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. . . greet you in the Lord.

I Tertius . . .
I’m writing this shortly before CBE’s annual conference, to be held 
in August in Atlanta, Georgia. Many of the conference speakers 
have written for Priscilla Papers, and I’ve decided to provide a 
bibliography of these articles. �e list below is select, rather than 
complete. One way I have kept it to a reasonable length is not 
including Mimi Haddad, Bill Spencer, or myself in the list; our 
roles at CBE would lengthen it beyond the space available. A 
complete Priscilla Papers index is at https://cbeinternational.org/
content/priscilla-papers-indexing.

Kim Dickson: “Rape, Dismemberment, and Chaos in Judges 
19–21,” 36/1 (2022); “Elizabeth Johnson’s God-Talk �irty Years 
Later: A Critique,” 36/2 (2022).

Rob Dixon: “Raising Up Allies: A Standardized Pathway for 
Developing Men into Allies to Women,” 34/3 (2020).

Craig Keener: “�e Bible and Rape,” 8/3 (1994); “Divorce as 
a Justice Issue,” 13/4 (1999); “How Does Paul Interpret Eve in 1 
Timothy 2?” 11/3 (1997); “Interpreting 1 Timothy 2:8–15,” 12/3 
(1998); “I’ve Got You Covered: �e Cultural Background for 
Veiling Women,” 10/1 (1996); “More on the Roles of Women 
in Antiquity,” 10/4 (1996); “Mutual Submission Frames the 
Household Codes,” 35/3 (2021); “A Negative Model of Manhood 
in Judges 19,” 9/2 (1995); “Paul and Sexual Harassment,” 12/3 
(1998); “Sexual In�delity as Exploitation,” 7/4 (1993); “�e Role 
of Women in Proverbs,” 8/1 (1994).

Médine Keener: “�e Cost of War for Women,” 26/1 (2012); 
“A Glimpse into the Life of a Courageous Woman: �e Story 
of Emilienne Niangui Loubota,” 35/4 (2021); “How Subjection 
Harms Congolese Women: A Call to Consciousness,” 21/3 (2007).

Phil Payne: “�e Bible Teaches the Equal Standing of Man and 
Woman,” 29/1 (2015); “Does the New Testament Name Only Men 

as Local Church O�cers?” 26/3 (2012); “Is 1 Corinthians 14:34–
35 a Marginal Comment or a Quotation?” 33/2 (2019); “Wild 
Hair and Gender Equality in 1 Corinthians 11:2–16,” 20/3 (2006).

Ron Pierce: “Deborah: Troublesome Woman or Woman of 
Valor?” 32/2 (2018); “First Corinthians 7: Paul’s Neglected Treatise 
on Gender,” 23/3 (2009); “�e Feminine Voice of God: Women as 
Prophets in the Bible,” 21/1 (2007).

Michelle Sanchez: “She-Preach,” 23/2 (2009); “Your Daughters 
Shall Prophesy: �e Rise of Women’s Ordination in the Holiness 
Tradition,” 24/4 (2010).

Aída Besançon Spencer: “Avoiding the ‘Either-Or’ Trap,” 8/2 
(1994); “A Cloud of Female Witnesses: Women Leaders in the 
New Testament,” 23/4 (2009); “Does God Have Gender?” 24/2 
(2010); “Early-Church Heroines: Rulers, Prophets and Martyrs,” 
7/1 (1993); “From Poet to Judge: What Does Ephesians 5 Teach 
about Male-Female Roles?” 4/3 (1990); “A Gender Matter: A 
Response to the Colorado Springs Guidelines,” 11/4 (1997); “God 
as Mother, Not Mother as God: A Biblical Feminist Response 
to the New Feminism,” 5/4 (1991); “How God’s Spirit Worked a 
Revolution in Hawaii in 1819–1825,” 19/3 (2005); “Leadership of 
Women in Crete and Macedonia as a Model for the Church,” 27/4 
(2013); “�e Seed of the Woman Will be Victorious: Death, Birth, 
Resurrection,” 26/4 (2012); “�e Song of Songs Celebrates God’s 
Kind of Love,” 28/3 (2014); “What are the Biblical Roles of Female 
and Male Followers of Christ?” 18/2 (2004).

Cynthia Long Westfall: “On Developing a Consistent 
Hermeneutical Approach to the Application of General Scriptures,” 
24/3 (2010).

Terran Williams: “Subordinating Jesus and Women (and How 
In�uential Evangelical Teachers Led Us Astray),” 36/3 (2022).
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Remembering Sarah Jane Lancaster 
without Forgetting Winifred Kiek: 

Just Who Was the First Female Minister in Australia?
Jim Reiher

�e Australian church generally recognizes the �rst female 
Christian minister in the country to be Winifred Kiek (1884–
1975). �is is because Winifred was the �rst woman ordained as 
a minister of an existing Christian denomination. For this, and 
for the tandem truth that she was the �rst Australian woman to 
secure the necessary credentials for ordination, she should be 
remembered. It is the thesis of this article, however, that such 
a criterion for being remembered as the �rst female Christian 
minister is not broad enough. A di�erent criterion is o�ered, and 
a di�erent woman is then seen to be the holder of that “title”: 
Sarah Jane Lancaster (1858–1934).

Is ordination the correct basis for being seen as the �rst 
female minister in the country? Or should the criterion be “the 
�rst woman to run a church, deliver sermons, preside over 
communion, and serve as senior minister of her congregation”? 
Or should it be something else? Indeed, so�ening our emphasis 
on “�rsts” and expanding the de�nition of ministry to include 
those not formally ordained will set the stage for �nding other 
important early voices that deserve remembering and honoring.

Winifred Kiek was indeed a champion for women in the 
church. She was an amazing woman and one of the great early 
pioneers in women’s leadership in the church in Australia. 
Recognition of Winifred is proli�c. Janet West writes regarding 
her: “a Congregationalist of Quaker origins . . . the �rst woman 
to be ordained in Australia—in Adelaide in 1927.”1 Likewise, �e 
Australian Women’s Register states: “In 1927 she was ordained as 
a minister of the Congregational Church, making her the �rst 
woman to be ordained to the ministry of any church in Australia.”2
Walter Phillips notes the same in the Australian Dictionary of 
Biography, as do Carolyn Collins and Roy Eccleston in their book, 
Trailblazers: 100 Inspiring South Australian Women.3 All sources 
remind us that Winifred was the �rst ordained woman minister in 
Australia. �is article will argue for a more nuanced approach to 
the history of the ministry of women in Australia, and that Sarah 
Jane Lancaster deserves recognition as the �rst female minister of 
a church in the country.

Winifred Kiek
In highlighting Sarah Jane Lancaster, there is no intention to 
downplay the wonderful work and example of Winifred Kiek.4
Let us, therefore, consider a summary of her life.

Winifred was a trailblazer with a mammoth task in front of 
her. She was intelligent, extremely well educated, creative (she was 
quite the puppeteer5), and a respected pastor and preacher. �ose 
who knew her testi�ed that she was humble, sincere, and lived 
frugally. She was unassuming while, at the same time, strong and 
exceedingly accomplished.

Winifred was born in 1884 into a Quaker family in Manchester, 
UK, and grew up with views of paci�sm and teetotalism.6 A�er 
achieving a �rst-class degree at Manchester University, she went 
about “teaching in the slums of her native city before marrying 

Sydney Kiek, an Oxford theologian and Congregational minister. 
His views on women were years ahead of his time; he did not 
expect his wife to be domesticated, but felt that anyone with 
intellectual gi�s should be developing them for the service of God 
and man.”7 He supported and encouraged his wife’s work in the 
church, and the household secured paid domestic help to assist 
in that goal.

Sydney became Principal of the Congregational �eological 
College in Adelaide, Australia, and the family moved there in 1920. 
Soon a�er, Winifred became the �rst woman to gain a bachelor of 
divinity degree in Australia (from Melbourne University).8 She 
began lecturing in OT and continued her studies. In 1926, shortly 
before her ordination, she was working as a probation o�cer 
helping troubled young people.9

In 1927, Winifred was accepted as a Congregational minister 
a�er demonstrating skills at pastoral care and ministry:

When she o�ered to preach one Sunday in 1926 at 
the new housing area of Colonel Light Gardens, the 
Congregational Church in Adelaide which was short 
on Ministers readily accepted. �e Congregational 
Church in Britain had been ordaining women to full 
ministry since 1918. Winifred Kiek began by arranging 
pulpit studies, delivering her sermons and visiting those 
in need. �e church soon applied to the union for the 
ordination of their new Minister. Permission was granted 
and on 13 June 1927, she was ordained. . . .10

Some of Winifred’s sermons have survived, and they make clear 
that she was consistent in her theology and her life. For example, 
she “expressed her views on the status of women . . . she held that 

A portrait of the young Winifred Kiek¹¹
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Christ had removed ‘the curse’ of inferiority.”12 �is was (and 
remains) a key argument of egalitarians. At the same time, she 
did not revel in her achievements for women. Rather, as she said 
herself, “My chief desire is to emphasise the fact that a woman 
may have a message from God just as a man.”13

Not everyone was happy with this decision to ordain a woman 
to be a minister, or to preach, 
but it stood, and Winifred 
established herself as a 
competent and intelligent 
minister.14 �is incredible 
woman remained a respected 
and e�ective minister of the 
church for some years.15

It would take another ten 
years for the next woman 
to be ordained: another 
Congregational minister, the 
Reverend Isabelle Merry.17

However, before any of 
this happened, there was 
Sarah Jane Lancaster.

Sarah Jane Lancaster
Even before Winifred was 
ordained in 1927, Sarah Jane 
Lancaster had been leading 
a public church meeting 
every Sunday in Melbourne since 1909.18 She had a Methodist 
background but was drawn to an expression of the Christian faith 
that included prayers for physical healing, baptism in the Spirit, 
and speaking in tongues.

Lancaster’s church was the Good News Hall. She founded 
the church, she led the church, she oversaw the establishment 
of new churches with the same 
name in numerous states. 
She evangelised; she sent out 
her best lay ministers to look 
a�er the new Good News 
Hall churches elsewhere. 
She preached regularly, led 
communion, and taught by 
both preaching and writing. 
She did all this for years. In 
every way, she was the senior, 
founding, guiding minister of 
her church and the leader of 
the denomination that grew 
from her work.

Barry Chant notes that 
there were concerns about 
whether her sex should exclude 
her from such leadership. To 
help appease some of the concerns, in 1923, fourteen years a�er 
beginning the work, Sarah Jane set up three male elders to work 
with her.19 When the time came to merge her work and churches 
into the Apostolic Faith Mission of Australasia,20 she was key to 
the negotiations, and she made the decision (with reservations) to 
go ahead with that move.

�e issue was, and still is, that Sarah Jane was not ordained
by an established Christian denomination to do the work she 
embarked on. �erefore, she is not generally recognised as the 
�rst woman minister in Australia.

However, in beginning her work, Sarah Jane was not a part 
of an established denomination and was therefore not able to be 

o�cially ordained. Winifred 
Kiek, on the other hand, 
went through that process 
because she was not starting 
a new branch of the faith.

If Sarah Jane is not seen 
as a “real” minister, the 
question has to be asked: 
what does a “real” minister 
do that she was not doing? 
Why is being ordained by 
the denomination you are a 
part of the criterion for being 
seen as a real minister? And 
why—intentionally or not— 
would it be the prerequisite 
for being thought of as 
“the �rst female Christian 
minister” in Australia?

�ere is a serious problem 
with the assumption that you 
must be an ordained minister 

to be an actual minister. First, to use ordination as the test would 
mean that the founder of every denomination cannot be seen as 
a real minister because they were not ordained by a recognised 
Christian denomination as they began their breakaway work. 
Was Martin Luther an upstart who should not be recognised 
as a legitimate minister of the Lutheran Church because no one 

with the relevant authority 
from the Catholic Church 
ordained him to begin that 
work? (�at was certainly the 
view of the Catholic Church 
of his day.) Do we instead 
highlight the �rst person who 
was ordained in that breakaway 
Lutheran group—and then 
remember that person as more 
signi�cant than Luther? Should 
John Calvin not be seen as 
a legitimate minister of his 
church because no one from the 
Catholic Church (or even the 
Lutheran churches of the time) 
o�cially ordained him to start 
the work he was beginning?

It is an impossible argument: 
the founder of any new denomination must be disquali�ed from 
being a genuine minister of that new denomination because they 
have not been ordained by an existing denomination for the 
purpose of starting the new work.

But of course, such an argument is never applied to the founders 
of other Christian denominations. �at forces us to ask another 

Winifred Kiek at the time of her ordination in Adelaide: 1927¹⁶

An early photo of the front of Good News Hall²¹



PRISCILLA PAPERS |  36/3  |  Summer 2022 • 5 cbeinternational.org

question: why then is Sarah Jane Lancaster treated di�erently? 
�e answer is three-pronged: her sex, her Pentecostalism, and her 
theological position on some issues, especially the Trinity.

Being a woman and being a Pentecostal would each have been 
enough to keep her out of most Christian history books written in 
the �rst half of the 1900s. �e added fact that she did not describe 
the relationship of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in an Orthodox 
way (but preferred to only use scriptural terms for them) made 
it all-the-more likely that she would be rejected. �ose factors, 
combined, prejudiced virtually everyone against her in her day.

If she had been “just a woman” but in a group like the 
Congregationalists, perhaps it would have been di�erent (though 
probably still too early even for them). If she had been a man 
and a Pentecostal, then “he” would be acknowledged as the �rst 
minister of the Pentecostals in Australia. In such a case, of course, 
such a man would not be competing for the title of the �rst male 
minister of the country. �ere were plenty around before 1900 
(an Anglican minister arrived with the First Fleet of prisoners 
in 1788). But alas, Sarah Jane had both her sex and her religious 
peculiarities working against her.

Pentecostalism

�e defender of using ordination as a key criterion for 
recognition, and therefore for seeing Winifred Kiek as the 
�rst true female Christian minister, might see a problem with 
my broader criteria. Does it not allow for every cult and self-
proclaimed leader of a new movement to be considered for the 
same historical recognition?

In response, my thesis regarding Sarah Jane has stood the 
test of time. Over time, Pentecostals have formed accepted 
denominations within the body of Christ. �e self-professed 
leaders of divergent new groups that have never been accepted 
by the broader Christian community are therefore disquali�ed 
from consideration. �e leader of such a group would not be 

quali�ed for consideration since he or she was seen as a heretic 
not only at �rst, but also to this day.

�at being so, since Sarah Jane was deemed a heretic and a new 
cult leader in her own day, it is understandable that her generation
did not acknowledge her. Fred Lancaster, Sarah Jane’s grandson, 
commented in my interview with him: “[My grandmother] had 
been cut o� by the rest of the Christian Churches when she 
became a Pentecostal and when she opened the Good News Hall. 
She was seen as an extreme radical, even a heretic, and she was 
rejected. �e only group that supported her or showed her any 
love and warmth was the Seventh Day Adventists.”22

�at rejection might have been understandable in the early 
1900s, but it does not have any credibility in the 2020s. Over a 
century has passed; it is negligent to still ignore her work. Over 
time, the Pentecostal movement has been accepted as a legitimate 
expression of the Christian faith. And women have become more 
accepted as ministers in churches (in many denominations, at least).

Over time, Sarah Jane Lancaster has been accepted as 
founding and leading an actual Christian congregation. Even 
though she was initially seen as a cult leader, she is no longer 
seen that way. Rather, she is seen as a real Christian who had her 
own church in Melbourne.

�e Doctrine of the Trinity

�ere is debate to this day regarding some of Sarah Jane’s teachings, 
especially in regard to the Trinity. Her beliefs and teachings are 
mostly found in early editions of Good News (Good News Hall’s 
monthly newsletter). �is itself is problematic because most of 
the early articles do not give an author’s name. Some name their 
author, but Sarah Jane’s articles were generally not so identi�ed. 
However, it is fairly assumed that the anonymous articles were 
Sarah Jane’s, or at the very least, endorsed by her.

Some of the early articles in that publication demonstrate a 
less than orthodox position on the Trinity.24 Some of the most 
controversial comments can be seen in the January 1913 issue of 
Good News:

Here is the key to the mystery. God the Father and God 
the Holy Spirit are One and the Same Person. . . . We 
acknowledge and worship One God, Jehovah, the Holy 
Spirit who spake by the prophets, the Father who dwelt 
in Jesus Christ and who is pouring out His Spirit today 
(His substance is spirit) “upon all �esh”. We can say 
with the apostle Paul, “To us there is but ONE GOD, the 
Father, and One Lord Jesus Christ” 1 Cor 8:6.25

Later in the same article comes the comment: “�ere is nothing 
in the Bible about an equal and co-eternal, ‘God the Son’ and the 
term ‘God’ is applied to our Lord as Son of God in a lower degree, 
as it is also used of men. Ps 82:6.”26

Such early comments tagged her negatively in the eyes of her 
critics. Chant demonstrates that, over time, the Good News Hall 
mellowed on this issue a�er they merged into the Apostolic Faith 
Mission of Australasia. �ey were, from then on, orthodox in 
their statements about the inter-relationship of the Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit.27 (It is possible that Sarah Jane continued to talk 
about the Father, Son, and Spirit in the words of Scripture alone, 
but publicly she chose to be more silent regarding her views on 
the topic.)

