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In loving memory of my father and mother,
who both gave me so much.
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    Foreword


    Scot McKnight


    

      I GET ASKED LOTS OF QUESTIONS about the Bible, but perhaps my favorite goes like this: “What in the Bible would you tell my church to think about if the leaders are considering more freedom for women in the church’s ministry?” I’ll make it seven questions to ponder as you consider what God is calling women to do in the church.


      What did women actually do in the Bible (besides cook and tend to the little ones and farm and carry wood and make clothing, etc.)? Anyone asking this question needs to begin with Miriam in Exodus and then spend some time with that uber-tough Deborah and then take a hard long look at Huldah. How would you describe what they did? They sang, they led, they ran the nation, they led the military machine, and they spoke for God to the people of God. What else? The Proverbs 31 woman, as my friend Alice Mathews said to me recently, has more to say than most bother to hear. Then jump into the New Testament and ask what Mary did, and what Prisca/Priscilla did, and what Junia did. And what about those women leaders in Philippi, Euodia, and Syntyche? What did they do? One nurtured the Messiah, one taught the gospel to a male leader, one was nothing less than an “apostle,” and the others were co-workers with Paul, which is about as strong of an affirmation as one can get from Paul. Too often, too many, for too long have gone to the so-called submission passages not realizing they were creating more than a little contradiction in the very man who was working with these women in his mission. Paul knew what these women were doing when he wrote 1 Timothy 2 and he therefore didn’t mean they couldn’t do what’s said about their doings.


      Who are the major named women in the Bible? Once I spent some time with college students over coffee talking about two women, Junia and Phoebe. I went on as professors are wont to do—perhaps a bit too long—but I was pumped. Near the end a female student was surprisingly irritated, and I thought it was with what I was saying, only to learn that she was ticked off with her church. Why? Her words, not mine: “Why have I never heard about these women in my so-called ‘Bible-preaching’ church?” Exactly, I muttered to myself. Why? Far more know about the altogether unimportant names Methuselah or Ehud than know of Phoebe or the daughters of Philip. Each church today needs a series called Women of the Bible.


      Who are the women theologians you read today, or who are on your bookshelves? Of course, if one is a bean counter and one has been collecting books as long as I have—almost fifty years now—one will not have a fifty-fifty ratio, but weekly I am sent books and more and more they are written by women, like my friend and scholar, Lucy Peppiatt. Others include Renita Weems, Haley Goranson Jacob, Morna Hooker, Amy-Jill Levine, Lynn Cohick, Marianne Meye Thompson, Carolyn Osiek, Beth Felker Jones, Beverly Gaventa, Ruth Haley Barton, Margaret Macdonald, Nancy Ortberg, Amy Peeler, Nancy Beach, Christena Cleveland . . . and I’m old enough to say this list has grown exponentially in my life time. There was a time, well, when not many women were in this “line of work,” but that day has ended and their books ought to be on any respectable thinker’s shelves.


      Who are the women preachers you listen to today? A friend of mine once told me she was preaching at a church where no woman had ever preached. After a few times preaching an old man came up to her and informed her that, while he was formerly against women preaching, after listening to her he became convinced that women not only could preach but also ought to be preaching. I often ask my friends who are podcast listeners, “Which women are you listening to?” Fleming Rutledge? Mandy Smith? Barbara Brown Taylor? Tara Beth Leach? I know for me it was reading Morna Hooker as a PhD student that shook me out of lethargy about women as Bible teachers and theologians. I have heard others say it was listening to Billy Graham’s daughter, Anne Graham Lotz, that made it clear women not only can preach but also ought to preach. Speaking of authors and preachers, Lucy Peppiatt, though not as well-known in the United States as she is in England, is both a wonderful theologian-author and also a dynamic teacher-preacher. Read her and listen to her.


      Who are the influential moms in your church? When the “roll is called up yonder” and those on the list tell their stories about how they came to faith, the number one on the list will be moms. My mother told me about Jesus as a child, and in your church are moms singing to their babies, telling their children the gospel, and guiding the next generation into discipleship behind Jesus. This truth must be told: if we relied totally on males . . . I’ll not complete that sentence, but I will say this unabashedly: moms are the number-one reason why the church has grown and is growing. Anyone who thinks women can’t teach, preach, or instruct others in the faith needs to take a long look at the moms in church and then apologize for foolishness. Moms are evangelists, catechists, teachers, and preachers—from the house to the church.


