feminine aspects, and theological and 
psychological aspects. All sin moves us away from our Creator 
and Redeemer. Fortunately, our Lord o�ers forgiveness. And 
we are called to respond with compassion, not judgment. It is 
important to consider sin in the context of grace.44 We all have 
an innate tendency to mistrust God, but we can be honest about 
our failings because of our Christian hope. God’s grace brings us 
out of hiding into the light. Understanding sin has implications 
for understanding ourselves, which we address next.

Understanding Self-Esteem

Unlike sin, the topic of self-esteem (o�en used synonymously 
with self-acceptance and self-worth) is popular in contemporary 
society. It became prominent with humanist psychology in the 
1960s, which endorsed an optimistic view of the self, and is 
best known through psychologist Carl Rogers and his mantra, 
“unconditional positive regard.”45 He and others argue that low 
self-esteem is the primary human problem, in contrast to those 
who claim that excessive self-regard is primary.46 Rogers notes 
that pride and low self-esteem are interrelated. Indeed, lack of 
self-love may result in self-preoccupation. As per the discussion 
on the psychology of sin above, he argues that the appearance of 
pride is only a strategy to compensate for feelings of inadequacy; 
we protect our egos through a pretense of superiority. �e self is 
basically good but a�ected by experience. Furthermore, people 
are o�en able to overcome negative views of themselves.

At �rst glance, this view appears incompatible with Christian 
concepts of sin and grace, and with a view of humans as intrinsically 
bad (“totally depraved” in Calvinistic terms). Rogers certainly 
minimizes the concept of sin, and many scholars are critical of a 

humanistic, optimistic view of the self.47 Contemporary culture 
is labeled self-indulgent and narcissistic,48 and psychotherapy 
a “cult of self-worship.”49 Christian commentator Allie Beth 
Stuckey argues strongly against narcissistic trends in society 
and especially the self-help movement.50 Some Christian 
psychologists argue that pride is the primary sin, pointing out the 
human tendency towards self-in�ation and self-serving biases as 
found in social psychology research. David Myers claims: “One 
of the brute facts of human nature is our capacity for illusion 
and self-deception.”51 Stephen Moroney argues that we generally 
think of ourselves “more highly than we ought.”52

�ese criticisms bring a healthy corrective to any extreme or 
naïve views of the self, and rightly condemn excessive practices 
of self-absorption. However, they are only applicable when 
the concept of self-worth is misunderstood or misapplied. For 

example, Myers and Moroney 
focus on errors in human judgment 
and cognitive distortions, without 
considering the whole person 
in relationship to God, self, and 
others. Stuckey focuses on self-
love, entitlement, and addiction 
to self-improvement. �is is not 
necessarily what is meant by self-
esteem.

It is helpful to consider both excessive and inadequate self-
regard as problematic for a Christian conception of the self 
(although even de�ning the “self ” is complex).53 We need to 
consider how to de�ne and understand self-esteem, and how to 
reconcile the concepts of Christian humility and sel�essness with 
the concept of positive self-regard. �is is important for theology 
and pastoral counseling, and indeed most aspects of our lives, 
especially our ability to give and receive love.

De�nitions of self-esteem are surprisingly varied. �e 
American Psychological Association speci�cally relates self-
esteem to a positive perception of oneself, noting that high 
levels contribute to mental health.54 Self-esteem is o�en viewed 
on a continuum between low (bad) and high (good), although 
the standards by which this is judged are unclear. In fact, the 
term “esteem” always has positive connotations. But there is a 
di�erence between a high view of the self and an adequate or 
accurate view of the self. Respecting or accepting oneself can be 
considered neutral, not necessarily prideful. I may be aware of 
my foibles but still generally have a healthy sense of self. Cooper 
points out that Rogerian teaching on healthy self-acceptance can 
in fact free people from unhealthy self-preoccupation.55