A rare photo of Sarah Jane Lancaster²³
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Other doctrinal divergences with the majority of Christians 
(e.g., hell not being eternal, the nature of the Baptism in the 
Spirit and the desirability for all to speak in tongues, her apparent 
rejection of medicines, her view of “soul sleep” instead of instantly 
going to be with the Lord after death, and her rapture doctrine) 
are not as significant in that they are not “salvation issues.” The 
Trinity, however, is a more distinctive and precious doctrine. It 
has arguably been the test of orthodoxy for much of Christian 
history (at least since the Nicaean Council in the early 300s).

Even fellow Pentecostals (from Pentecostal groups outside of 
the Good News Hall) tended to reject Sarah Jane and label her 
as unorthodox and therefore as not a true leader of a Christian 
church because of her teaching on the Trinity. C. L. Greenwood, 
her contemporary and the most important early leader of the 
Richmond Temple, considered her in error. After visiting a 
Lancaster meeting, he said: “I looked on the platform [and] I 
saw this woman. I knew this woman. She was the leader of the 
meeting. She did not believe in the Trinity, she did not believe 
in the personality of the Holy Spirit. . . .”28 It is also clear that 
Greenwood, though he encouraged women to minister under 
the authority of male leaders, did not believe women should be 
leaders in the church.29

Regarding Sarah Jane’s views on the Trinity, her grandson 
Fred Lancaster gave an insightful perspective.30 “A lot of mileage 
is made out of Mother Lancaster’s supposed doctrinal errors and 
especially her mishandling of the Trinity.” Fred suggested that 
because she did spend time with the Adventists, she picked up 
some of their teachings (like soul sleep at death), but “she never 
abandoned her Methodist doctrines.” Fred said that her enemies 
(from other churches) who were jealous of her work and her 
impact, “magnified my grandmother’s doctrines” and made 
them out to be more serious than they were. Ordinary people 
summarize teachings and doctrines informally, and when good 
Christian men and women try to summarize teaching on the 
Trinity, it is different from the theological statements scholars use. 
These quotations can then be misused to say that the Good News 
Hall did not believe in the Trinity. 

It is difficult to fully reconcile the early articles in Good News 
that discuss the relationship of the Father, Son, and Spirit with Fred 
Lancaster’s comments. However, it is easier to understand people 
getting the orthodox doctrine “wrong” if they come from a strong 
starting point of seeing Scripture as the absolute Word of God. 
For those absolutely devoted to the Bible (before denomination 
or creed), it is not easy to find the orthodox doctrine of the 
Trinity therein. Great scholars have shown how it is alluded to, 
pointed to, hinted at. Some texts are used to prove—or at least 
suggest—the Trinity. But Sarah Jane and many others before and 
after her have preferred to only use the terms of Scripture that 
describe the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. They have avoided the 
extrapolations of more complex doctrines. By such an emphasis, 
they have been deemed to fall short of orthodoxy.

It is hard to tell non-creedal Protestants that they need to also 
listen to church councils, creeds, and confessions, and to trust 
the church’s theologians over the centuries. This can seem like 
a backflip to some. They are hesitant to accept something they 
cannot find easily in the Bible itself.

Sarah Jane’s views on the Trinity should not be seen as a salvation 
issue that disqualifies her from the faith. Sarah Jane loved God 

and his Son Jesus Christ. She had faith in the redeeming work of 
Christ on the cross. She sought to follow God and the teachings of 
Jesus in her personal life. She—beyond dispute—showed the fruit 
of the Holy Spirit in her daily life.31 She believed in the presence 
and power of the Holy Spirit working in our lives.

Surely one can be a Christian even if one has a less-than-
perfect understanding of the inter-relationship of the Father, the 
Son, and the Holy Spirit, or cannot explain it without error. I am 
yet to meet anyone who has that perfect understanding. Instead, 
we define a Christian as someone who has faith in God, faith in 
Jesus Christ his Son, and who seeks to live their life accordingly.

Like every Christian denomination, there are different 
emphases and peculiarities about Sarah Jane’s work. These can be 
acknowledged and accepted, even if one disagrees with aspects of 
her emphasis. The Pentecostals have theirs, but so do the Baptists, 
the Anglicans, the Presbyterians, the Catholics . . . .

Conclusion and Relevance for Today
Returning to the question of what qualifies someone to be given 
the title of “the first female minister of a Christian church in 
Australia,” it is regrettable that the logic of the argument outlined 
above has not yet led to any official or broad acceptance of 
Sarah Jane Lancaster being that person. The strong implication 
(intentional or unintentional) is that official ordination is the 
key criterion. This is a blinkered reaction, it seems: not putting 
two and two together. Not seeing inherent problems with such a 
starting point and not seeing the bigger picture.

Winifred Kiek can still be said to be the first woman to have 
earned the requisite credentials and to be officially ordained by 
an established denomination in Australia. And her wonderful 
life and work should be remembered, respected, and celebrated. 
It has been, still is, and hopefully always will be, an inspiration 
to other women. Nevertheless, Sarah Jane Lancaster was the first 
Australian woman minister of a Christian church in the country. 
It is time for the history books and reference material to catch 
up. They need to be more nuanced in how they describe the early 
women pioneers of the Australian church.

Historical studies and reflection can sometimes be accused 
of irrelevance. Some make comments like, “That’s all very well 
and good, but what’s your point? How does that mean anything 
for me today?”

In reply: there are still plenty of Sarah Jane Lancasters and 
Winifred Kieks in our churches today. We can determine to 
support and encourage such women, we can be inspired by their 
stories, and we can seek to advance the place of women in the 
church today.

Consider the blinkered approach that resulted in people not 
noticing Sarah Jane and her role in the church. There is still a lot 
of “blinker wearing” today. Sarah Jane was running a church for 
years. She was ministering for decades. Many simply ignored her, 
and those who could not ignore her dismissed her as in error or 
out of order. Many ministering women today are still treated that 
way by some churches and by some Christians.

Winifred Kiek was different from Sarah Jane Lancaster. She 
was not venturing out on her own to start a new work, a new 
branch of the Christian faith. Winifred was ordained in the late 
1920s by the Congregationalists, an established denomination. 
She was surrounded by men, was in a denomination run by men, 
and was accountable to men in that wider sense. Her husband 
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was quite liberated and supportive, but Winifred was much more 
“acceptable” because of the reality that she was under the guidance 
and input of a structure run by men.

It is not uncommon to still hear different Christians say 
something like, “Well, a woman can be in charge so long as a man 
is ultimately in charge—so long as she is under male headship—so 
long as she is accountable to male leadership over her somewhere.” 
Winifred was much more acceptable than Sarah Jane because she 
was conforming to a slightly expanded set of parameters that still 
meant some man somewhere could direct her as needed.

Many church women today are in one or the other of the two 
situations captured by Sarah Jane and Winifred.

It is worth adding that many women doing ministry that is 
either unrecognised or that is “under the final authority of a man” 
want to get on with their calling and ministry. They put up with 
the rest of it. They are not usually after titles or recognition. The 
Sarah Janes of today put up with it and get on with the work they 
are called to do. Likewise, the Winifreds.

The stories of Sarah Jane Lancaster and Winifred Kiek remind 
us to press on to live fully in our redeemed state, and to aspire to 
achieve full equality of all on all levels. Their stories should inspire 
us to continue to work to see more women released into ministry 
and leadership in the church. Roles in the church should always 
be based on gifting and calling, never on gender.
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Years ago, my wife was commissioned to write something for 
fellow pastors’ wives in our group of complementarian churches 
that might be struggling to come to terms with male leadership 
in the home and church. The basic idea of complementarianism 
is, after all, a difficult one to grasp: how can one be qualitatively 
equal and yet at the same time permanently subordinate? My wife 
struggled with comprehending the reason behind our so-called 
different roles, until she read Kathy Keller’s analogy in Jesus, 
Justice, and Gender Roles, which she then included as the high 
point in her own paper. According to Keller, the pastor’s wife who 
chooses submission to her husband in both home and church, is 
cast in the light of Jesus’s subordination to his Father:

Jesus in his submissive servanthood, taking on the role 
of a servant in order to secure our salvation (Philippians 
2:5–11), shows that his submission to the Father was a 
gift, not something compelled from him. At no time is 
his equality with the Father ever called into question. . . . 
The Son’s [essential] equality with the Father, and yet his 
[functional] submission for the purpose of salvation in 
taking on the role of a servant, lead us into the heart of 
the mystery of the Trinity. How else can this even begin 
to be conveyed without human players who enact the 
same truths, the same roles?1

Having read this, my wife and many fellow pastors’ wives were 
happy to have settled the matter in their hearts. They resolved 
that by taking on the God-given role of submission to someone 
“equal” to them, they were showing the world the beautiful and 
mysterious life of the Trinity. 

Keller, in The Meaning of Marriage, which she co-authors with 
her husband, Timothy, admits that though her “first encounter 
with the idea of [authority] and submission [in marriage] was both 
intellectually and morally traumatic,” when some “gifted teachers 
steered [her] to [see how] the Second Person of the Godhead 
[submitted] himself, and assumed the role of a servant,” she then 
accepted that she could play the “Jesus role” in her marriage.2

For most of history, most people did not ask, “Why should the 
wife submit?” It made perfect sense to them: culture and church 
doctrine believed that women were inferior to men, and therefore 
needed to be led for their own good. But since the 1960s those 
ideas have been abandoned in the culture and the church. We all 
know many women who are more intelligent and decisive than 
their husbands. So it cannot be that they are inferior at making 
decisions. So why then? Tim and Kathy Keller brave an answer: 
“the answer to that question is another question: ‘Why did Christ 
become the one to give up the authority to the Father?’”3 Their 
point is that a wife’s submission to a husband’s authority is meant 
to mirror Christ’s relationship to the Father. 

But the analogy is fatally flawed. Nowhere does Scripture teach 
us to model our submission to any human (whether to pastor, king, 
spouse, or parent) on Jesus’s submission to the Father. The text 
Keller refers to in Phil 2, in which Christ, though equal with God, 

becomes a servant who dies on the cross, mainly describes Jesus’s 
humility and service of others, which is something all people can 
imitate as they relate to all people.4 

Keller’s statement about the Trinity being incomprehensible 
unless “human players enact the same roles” is dangerous. Despite 
recent, numerous attempts by people to read their ideal social 
relationships into the Trinity, there is no earthly relationship that 
can properly depict the relationships in the Trinity. Michael Bird 
suggests that, if we had to find one, it would be a three-person 
marriage between an older man, a younger man, and a eunuch. 
Bird’s point is that it is a serious mistake to correlate husband-wife 
roles with Father-Son roles.5 

Eternal Functional Subordination
George Knight III, in 1977, first formulated the idea that the 
Trinity for all eternity represented a biblical example of genuine 
equality of personhood and a difference of roles, and used this to 
support his own conception of men and women being equal yet 
tiered.6 But it was Wayne Grudem who, in his 1994 Systematic 
Theology, first took Knight’s idea into the mainstream theological 
world. In reaction to those who argued that the Trinity served 
as an excellent example of the kind of mutual submission they 
envisioned between men and women, Grudem went all out in 
the opposite direction, arguing that distinctive roles are in fact 
at the heart of the eternal relationships within the Trinity. He 
introduced the term Eternal Functional Subordination to argue 
that, aeons before the Son even embarked on his mission to earth, 
he was already subordinate to the Father. It was important for 
Grudem to show that the Son’s subordination to the Father was 
not temporary. He argued, “Does the Son say to the Father, ‘It’s 
not fair for you to be in charge simply because you are the Father’? 
Does the Son say to the Father, ‘You’ve been in charge for fifteen 
billion years, and now it’s my turn for the next fifteen billion’? No! 
Absolutely not!”7 

The Kellers seem to stop short of believing in the Son’s 
eternal subordination, but nonetheless became the most 
popular promoters of the idea that the Trinity is a model of 
complementarian marriage, even arguing in The Meaning of 
Marriage that, “since our assigned [marriage] roles are rooted 
in the nature of the relationships within the Trinity, tampering 
with [the authority-submission] God intends within marriage 
is surely not our prerogative.”8 But without Grudem’s overlaying 
argument that the Son’s subordination is eternal, the Kellers’ 
Trinity-marriage analogy does not hold. In the incarnation of the 
Son, one person in the Trinity becomes a human for about thirty-
three years, and for that duration volunteers to take orders from 
the Father and the Spirit. When we hold this against the backdrop 
of their eternal equality and mutuality, we see the incarnation 
for what it is: an unrepeatable event in the history of all reality. 
It is neither responsible nor fitting to take this moment in God’s 
eternal existence as the permanent, unalterable norm for gender 
roles in a human marriage. Unlike the period the Son was on the 

Subordinating Jesus and Women  
(and How Influential Evangelical Teachers Led Us Astray)

Terran Williams
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earth while his Father was in heaven, both wife and husband have 
their feet on the same ground.

�is is why Grudem bulked up the argument—Jesus is 
subordinate not just in his incarnation, but before and a�er it. 
Following Grudem, most complementarian theologians started to 
speak of the eternal relations within the Trinity as ones of equality 
and “roles.” Other complementarian theologians like John Starke, 
Bruce Ware, Rodrick Durst, Malcolm Yarnell, and Michael Ovey 
put forward models of the Trinity that stressed hierarchy rather 
than equality as its de�ning feature. “�e Father is the authority 
of Christ, and always has been. . . . �ere is no Trinity without the 
order of authority and submission,”9 said Owen Strachan in his 
2016 book, �e Grand Design: Male and Female He Made �em, 
which he dedicates “to Wayne Grudem . . . who showed us and so 
many others the grand design of God in Christ.” 

Power Relations Assigned at Birth
Why have complementarians clutched so tightly to this new 
conception of the Son’s present subordination to his equal Father? 
�e answer is that it is the only analogy that justi�es the new 
doctrine that tries to hold together the permanent subordination of 
a woman and her supposed, intrinsic equality. Let me explain.

Before the 1960s the millennia-long teaching of the church 
was that women, though equally saved, were intrinsically unequal 
to men. Based especially on a misreading of 1 Tim 2:14 (“Adam 
was not deceived, but Eve was and became a transgressor”) and 
1 Cor 11:7 (“he is the image and glory of God; but woman is the 
glory of man”), the major �gures of church history believed that 
women were made of “lesser stu� ” than men—they were less 
intelligent and capable than men, and more prone to instability 
and deception. It was therefore assumed that men should lead 
women for their own good.

But when, in the 1960s–70s, the Catholic and Protestant 
church in the West rapidly abandoned its former belief about 
women, they had a new question to answer: why then are women 
to be automatically, unalterably subordinate to men? Some 
theologians re-examined Scripture and concluded that women 
were neither inferior nor subordinate,10 while other theologians 
still contended for the subordination of women. �is transition 

moment in theological evolution surfaced three views about 
women—the centuries-old one, historic hierarchism, which 
was abandoned as people went in one of two directions, revised 
hierarchism and evangelical egalitarianism.

�e true father of revised hierarchism (which John Piper 
would rename “complementarianism” a decade later) is George 
Knight III, whose 1977 book introduced the ingenious idea of 
“equal” but “di�erent roles.” �is language gained immediate 
traction with modern ears. But there are three problems with 
this phrase. 

�e �rst problem is that “role” language does not accurately 
describe what is actually “a chain of command.” In most cases, its 
propagators do not even need to explain what those di�erent roles 
are. Merely saying the words “equal but di�erent roles” satis�es 
most people who hear the idea for the �rst time, especially if 
one adds the caveat that men and women, a�er all, are made 
di�erently by God. But the idea of “roles” is a modern sociological 
construct that only became popular in the 1960s as women’s 
expected spheres of activity rapidly began to change. It refers to 
a division of labour, where one person takes care of some things, 
and another takes care of other things. For instance, if I were to 
tell my children on chore day that I will allocate di�erent roles, 
they will all expect that I will give them di�erent responsibilities. 
However, in complementarianism, if you were to ask the question 
(that not many seem to ask), “What exactly are the di�erent 
roles?” the answer (when reduced to its essence) will be that in 
the home and church men lead, and in both women submit and 
help out. But this is not a classical allocation of roles. Rather, it is 
a simple chain of command. �e idea of “roles” carries with it the 
idea of reversibility. One child may clean the pool and another 
trim the garden, and the next week, these roles might be swapped, 
especially if one child is shown to be more adept at a certain 
role. In contrast, the complementarian “role” is a permanent, 
irreversible power relation based on one’s gender not one’s gi�s.