      Which texts in the New Testament need to be explored the most in their historical context? I became aware of the careful theological and biblical work of Lucy Peppiatt when I read a small book of hers about 1 Corinthians 11:2-16. In that book Lucy made it abundantly clear that not only were there a bewildering list of possible interpretations of vexing expressions like headcoverings and what “head” means, but the interpretations many were suggesting were flat-out contradictions of either the Bible itself or of one another. She offered a different question: What if the problem isn’t the women but the men? And she offered a different solution: some of these lines that don’t fit our theology don’t fit into the Bible because they were the words of Paul’s opponents being quoted. She had me there, and I have followed her work ever since. This book will introduce you not only to her reading of 1 Corinthians 11 (and 14, by the way) but also to her approach to many issues. I am so grateful to Lucy for this wonderful packaging of all her best ideas about women in the Bible and church. She’s probably got more, so take this as a sampling.


      What about Mary? One time my mother asked me what I was studying and I told her I was studying about Mary. She said out of her Baptist orientation, “Why, she’s so Catholic?!” Welp, I took a big gulp and reminded her that she was the mother of Jesus and that she’s all over the Gospel pages—so often that she’s mentioned only slightly less than Peter. I’m on a crusade to get so-called Bible believers to believe just what the Bible says about Mary. The fact is she’s a powerful young woman, a powerful mother, and a powerful mover and shaker in the Gospels themselves. Who else gets in Jesus’ face to inform him that the wine has run out or that he’s going to get himself in trouble if he keeps offending the religious leaders? Who else is present when Jesus, surrounded by an angry mob, is crucified? Who else is spoken to from the cross other than Mary? Did you even know Mary’s got to be in the descriptions of the woman in Revelation 12? Protestants are blinded to Mary, so I urge them to open their eyes and watch Mary in the New Testament. When done, they’ll have a better understanding of what God calls women to do.


      Those are the seven questions I’d want folks to consider when they ponder anew women in ministry. The simple answer is, and one that hums on every page in this wonderful book, that women can do whatever God calls them to do, whatever the Spirit empowers them to do, and whatever following Jesus leads them to do. I know this because Lucy’s one of them!
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Introduction


A MOVE IS AFOOT in the worldwide church in favor of appointing women to recognized positions of leadership and ministry in the church. In addition to this, there is a shift among Christian married couples to embrace the idea of equality in marriage in opposition to notions of male headship and authority. This move is coming not just because of pressure from the world to conform to new standards of equality but also from thoughtful and deep engagement with Scripture. Although there have always been pockets of resistance to the idea of male dominance in Christianity, the widespread nature of this current movement marks a historic transition in the way the Bible is being received, interpreted, and applied. Quite frequently now, and in many different quarters, old patterns of interpretation are being disrupted and new insights are emerging, encouraging people to see that male authority and female submission is not the prescribed pattern of gender relations in the Bible.

This move is growing among the clergy and the laity, the theologically minded and the uninitiated, leaders and followers, men and women, and is leading many to assert that the Bible does not, in fact, endorse male predominance but instead tells the story of a God who challenges and subverts the rule and domination of men in many and varied ways. There is a growing assurance that the Bible tells a story of God releasing women alongside men into all forms of ministry, leadership, work, and service on the basis of character and gifting rather than on the basis of biological sex. And not only this, but there is an increasing conviction that the Christian faith, rightly understood, contributes to the overturning of an entrenched patriarchal order in the world, offering hope for a society freed from the damage and destruction of a world where the pattern of relationships for men and women are shaped by the expectation that men should lead and women should follow.

This book explores this movement, explaining why this is not simply a response to a cultural shift or an innovation but is a valid and ancient reading of Scripture and tradition. I explain why and where it is right to question certain interpretations, why and where there are a number of possible interpretations of Scriptures, and where, in some cases, what have come to be accepted readings of certain Scriptures are either too problematic to be useful or are simply erroneous. My aim is to demonstrate through careful study and exegesis of Scripture that when we receive the same words with the knowledge that is now available and in a different spirit, we will see a different world altogether.


SEARCHING THE SCRIPTURES

This book is about the interpretation of the Bible and Christian practice. It asks whether we can read the Bible in such a way that allows us to claim (1) that Christian women are given the freedom to lead in the church in any and every capacity, and (2) that married women should take equal responsibility with their husbands for the management of the household and family.