Christian views helpfully re�ect this neutrality. Joanna 
McGrath and Alister McGrath de�ne self-esteem as “a global 
evaluation or judgment about personal acceptability and 
worthiness to be loved.”56 One’s view of self relates directly 
to one’s ability to accept God’s love. �ey point to biblical 
images of acceptance, such as the prodigal son, and note that 
repentance is a part of healthy self-acceptance.57 Ellen Charry 
similarly contrasts a Christian view of belonging to God 

We need to consider how to define 
and understand self-esteem, and how 
to reconcile the concepts of Christian 
humility and selflessness with the 
concept of positive self-regard.
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(i.e., healthy self-esteem) with the Enlightenment concept of 
the autonomous self.58 Only the latter is problematic. Mark 
McMinn notes that even people who grow up with a healthy 
sense of self recognize they still lack something and need 
healing and salvation. Secular self-esteem can be shallow and 
inauthentic. God loves us despite our weaknesses, and grace is 
more powerful than self-esteem.59 �ese comments all point to 
the need for a Christian, rather than a secular, understanding 
of self-understanding and self-acceptance.

I suggest that we consider Christian conceptions of self-
esteem in the context of Christian conceptions of sin. Recall 
that sin includes overstepping a boundary as well as failing to 
achieve a standard.60 As many theologians note, low self-esteem, 
or self-abnegation, is common, especially in women, and is 
in fact sinful. In this view, we sin when we fail to accept that 
we are redeemed, denying the truth of our identity as bearers 
of God’s image in Christ; and when we fail to nurture right 
relationships with God, others, and self. Stanley Grenz notes 
that conversion involves both a turning toward others in loving 
submission and a turning toward self—but our true self as 
God intends.61 Darlene Weaver similarly states: “right self love 
designates a mode of being in which the self determines itself 
in a response to God that is actualized in but not exhausted by 
neighbor love.”62 Sin distorts healthy self-conception; spiritual 
transformation involves becoming who God intends us to 
be and restores us to right relationships with ourselves, our 
neighbor, and our Lord. When we accept God’s love, we are 
liberated to love others. Indeed, “where the Spirit of the Lord is, 
there is freedom” (2 Cor 3:17).

Self-esteem also should be viewed in the context of humility. 
Like submission and sin and self-esteem, this concept is also 
misunderstood, perhaps partly because of its etymology (from the 
Latin, humus, meaning dirt).63 McGrath and McGrath point out 
that Christian humility is not necessarily about lowering our own 
esteem but about raising that of others (e.g., Phil 2:3). Christ, in 
becoming a servant, conferred dignity on this role and modeled 
true humility—humility that did not involve self-denigration.64

Elizabeth Hinson-Hasty notes that the 
concept of humility has sometimes been used to 
teach the subordination of women; however, this 
usage is better viewed as humiliation or abuse. 
She distinguishes between false humility, which 
accompanies the “feminine” sin of self-negation, 
and true humility: “Genuine humility nourishes 
relationships based on shared power,” and can 
challenge oppressive social systems, such as 
patriarchy.65 I suggest that we consider humility 
akin to healthy self-acceptance. We exhibit healthy 
humility when we accept that we are not God and accept our proper 
place in the world, when we accept that we are created in God’s 
image and called to serve him and others using the gi�s he has 
given us, and when we accurately acknowledge our individual and 
collective strengths and weaknesses (without excessive self-focus). 
�is enables us to counteract our sinful tendencies and reinforces 
our dependence on our Creator and Redeemer.