�e second problem is that “role” language does not describe 
what is actually an exclusion for some and not others. In 
complementarianism, women are excluded from certain roles in 
the church simply because they are women, while men are excluded 
from no roles simply because they are men. In fact, even in the 

Female Inferiority Female Subordination

Historic hierarchism
(100–1960s)

Yes Yes, because females are inferior

Revised hierarchism
(1960s onwards)

No Yes, for new reasons

Evangelical egalitarianism
(1960s onwards)

No No
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home, where women are supposedly meant to focus their efforts, 
the husband is still in charge. There’s nothing “complementary” 
about this arrangement—it is a simple hierarchy that excludes 
some, not all, from certain roles.

The third and most serious problem is that, while the idea of 
“roles” may be compatible with equality, the idea of permanent 
power relations assigned at birth is most certainly a statement 
of inequality. To be clear, equality can be compatible with 
subordination. For example, a congregant may choose to submit 
to a pastor who is her equal in Christ. However, the challenge 
for complementarians has always been to show how two people 
can be truly equal while, based on their chromosomes alone, 
immutably destined to either lead or follow. Complementarians 
offer analogies such as a pastor and a congregant, an officer and 
a private in an army, or a manager and a worker, or a president 
and a citizen. None of these imply inherent superiority, they 
argue, which is true. But they are not fair or fitting analogies11—
in all cases, the roles can change, and the one with authority has 
that authority based on special competence or experience. Their 
leadership is not assigned at birth based on their bodies. A pastor, 
for example, may lead because of their special character, calling, 
training, and gifting—but it is possible that the pastor may step 
down one day, and the congregant may become a pastor.

It is almost impossible to find a single desirable analogy in 
society to show how authority or subordination is loaded into 
one’s chromosomes or body. The closest analogies are the Hindu 
caste system in which one’s power status is determined by which 
class or family one is born into, or Apartheid, in which one’s skin 
colour determined one’s political rights. Both of these systems 
of designating roles and rank at birth—as all complementarians 
would surely agree—are examples of inequality.

Since the earthly analogies fail, the solution for 
complementarians in the late 1970s was to correlate the supposed 
doctrine of a woman’s unalterable subordination to her equal with 
the supposed doctrine of the Son’s unalterable subordination to 
his equal. So crucial is the new Trinitarian analogy to the new 
doctrine of female equality-and-subordination that Grudem 
even bet the farm on it: in his 1979 review of Knight’s creation of 
it, young Grudem was so sure of this new argument that he wrote 
that “a proper understanding of the Trinity may well turn out to 
be the most decisive factor in finally deciding” on the status and 
roles of women.12 

A Tale of Three Heads
What was Grudem’s proof text for the Son’s alleged eternal 
subordination to his equal? It was his misinterpretation of 1 Cor 
11:3. In this verse, Paul writes that “the head of every man is 
Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ 
is God” (NIV). Grudem takes this to mean that Paul correlates 
“a husband’s” “authority over” “his wife” with God’s “authority 
over” Christ—and treats this as a parallel that upholds equality 
and hierarchy in both cases. By linking marriage to a description 
of the inner life of a Triune God, he thus concludes that gender 
hierarchy must be universal and not merely cultural, or a result 
of the fall.

But this is based on three wrong assumptions. 
The first is that it overlooks the first of the three parallel lines. 

Complementarians who like to compare man as woman’s head 
with God as Christ’s head seem to forget the first line: Christ 

is man’s head. One might be able to strain out some similarity 
between God and Christ, and man and woman (“equal in essence 
but subordinate in function” is the complementarian offering) 
but if that is what Paul was trying to teach, he would not have 
also added the first line about Christ and man, for no man is 
Christ’s equal.

The second wrong assumption is that Paul does not refer to “a 
husband” and “his wife” here, but to Adam and Eve as archetypes 
of men and women in general. Except for the ESV, with Grudem 
on its translation committee, and the NRSV (though not the 
2021 updated edition of the NRSV), no major English Bible opts 
for this translation. Almost all scholars read it as a reference to 
men and women in general.13 The reason Grudem translates v. 
3 as “a husband” and “his wife” is that he is trying to limit the 
implications of his own insistence that Paul is teaching that the 
one has authority over the other. But if he is right about “authority 
over” then, indeed, all men have authority over all women, and 
no woman anywhere should lead a man or even co-lead with him. 

This brings us to the third wrong assumption: Grudem reads 
“head” (kephalē) to mean “authority over.” Read this way, it seems 
Paul equates God the Father’s authority over Christ with a man’s 
authority over women.

But does kephalē mean “authority over” in this passage? In 
modern English, “head” is often used metaphorically to mean a 
boss, someone who is in charge. But was this how the metaphor 
of “head” would have inevitably been understood by native Greek 
speakers who received Paul’s letter? 

Most complementarians say yes. To be fair, however, not all 
do. For example, when the complementarian theologians in the 
Village Church study this passage as a part of their survey of 
texts about gender, they do so in a way that does not support any 
teaching about male authority.14 Rightly so—the highest-rated 
commentaries on 1 Corinthians do not see male authority in 1 
Cor 11. The user-generated website BestCommentaries.com rates 
the commentaries on 1 Corinthians by Gordon Fee (NICNT), 
Anthony Thiselton (NIGTC), and David Garland (BECNT) as the 
best ones, respectively scoring them 4.91, 4.88, and 4.88 out of 5.0. 
Here’s what these leading scholars say:

•	The metaphor in 11:3 is often understood to be 
setting up structures of authority. But nothing in the 
passages suggests as much. (Fee) 

•	 . . . it does not seem to denote a relation of 
“subordination” or “authority over.” (Thiselton) 

•	 Paul is not attempting to establish a gender hierarchy 
that places women in a subordinate role. (Garland)

Although Fee’s, Thiselton’s, and Garland’s interpretations of 1 Cor 
11:3 differ, they all agree that Grudem gets this passage wrong. 

So, what does kephalē mean here? In Paul’s time, the idea that 
kephalē meant authority would be very rare, if present at all.15 
Since kephalē as a metaphor has a varied range of meanings, we 
should look to the context to determine Paul’s intended meaning. 
In reading the passage that follows, kephalē appears to mean 
something like honoured life-source—the person from which 
another derives their life or identity. 

I side with Fee’s approach: the key to understanding these 
three lines correctly lies in the sequence Paul states them in. At 
first glance, one might think that Paul should have put the last line 
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�rst so that it read, “God is the head of Christ, is the head of man, 
is the head of woman.” But he does not. Why this order then? 
�e answer is that Paul is not following a chain of command, he is 
following a timeline: 

�e clause, “the kephalē of every man is Christ,” picks up on 
Paul’s theology of Christ as the means and source of all creation. 
In this sense, in Gen 2, God through Christ created Adam, and in 
a derivative sense, every subsequent male therea�er.

�e next clause, “the kephalē of woman is man” refers to 
what happened next in the Garden of Eden: from Adam’s side, 
God made Eve. We know that Paul is referring to Adam and Eve 
because he uses the singular “woman” not “women,” and “man” 
not “men,” then returns in v. 8 and again in v. 12a to mention 
that Eve (whom he calls “woman”) came from Adam (“man”). 
Con�rming the interpretation that v. 3 speaks of Adam as Eve’s 
source, Paul �nally mentions that in another sense each of Adam’s 
sons came by birth from a daughter of Eve, the mother of all the 
living (12b), and in yet another sense everyone came from their 
Creator (12c).

“�e kephalē of Christ is God” most likely refers to Christ’s 
incarnation. In his earthly ministry, he was “the image of the 
invisible God,” representing to a watching world the Father as 
his source.16

We might ask why Paul does not say that Christ is also the 
kephalē of every woman? �e answer lies in another question: why 
does Paul pull together these strange and seemingly disjointed 
theological statements to begin with? Verses 4–5 provide some 
compelling answers: using a creative teaching device, Paul is 
connecting a woman and a man’s treatment of their respective 
physical heads with the way they each treat their respective 
metaphoric heads. In other words, in v. 3, Paul establishes the 
premise that everyone has a metaphoric head in order to argue 
in vv. 4–5 that what men and women do to their physical heads 
in worship re�ects on their metaphoric kephalē mentioned in v. 
3—for “every man” (4) it is “Christ” (3); for “every woman” (5) it 
is “man” (3). 

He guides each gender to honour someone as their source or 
origin. We know this because following on from saying “man is 
the kephalē of woman” (3), Paul paraphrases the same point twice 
more—by saying, “woman was made from man” (8) and then 
“woman came from man” (12). �is is a triple reference to the fact 
that Eve was made from Adam’s side.17 Also, shi�ing from talking 
about Christ as Creator (“the kephalē of every man is Christ” [3]), 
Paul then talks about God as Creator (“all things [or all persons] 
come from God” [12])—here again, Paul refers to God speci�cally 
as the source of those he creates.18

Most crucially however, the language of “God is the kephalē of 
Christ,” as a matter of orthodoxy has been taken to mean that the 
Father is the source, not the authority, of Christ. As I will show 
shortly, orthodox descriptions of the Son-Father relationship, 
even while the Son was on earth, do not describe the Father 
asserting his “authority” over the Son as much as they speak of 
the Son, in self-giving love, submitting to the Father’s will, which 
in fact is his own.19

Now, we understand why Paul selects fairly obscure language 
that designates Adam as Eve’s kephalē (which he, thankfully, 
explains in vv. 8 and 12): he is setting up a play on words, so 
that he will be able to switch between a literal and metaphoric 
use of the word kephalē. Eve honoured Adam as her kephalē, 

and so each daughter of Eve should honour the sons of Adam 
by honouring her physical head (demonstrated by wearing a 
head covering). Likewise, Adam honoured Christ as his kephalē, 
so each son of Adam should honour Christ by honouring his 
physical head (demonstrated by keeping his hair short). Potent 
as the three statements of v. 3 are, vv. 4–5 are evidently not 
sophisticated theology. �is is Paul as a genius original thinker 
making connections to add strength to his argument. He is not 
mainly trying to teach them (nor us) a developed theology of 
gender, nor anything about universal gender hierarchy. Rather he 
is adding support to his argument that women should use proper 
head attire in worship. 

Contra the complementarian accusation that taking kephalē
to mean life-source is a recent innovation in word studies, the 
Greek-speaking church fathers such as �eodore of Mopsuestia, 
Athanasius, and Eusebius all took kephalē here to mean source.20
For example, Cyril of Alexandria (who died in AD 444) wrote in 
his treatise De recta �de ad Pulcheriam et Eudociam: 

Luke [3:38, “Adam from God”] . . . explains the source 
of man, the Creator God. �us we say that “the head 
(kephalē) of every man is Christ,” for man was made 
through him and brought into existence. . . . “And the 
head (kephalē) of woman is the man,” because she was 
taken out of his �esh and so indeed has him as her source. 
Similarly, “the head (kephalē) of Christ is God,” because 
he is from him according to nature: for the Word was 
begotten out of God the Father.

It is no surprise therefore that so many scholars conclude that 
Paul does not mean authority in 1 Cor 11:3.21

Even if 1 Cor 11:3 did teach male authority (which it does not), 
it is an error to read human relations into the Trinity. �eology 
starts with God and works down to humanity. It is a reversal of 
the correct theological order to read a human analogy upwards 
into the life of God.

Yet Kathy Keller writes: “In 1 Corinthians 11:3, Paul says . . . 
that the relationship of the Father and the Son is a pattern for the 
relationship of husband to wife” (notice her strange translation of 
“husband” and “wife” rather than “man” and “woman”) in which 
“male and female are invited to mirror and re�ect . . . loving 
authority and loving submission.”22 Unfortunately, brilliant as 
most of the Kellers’ bestselling book on marriage is, it has helped 
to spread not only a misinterpretation but also a misapplication 
of 1 Cor 11:3 that makes wives think they are specially tasked 
with mirroring the Son’s submission to the Father through their 
submission to their husband.

Complementarians sometimes reach for a second text—“the 
Son himself will be subjected to the one who put all things 
in subjection under him, so that God may be all in all” (1 Cor 
15:28)—to corroborate their misreading of 1 Cor 11:3.23 But this 
passage actually refutes belief in Jesus’s eternal subordination to 
the Father, because Jesus is evidently not subject to the Father in 
the present moment, rather he one day will be. What exactly this 
future “subjection” will be at the end of the age divides scholars. I 
suggest that when we consider the context in vv. 24–27, in which 
Ps 8 is quoted, it refers to Jesus in his unique role as the true 
Adam, not to his nature as the eternal Son of God. As the God-
man, divinity taking up humanity into himself, he will �nally 
achieve the eschatological unity of all things. �en, the redeemed 



Priscilla PaPers  |  36/3  |  Summer 2022 • 13 cbeinternational.org

humanity he represents will fully take their place as the kings 
and queens of renewed creation in submission to, and no longer 
in rebellion against, their God—a Triune God who will, at this 
point, wonderfully make himself known across all human 
affairs and also the universe without being obstructed by sin, 
Satan, or death.

What we discover in all this is that no verse roots our “assigned 
roles” in the Trinity, certainly not 1 Cor 11:3. Lacking a viable and 
orthodox exegesis of its key proof text and proposing the eternal 
subordination of the Son as the basis for female subordination, 
Grudem’s doctrine was bound to run into trouble. 

That trouble came in 2016. 

The Fall of Subordinationism
In 2016, other trusted complementarian theologians joined 
forces to confront the serious pitfalls in Grudem’s version of the 
Trinity. Though earlier theologians critiqued it, such as Kevin 
Giles in his 2002 work, The Trinity and Subordinationism,24 it was 
only when enough complementarian theologians challenged this 
heterodox teaching about God via a series of blogs and ensuing 
online debates in 2016, that the doctrine finally and decisively 
fell. This led to a widespread repentance from the unorthodox 
idea the complementarians had wrongly relied on for all these 
years in defence of their position on gender hierarchy. 

It certainly did require repentance: Grudem’s Eternal 
Functional Subordination veers in a similar direction to, though 
not going as far as, the ancient heresy of Arianism in which the 
Son is in eternal essence less than the Father.25 This heresy was 
first repudiated by the early church in a council that affirmed 
the essential unity and equality in the eternal relations of the 
Trinity. As Liam Goligher said in a post during the debate: “To 
say that there is a real primacy of the Father or subordination 
of the Son within the eternal Trinity is to have moved out of 
Christian orthodoxy.”26 Even The Gospel Coalition then 
published an article that revisited Augustine’s teaching about 
the Trinity and showed his denial of authority-submission as a 
feature of the eternal relations within the Trinity.27 In November 
2016, Kevin Giles addressed the Evangelical Theological Society 
and said, “I believe what Dr. Grudem . . . [teaches] on the Trinity 
. . . contradicts what the Nicene creed, the Reformation and 
post-Reformation Protestant confessions and the Evangelical 
Theological Society doctrinal statement teach.”28

Post–2016, a collective of leading biblical scholars from all 
over the world explained in Trinity without Hierarchy: Reclaiming 
Nicene Orthodoxy in Evangelical Theology that Eternal Functional 
Subordination “resembles a species of semi-Arianism, called 
‘homoianism,’ by virtue of three things: 1) an overreliance on 
the economic Trinity in Scripture for formulating immanent 
Trinitarian relationships, 2) leading to a robust subordinationism 
characterized by a hierarchy within the Godhead, 3) consequently 
identifying the Son as possessing a lesser glory and majesty than 
the Father.”29 Others named the error “neo-subordinationism.”30

So radical and abrupt has the swing of opinion in the 
theological world been that it is now widely accepted even 
in conservative complementarian circles that specific social 
relationships, including marriage, should not be read into 
the inner life of the Trinity.31 Having been taken off course by 
Knight and Grudem, many evangelical scholars have clarified 

their rejection of “the complementarian narrative [of the Trinity] 
grafted by a small cohort of theologians in order to buttress their 
claims about gender roles” and renewed their pledge to “the 
apostolic and evangelical faith that confesses one God and three 
equal persons, [not] distinguished . . . by degrees of authority.”32 

To subordinate the Son in eternity is to make him qualitatively 
other, and less, than the Father: “If Christ’s subordination is 
not limited to a specific function [such as his incarnation] but 
characterizes his eternal relationship with God, then Christ is 
not merely functionally subordinate; he is by nature subordinate. 
Subordination is what he is, what he always has been, what he 
always will be. It is a matter of ontology (i.e., being), not merely 
of function.”33 And if the Father has the nature of authority while 
the Son has the nature of subordination, then they do not share 
the same nature. This is a far cry from the Trinitarian formula, so 
rigorously defended by the church fathers, of God as “one nature, 
three persons,” meaning that the Godhead is composed of one 
divine essence/substance/being in which three divine hypostases 
or persons share equally and have one will. To speak of eternal 
submission in God violates the ancient theological articulations 
that affirm that the Father, Son, and Spirit are one God. 

What a wonderful breakthrough to return to the Trinitarian 
theology the church long ago fought for and clarified for us. 