The process of interpreting what the Bible is telling us about what we should be like and how we should live should be familiar to all Christians; it is a way of life. However, it is not a simple process. God has put us in a context where, in order to discover how to live well as Christians, we need to interpret his words and learn to apply them in different circumstances. In a life of discipleship to Jesus, we soon discover that there are not really clear-cut rules laid out for all of us to refer to as to precisely how we should run our day-to-day lives. Instead, Jesus left us with just two commandments: love God with every fiber of your being, and love one another as you love yourself. In many ways, he left the outcome of his short ministry remarkably open-ended.

As a result, church history is formed and shaped by people attempting to work out these commands as they seek God’s purposes for their lives and the lives of those around them. These attempts have mixed results in the reality we know as church. The church can be a place of astounding hospitality, freedom, transformation, and hope. There are millions of testimonies of women, men, and children through the ages whose lives have been saved by God through the church, whose deepest friendships are found there, and whose communities are the means of their healing. But it can also be a toxic place, and the damage done can be worse because of all we initially hoped our church community would be. Leaders can be sinful, abusive, manipulative, and cruel. Fellow Christians can be unkind, divisive, and hostile. The church reflects the best and worst of humanity. It both glorifies and betrays its Savior.

This larger context is relevant to the question of women’s place in the church because this whole topic resides in a deeply contested space. Even raising it in some spheres causes anxiety, hostility, defensiveness, and pain. When you study church history, though, you realize that there really is “nothing new under the sun” (Eccles 1:9).

Christians have been in disagreement over deeply held beliefs since the beginning of the church, and anxiety and disagreement should not be a reason not to engage with ideas and to discuss and debate with one another. As a Christian scholar, my desire is to engage with the questions surrounding what the Bible says about men and women in leadership and marriage, how it says it, and to explore the implications of some of the answers.




A RANGE OF VIEWS

In reality, there is a remarkable range of views on what place women should occupy in the church, and this takes many different forms depending largely on denominational differences. On the whole, those who limit the role of women (whether in a pastoring, teaching, or priestly role), base their beliefs on a fundamental conviction that God has ordained a pattern in this world where men should take a lead in an authoritative capacity and women should follow and be led. This is classically defined as patriarchy—systems in which men hold authority, power, and leadership, and women are either excluded from these roles or included if they are under male supervision. This comes in two different forms in the church. Briefly, and probably a bit too simplistically, this can be categorized by the difference in what is called low church and high church. The former, which either has no formal structures of ordained priesthood (or claims not to respect traditional ecclesial hierarchy), affects the role of women as pastors, teachers, and elders in the church. The latter, high church structures, tends to affect the role of women as priests and bishops.

In the low-church version, many hold these views because they believe that the Bible tells us, in different ways, that this is the order established and preferred by God himself. They believe, therefore, that this system will be the most beneficial for men, women, children, and society as a whole. In their eyes, this order is godly, healthy, life-giving, and protective. As a corollary, they often teach that Bible-believing and tradition-loving Christians will conform to this pattern, and those who do not conform to this are out of step with the teachings of their faith.

In the high-church version the traditions of a particular denomination (say Roman Catholic, Orthodox, or Anglo-Catholic) dictate that the ordained priesthood is an office for men only. These views also claim to be rooted in Scripture even though these traditions may be rooted in different texts and stories. It is quite a complex picture, and it would be wrong to assume that all people everywhere hold the views they do about male leadership for the same reasons, but I believe it is true to say that the role of Scripture in all views is somehow deemed to be central. What this also shows us is the differences in the method and process of how people move from Scripture to doctrine to tradition to practice. In other words, how we take the series of steps by which we move from what we read in the Bible to accepted practice via the process of interpretation and application in any given context.

Despite denominational differences, and differences in approach to the Bible, it is true to say that patriarchal views have held sway over much of the worldwide church for hundreds of years, unquestioned by many (but certainly not all), and have shaped the lives and ministries of millions of men and women both within the church, in the home, and in the world. Thus, in this book I argue that those of us who see the overturning of male dominance in the Scriptures are rediscovering an ancient message that has been overlaid and distorted by years and years of reading, teaching, preaching, and writing by those who assumed that the patriarchal world they lived in, which they sometimes saw reflected in the Bible, was the one that God had ordained.