When it comes to understanding the self, psychology and 
theology can inform one another. �eology can learn how to 
identify imbalanced views of the self and unhealthy relationship 
patterns. �e concepts of false negative beliefs, self-criticism, 
negative predictions, and avoidant behavior are helpful.66 In 
fact, some Christian concepts are implicit in some psychological 
theories and practice. Rogers’ work is not explicitly Christian, 
though he has a background in ministry, but Christian themes 
are evident; for example, the ideas of grace and learning that we 
are loved, acceptable, and forgiven.67

Christian theology can in turn inform psychology, adding 
meaning and depth. �e fact that humans are created in the image 
of God, even if marred by sin, means we are intrinsically worthy. 
Accepting the fact that we are loved and forgiven, despite our 
weaknesses, is therapeutic to say the least! Christian doctrines 
o�er a foundation for understanding our true selves, and more 
accurately imaging God. As Charry notes, we know ourselves 
through the re�ected light of God.68 Indeed, there is an ancient 
Christian practice, the examen of conscience, that encourages 
daily self-re�ection. Finally, we have the indwelling Spirit of God 
to guide us in all truth (John 16:13), which includes proper self-
understanding and self-acceptance.

To summarize, the Christian suspicion of the psychological 
concept of self-esteem arises from misunderstandings, as well as 
the “high” and “low” assessments that o�en accompany the term. 
To help counter this, I prefer the term “self-acceptance” and the 
interpretation “having an accurate view of oneself,” including 
one’s sinful tendencies. Stuckey’s book title is apropos: You’re Not 
Enough (and �at’s Okay).69 Of course, de�nitions of “accurate” or 
“enough” could be ambiguous, but I suggest that, contra Stucky, we 
are called to move toward “enough” as we become more Christ-
like and allow ourselves to be transformed by his Spirit.

When we accept ourselves, we acknowledge that God’s 
creation is good, we are made in his image, and we have the 
indwelling Holy Spirit. Self-preoccupation and self-idolization are 
never healthy and are not Christian concepts. But self-awareness, 
which includes knowing our �awed tendencies and behaviors, 

our natural strengths and weaknesses, and our 
self-serving biases, can lead us to repentance 
and spiritual maturity. Note that the Christian 
concept of self-denial (e.g., Matt 16:24) does 
not mean self-hatred or self-negation but means 
having such a degree of con�dence in what God 
has created and what he loves (us!) that we are 
freed to focus on others rather than ourselves. 
With a healthy sense of our identity in Christ, 
we neither over- nor under-value ourselves, but 
value ourselves accurately. We submit �rst to 

God and, in humility, not humiliation, we choose to submit to 
others. We view ourselves through God’s eyes and do not rely 
on cultural conceptions of gender roles to guide our sense of 
self-worth. We boldly approach the throne (Heb 4:16) and o�er 
ourselves as living sacri�ces (Rom 12:1), con�dent in our status 
as servants of Christ.

When it comes to 
understanding the 
self, psychology and 
theology can inform 
one another.
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Taking Responsibility and Fulfilling our Calling

As mentioned, there are many dimensions to Christian 
conversations around gender equality. An aspect that is 
underappreciated is the concept of sin, and its relationship 
to submission and self-esteem. �ese complex and o�en 
misunderstood concepts apply to men and women equally but, 
likely because of cultural factors, have typically been interpreted 
from a male perspective. Consequently, the biblical ideas of 
missing the mark, failing to achieve one’s God-given potential, 
and failing to use all of one’s God-given gi�s—all more common in 
women—have been neglected. Submission (similarly, sel�essness 
and humility) has been misapplied to male-female relationships, 
and self-acceptance has been considered in a negative light. 
Appreciating these concepts more thoroughly can deepen our 
understanding of gender issues in evangelical Christianity and 
can inform our response to them. �e community of Christ is 
called to seek truth, with all its nuances, and to extend the healing 
and compassion that was modeled by Jesus.