The only legitimate application of the Trinitarian relationships 
to a human community may be the one Jesus referred to in his 
prayer that his followers would be one with each other in the 
same way he and the Father are one.34 When we experience 
the overflow of the Father’s and the Son’s boundless delight in, 
honouring of, and love for one other,35 we realize that the best 
way to depict the relationship between the Father and the Son in 
our earthly communities (and marriages) is not through chains of 
command but through bonds of mutual joy, honour and love.36 

Conclusion
While I applaud the scholars and church leaders who have 
publicly acknowledged their mistakes, much damage has already 
been done by this recent distortion of the Trinity. Many ordinary 
folk, including my wife and I, and so many leaders and churches I 
know, were illegitimately persuaded toward complementarianism 
through Grudem’s and the Kellers’ pre-2016 books that espoused 
a dubious Trinity-marriage parallel.37 To believe that Jesus is “less 
than” even in the smallest of gradations shrinks our confidence 
in everything else he is—Saviour and Lord—to the same degree. 
In the history of Christianity, there is no more serious error than 
to reduce Jesus’s glory by even the tiniest fraction.

But this error does more than diminish Jesus and our 
salvation. It diminishes women, too. Ever since the Western 
church in the 1960s embraced the doctrine of a woman’s 
intrinsic, qualitative equality to a man, the question has been 
how to logically reconcile this with a teaching that a woman, 
still, is to be permanently, immutably subordinate to a man. 
Starting with George Knight in 1977, complementarians have 
turned to the Trinity to demonstrate that it is possible to be 
qualitatively equal yet permanently, immutably subordinate to 
one’s equal. But by doing so, they have jumped out of the frying 
pan into the fire—they have sought to defend a new, illogical 
theory about gender equality-and-hierarchy with a resurrected, 
heterodox doctrine of the Trinity.
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Once a complementarian abandons their Trinitarian 
heterodoxy, the question is how to deal with the self-standing, 
evidently illogical idea of a woman’s purported equality-and-
subordination. I propose one of three ways: 1) Admit that they 
hold to a new doctrine that has no analogy on earth or in heaven 
to help us grasp it. 2) Revert to the church’s historical position 
that a woman’s subordination is based on her intrinsic, qualitative 
inferiority. 3) Go back to the drawing board and see if the Bible 
really does teach the subordination of women as a universal ideal.
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John Piper, one of the most committedly patriarchal theologians 
writing today, insisted at a conference in 2012 that Christianity 
is a “masculine” religion: God is Father and King (not mother or 
queen), Jesus is Son (not daughter), pastors are to be men, and 
this is what the Bible clearly teaches.1 Meanwhile, the feminist 
theologian, Mary Daly, writing in the 1970s, saw statements 
like this in her time as evidence of how an idolatrous patriarchy 
has infected Christianity and the Bible, and this is why, leaving 
Christianity, she insisted God must be called Mother, a goddess 
who prophetically fights for the liberation of women against 
these representations that reiterate male-domination.2 Between 
these two theologians, a vast gulf stands, and so we must ask: Is 
language for God exclusively male? Is Christianity synonymous 
with patriarchy? Is there a causal connection between the two? 
Can God be spoken about in motherly or in other feminine 
ways? This article seeks to clarify the debate over the possibility 
of feminine God language by charting the crucial topics and how 
they can be addressed.3

This debate, like many others in Christian theology, is a 
sprawling battleground where two divergent sets of theological 
sensibilities collide. Is there divine revelation in historical events 
and in written and spoken words? Are statements and narratives 
about God in Scripture realistic, depicting God’s actions and 
character, or is there an unbridgeable divide between human 
words and God’s being? Are claims of the Christian creeds 
correct concerning Jesus’s deity, and do the Gospels depict Jesus 
Christ in a historically reliable way? Are a person’s experience 
and social location relevant to theological reflection, or is the 
role of such things minimal and fallible? I ask these questions 
only to admit that this topic, where the immense pluralism 
and fragmentation of Christian theology are on full display, 
presupposes many other conversations.

However, for the purposes of this article, I assume several 
rules, or “a grammar,” for how to speak about God in order to 
move forward:

•	 First, the Bible has a normative usage in legitimating 
the convictions of Christians, though approaches to 
interpretation differ widely.4

•	 Second, the identity of Jesus Christ as presented in 
Scripture is regulative for all Christian convictions: 
whatever Christians believe, that conviction must cohere 
with who Jesus of Nazareth is. In doing so, one does not 
then merely “believe” in who Jesus is as a purely linguistic 
or cognitive assent, but one must seek to trust and follow 
Jesus’s way. Thus, the Christian manner of speaking must, 
in order to be consistent with its christological claims, be 
inseparable from a Christlike pattern of action.

•	Third, while the role of tradition is contested (especially 
between Protestants and Catholics), Christian theology, 
as a discipline that reflects on the contents of the 
Christian faith, must contend with the history of 

those who profess to be Christians and what they have 
thought. This is vital for understanding the development 
of any doctrine. Moreover, it challenges both sides of 
this debate, as we will see, as prominent thinkers (like 
Julian of Norwich or Anselm) have used feminine 
language for God and do not conform to the modern 
conservative-liberal binary. History upsets expectations 
of uniformity on this and many other subjects.

•	 Fourth, Christianity is, in its essence, committed to the 
irrevocable dignity of all human beings and to their 
ethical treatment, and any perspective or criticism 
on a Christian conviction that might promote better 
ethical action should not be disregarded. The feminist 
theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether once stated that 
feminist interpretation begins with the conviction that 
women are fully human.5 This, in principle, should be a 
conviction all Christians embrace in some way, despite 
a wide variety of applications. One can see, then, that 
this article assumes a more conservative or “post-
liberal”6 concern for the function of biblical revelation 
in Jesus Christ but also upholds the feminist concern 
for liberation against the sin of patriarchy and does so 
under the conviction that the latter is a consequence of 
the former. 

This article intends a constructive aim: for theology to be 
deliberative and not merely expressive (or worse, arbitrary), it 
must in some way offer the common criteria by which it and other 
positions can be legitimated or falsified. In using what we might 
call these “grammars”7 to reflect on the governing concerns, 
rules, and conditions of intelligibility for Christian speech, this 
article seeks not merely to reflect flatly on what Scripture says, 
but why and how it says it and thus, what Scripture may permit 
us further to say.8 In doing so, one extreme in this debate, while 
insisting on Scripture, misses important nuances, engaging in a 
kind of truncated literalism. The other, in seeking to bypass the 
role of Scripture and the realistic claims to revelation in Christ 
as theologically central,9 often engages in a kind of problematic 
liberalism, undermining its own sustainability in Christian 
discourse by suggesting or imposing an alternative center.10 It is 
by seeing biblical sources and liberating pragmatics as essentially 
undivorceable that a productive position is possible. With these 
rules stated, I will outline these criteria through the following 
topics: the meaning of the ineffability and transcendence of God 
against human idolatry, the use of analogies and metaphors 
to speak of God, the meaning of “Father” and the identity of 
the first member of the Trinity, the gender of Jesus Christ, the 
identity of the Holy Spirit, and finally, some recommendations 
for how words are practiced.

Human Language and a Transcendent God
The premise of the first crucial issue in the debate is that if God 
is transcendent and ineffable, all human language is fallible. 
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Attempts to reduce God to a created thing are idolatry. However, 
T. F. Torrance, expressing what I will call the “male-exclusive 
position” in this debate, states that if God is transcendent, no 
language can grasp God; therefore, the words God chooses to 
reveal himself with—exclusively male in Torrance’s estimate—is 
the only authorized language humans can use.11 Anything further, 
such as feminine language (so worries Elizabeth Achtemeier 
and others), would be to project pagan or polytheistic notions 
into the God of Israel.12 �e feminine-inclusive position argues 
the opposite from the same premise: If God is transcendent and 
ine�able, all language indeed does fall short,13 and reducing God 
to one sex and aligning that sex with the divine is a sign that this 
has become idolatrous—especially if this language is connected 
with the oppression of the opposite sex—and should be corrected 
or negated with something else:14 for instance, Father language 
with Mother language.15

Seeing the divergence of interpretations on this point alone 
illustrates the quagmire of this debate, but this issue can only be 
resolved by addressing these questions: Is it correct that Scripture 
only uses male language about God? If not, the accusation of 
feminine language being a projection of paganism is unwarranted. 
Can God-given language and symbols in the Bible be used in 
idolatrous ways? Can the biblical symbol of God as Father be used 
in an idolatrous manner the way the bronze serpent, Gideon’s 
ephod, or the ark of the covenant were used?16 If it can (and there 
does not seem to be any reason why it cannot), then what is the 
strategy to correct it? Would it be to reiterate a non-oppressive 
understanding of divine fatherhood, or would it be appropriate to 
negate it with feminine language in an iconoclastic manner? �ese 
questions can only be answered by addressing the next issue.

Symbolic Language for God
�e second crucial issue is the use of analogies and metaphors 
in reference to God. Isaiah uses an analogy to speak of God, 
“As a mother comforts her child, so I will comfort you” (Isa 
66:13a NRSVue). �is is one of several Scriptures that use 
feminine analogies and metaphors.17 Some of them have been 
disputed,18 and such feminine analogies and metaphors are 
interpreted in di�erent ways. �e male-exclusive side sees these 
as inconsequential: Analogies and metaphors are not the same 
as names or pronouns; therefore, they are a moot point. Figures 
as towering as �omas Aquinas have argued that, while God is 
named by the analogy of being (God is the goodness of every 
good, therefore the goodness of any created being can be used 
to speak of God’s being),19 “Father,” on the other hand, is a 
direct name, not an analogical title (this claim will be discussed 
shortly).20 Meanwhile, the feminine-inclusive position challenges 
this: if God is indeed the goodness of all good things, yet beyond 
all created things, feminine analogies and metaphors can be used 
to refer to God where male-exclusive ones have dominated, �lling 
out the picture.21 �is dynamic can extend even to pronouns. God 
is like a river, �re, rock, shepherd, lion, strong tower, etc.; surely 
God can also be a mother and feminine in this manner of speaking, 
a “she” while still beyond gender. As Paul Jewett argues, to refuse 
this would in some way say fatherhood bears divine goodness 
more than motherhood, which would be an a�ront not only to 
the analogy of being but also to the imago Dei, male and female in 
God’s image, equally.22 Again, while nearly everyone agrees there 

are feminine analogies and metaphors in the Bible, the question 
is whether this a�ects the conventional pronoun “he” or could 
be used to change “Father” to “Mother” in, for instance, general 
prayer and worship or more controversially, in the baptismal 
formula,23 the Lord’s Prayer, or christological references.

One worry of the conservative male-exclusive position is that 
if all created things can be used as analogies and metaphors in 
some way, what quali�es their usage if all created things also bear 
the marks of sin? Does this not give license to humans to project 
human convention into God? Janet Soskice points out that all 
�gures of speech �nd their meaning and reference in the broader 
context of usage, and so, arguing from the general principle that 
language about God is analogical or metaphorical does little to 
establish the content and meaning of speci�c statements.24 �e 
challenge to the feminine-inclusive side is this: if the position does 
not, for instance, regard the historical narratives of Scripture as 
the regulative context of meaning or see the historical narratives 
of Jesus as a realistic depiction of God’s character, what quali�es 
the meaning of metaphors and analogies? A�er all, both God 
and the devil have been likened to lions, though surely not in 
the same way.25 Can human experience really provide the guide? 
Human experience is multifaceted, fallible, and ambiguous, and 
it should be noted that some religions with feminine deities are 
not liberating to women.26 �is necessitates that any Christian 
metaphorical language for God must �nd its fullest meaning 
through the context of the biblical narrative, the events of divine 
action that characterize God’s identity.

However, does the narrative context dismiss human 
experience? Can human experiences name God in response? �e 
story of Hagar suggests so: Hagar experiences God coming to her 
aid, seeing her plight, and she, in turn, names God in congruence 
with the action she experiences. God is El-Roi, “the God who sees 
me” (Gen 16:13). �is story, in turn, has been accepted and retold 
within a community that saw this confession in congruence with 
the character of God displayed in other narratives. �is suggests 
that if God’s loving action resembles motherly roles (e.g., Isa 49:15 
uses the analogy of the love of a nursing mother),27 a motherly 
analogical title is warranted based on a person or a community’s 
experience of that action. �is dynamic is particularly pertinent 
for conversations in global Christianity where non-Western 
ways of referring to God can be feminine and utilizing these 
conceptions could be essential to communicating the gospel 
intelligibly.28 �us, one can use maternal and feminine imagery 
to describe God’s redemptive action, for this imagery is in 
congruence with the character of God displayed in Jesus Christ. 

“Father” Language and the Trinity
�is merely moves the line of skirmish to our next topic: is the 
�rst member of the Trinity irreplaceably named “Father” by 
Jesus? �e male-exclusivist position argues the word “Father” (or 
“Abba, Father”) is the name Jesus gave to the �rst member of the 
Trinity.29 �is position is as old as Tertullian, who insisted these 
were not analogical titles but ontological relations.30 In other 
words, it is novel to Jesus, unseen in prior Hebrew traditions, and 
thus, constitutes a timeless revelation.31 �e feminine-inclusive 
position sees the word as a title, not a name, and thus able to 
be supplemented with other titles and names. Some go further 
to insist that the title is a cultural analogy, re�ective of the 
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patriarchal culture Scripture was nursed in, and therefore must 
be surmounted. 

�ere are some ambiguities in this criterion. For instance, if 
the male-exclusive position is correct, the grammar of feminine 
analogies and metaphors is secondary to an authorized name. 
What does “Father” mean here if not a male parent? Most who 
accept the male-exclusive position would insist “Father” is the 
name of an identity that transcends gender (a quali�cation 
that dates back to Gregory of Nazianzus).32 �us, one can say 
something like, “God is our Father, who loves like a mother’s 
love,” but one cannot say, “God is our Mother.” However, there 
is the question of how names connect with pronouns. If Father 
is the proper name of the �rst member of the Trinity, does that 
impact gendered pronouns? In other words, if the argument for 
the male-exclusive position is that the name is Father, but God is 
beyond gender, that would imply pronouns are not �xed. A�er 
all, names can be unisex. �is would imply the possibility of 
statements like “God is Father; she is good.” �is would suggest 
that arguments for Father as a genderless name are unclear. 
Whatever “Father” means, whether a name or title, it has 
gendered denotations and connotations. 

So, is “Father” a name Jesus gives to the �rst member of the 
Trinity? �is issue, while perhaps the most pivotal, is fairly easily 
quali�ed: Can it be established that Father or Abba language 
predates Jesus in Hebrew culture? Does Jesus ever explicitly 
institute Father as a proper name? �is conversation has 
developed in recent years, and it has been well established that 
Abba and father language are not unique to Jesus. Nor does Abba
in Aramaic mean “Daddy” or denote an intimacy deeper than 
the Greek and Hebrew terms for “father” used in Bible, as was 
previously thought.33 �e words abi (Hebrew “my father”) and 
pater (Greek “father”) are both used, though not frequently, in 
the OT and intertestamental passages to refer to God.34 Jesus is 
not uniquely naming God by calling God “Father” or Abba but 
rather is utilizing known prayer conventions.

So, what does the Father symbol mean? In the OT, it is a title 
used to communicate God’s love to wayward Israel.35 �is is not a 
name but rather a title used alongside the divine name, Yahweh.36
Also, the Father-Son relationship is used to speak about the nation 
of Israel but gains intensity with the covenant of David as the son 
of God (2 Sam 7:12–14), a title Jesus is bestowed in his baptism 
(e.g., Mark 1:11, cf. Ps 2:7). �us the NT is employing a known 
prayer convention in referring to God as Father as well as adding 
the title, Son of God, to suggest Jesus’s distinctive messianic 
identity. �is linking of messianic Sonship and Fatherhood is 
central to Paul’s usage. Marianne Meye �ompson clari�es, “But 
it is clear that Father is not the preferred designation for God in 
the Pauline writings. �e most common term for God is simply 
the Greek term theos, which occurs about �ve hundred times.”37
Additionally, Paul uses the father title to analogically argue for 
the view of the church as the family of God, including both Jews 
and Gentiles (cf. Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6; Eph 2:17–19, 4:4–6). 

In the Gospel of Mark, the title Father is only mentioned 
four times. No overtly explanatory narrative is present for Jesus 
naming God “Father,” but Jesus’s own usage of the term is closely 
bound up with Jesus being the messianic Son of God and the 
Son of Man from Daniel 7, whom the Father will vindicate.38 �e 
only time Mark places the Aramaic title Abba on Jesus’s lips (an 

invocation absent from the other Gospels) is in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, and this usage appears to be a sustained allusion to 
how the cruci�xion is similar to the sacri�ce of Isaac.39

Clearly, Matthew, Luke, and John rhetorically expand the 
usage beyond the relatively sparse employment Father-language 
receives in Mark (a full exposition of which cannot be undertaken 
here).40 However, while the relational title of Father is undeniably 
important for the NT (increasing in usage and signi�cance in 
the life of the early church), it does not assign a name to the �rst 
member of the Trinity. Rather, it serves as a title that points to 
Jesus’s ful�llment of messianic expectations, and it is used as 
an analogy to think about the church as a family. If this is the 
case, the question then revolves around whether the title Father 
is reinforcing patriarchy in its continued usage and should be 
supplemented or whether the historic language can be retained 
and used in a non-patriarchal way. 