MAPPING THE PATHS

In order to do this, this book considers the main questions under discussion that affect our thinking. I begin in chapter one with the question of how the male-dominated Christian story affects our assumptions about men and women and their place in the church. I consider the following questions: (1) How does the male-centered nature of Christianity affect women, and what does it tell us about the nature of God? (2) Does the Trinity tell us anything about how men and women should relate?

I then move on in chapter two to consider the role of women in the salvation story and what that tells us of how God appoints women to certain roles. In chapter three we examine the creation stories and how different readings yield radically different results in terms of how we perceive a woman’s natural place in creation, the family, and society. Chapter four explores the question of headship. Chapter five outlines a traditionally hierarchicalist view of marriage and the problems that arise therefrom. Chapter six offers a reading of the household codes that demonstrates the radically redefined role of the Christian husband as self-sacrificial in order to empower others. Chapter seven deals with portrayals of women in the Epistles and how mistranslations, misinterpretations, and misunderstandings have led us to ignore the evidence in front of us for the prominent role of women in the early church. And finally, in chapter eight, I look at 1 Timothy 2, outlining some contemporary readings of the text that overturn the view that Paul prohibits women teaching in all churches for all time.

As we progress, we will see how the texts support the idea of women serving in all capacities alongside men. Moreover, they are able to support this without embarrassing twists and turns, without ignoring difficult passages, and really without that much effort for those who choose to see.




REDEFINING COMPLEMENTARIANS AND EGALITARIANS

It has become common, especially in the United States, to refer to those who believe in male authority and clearly proscribed roles for women as complementarians, and for those who believe that women should be able to hold roles and offices equal to men as egalitarians. Unless I am quoting someone else who uses these terms, I am not, myself, going to use them. First, I believe that these terms do not best describe each perspective, and, second, I believe that both are applied somewhat erroneously. It seems to me that it would be beneficial to rename these perspectives or groups with words that describe what they represent better than these two terms are able to do. As we are referring to terms that describe the way that men and women relate in concrete ways in the world, I have chosen to designate those currently known as complementarians as hierarchicalists and those currently known as egalitarians as mutualists.

The term complementarian should describe a view where two different entities enhance one another in a reciprocal, harmonious, and interdependent fashion. Although complementarians claim to hold to a view that describes the relation of men to women as such, my opinion is that this represents a sleight of hand. As I hope all Christians would do, complementarian Christians claim to endorse the equality of men and women before God. As beings made in the image of God, we are equal in status before our Creator. However, as Stephen Lowe points out, a complementarian’s view “regarding the role of women in the Church is that a distinction must be maintained between one’s status or position soteriologically and one’s function or role sociologically.”1 In other words, complementarians believe that men and women stand before God as equally saved, but their view of the relations of men and women sociologically is predicated on the subordination of women to men, where men hold positions of authority and women do not unless they are under male authority.

And whereas a complementarian would claim that he or she sees men and women coexisting and working together in reciprocal, harmonious, and interdependent relations, the conditions of this reciprocity, harmony, and interdependence are grossly imbalanced because the conditions of the relations have been established on unquestioned notions of male authority and power. The complementarity of these relations will only endure for as long as a woman agrees to renounce authority, power, and autonomy in favor of a man, for the common good. This is a precarious harmony where the flourishing of both men and women depends on an unequal submission of one to another—of women to men—and not best described as complementarity.

More seriously, these views also affect the nature and implications of the woman’s salvation. If we were to ask a hierarchicalist what a woman is saved from, saved to, and saved for, they would explain that despite the fact that her spiritual status is one of coequality with a man, her actual status is one of subordination. To drive a wedge between a spiritual reality and patterns of concrete relations (or soteriological and sociological, as Lowe calls it) calls into question the very nature of what we are claiming has been won for her in Christ in the first place. There is, literally, nothing to show for the claim that she has been saved into coequality with a man.

Unequal distributions of power are not always wrong or unable to function for the common good. We see this in politics, the army, schools, businesses, and many organizations. Hierarchy exists and often serves a purpose to get things done. It has its place. However, these unequal distributions of power and authority are not identified with the essence of a person’s being but with a job or function that a person takes up and puts down as jobs come and go.

Complementarians speak about the roles of men and women as if they fit into the category I have described earlier, something we can slip in and out of. This again, though, is not fully honest. We shall see in our studies that they believe that the God-given structure for the world is to have men permanently at the top of the structures by virtue of being men, and women below them by virtue of being women—literally as their sub-ordinates. These are not roles but God-given static positions, and this is the primary defining feature of the system. It is better then to think of this perspective in regards to men and women as hierarchicalist.