With respect to gender roles, I 
want to be clear that not every man 
or woman who endorses hierarchical 
relationships in the church and the 
home is acting in sin. Not all men 
are abusive; many women do indeed 
exercise their gi�s (except perhaps 
gi�s of Christian leadership) within 
a complementarian framework. 
However, there is sometimes inconsistency between beliefs and 
behaviors. For example, women may proclaim that men are the 
“head of the home” but, in practice, they themselves lead the 
household, sometimes in a manipulative manner. I have observed 
women asking their husband to say grace, “because he’s the head,” 
but of course they are controlling the situation. In my church and 
counseling experience, I have noted that men who are most vocal 
about being “head of the home” are those who are most insecure 
in their sense of self. Likewise, many women proudly, if subtly, 
strive to excel at submissive behavior in church and home. �is 
inconsistency has complex explanations and con�rms the need 
for better understandings of the related concepts of submission, 
sin, and self-acceptance.

To review, biblical texts contain both the ideas of pride 
(typically “masculine”) and sloth (typically “feminine”). Sin is 
both rebellion, dominance, or arrogance, and underachievement, 
servility, or despondent passivity. Humans both overstep an 
upper boundary (trying to be God, not accepting their �nitude) 
and fail to exceed a lower boundary (not being what God desires, 
abdicating responsibility). Christian theology has o�en focused 
on the sin of domination at the cost of minimizing the sins of sloth 
and idolization of relationships, the last two being more common 
in women. But self-aggrandizement and self-abnegation are 
intertwined. Pride is o�en a defensive posture—lurking behind 
it is low self-esteem. Both the overvalued and undervalued forms 
of pride lack a healthy self-acceptance. Individual and communal 
sin are also intertwined; societal sin may block women’s ability 

to develop their gi�s. All sin is rooted in mistrusting God and 
failing to ful�ll his commands.

We all fall short, but in order to repent and receive healing, 
it helps if we are aware of our particular sins. As mentioned, 
some Christian teachings may in fact encourage “feminine” sin. 
Humility and self-denial are considered virtues but can be sinful 
when out of balance with healthy self-acceptance. Preaching 
against pride and an in�ated ego reinforces the sins of self-
negation and self-abnegation that are already present in many 
women. Preaching about self-sacri�ce may push women further 
into hiding, and encouraging people to be Christ-like may be 
misperceived as having no self of their own.70

I suggest that many women, especially women in 
complementarian contexts, have been inadvertently complicit 
in perpetuating gender inequalities in the church. Addressing 
sin is not easy, but necessary. For some women, staying silent, 
uncritically submissive, obedient in the background, only ever 
in a supporting role, re�ects a failure to exercise responsible 

dominion and become who God 
created them to be. In addition, 
unilaterally submitting to a husband 
or church leader can have some 
bene�ts, such as avoiding di�cult 
decisions or taking responsibility for 
�nances and other necessities of life.

Feminist theologians are 
sometimes quite strong in their 
assertions that women hold equal 

responsibility for oppression; there may be structural forces at 
play but there is still individual responsibility.71 Plaskow makes a 
good point: “Insofar as women accept this status for its rewards 
and welcome relief from the burden of freedom, they are guilty 
of complicity in their own oppression.”72 Mary Stewart Van 
Leeuwen points out that women who “insist on peace at any 
price . . . are not exhibiting the fruit of the Spirit” and sin just 
as much as the men who seek to dominate them.73 And Wanda 
Berry states: “Women who have been nurtured in the symbolism 
of baptism and the eucharist, who have heard Jesus’ response to 
Mary and Martha, share by omission the sin of their oppression 
in the churches.”74 �ese are sobering but sensible words for all 
Christians to hear.

Being aware of the complex issues underlying gender 
inequalities is a good �rst step. I suggest that we take care with 
the terms we use, avoid false dichotomies and rigid de�nitions, 
and accept ambiguity and uncertainty. For example, how we 
explain sel�essness and submission can easily be misinterpreted 
in patriarchal contexts. �ere are di�erences between genuine 
and false humility, authentic healthy self-con�dence and 
neurotic pride, and between having a healthy conscience and 
self-consciously denigrating oneself.

Furthermore, awareness of both the multiplex manifestations 
of sin and the complex motivations underlying it are helpful. 
Not all sin should be judged equally, and some sin is an indirect 
and inadvertent consequence of sinful acts or teaching of others. 