Jesus as Male
�e fourth crucial issue in the debate helps us answer this question 
in dealing with the nature of Jesus as a historical male �gure. 
Male-exclusive views see this as where the proverbial buck stops: 
even if there are possible feminine �gures for God in the Bible, 
God’s language must be prioritized as male because Jesus was 
male.41 Meanwhile, feminine-inclusive arguments have o�ered 
ways that seek to bypass or supplement the image of a male Jesus 
in various ways. While egalitarians hold to the compatibility of 
a male Christ and equality of women, many complementarians 
have used the masculinity of Jesus in part to deny women in 
leadership42 or, as it is in Roman Catholicism, to bar women 
from the priesthood.43 �is practical insistence has led to many 
feminists objecting to the masculinity of Jesus. Ruether has 
argued that a male incarnate saviour cannot represent women 
(and therefore save them from oppression). In her account, the 
worship of the Logos must be in some way disconnected from 
the historical maleness of Jesus.44 �ose that hold to the Gospels 
as non-historical or of a primarily symbolic character �nd this 
move easier to make for obvious reasons. �us, some have even 
argued that the image of a male saviour ought to be supplemented 
with a female saviour, “Christa.”45

Here, as with the others, the disparity between liberals 
and conservatives is evident. Assuming the Gospels do 
have a historically reliable core, the identity of the Logos 
with the historical person, Jesus, the man from Nazareth, is 
insurmountable for Christian theology.46 However, the question 
then becomes this: Does Jesus’s maleness, as it is bound up with 
his identity as the Messiah who preached the kingdom of God 
and died at the cross, support patriarchy or counter it? Feminist 
theologian Elizabeth Johnson makes the case that the maleness 
of Jesus nulli�es patriarchy: “for a man to live and die in this way 
in a world of male privilege is to challenge the patriarchal ideal 
of the dominating male at its root.”47 �us, there exists a viable 
pathway where the historically male Jesus (and by extension, 
Father-language as it is connected with Jesus’s Sonship) is to be 
ethically retained and used in a counter-patriarchal way.

However, does this completely dismiss feminine christological 
language? �ere is precedent in Christian history, for example, 
for re�ections on Christ as a mother based on Jesus’s saying he 
wanted to gather Israel like a hen with her chicks (Matt 23:37). 
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From this, Anslem, Bernard of Clairvaux, Teresa of Avila, Julian 
of Norwich,48 and others reflect on Jesus as Mother,49 yet none 
of them saw this as a contradiction to the Gospels’ historicity. 
It is Clement of Alexandria who mentions that God must be 
incarnated into femininity to truly be incarnate 
love into all flesh,50 and this argument offers its 
own warrants worthy of pursuit, consistent 
with the Bible’s own incarnational grammars: 
While the incarnation of Christ is indisputably 
male in the historical record of the Gospels, 
Jesus is the sign that God is present to all flesh, and thus, in the 
Spirit of the resurrected Christ, no flesh is barred or prejudiced 
in the oneness the Spirit grants to Christ’s body (Gal 3:28).51 By 
this, Christ’s body as a present reality need not be viewed as 
exclusively male. If Christ can be portrayed as different ethnicities 
to imaginatively reiterate the truth of Jesus’s incarnation into all 
flesh, feminine depictions are permissible as long as they do not 
eclipse by intention the Gospels’ claims to history.

The Holy Spirit
The fifth issue surrounds the identity of the Holy Spirit. The 
male-exclusive position sees in the Gospels the dominant 
reference to the Holy Spirit as a “he” since the Spirit is the Spirit 
of Christ. However, feminine-inclusive arguments look at the 
figure of Lady Wisdom, a figure mentioned in Proverbs and the 
intertestamental books. Male-exclusivists argue that the figure is 
only a personification or metaphor.52 However, is this the case? 

Who is Lady Wisdom? Later intertestamental books (Sirach 
24:1–8, Baruch 3:28–37, 1 Enoch 42:2–3, Wisdom of Solomon 
6–12) display Lady Wisdom as the Holy Spirit and a fully divine 
person, particularly the Wisdom of Solomon, where she is praised 
and depicted as the saving agency of God in the history of Israel. 
Such ascriptions push the limits of metaphor.53 

Thus, the question is, how admissible are these intertestamental 
books for Protestant theology? While they are not considered 
canonical, there are important allusions to them in the NT. 
Specifically, references to Lady Wisdom can be found on the lips 
of Jesus. Matthew 11:19 (cf. Luke 7:35) states that “Wisdom is 
vindicated by her deeds,” which refers to the Holy Spirit as Lady 
Wisdom acting in and through Christ’s deeds (as well as John 
the Baptist’s). Later in Luke, Jesus denounces the Pharisees and, 
in so doing, again cites the words of Lady Wisdom (Luke 11:49) 
as a speaking agent. Thus, both Matthew and Luke depict Jesus 
referring to God as Wisdom with feminine pronouns, alluding 
back to these intertestamental depictions.

However, the debate continues along these lines: Wisdom 
imagery seems to be absorbed and fulfilled into the figure of 
Christ, the Logos and Wisdom of God, particularly as seen 
in John and Paul.54 In Christian tradition, while there is clear 
evidence of the early church acknowledging the femininity of 
the Spirit in theology55 and worship (most significantly, the Odes 
of Solomon),56 these faded in the coming centuries. There are 
complex and unclear reasons for this, such as the lack of circulation 
and usage of certain documents, the increasing absorption of 
pneumatology into Christology,57 the gradual patriarchalization 
of Christianity and its imagery,58 the reaction against Gnostic 
feminine imagery,59 etc. 

However, the image of Lady Wisdom does not entirely 
disappear. Catholic theologian Yves Congar notes that feminine 
pneumatological language and imagery retreated into Mariology 
as Mary became an icon of the Holy Spirit in Western art and 

iconography.60 This is, perhaps, a conflation due 
to how the Spirit “overshadows” Mary (Luke 
1:34), alluding to the presence of God acting 
in her, as is sometimes recorded in the OT as 
well. Beyond that, mystics like Hildegard of 
Bingen and Hadewijch,61 as well as a tradition 

of thinkers in modern Russian Orthodoxy,62 all appeal to Lady 
Wisdom as a figure that represents the Holy Spirit. The question 
of Lady Wisdom imagery in Christian speech is not one of 
whether but how. Furthermore, to interpret in a Trinitarian 
manner means God not only has Spirit but is Spirit (John 4:24), so 
if Lady Wisdom imagery is viable for the Holy Spirit, it must also 
be constitutive of the whole being of God. Thus, as the Russian 
Orthodox theologian Sergei Bulgakov insists, the whole Trinity 
is Sophia, Lady Wisdom, the presence of God’s glory.63 Julian of 
Norwich similarly insists that the whole Trinity is our “Mother.”64 
Thus, the path forward is in interpreting Lady Wisdom in a way 
that is not at loggerheads with Christ: they are in and through 
each other and ought not to be viewed in competition.

Questions of Practice
These criteria offer the possibility that fatherly and masculine 
references are not necessarily offensive as they are situated in 
the wider context of the biblical narrative and can be employed 
in counter-patriarchal ways. However, the biblical clarifications 
stated in this essay refute any exclusively male grammar of 
speaking, which sadly is the norm in many churches, often 
fostering a patriarchal mindset. Feminine and motherly references 
are biblical, intelligible, and can be used in a number of ways 
to subvert patriarchal convictions, sustain egalitarian practices, 
or simply express genuine worship. However, the questions 
surrounding the application of these insights are complex. 
Here proposals range from conservative, with a reluctance to 
change existing liturgical patterns and accepting only minimal 
revisions, to more radical proposals such as adopting inclusive 
language lectionaries, revising hymns, modifying the Lord’s 
Prayer or baptismal formula, etc.

While full constructive proposals on these issues are beyond 
the scope of this essay, several grammars are recommended: 
First, proposals ought to sufficiently preserve and present the 
historical contents of the Bible and Christian history. This may 
explain the unpopularity of inclusive language lectionaries, even 
amongst congregations that are committed egalitarians and 
feminists. While imaginative renderings of biblical passages are 
permitted (for example, one thinks of how a creative paraphrased 
translation like the Message often captures the force of a passage 
faithfully in ways literalistic translations do not), a historical 
approach is indispensable for an accurate understanding of 
these matters, both their positive and negative dimensions. 
More importantly, while Christian identity is not bound 
strictly to its past (particularly not its failures), history offers 
the resources by which contemporary revisions can be viewed 
not as foreign interpolations into Christianity but as recoveries 
and reorientations that are germane to the historic grammar 

Feminine language is in the 
Bible and has been used in 
Christian worship.
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of Christian faith. Feminine language is in the Bible and has 
been used in Christian worship, which implies that any male-
exclusivist position is not an authentically conservative one.

Second, a part of the previous recommendation is the 
necessity of communal discipleship and discernment. �is 
debate has been framed by unhelpful popular binaries where 
patriarchy is presented as biblical and feminine language is 
viewed as unbiblical. �is debate is one of many where disciples 
must recapture a more sophisticated way of thinking about 
biblical faith beyond shallow proof texts and simple o�ences. �is 
can only be recti�ed in a lasting way by communities gathering 
around the Scriptures, admitting the fallibility and limits of 
everyone’s perspectives, allowing a diversity of standpoints to be 
discerned, and being confronted by biblical truths afresh.

�ird, the processes of communal discernment, where voices 
are o�ered, arguments weighed, and decisions made (whether at 
the local or denominational level), are notoriously slow and sore, 
so they should not be used to forbid readily available avenues 
for feminine and motherly language: a preacher preaching 
the Scriptures accurately, a person praying authentically, 
whether personally or in the presence of their church family, a 
congregation worshipping with materials they see as genuine, a 
counsellor or therapist using the metaphors and memories that 
can name God’s loving presence in the life of one in their care, 
etc. �ese are all constitutive of the liberty and responsibility 
disciples have at present in studying these passages and 
perspectives together to live redemptively, as the ministry of the 
church works to combat the sin of patriarchy and promote the 
reign of God’s liberating love. 

Conclusion
I have o�ered clari�cations for a grammar of how God can be 
spoken about in masculine and, particularly, feminine ways, the 
latter being the disputed possibility. By mapping out the crucial 
issues of each side for the various loci of the conversation, I have 
demonstrated where the viable pathways of discussion are. Less 
concrete pathways include appeals to God’s ine�ability, to radical 
iconoclasm, and to analogical and metaphorical language, which, 
while evident, also can lack context and quali�ers. More concrete 
and constructive pathways are through �rst clarifying the 
meaning and usage of the term “Father,” which is not a name but 
an analogical title that reinforces Jesus’s messianic identity. Also, it 
is by interpreting the historical Jesus, his incarnation, and cross in 
counter-patriarchal ways that the male saviour image has enduring 
cogency (however, Christian tradition has some precedent for 
imaginative ways that depict Jesus as feminine to reiterate the full 
scope of the incarnation into all human �esh). �e most concrete 
and convincing avenue is Jesus’s own use of God as the female 
�gure of Lady Wisdom. �is, while sparse, nevertheless places 
a feminine pronoun with rich theological imagery on the lips of 
Jesus. While Father language is not inherently o�ensive, it also 
cannot be held to be exclusive given the warrants for feminine 
language in Scripture and tradition. How these are practiced is 
complex, as language embeds itself in habits that require sensitivity 
and skill to change in an intelligible manner, especially given the 
polarity on this subject. Nevertheless, such an undertaking ought 
to be a part of the natural pursuit of discipleship and discernment, 
witness, and worship of any Christian community. 
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unbiblical. McFague, Models of God (Fortress, 1987) 92–93 n. 37: “I do 
not know who God is . . . God is and remains a mystery. We really do not 
know: the hints and clues we have of the way things are—whether we call 
them experiences, revelation, or whatever—are too fragile, too little (and 
more o�en than not, too negative) for much more than a hypothesis, a 
guess, a projection of a possibility that, although it can be comprehensive 
and illuminating, may not be true. We can believe it is and act as if it were, 
but it is, to use Ricoeur’s term, a ‘wager.’”

11. T. F. Torrance, “�e Christian Apprehension of God the Father,” 
in Speaking the Christian God, ed. Alvin Kimel Jr. (Eerdmans, 1992) 121.

12. Elizabeth Achtemeier, “Exchanging God for ‘No Gods’: A 
Discussion of Female Language for God,” in Speaking the Christian 
God, 16.

13. Elizabeth Johnson, “�e Incomprehensibility of God and the 
Image of God as Male and Female,” TS 43 (1984) 441.

14. Elizabeth Johnson, She Who Is (Crossroad, 1992) 112.
15. See McFague, Models of God.
16. See Edward Curtis, “Idol, Idolatry,” ABD 3:376–81. Curtis notes 

that the things of God can be turned into idols. �e bronze statue 
of the serpent, used to heal the Israelites in the desert, was eventually 
worshipped, and so it had to be dismantled (2 Kgs 18:4, cf. Num 21:4–
9). Similarly, Gideon’s ephod was worshipped (Judg 8:26–27). More 
signi�cantly, the ark of the covenant itself, the site of divine presence for 
Israelite worship, was turned into something like an idol (1 Sam 4–6).

17. While it is not necessary to survey all the references here, for a 
work that goes through these references, see Virginia Ramsey Mollenkott, 
�e Divine Feminine: �e Biblical Imagery of God as Female (Wipf and 
Stock, 1983). Also see Mimi Haddad, “What Language Shall We Use: 
A Look at Inclusive Language for People, Feminine Images for God, 
and Gender-Accurate Bible Translations,” Priscilla Papers 17/1 (Winter, 
2003) 3–7, https://cbeinternational.org/resource/article/priscilla-papers-
academic-journal/what-language-shall-we-use-look-inclusive.

18. See David J. A. Clines, “Alleged Female Language about Deity 
in the Hebrew Bible,” JBL 140/2 (2021) 229–49. Clines does not think 
references such as Deut 32:18 should say “the Rock who bore you,” 
arguing that Rock suggests the masculine “beget,” not “bore.” Many of his 
arguments are strained. More importantly, while some of the references 
are not as clear as the feminist side would like them, Clines’s view of 
analogy is highly de-actualized, leaving any philosophical approach to 
divine language untouched. In other words, just as the male-exclusive 
position sees feminine analogies as moot points due to the use of male 
pronouns, this argument in turn ignores perhaps the most robust account 
of Christian language and ontology: the analogy of being. In addition 
to this, Clines’s article completely ignores the tradition of Lady Wisdom 
(which we will treat shortly).

19. �omas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, trans. Anton Pegis 
(University of Notre Dame Press, 1955) Book 1, ch. 34, §1. He goes on 
to say, “Since it is possible to �nd in God every perfection of creatures, 
but in another and more eminent way, whatever names unquali�edly 
designate a perfection without e�ect are predicated of God and of other 
things: for example, goodness, wisdom, being, and the like. But when any 
name expresses such perfections along with a mode that is proper to a 
creature, it can be said of God only according to likeness and metaphor” 
(1:30:2).

20. Aquinas, Summa �eologiae, 2nd rev. ed., trans. Fathers of the 
English Dominican Province, online edition, ed. Kevin Knight, New 
Advent (2017), https://newadvent.org/summa/. Aquinas cites Eph 3:14 
as evidence that the term “Father” is a name for the �rst member of the 
Trinity and thus is not based on human convention (1:33:2). Sadly, Eph 
3:14 is a common proof text in this debate for the male-exclusive side. 
However, the nature of this text is routinely missed. Paul prays, “For this 
reason I bow my knees before the Father [pros ton patera], from whom 
every family [pasa patria] in heaven and on earth takes its name” (3:14–
15 NRSVue). �is passage is o�en incorrectly translated as “from whom 

all fatherhood . . . takes its name.” �is passage is not demonstrating that 
all true fatherhood is derived from God’s fatherhood in the ontological 
sense, nor is “Father” the name of God eternally, unin�uenced by 
cultural convention. It is a play on words only applicable in Greek, and 
its employment in the greater context of Ephesians is very much about 
a convention, as the metaphor of Greco-Roman families, governed by 
a paterfamilias, is being used to describe the new reality of Gentiles and 
Jews joining together in the household of God.

21. For a feminist criticism on why Aquinas was prejudiced in a way 
that led him to think of God as more like a father than a mother, against 
his own convictions on the imago Dei and analogy of being, see Genevieve 
Lloyd, “Augustine and Aquinas,” in Feminist �eology: A Reader, ed. Ann 
Loades (SPCK, 1990) 90–99, speci�cally 96.