Egalitarianism is a term taken from the world of political philosophy where political, social, and economic equality is deemed to be the goal for society, entailing the removal of all forms of inequality, including unequal power structures. I do not think it describes precisely what is at the heart of Christian egalitarianism. Christians for Biblical Equality (CBE), a flagship organization for egalitarians in the United States, has the following mission statement: “CBE exists to promote biblical justice and community by educating Christians that the Bible calls women and men to share authority equally in service and leadership in the home, church, and world.”2 They use the phrase, “Leading Together, Serving as Equals.”3 Clearly, this places an emphasis on equality and is a great mission statement, but I am not sure it is best described as egalitarianism, which connotes flat structures in all systems. Someone might find that they are able to sign up for CBE’s mission and values but may not particularly be an advocate of egalitarianism as an organizing principle across the board in all circumstances. If this term is to refer to the relations of men and women and their places of service, then egalitarians, in my view, are best described as mutualists.4

For mutualists, all interactions of men and women in church governance and the home are shared equally and expected to be for the mutual benefit of both men and women. Power and authority are both shared and adopted as either sex sees fit, with no fixed structures based on gender. Christian men and women are called to live in reconciled, renewed, and Christlike relationships with one another that subvert patriarchal patterns in all spheres.

With this in mind, let us turn to our first question, which is how we understand an androcentric (male-centered) and patricentric (father-centered) story.
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An Androcentric Story?

Men Everywhere!


AT ONE OF OUR RESIDENTIAL TEACHING weeks at my college, a female faculty member invited students to the front to represent different characters in the Bible. They got to choose the character they wished to represent. She then put them in the order they appear in the Bible, lined up in front of us, making the point that you and I are at the end of the chronological line. We are incorporated into the grand narrative of the Bible that is the story of God’s people. It was a great illustration, and I appreciated it for what it was—a point about how we all have joined a long story reaching back over hundreds and even thousands of years.

However, something else struck me as the students went up one by one saying who they had chosen to be. What left an impression on me was the number of women who went up to the front saying that they were representing a man: Moses, David, Daniel, Peter, and so on. There were men at the front also representing men, and there were women representing women: Deborah, Esther, Elizabeth, Mary, and so on. I really enjoyed the fact that so many of our female students took part in the exercise. (It was about half men, half women even though more male characters were represented.) I also noticed the ease with which the women adopted the male persona. This sparked two further thoughts.

First, it is a normal process for female readers of the Bible to identify with the male characters in the Scriptures. We listen to their stories; we are privy to their relationship and conversations with God, their struggles, and their triumphs. The male characters speak to us, and by and large we don’t exclude ourselves from the narrative. Second, men don’t seem to identify with the women in the same way. This fun exercise at our residential illustrated to me how differently men and women relate to the stories in the Bible and probably always have done. The truth is that women have very little choice but to relate to both an androcentric and patricentric faith. Androcentrism and patricentrism are in the fabric of the Christian faith.

I wish to focus on two questions in these first two chapters. The first is, What is the significance of the maleness of Jesus to what we know of the nature of God? The second is, What is the significance of the maleness of Jesus to our understanding of the salvation story? What I hope to demonstrate is that it is important to distinguish between these two questions because they have different answers, and the way that we answer those questions will, in turn, have an impact on our understanding of how women relate to God.


A MALE NARRATIVE?

It appears, as far as we know, that the Bible was written by men, and throughout the whole course of Christian history the majority of Bible readers have also been men. This means, therefore, that the majority of the interpreters of the Bible have largely been men—at least the ones who have written down their interpretations and passed them on to subsequent generations. Our sacred texts have been written, disseminated, taught, and interpreted by men.

In the Old Testament we have male priests and the twelve tribes of Israel who were given their identity from the twelve sons of Jacob. In addition to this, we have a male Savior who chose twelve male disciples to found the faith and to whom he passed on the role of establishing the church. We address God as Father, and even the Holy Spirit is normally referred to as “he.” In the living expressions of the faith, we encounter androcentrism and patricentrism everywhere. The Catholic and the Orthodox Churches still have a male-only priesthood, and Catholic priests are referred to as father. Certain Protestant denominations exclude women both from pastoring and from teaching or preaching altogether. Others allow women to lead if a man is placed over her or permit women to teach only women and children. In many churches of the world, a woman would never be seen at the front.