I want to be clear that not every man 
or woman who endorses hierarchical 
relationships in the church and the 
home is acting in sin.
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Recognizing the di�erent responses to anxiety, or di�erent 
ways of hiding, especially self-rejection, can inform preaching 
and pastoral care. �ose in the church who are longsu�ering or 
avoid all con�ict are not necessarily living as Christ commands. 
Of course, men too may be limited by rigid role expectations. 
We do not necessarily need to use the word “sin,” but can 
focus on the need for prayerful self-examination, healing, and 
acceptance of grace. Preachers, as well as counselors, are called 
to bring sin into conscious awareness, into the light of Christ. 
Recall that Jesus exempli�ed gentleness in pointing out people’s 
sin, and he usually healed them �rst. 
We also always need to be aware of the 
evil one who whispers words of doubt 
in self and in God. We need to exercise 
our God-given authority against the evil 
spirits that incite sin.

Perhaps we need more sermons that 
encourage people to accept their identity 
as children of God, image bearers, created 
in and for relation with God, self, and others. We can encourage 
turning toward the one who creates, redeems, and sustains us, 
who calls us to boldly follow him, rather than turning to those 
above us in socially imposed roles. Accepting that we are worthy 
helps us to treat others as worthy. We can encourage vulnerability, 
moving beyond self-contempt to admitting actual moral �aws 
and taking responsibility for our thoughts and behaviors. If we 
are divided within ourselves, partly hating ourselves, we will have 
di�culty ful�lling the command to “love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind” 
(Matt 22:37). We can encourage responsibility in ful�lling the 
creation mandate, developing and using spiritual gi�s.

Of course, all of the above may already be happening in our 
Christian communities. �e purposes and outcomes are much 
broader than gender issues. We need to restore the balance in our 
Christian theology and pastoral care by better understanding the 
complex concepts of submission, sin, and self-esteem, relying on 
the gospel of grace and the Spirit of truth. We need to navigate 
the di�cult balance of being image bearers and being �nite 
creatures. We need to cultivate a healthy acceptance of our status 
as children of God, less than him but nevertheless worthy. We can 
submit to the Lord while knowing our right place in the world, 
standing strong but not arrogant, humble but not humiliated. 
“Speaking the truth in love” can assist all Christians to better 
grow into Christ, use our gi�s responsibly, bear fruit, and ful�ll 
our heavenly calling (Eph 4:1–16; Col 1:10; Heb 3:1).

Editor’s note: �is article is a revised version of a paper read in 
the Evangelicals and Women session of the 2021 meeting of the 
Evangelical �eological Society. For an encouraging report on the 
ETS meeting, by CBE President Mimi Haddad, earlier in this issue 
of Priscilla Papers.
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Created to Thrive
Cultivating Abuse-Free Faith 
Communities
Elizabeth Beyer, ed.

Nearly half of abuse survivors 
seek religious or spiritual 
counseling after experiencing 
abuse, and many fi nd their 
faith to be a source of 
strength in their healing. A 
compassionate, informed, 
and effective response by faith 
leaders can be lifesaving for 
victims and their children. 
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related to abuse, exposing 
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remedies and best practices.
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A Critical Look at Sexism 
without Sexists
Katie Lauve-Moon

Preacher Woman explores 
how congregations can be 
committed to ideas of gender 
parity while still falling short 
in practice. Lauve-Moon
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sexism is upheld through 
both unconscious and 
conscious biases. In doing 
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The Samaritan         
Woman’s Story
Reconsidering John 4 After
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Caryn A. Reeder
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Redemptively to the Sexual 
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Mary DeMuth
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fi erce fi delity to Scripture, 
DeMuth unpacks the 
church’s response to sexual 
violence and provides a 
healthy framework for the 
church to become a haven 
of healing instead of an 
institution of judgment. 
DeMuth advocates for 
a culture of honesty and 
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