22. Paul Jewett, God, Creation, and Revelation (Eerdmans, 1991) 
323–25.

23. Arguments for changing the baptismal formula are stated in Ruth 
Duck, Gender and the Name of God: �e Trinitarian Baptismal Formula
(Pilgrim, 1991).

24. See Janet Martin Soskice, Metaphor and Religious Language
(Clarendon, 1985). In other words, metaphorical language does not 
imply anti-realism.

25. �e devil is likened to a lion in 1 Pet 5:8, and God is in Rev 5:5 
and in other places.

26. So argues Paul Hanson, “Masculine Metaphors for God and 
Sex‐discrimination in the Old Testament,” Ecumenical Review 27/4 
(Oct, 1975) 318. Hanson notes that while Israel had relatively little 
feminine God-language, their social practices toward women were more 
progressive than those of neighbouring religions with feminine deities.

27. For further examples on nursing imagery, see Mollenkott, �e 
Divine Feminine, ch. 4.

28. See, for example, Aloo Osotsi Mojola, “�e Power of Bible 
Translation,”  Priscilla Papers  33/2 (Spring, 2019)  3–7; Aloo O. 
Mojola, “Bible Translation and Gender, Challenges and Opportunities—
with Speci�c Reference to sub-Saharan Africa,” Verbum et Ecclesia 39/1 
(2018); Joshua Robert Barron, “My God is enkAi:  A Re�ection of 
Vernacular �eology,”  Journal of Language, Culture, and Religion  2/1 
(2021) 1–20; Mercy Amba Oduyoye, Beads and Strands: Re�ections of an 
African Woman on Christianity in Africa: �eological Re�ections from the 
South (Orbis, 2002) ch. 10.

29. Some examples are as follows: J. I. Packer, Knowing God 
(InterVarsity, 1973) 183; Claude Ge�e, “‘Father’ as the Proper Name 
of God,” in God as Father?, ed. Johannes-Baptist Metz and Edward 
Schillebeeckx (Seabury, 1981) 44; Donald Bloesch, Battle for the 
Trinity: �e Debate over Inclusive God Language (Servant, 1985); 
Wolart Pannenberg, Systematic �eology, vol. 1, trans. Geo�rey 
Bromiley (Eerdmans, 1988) 259–64; Kimel, ed., Speaking the Christian 
God; John Cooper, Our Father in Heaven: Christian Faith and Inclusive 
Language for God (Baker, 1998); Biggs, “Gender and God-Talk: Can We 
Call God ‘Mother’?”

30. Tertullian, Adversus Praxean, 9–10, as quoted in Donald G. 
Bloesch, A �eology of Word and Spirit: Authority and Method in �eology
(Paternoster, 1992) 295 n. 77.

31. See Joachim Jeremias, �e Prayers of Jesus (SCM, 1967); Robert 
Hamerton-Kelly, God the Father (Fortress, 1979) 72; Gerhard Kittel, 
“Abba,” TDNT 1:5–6.

32. Gregory of Nazianzus, “Oration 31: Fi�h �eological Oration: On 
the Holy Spirit,” §7, in On God and Christ (St. Valdimir’s Seminary Press, 
2002) 122.

33. James Barr, “Abba isn’t ’Daddy,’” JTS 39 (1988) 28–47.
34. See examples in Eileen Schuller, “�e Psalm of 4Q372 1 within 

the context of Second Temple Prayer,” CBQ 54 (Jan 1992) 67–79; Mary 
D’Angelo, “�eology in Mark and Q: Abba and ‘Father’ in Context,” 
HTR 85/2 (April 1992). D’Angelo points out the usages of Father in 
intertestamental prayers where the persecuted Jews considered themselves 
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the child of God, their Father, praying for vindication. She writes, “Jesus 
was a Jew who is likely to have drawn on the tradition in prayer. In 
light of his death at the hands of Rome and his role in a movement that 
expected and preached God’s reign, it would not be surprising if Jesus 
and his companions preferred the use of ‘father’ as an address to God 
that called Caesar’s reign into question and made a special claim on God’s 
protection, mercy, and providence. It cannot be argued that such a usage 
was unique or was characterized by special intimacy. �us, Jesus’ possible 
use of Abba or ‘father’ cannot be used to defend the normative nature 
and primacy of ‘father’ for twentieth century theology and liturgy or to 
endow these words with special meaning” (174–75).

35. While Robert Hamerton-Kelly argues, mistakenly, that “Abba” is 
a name, he admits that Father- (and Mother-) language is used by the 
Hebrew prophets. He writes, “Among the prophets, God is called father 
directly, in order to emphasize his care for his people, as a foil to their 
sin—sin as an expression of ingratitude. �roughout the prophetic stage, 
whether the symbolization is direct or indirect, explicit or implied, there is 
a tendency to move back and forth between ‘father’ and ‘mother’ imagery. 
�e symbol is described as that of a ‘parent,’ with a preponderance of 
the ‘father’ element” (51). See Hamerton-Kelly, God the Father. He goes 
on to say that fatherliness (and motherly language) becomes less about 
the social order of power and more about “a symbol of free relationship 
and divine kindness” (51). For a full exposition on the nature of God’s 
Fatherhood in the OT, see David Russell Tasker, “�e Fatherhood of God: 
An Exegetical Study from the Hebrew Scriptures” (PhD Diss., Andrews 
University, Berrien Springs, 2002).

36. See R. Kendall Soulen, “�e Name of the Holy Trinity: A Triune 
Name,” Mod� 59/2 (July 2002) 244–61.

37. Marianne Meye �ompson, �e Promise of the Father: Jesus and 
God in the New Testament (Westminster John Knox, 2000) 118.

38. Two of the four “Father” references in Mark are eschatological: 
Jesus says he is coming “in the glory of the Father” (8:38), but of the 
hour of his coming, “no one knows except the Father” (13:32). �ese have 
strong allusions to the coming of the Son of Man from Dan 7.

39. See Joseph Grassi, “Abba, Father (Mark 14:36): Another 
Approach,” JAAR 50/3 (Sept 1982) 450. Grassi points out that the prayer 
in the Garden in Mark 14:36 is not a naming narrative, rather it is an 
allusion to Isaac’s sacri�ce in Gen 22 as retold in the Aramaic targums.

40. For the best exposition of the meaning (and goodness) of father 
language in the NT, see �ompson, �e Promise of the Father.

41. Ray Anderson, “�e Incarnation of God in Feminist Christology: 
A �eological Critique,” in Speaking the Christian God, 288.

42. For a popular example, see David Matthis, “Why Jesus Was Not A 
Woman,” Desiring God (Oct 11, 2020), https://desiringgod.org/articles/
why-jesus-was-not-a-woman.

43. See “Declaration Inter Insigniores on the Question of Admission 
of Women to the Ministerial Priesthood,” Sacred Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith (Oct 15, 1976) §5.

44. Rosemary Radford Ruether, “�e Liberation of Christology from 
Patriarchy,” in Feminist �eology: A Reader, 140.

45. For an argument that sees Christ as “Christa,” which assumes 
a detachment of the historical Christ from the living Christ, see Rita 
Nakashima Brock, Journeys by Heart: A Christology of Erotic Power 
(Crossroad, 1995) 52–70. While a few theologians have argued this, 
the title received serious attention when a sculpture by that name was 
set up at Cathedral Church of St. John the Divine in New York in 1975. 
�e sculpture was by Edwina Sandys. For what it meant for her, see Sian 
Ballen, Lesley Hauge, and Je� Hirsch, “Interview with Edwina Sandys,” 
New York Social Diary (Nov 18, 2011), https://newyorksocialdiary.com/
edwina-sandys/.

46. Several works that �esh out this conviction are as follows: Hans 
Frei, �e Identity of Jesus Christ (Wipf and Stock, 1997). Frei makes the 
argument from the narrative fabric of the Gospels that, while some 
might be tempted to see the character of Jesus referring mythically 

or allegorically to experiences of liberation or “new being” today, 
the narrative’s descriptions primarily identify the Christ �gure with 
Jesus of Nazareth. Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses, 2nd 
ed. (Eerdmans, 2017). �is book explores the nature of the Gospel’s 
historical claims through their medium as eyewitness testimonies, which 
establishes the likelihood of a historical core to the Gospels.

47. Elizabeth Johnson, Consider Jesus: Waves of Renewal in Christology
(Crossroad, 1992) 111. Also, Catherine Mowry LaCugna states, “�e 
total identi�cation of God with Jesus the Son, even unto death on a cross, 
makes it impossible to think of God as a distant, omnipotent monarch 
who rules the world just as any patriarch rules over his family and 
possessions.” LaCugna, “�e Baptismal Formula, Feminist Objections, 
and Trinitarian �eology,” JES 26/2 (Spring 1989) 243.

48. Anslem, “Prayers to Saint Paul,” 396–98, in �e Prayers and 
Meditations of Saint Anselm with the Proslogion, trans. Sister Benedicta 
Ward (Penguin, 1997) 153; Bernard of Clairvaux, “Letter 322 PL 182: col. 
303B-C,” as quoted in Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother: Studies 
in the Spirituality of the High Middle Ages (University of California Press) 
117; Julian of Norwich, Showings (long version) ch. 58, trans. Edmund 
Colledge (Paulist, 1978).

49. More speci�c references to Mother Christ in medieval spirituality 
are charted in Bynum, Jesus as Mother, ch. 4.

50. Clement of Alexandria, “Who is the Rich Man that Shall Be 
Saved?,” ANF vol. 2, §37: “For what further need has God of the mysteries 
of love? And then you shall look into the bosom of the Father, whom God 
the only-begotten Son alone has declared. And God Himself is love, and 
out of love to us became feminine. In His ine�able essence He is Father; 
in His compassion to us He became Mother. �e Father by loving became 
feminine: and the great proof of this is He whom He begot of Himself; 
and the fruit brought forth by love is love.”

51. �is is laid out in Elizabeth Johnson, “Redeeming the Name of 
Christ: Christology,” in Freeing �eology: �e Essentials of �eology 
in Feminist Perspective, ed. Catherine Mowry LaCugna (HarperOne, 
1993) 129.

52. Roland Frye, “Language for God and Feminist Language: 
Problems and Principles,” in Speaking the Christian God, 34; see also, Tina 
J. Ostrander, “Who is Sophia?,” Priscilla Papers 8/2 (Spring 1994) 1–3, 
https://cbeinternational.org/resource/article/priscilla-papers-academic-
journal/who-sophia.

53. Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament �eology, 2 vols., trans. D. M. G. 
Stalker (Harper & Row, 1962–1965) 1:444: “Nonetheless it is correct to 
say that wisdom is the form in which Jahweh’s will and his accompanying 
of man (i.e. his salvation) approaches men. . . . the most important thing 
is that wisdom does not turn toward man in the shape of an ‘It,’ teaching 
guidance, salvation, or the like, but of a person, a summoning ‘I.’ So 
wisdom is truly the form in which Jahweh makes himself present and in 
which he wishes to be sought by man.”

54. A dynamic described and criticized in Elisabeth Schüssler 
Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet (Continuum, 1994) 
147–54.

55. Johannes van Oort, “�e Holy Spirit as Feminine: Early Christian 
Testimonies and �eir Interpretation,” TS 72/1 (2016). Notable examples 
he cites include Origen, who states, “For if he who does the will of the 
Father in heaven is Christ’s brother and sister and mother, and if the 
name of brother of Christ may be applied, not only to the race of men, 
but to beings of diviner rank than they, then there is nothing absurd in 
the Holy Spirit’s being His Mother” (Commentary on the Gospel of John, 
2.6). Jerome concurs, both Origen and Jerome seem to be commentating 
on a passage from the lost Gospel to the Hebrews, but then looking to 
other biblical passages noting the femininity of the Spirit: “And also this: 
(in the text) ‘like the eyes of a maid look to the hand of her mistress’ [Ps. 
123:2], the maid is the soul and the mistress is the Holy Spirit. For also in 
that Gospel written according to the Hebrews, which the Nazoreans read, 
the Lord says: ‘Just now, my Mother, the Holy Spirit, took me.’ Nobody 
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should be o�ended by this, for among the Hebrews the Spirit is said to 
be of the feminine gender although in our language it is called to be of 
masculine gender and in the Greek language neuter” (Commentary on 
Isaiah, 11, 40, 9). Epiphanius, who states, “Next he describes Christ as a 
kind of power and also gives His dimensions . . . And the Holy Spirit is 
(said to be) like Christ, too, but She is a female being” (Panarion 19, 4, 
1–2). Hippolytus, who says similarly, “�ere should also be a female with 
Him (i.e., with Christ as an angel). . . . �e male is the Son of God and the 
female is called the Holy Spirit” (Refutatio 9, 13, 3). Melito of Sardis has 
a prayer invoking worship that reads as follows: “Hymn the Father, you 
holy ones; sing to your Mother, virgins” (Frag. 17). In discussing chastity 
before marriage, Aphrahat states, “As long as a man has not taken a wife 
he loves and reveres God his Father and the Holy Spirit his Mother, and 
he has no other love” (Demonstrations, 18). Aphrahat then describes the 
work of the Spirit in baptism as that of a female dove: “From baptism 
we receive the Spirit of Christ, and in the same hour that the priests 
invoke the Spirit, She opens the heavens and descends, and hovers over 
the waters [cf. Gen 1:2], and those who are baptized put Her on” (Dem., 
6). �ese examples are enough to warrant that the ancient church did at 
times include Mother and Father language in its theology and worship.

56. Susan Ashbrook Harvey, “Feminine Imagery for the Divine: �e 
Holy Spirit, the Odes of Solomon, and Early Syriac Tradition,” SVTQ 37 
(1993) 111–39. Notably, the Odes of Solomon, one of the earliest known 
collections of post-apostolic church worship, praises the Holy Spirit 
as the Mother of Christ. Also see Sebastian Brock, “�e Holy Spirit as 
Feminine in Early Syriac Literature,” Syriac Studies (Feb 26, 2016), http://
syriacstudies.com/2016/02/26/the-holy-spirit-as-feminine-in-early-
syriac-literature-sebastian-brock/.

57. See Basil’s On the Holy Spirit, trans. Stephen Hildebrand (St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011). Basil contains little re�ection from the 
deuterocanonical wisdom literature. �e nature of the Spirit as Wisdom 
is almost entirely grounded in 1 Cor 1:24, where Christ is the “power 
and wisdom of God.” By the time of Augustine, feminine imagery for the 
Spirit is dismissed. See Augustine, On the Trinity, 2nd ed., trans. Edmund 
Hill (New York City Press, 2015) Book XII, §5–6.

58. See Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her (Crossroad, 
1983) ch. 2.

59. Irenaeus displays important evidence. Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 
trans. Philip Scha� (Eerdmans, 2016). In one of his descriptions of 

Gnosticism, Irenaeus mentions that the Gnostics worship many deity 
personas, one of which is Sophia, the mother of Christ (Book 1, ch. 
19). It is possible feminine language was increasingly associated with 
Gnosticism as time passed, even though it seems likely that Gnostics 
borrowed these terms from Christians. Irenaeus displays a dual theology 
of the Father’s two hands, Word and Wisdom, but wisdom, despite various 
Lady Wisdom texts being cited, is referenced using male language (Book 
4, ch. 20).

60. Yves Congar, I Believe in the Holy Spirit, 3 vols. (Herder & Herder, 
1983) 3:162.

61. See Hildegard of Bingen, Book of Divine Works, ed. Matthew 
Fox, trans. Robert Cunningham (Bear and Company, 1987) 2.2, 8.2; 
Hadewijch, Hadewijch: �e Complete Works, trans. Mother Columba 
Hart (Paulist, 1980) vision 13 (298) and letter 10 (118–19).

62. See Vladimir Solovyov, Lectures on Divine Humanity, trans. P. 
Zoubo�, ed. B. Jakim (Lindisfarne, 1995). Solovyov had visions of God 
as Sophia that revolutionized his thinking, and this “Sophiology” was 
defended by his two students, Pavel Florensky and Sergei Bulgakov. See 
Florensky, Pillar and Ground of Truth, trans. Boris Jakim (Princeton 
University Press, 1997); as well as Sergei Bulgakov, Sophia: �e Wisdom 
of God, trans. Patrick �ompson, O. Fielding Clarke, Xenia Braikevitc 
(Lindisfarne, 1993).

63. Bulgakov, Sophia, 33: Bulgakov speaks of wisdom as the Holy 
Spirit, who, as the Glory of God, is the very being of the Trinity. Sophia is 
glory, and glory is ousia (being).

64. Julian of Norwich applied motherhood to the whole Trinity: 
“the high might of the Trinity is our Father, and the deep wisdom of the 
Trinity is our Mother, and the great love of the Trinity is our Lord.” Julian 
of Norwich, Showings (long version) ch. 58.
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Book Review
Buried Talents: Overcoming Gendered Socialization to Answer God’s Call

by Susan Harris Howell (IVP Academic, 2022)
Reviewed by Susan E. Mahaffey

Many churches and denominations welcome, and even advocate 
for, women in positions of church leadership. However, even 
in egalitarian churches, women remain underrepresented in 
these positions as well as in other traditionally male �elds and 
roles to which God may be calling them. Dr. Susan Harris 
Howell, professor of psychology at Campbellsville University 
in central Kentucky, contends that the reason for this has not 
only to do with whether the church or organization approves of 
women in leadership positions, but also the ways women and 
men internalize implicit messages about gender roles. Usually 
unintentionally, bearers of such messages o�en communicate to 
women that they are better suited for childcare and service roles 
while men are better suited for leadership roles. �ese messages 
drive men toward male-dominated roles and women away from 
them, hindering women from ful�lling God’s call for their lives.

Howell structures her argument in three sections. First, 
she outlines the ways that well-meaning caregivers, friends, 
and other in�uential forces articulate di�erent roles for men 
and women in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. From 
the toys that parents pick out for their children, to the way 
teachers discuss math grades with their students, to the interview 
process for employment, the people and world around us subtly 
direct women and men toward certain interests and abilities. 
Speci�cally, they direct women toward caring for children, 
maintaining a household, and supporting the calling of their 
husbands rather than pursuing career or ministry goals to follow 
their own calling.

In the second section, Howell illustrates her argument 
through the stories of two people, Sarah and Michael. Both 
discern a call to ministry, speci�cally preaching, but the implicit 
messages they receive from those around them drive them toward 
very di�erent outcomes. Sarah encounters barriers to her calling 
and instead makes decisions to accommodate her husband and 
family. Michael pursues his calling and provides for his wife 
and family through his career. While both are �ctional, these 
characters encounter realities that men and women experience 
every day as they navigate their callings in the society that is 
socializing them.

In the �nal section, Howell suggests strategies for both 
men and women to critically evaluate the messages they have 
received and replace them with more accurate and constructive 
messages. �is �rst involves creating a more accurate self-
perception, listening to the truth about our abilities rather than 
diminishing them or restricting ourselves to other roles. Howell 
also advises to build a support system of like-minded people who 
will speak truth into our lives and support our callings. Finally, 
Howell encourages us to use what we have learned and the ways 
we have grown to support others in their journey of following 
their calling. �is can happen on both the individual level and 
on a broader scale as we continue to work toward equality in all 
contexts, especially in the church and in ministry.

Howell supports her arguments well with researched 
concepts of socialization, and she also writes with an accessible 
style that keeps the reader engaged and informed of the content 
of her argument. She provides enough information and research 
to fully explain and support her claims while balancing this 
information with real-life applications and illustrations. She 
thoroughly de�nes the problem, provides an applicable example, 
and proposes evidence-based solutions that can be implemented 
by men and women in multiple contexts. Buried Talents is not 
a pessimistic examination of everything that is wrong with the 
world; it is a tool useful for gaining a better understanding of 
a speci�c manifestation of the fall of humanity so that we can 
challenge and change this reality. Howell o�ers a strategy 
for embracing the kingdom of heaven on earth through the 
empowerment of both men and women to follow their calling 
given by God.

As a student of social sciences, I appreciate Howell’s 
comprehensive analysis of the entangled web of social forces that 
inform our understanding of gender and calling. As a follower of 
Christ, it can be di�cult to apply these theories of socialization 
to situations in everyday life—speci�cally to faith and life in 
the church—as the church o�en appears to be another barrier 
to gender equality. However, Howell contends that the church, 
like every other institution, is made up of a diverse group of 
individual people, people who have internalized various messages 
and grapple with them both individually and communally. �ese 
individuals have as much variability in their worldviews as the 
world around us, and we can collaborate with one another and 
use our individual gi�s and callings to wrestle with the implicit 
messages of the world.

I appreciate the hopeful strategy Howell provides in the midst 
of a seemingly insurmountable obstacle. Indeed, it is challenging 
to unlearn the conclusions we have drawn about what it means to 
be human, man or woman. With Howell’s strategies, we can hold 
fast to the truth that God has given: that humanity was created 
“in the image of God . . . male and female” (Gen 1:27). �at each 
man and woman has a unique calling to bring the kingdom 
of heaven to earth through our speci�c, God-given gi�s and 
abilities, regardless of gender. Social scientists can continue to 
examine the realities of the social world, preachers can continue 
to interpret and communicate the word of God into the life of 
the church, mothers and fathers can continue to empower their 
children to pursue their calling, and we can all continue to “spur 
one another on toward love and good deeds” (Heb 10:24 NIV) in 
any and every context.

SUSAN MAHAFFEY is pursuing a bachelor of social 
work at Milligan University in eastern Tennessee and 
plans to enroll in graduate school as well. She has been 
an active volunteer in various settings and is currently a 
youth ministry intern in the Nashville area.
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The New Revised Standard Version of the Bible was published 
in 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National 
Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. 
The NRSV was a revision of the RSV, which in turn was a revision 
of the ASV.

The 1989 NRSV was well received by a large swath of the 
Christian world, which is no surprise given its ecumenical nature. 
Unlike the NIV in wide use at the time, the NRSV was the work 
of Protestant, Roman Catholic, Orthodox, and Jewish scholars. Its 
OT included the Apocrypha and writings accepted as Scripture 
only by certain Eastern Orthodox Christians (such as 3 Maccabees 
and Ps 151). Another aspect unlike the NIV at the time is that the 
NRSV translation team included women (Phyllis A. Bird, J. Cheryl 
Exum, Lucetta Mowry, and Katharine Doob Sakenfeld). For 
millions of English-speaking Christians, the NRSV became—and 
remains—the translation of choice for scholarly and liturgical use.

The NRSV had its detractors, of course. This was due, in large 
part, to the significant steps it took toward gender accuracy in 
its approach to translation. Where the RSV had “I will make you 
fishers of men,” the NRSV had “I will make you fish for people” 
(Matt 4:19, cf. Mark 1:17). Instead of “brethren” (KJV, ASV, RSV, 
1977/1995 NASB, etc.) or “brothers” (1984 NIV, HCSB, ESV, etc.), 
the NRSV often read “brothers and sisters.”

In 2017, the National Council of Churches and the Society of 
Biblical Literature announced they would cooperate to produce 

a revision of the NRSV called the New Revised Standard Version 
Updated Edition (abbreviated NRSVue and pronounced as six 
letters, N R S V U E). This revision became available as a for-
purchase app from Friendship Press late in 2021, then freely online 
in the spring of 2022, and will appear in print later in 2022. The 
NRSVue follows the dictum of the NRSV, “as literal as possible, as 
free as necessary,” and continues to have a formal feel.

The NRSVue translation team consisted of three groups: 
editors, section review leaders, and book reviewers. Women 
account for sixteen of fifty-six editors, four of eleven section 
review leaders, and sixteen of forty-one book reviewers.

While many factors could be considered when evaluating 
a translation, this review focuses on two: gender accuracy and 
translation of certain passages of particular interest to CBE 
International’s constituency.

Gender-Accurate Language
Brothers and Sisters

In 1989, one of the most-noticed features of the NRSV was its use of 
“brothers and sisters” to translate the plural Greek word adelphoi. 
In the singular, adelphos, this word typically means “brother,” 
and the word for “sister” (adelphē) differs only in its ending. The 
NRSV’s use of “brothers and sisters” unnecessarily became a point 
of contention, even a litmus test. I say “unnecessarily” because 
Greek-English lexicons have long stated, without controversy, that 
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the plural adelphoi can mean “siblings” or “brothers and sisters” 
(like Spanish hermanos and Italian fratelli, for example, can mean 
“brothers” or “siblings,” depending on context). Though “brothers 
and sisters” has since become commonplace in English Bibles, it 
was essentially unheard of before the NRSV.

This phrase, “brothers and sisters,” occurs over eighty times 
in the NRSVue where it was not already in the NRSV, mostly 
in the NT. In a few instances, NRSVue has used “brothers and 
sisters” where NRSV simply had “brothers.” These are Tobit 6:18 
(recall that the NRSV and NRSVue include the Apocrypha) and 
four NT instances:

•	Matt 28:10, where the risen Lord says, “Do not be afraid; 
go and tell my brothers and sisters to go to Galilee; there 
they will see me.” Unfortunately, this same change was 
not made in the similar verse, John 20:17.

•	 Luke 14:12 “When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do 
not invite your friends or your brothers and sisters or 
your relatives or rich neighbors. . . .”

•	 Twice in 1 Cor 16:11–12, where the addition of 
“and sisters” gives a more accurate picture of Paul’s 
missionary team.

Much more frequently, NRSVue uses “brothers and sisters” 
where NRSV had something other than “brothers.” The NRSV 
had a strong tendency to use “believers,” “beloved,” or “friends” 
to translate adelphoi, and this tendency is greatly minimized in 
the NRSVue. “Believers” has frequently become “brothers and 
sisters” (1 Cor 6:5, 6, 8; Gal 2:4; 2 Thess 3:15; and 22 times in 
Acts). “Beloved” has changed to “brothers and sisters” or “beloved 
brothers and sisters” fourteen times. “Friends” has become 
“brothers and sisters” twenty times (including 1 Cor 14:26, 39). 
In three of these instances (Acts 1:16; 13:26, 38) the Greek text 
reads andres adelphoi, which most translations render as “men, 
brothers,” “men and brothers,” or simply “brethren” or “brothers.” 
Rendering adelphoi as “brothers and sisters” in these three places 
is noteworthy, for it reflects the translators’ understanding that 
even the Greek word for “men” (andres, sg. anēr) can sometimes 
be gender-inclusive (though much less frequently than anthrōpos, 
the Greek word for “person, human”).2

In addition to these transitions from “believers,” “beloved,” 
or “friends” to “brothers and sisters,” several other NRSV words/
phrases have made the same transition in the NRSVue: “students” 
(Matt 23:8), “members of my/your/God’s family” (Matt 25:40, 1 
Cor 8:12, Gal 1:2), “the (whole) community” (John 21:23, Eph 
6:23), “my own people” (Rom 9:3), “members of the church” (1 
Tim 6:2), “one another” (1 John 3:14, 16), “comrades” (Rev 12:10, 
19:10, 22:9), and simply “them” (1 Thess 5:27).

To be clear, NRSV was already gender-accurate in nearly all 
the above examples. Nevertheless, only a handful of these 1989 
translation choices communicated the family connotation of 
adelphoi. “Brothers and sisters” better reflects how early believers 
spoke of each other as family.

Man, Humans, Mortals

The NRSVue uses the word “humans” much more than the 
NRSV did, though the Updated Edition does retain numerous 
occurrences of “mortal(s),” “humankind,” “human beings,” and a 
few of “humanity” (neither edition uses “mankind”). While most 

of these changes (such as “humankind” becoming “humans”) 
do not add gender accuracy, Gen 3:22 and 24 are important 
exceptions (bold face added):

•	 3:22 NRSV: “See, the man has become like one of us, 
knowing good and evil; and now, he might reach out his 
hand. . . .”

•	 3:22 NRSVue: “See, the humans have become like one 
of us, knowing good and evil, and now they might reach 
out their hands. . . .”

•	 3:24 NRSV: “He drove out the man. . . .”
•	 3:24 NRSVue: “He drove out the humans. . . .”

Other Examples of Gender-Accurate Language

The NRSVue shows no significant difference from the NRSV 
in its use of “son(s)” and “descendant(s)” (both editions prefer 
the latter). Nor is there much change regarding “ancestor(s),” 
“father(s),” and “patriarch(s)” (both editions use all these terms). 
Though the changes are few, one example is that the NRSVue has 
changed “patriarchs” to “ancestors” in Rom 15:8.

An example of the NRSVue missing an opportunity to improve 
gender language is Eccl 8:1, which in both editions begins, “Who 
is like the wise man?” The Hebrew word for “man” is not present 
in this sentence, and numerous translations instead read “wise 
person” (CSB, HCSB, 2020 NASB) or simply “Who is wise?” 
(CEB, cf. CEV, ESV, GNT, 2011 NIV). In the end, though the 
NRSVue has indeed improved on the NRSV, it has not necessarily 
surpassed the 2011 NIV or, especially, the CEB, in its use of 
gender-accurate translation choices. 

Key Passages
Below are comments on several passages of heightened relevance 
to the nature and mission of CBE International. I ask for your 
understanding, especially regarding the OT, for only a limited 
number of passages can be surveyed here.

Old Testament

We begin with Genesis. The only change in Gen 1:26–27 is from 
“humankind” to “humans.” Verse 27 reads, “So God created 
humans in his image, in the image of God he created them; male 
and female he created them.” The same is true in Gen 5:1–2, where 
“named them ‘Humankind’” has become “called them humans.” 
Genesis 2:18–25 remains unchanged; both editions translate ezer 
kenegdō as “a helper as his partner.” At Gen 3:6b, the 1989 NRSV 
corrected a grievous error in the RSV, which omitted the phrase, 
“who was with her.” Both the NRSV and NRSVue read, “she took 
of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband, who 
was with her, and he ate.” Genesis 3:16, though slightly revised, 
remains the same in its second half: “yet your desire shall be for 
your husband, and he shall rule over you.” Finally, the naming of 
Eve in Gen 3:20 remains unchanged.

Moving forward to the Wisdom literature, Ps 68:11–12 is 
unchanged in the NRSVue. Verse 11 includes the clause, “great 
is the company of those who bore the tidings,” with a footnote 
on “those” that reads, “Or company of the women.” The word in 
question is a feminine participle, and numerous other translations 
include the word “women” (ASV, CEV, CSB, ESV, NASB, 2011 
NIV, etc.).
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�e well-known poem in Prov 31:10–31 began in the NRSV, 
“A capable wife who can �nd?” NRSVue now reads, “A woman of 
strength who can �nd?” �e subheading in each edition re�ects 
this change. Both editions, however, translate the same Hebrew 
phrase, esheth khayil, as “a worthy woman” in Ruth 3:11. �e only 
other revision to this ode in Prov 31 is “female servants” instead of 
“servant-girls” in v. 15 (a change also made in three other places).

In the Prophets, Mal 2:16, in both the NRSV and NRSVue, 
begins, “I hate divorce, says the Lord. . . .” Indeed, the vast 
majority of English Bibles up till 1995 expressed God’s hatred 
for divorce here. Interpreting this verse is especially di�cult 
and sometimes controversial. In 1995, the CEV took a di�erent 
approach: “�e  Lord  God All-Powerful of Israel hates anyone 
who is cruel enough to divorce his wife. So take care never to be 
unfaithful!” Since then, several translations, have understood the 
subject of “hates” to be a husband, rather than God: “If he hates 
and divorces his wife . . .” (CSB, cf. ESV, 2011 NIV). �e NRSVue, 
however, continues to ascribe this hatred to God.

Finally, Dan 7:13 reads, in both the NRSV and the NRSVue, 
“I saw one like a human being . . .” with a footnote giving the 
traditional alternative, “one like a son of man.” Similarly, neither 
edition uses “son of man” in Ps 8:4 or Heb 2:6 (which quotes Ps 
8:4). However, in the Gospels (also Acts 7:56; Rev 1:13, 14:14), 
both the NRSV and NRSVue refer to Jesus with the traditional 
title, “the Son of Man.”3

New Testament Narratives

Many passages about women in the Gospels and Acts remain 
essentially unchanged. �ese include Jesus encountering a 
Canaanite/Syrophoenician woman (Matt 15, Mark 7) and a 
Samaritan woman (John 4), Jesus healing a woman in a synagogue 
(Luke 13), Jesus interacting with a woman caught in an unjust 
legal system (John 8) and with Mary and Martha in John 11–12, 
and the four resurrection narratives (with the exception of “and 
sisters” being added to Matt 28:10, as noted earlier).

In the Christmas narratives we �nd a few revisions. In the 
NRSVue, “dismiss” has become “divorce,” better re�ecting the 
legally binding nature of Joseph and Mary’s betrothal (Matt 
1:23). In the subsequent chapter, “wise men” has become “magi” 
(with the footnote “Or astrologers,” Matt 2:1, 7, 16). In Luke 1:5, 
the NRSV’s “His wife was a descendant of Aaron,” referring to 
Elizabeth, has been changed to “His wife was descended from 
the daughters of Aaron.” �e NRSVue’s inclusion of “daughters” 
here closely mirrors the Greek text. Finally, Luke 2:7 is the 
source for Bethlehem’s famously full inn. �e NRSV used the 
traditional word “inn,” without a footnote. �e NRSVue replaces 
“inn” with “guest room,” with a footnote saying, “Or their room.” 
�is revision gives a more accurate picture of Mary’s story. 
�e Greek word in question is kataluma, and various other 
translations have followed the relevant scholarship and made 
this improvement (e.g., CEB, CSB, 2011 NIV, and N. T. Wright’s 
New Testament for Everyone).

In the double story of Jesus raising a girl from the dead 
and healing a woman, found in Matt 9, Mark 5, and Luke 8, 
“hemorrhage(s)” has been changed to “�ow of blood.”

In Jesus’s teachings on divorce, NRSV’s “unchastity” is 
changed to “sexual immorality” in Matt 5:32 and 19:9. Matthew 
19:9b, in the NRSVue, adds the clause, “and he who marries a 
divorced woman commits adultery”—a manuscript variation 

which makes 19:9 more like the wording of 5:32. �e NRSVue 
retains “causes her to commit adultery” in the middle of 5:32, 
opting not to follow 1984 NIV’s “causes her to become an 
adulteress” or the 2011 NIV’s “makes her the victim of adultery.”

An important passage for understanding that Jesus’s disciples 
included numerous women is Luke 8:1–3. I will describe three of 
the several challenges this paragraph poses to translators.

First is Mary Magdalene’s name. She is mentioned twelve 
times and in all four Gospels, always with the de�nite article (“the 
Magdalene”) and here with the phrase, “the one called Magdalene.” 
�ere is growing evidence that “Mary, the (one called) Magdalene” 
does not mean “the one from the village of Magdala,” but instead, 
“the one nicknamed tower/fortress.”4 If this latter understanding 
is correct, it would be in line with Jesus giving nicknames to other 
disciples (notably, Simon Peter/Rock, James and John the Sons of 
�under). Given the scholarship on this question since 1989, at 
least a footnote would have been appropriate.

Second, in Luke 8:3 the list of disciples ends with “and many 
others.” �ese words are feminine in Greek (heterai pollai) 
and clearly refer to other women disciples. Very few English 
translations make this as clear as the Greek text does (the GNT 
is an exception). Many, including the NRSVue, depend on 
punctuation (more speci�cally, depend on the reader to notice 
and interpret the punctuation) to communicate that these many 
others were women. A clearer translation would be, “and many 
other women.”

�ird, also in Luke 8:3, NRSVue ends with, “who ministered 
to them out of their own resources.” �is is a small change 



28 • Priscilla PaPers  |  36/3  |  Summer 2022 cbeinternational.org

from NRSV’s “who provided for them out of their resources.” 
The NRSVue makes this same change, translating diakoneō as 
“ministered/ministering” rather than “provided for,” in the 
parallel texts Matt 27:55 and Mark 15:41.

Two chapters later, Luke tells a story about Mary and Martha, 
and the NRSVue makes a few changes. One, which results from 
reevaluating manuscript evidence, is the removal of “into her 
home” from the end of the opening verse: NRSVue ends Luke 
10:38, “a woman named Martha welcomed him.” NRSV had “. . . 
welcomed him into her home.”

Acts 18:26, found on the cover of all 143 issues of Priscilla 
Papers, says of Apollos, in both the NRSV and NRSVue, “when 
Priscilla and Aquila heard him they took him aside and explained 
the Way of God to him more accurately.” The phrase “took him 
aside” can mean “took him to their home” and is translated to 
that effect in various Bibles, including the CEV, HCSB, and NIV 
(1978, 1984, and 2011).

New Testament Letters

As with the NT narratives, some passages in the letters remain 
unchanged. This is true, for example, of Gal 3:26–28 and of Paul’s 
commendation of Phoebe in Rom 16:1–2.

The only change to Rom 16:7 is that Paul calls Andronicus and 
Junia “fellow Israelites” instead of “relatives.” In the footnotes on 
this verse, however, the NRSVue misses an opportunity. In spite 
of overwhelming evidence that Junia was a woman, a footnote 
on “Junia” reads “Or Junias.” It would have been better to follow 
the example of translations such as the CSB and 2011 NIV, which 
print “Junia” without an obfuscating footnote offering “Junias” 
as an option.

First Corinthians houses two well-known and controversial 
passages, in chs. 11 and 14. NRSVue makes two significant 
changes in ch. 11. First, 11:3 has changed from husband/wife 
language to man/woman language. The NRSVue, with NRSV in 
brackets for comparison, reads, “But I want you to understand 
that Christ is the head of every man, and the man [NRSV 
‘husband’] is the head of the woman [NRSV ‘his wife’], and God 
is the head of Christ.” Second, and of inestimable importance, 
is NRSVue’s removal of “a symbol of” from 11:10. The NRSVue, 
with NRSV in brackets, reads, “For this reason a woman ought to 
have authority over [NRSV ‘a symbol of authority on’] her head, 
because of the angels.” Furthermore, NRSVue adds the footnote 
“Or have freedom of choice regarding her head.” A few other 
translations (CEB, 2011 NIV, etc.) have remedied this translation 
error, which Katharine Bushnell called “a most extraordinary 
substitute for the words of Scripture,” and a century later Andrew 
Bartlett identified as second only to changing “Junia” to “Junias” 
as the translation with “the least shred of justification.”5

In 1 Cor 14, the NRSVue retains certain positive aspects 
of the NRSV. One such aspect is translating sigaō consistently 
(“be silent”) in vv. 28, 30, and 34, rather than strengthening 
the call for women’s silence (v. 34) compared with the earlier 
directives for tongue speakers and prophets to be silent (the NIV, 
for example, renders the first two occurrences of sigaō as “keep 
quiet” and “stop,” but then enhances the command to women as 
“remain silent”).

In its treatment of 1 Cor 14:34–35, one of the most debated 
passages among egalitarians and complementarians, the NRSVue 
takes an unexpected turn. One point on which translations differ 

is how 14:33b (with bold face added below) relates to the adjacent 
clauses. The ESV is an example of 33b introducing the following 
clause: “33 For God is not a God of confusion but of peace. ¶ As 
in all the churches of the saints, 34 the women should keep silent 
in the churches” (also CEB, CSB, 1984 NIV, etc.). In contrast, 
the 2011 NIV is an example of 33b linked more closely to what 
precedes: “33 For God is not a God of disorder but of peace—as in 
all the congregations of the Lord’s people. ¶ 34 Women should 
remain silent in the churches” (also KJV, etc.). In this regard, the 
NRSV was similar to the ESV, etc., linking 33b with women’s 
silence. The NRSVue, however, has taken a third approach by 
placing 32–33a in parentheses: 

31 For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may 
learn and all be encouraged 32 (and the spirits of prophets 
are subject to the prophets, 33 for God is a God not of 
disorder but of peace), as in all the churches of the saints. 

34 Women should be silent in the churches. . . .

One effect of these parentheses is that 33b (“as in all the 
churches of the saints”) modifies v. 31. That is, 33b does not 
comment on God’s peacefulness (as in KJV, 2011 NIV, etc.) 
or on women’s silence (as in CEB, CSB, ESV, etc.); instead, it 
describes prophecy (31a) and the encouragement that prophecy 
provides (31b). To my knowledge, no other English translation 
prompts this interpretation.

Moving forward to Ephesians, the NRSVue has not improved 
the NRSV’s translation of Eph 5:21–33. Most notably, the NRSVue 
has moved its subheading, “The Christian Household,” down 
one verse. Formerly, the NRSV had the subheading between 5:20 
and 5:21; now it is between 5:21 and 5:22. The NRSVue is not 
wrong that Eph 5:21 is closely tied to what comes before. But, as 
many readers of Priscilla Papers know, 5:21 is also inseparable 
from what comes after (which a footnote that NRSVue adds to 
5:22, “Gk lacks be subject,” attempts to make clear). A basic Bible 
translation policy should be that no subheading should reduce 
the average reader’s ability to understand. If the NRSVue editors 
thought the NRSV subheading was wrongly placed, they should 
have removed it altogether rather than trading a small problem 
for a big one.

The wording of this Ephesians passage has been adjusted 
in small ways. Unfortunately, two opportunities for improved 
wording have been missed, both in 5:22, where NRSVue, slightly 
shortened from the NRSV, reads, “Wives, be subject to your 
husbands as to the Lord. . . .” The first missed opportunity is 
that the passive “be subject” could have been changed to the 
middle “subject yourselves” (or, better, “submit yourselves”). 
(This is a distinction of the Greek grammar; English does not 
have a middle voice, hence the addition of “yourselves.”) The 
translators might push back against this critique by noting that 
“be subjected” would be passive and their “be subject” is indeed 
middle. Nevertheless, when interpretation goes seriously awry, 
as has so often been the case in the household codes, “be subject” 
will lead to abuse of wives more readily than “submit yourselves.”

The second missed opportunity in 5:22 is that the NRSV 
and NRSVue overlook the word idios, “own.” The NIV is better: 
“Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do 
to the Lord” (as are the ESV, HCSB, KJV, NASB, etc.). Paul 
emphasizes “your own husbands,” apparently to be clear that he 
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is not advising women to submit themselves to all men (that is, 
not to other women’s husbands)—an emphasis also present in 
the Greek text of 1 Cor 14:35, Titus 2:5, and 1 Pet 3:1, 5, but not in 
any of these places in the NRSV or NRSVue.

�e NRSVue has made a few small changes to 1 Tim 2:8–15, 
indicated with bold face below. 

•	 2:9a NRSV: “also that the women should dress themselves 
modestly and decently in suitable clothing. . . .”

•	 2:9a NRSVue: “also that the women should dress 
themselves in moderate clothing with reverence and 
self-control. . . .”

•	 2:12 NRSV: “I permit no woman to teach or to have 
authority over a man; she is to keep silent.”

•	 2:12 NRSVue: “I do not permit a woman to teach or to 
have authority over a man; she is to keep silent.”

•	 2:15 NRSV: “Yet she will be saved through childbearing, 
provided they continue in faith and love and holiness, 
with modesty.”

•	 2:15 NRSVue: “Yet she will be saved through 
childbearing, provided they continue in faith and love 
and holiness, with self-control.”

�ough these three small changes are for the better, in my 
opinion the NRSVue has missed two opportunities for 
signi�cant improvement. First, “to have authority” in 2:12 stands 
unchanged, in spite of signi�cant scholarship arguing that the 
verb in question, authenteō, has negative connotations.6 �is 
understanding is re�ected in older Bibles such as the 1599 Geneva 
Bible (“usurp authority”), the 1611 KJV (“usurp authority”), 
the 1862 Young’s Literal Translation (“rule”) and the 1901 ASV 
(“have dominion”). Certain recent translations have revived this 
understanding of the verb: “assume authority” (2011 NIV), “take 
authority” (NIrV), “control” (CEB).

A second missed opportunity is NRSVue’s translation of the 
noun hēsuchia, which both editions translate as “silence” in 2:11 
and “silent” in 2:12. �e problem here is two-fold. First, the word 
refers to peacefulness, not to silence. In this context, it could be 
translated “calm attentiveness.” Second, in close proximity, 1 
Tim 2:2, the word’s cognate synonym, the adjective hēsuchios, 
refers to all Christians, not only to women. In 2:2, both editions 
rightly translate the word “peaceable.” In a di�erent context, 2 
�ess 3:12, where hēsuchia again refers to both men and women, 
the NRSV and NRSVue translate it “quietly.”

Also in 1 Timothy, many will appreciate that “foolish tales” 
replaces the NRSV’s “old wives’ tales” at 4:7 (cf. “senseless 
stories” [CEV] and “silly myths” [CSB, ESV]). In contrast, 1 
Tim 5:13 has unfortunately not been changed: “Besides that, 
they learn to be idle, gadding about from house to house; and 
they are not merely idle, but also gossips and busybodies, saying 
what they should not say” (NRSV, NRSVue). To quote Bartlett’s 
conclusion, “Paul does not think that all younger widows are 
gossips and busybodies. His concern is about these particular 
younger widows in Ephesus. �ey are probably false teachers, 
dabbling in magic, a probability that has been obscured by the 
traditional translations.”7 A positive development, however, 
is that the NRSV’s inaccurate and belittling translation, “silly 

women” at 2 Tim 3:6, has been improved to “immature women” 
in the NRSVue.8

Conclusion
As noted above, the NRSVue does improve the gender language 
of the NRSV, especially by recovering family language, but not 
necessarily beyond that of the 2011 NIV or, moreover, of the 
CEB. Regarding the several passages surveyed above, there is 
some improvement (especially 1 Cor 11:10 removing “a symbol 
of”). In my opinion, however, there are also several missed 
opportunities (such as “have authority” in 1 Tim 2:12) and even 
a signi�cant step backward (the intrusive subheading between 
Eph 5:21 and 22).

�e NRSVue is a high-quality translation and will continue as 
the Bible of choice for many Christians, especially in liturgical and 
academic contexts. I do recommend it, but not more heartily than 
I recommend the 2011 NIV and the CEB.
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29–30, https://cbeinternational.org/resource/book-review/priscilla-
papers-academic-journal/book-review-christian-standard-bible, and 
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standard-bible.

2. See CBE’s blog entry for April 3, 2018: https://cbeinternational.
org/resource/article/mutuality-blog-magazine/does-man-always-mean-
man-bible.

3. For a detailed explanation of the translation issues surrounding 
“the Son of Man,” see Cynthia Long Westfall, “�e Human One? A 
Controversial CEB Translation Choice,” Open �eology 2/1 (Oct 2016) 
895–906, DOI:10.1515/opth-2016-0068.

4. Craig Evans, “A Tale of Two Cities: What We Learned from 
Bethsaida and Magdala,” ch. 1 in Jesus and the Remains of His Day: Studies 
in Jesus and the Evidence of Material Culture (Hendrickson Academic, 
2015); Dorothy Lee, �e Ministry of Women in the New Testament: 
Reclaiming the Biblical Vision for Church Leadership (Baker Academic, 
2021) 49; and esp. Joan E. Taylor, “Missing Magdala and the Name of 
Mary ‘Magdalene,’” PEQ 146/3 (2014) 205–23.

5. Katharine C. Bushnell, God’s Word to Women: One Hundred Bible 
Studies on Woman’s Place in the Church and Home (1921, reprint by 
Christians for Biblical Equality, 2003) 100, §218; Andrew Bartlett, “Worst 
Translations: All in One” (Oct 30, 2020), https://christianitytoday.com/
scot-mcknight/2020/october/worst-translations-all-in-one.html.

6. See for example, Linda Belleville, “Teaching and Usurping 
Authority: 1 Timothy 2:11–15,” ch. 11 in Discovering Biblical Equality: 
Biblical, �eological, Cultural, and Practical Perspectives, 3rd ed. (ch. 
12 in the 2nd ed.), ed. Ronald W. Pierce, Cynthia Long Westfall, and 
Christa L. McKirland (IVP Academic, 2021); Jamin Hübner, “Translating 
αὐϑεντέω (authenteō) in 1 Timothy 2:12,” Priscilla Papers 29/2 (Spring 
2015) 16–26; Walter L. Liefeld, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, NIV Application 
Commentary (Zondervan, 1999) 98–99; Margaret Mowczko, “�e 
Meaning of Authentein with a Brief History of Authent– Words,” https://
margmowczko.com/authentein-1-timothy2_12/; Cynthia Long Westfall, 
“�e Meaning of αὐϑεντέω in 1 Timothy 2.12,” JGRChJ 10 (2014) 138–73.

7. Bartlett, “Worst Translations: All in One,” §3.
8. See Bartlett, “Worst Translations: All in One,” §2.
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On Purpose 
Understanding God’s Freedom 
for Women Through Scripture
Julie Zine Coleman

“On Purpose oozes with 
biblical common sense. 
Coleman addresses the real 
issues at the core of gender 
bias in an inviting, ‘come 
let us reason together’ 
way. This book faces these 
signifi cant issues without 
the burden of bitterness and 
is safe for those exploring 
the issue for the fi rst time.” 
—Mimi Haddad, president 
of CBE International

Three in One 
Analogies for the Trinity 
William David Spencer

In Three in One, William 
David Spencer shares a 
lifetime of insights from 
teaching within the global 
church, bringing fresh 
images and analogies of 
the Trinity to deepen our 
theological vocabulary. 
Readers will gain a 
personal understanding 
of the Trinity as well as 
tools for teaching about 
the Trinity in adult and 
children’s ministry contexts.

Diversity Playbook
Recommendations and Guidance 
for Christian Organizations
Michelle R. Loyd-Paige, Michelle 
D. Williams

Diversity Playbook offers 
readers a unique opportunity 
to gain a sneak peek into the 
world of the other. Building 
on their years of experience in 
Christian higher education, 
Loyd-Page and Williams 
share pitfalls to avoid and 
plans that can extend God’s 
ministry of reconciliation to 
everyone. Their work will help 
your organization become 
better at changing hearts and 
broadening minds.

Women of Faith and Courage
Stories of Women in the Bible 
and History
Mary Walker

The women described in 
these pages display many 
exceptional traits, but there 
is one thing they all have in 
common: they were all very 
courageous. Church history 
textbooks ignore the stories 
of women, leaving us with 
the idea that women did 
next to nothing. In this book, 
Walker demonstrates that 
thousands of women have 
served faithfully in ways that 
have resulted in a better life for 
millions of people.