How women deal with this, approach it, and appropriate it (or not), varies from one person to another. I think it is true to say that some do not particularly care. Others continue to view this as somehow right and proper. Still others have rejected the Christian faith because of it, and this is true of some men as well. Many women and men are somewhere in between these two polar opposites. They notice and they care, but instead of seeing it in unrelentingly negative terms, they make an effort to highlight and forefront the role of women in the faith, whether from the Bible or from church history, thus encouraging women to believe that their presence in the story is more prominent than might first be supposed. It is interesting that despite the androcentrism and patricentrism of the Christian faith (and most religions for that matter), it is generally true that women are more religious than men, and worldwide there are more Christian women than Christian men. This appears also to have been true of the early church, where it was known that Christianity appealed more to women, slaves, and children.1 There must be multiple reasons for this, but, in my view and my experience, one of the reasons for the deep attraction and appeal of Christianity to women is rooted in a profound instinct that we are not really excluded after all, despite what outward circumstances tell us.

This prominence of male figures and masculine imagery and language in the Scriptures and the church was once famously described by John Piper as lending a “masculine feel” to the Christian faith. In some ways it is hard to dispute this. What is in question, however, is whether this is a reflection of a God-ordained order or whether there is another message altogether woven into this supposedly obvious message. Are the prominence of the androcentric and patricentric narratives in the Bible an unequivocal endorsement of patriarchal structures in the church, the home, and society, or are there other narratives within the texts that would lead us to conclude that the Bible subverts these patriarchal structures, offering alternative ways of relating for men and women?




SEEING A DIFFERENT STORY

One of the ways of seeing alternative narratives in the Bible is either to tell the women’s stories or to tell the stories from the point of view of the women. This is an invaluable exercise for both male and female preachers, and it is incumbent on all teachers of the Bible (preachers, theologians, Bible study leaders, youth workers, and children’s workers) to focus as much on the stories of women as they do on the stories of the men. It is not just the girls and the women who need to hear the stories of women in the Bible. The boys and the men need to hear them too. They have mothers, grandmothers, sisters, daughters, wives, girlfriends, aunts, nieces, female friends, and colleagues. Hearing the story of how God includes women in his big story will help women and men to see the women around them in a different light and open up possibilities in our imaginations for how women may be used by God in influential ways. When we see this in the ancient stories, it fires our imagination for how God works today. There are so many women to choose from throughout the Bible, and some great books have been written that focus on these women, their presence, their perspectives, and their stories.2 In addition to that, notice when women are there in the story but silent or silenced: the Levite’s concubine (Judges 19), Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11–12), Tamar (2 Samuel 13:1-22). These are all heart-breaking stories about women who were cruelly abused by men. What is this telling us about the “role” of women in a man’s world? What mirror does it hold up to us about how the world tolerates the abuse of women?

This book, however, is not specifically about the stories of the women themselves, although I will refer to specific women at times. Studying the women’s stories shows us God’s focus on women and to some extent reveals his heart for women, which is why we should pay attention to them. However, in this book I look first at wider questions regarding the doctrine of God and how our view of God affects our perspectives on other issues. I then go on to discuss how specific texts can be read in different ways and from different perspectives in order to yield yet different, perhaps surprising, results.3




READING WITH NEW LENSES

There was a woman who undertook the task of studying the Scriptures to see what story they told about women and for women. She was born over a hundred years ago, was a medical missionary to China, a formidable Bible scholar, and social activist. In 1921 she published a book, God’s Word to Women, in order to refute the idea that there is a scriptural argument for the supremacy of the male sex. In her view, if women equipped themselves with biblical languages and scholarship, they would see clearly that the Bible offers them a different story. Katherine Bushnell was convinced that the Bible spoke a liberating word to women, that it was a book that set women free. She believed that the ability to see this would soon dawn on the church.4 Drawing an analogy with the abolition of slavery, she wrote,

We may take courage. Up to very recent times a slave class was looked upon as a necessity and slavery as legitimate. Some men were born, it was supposed, to be slaves; others to be their masters; and the world could not go on without the two classes. That misconception was exploded, and the world goes on quite comfortably. So long as slavery existed, men thought they found warrant for it in the Word of God. But the number who thought so came to be a decreasing number. Just so, the number of those who imagine they find, in the Word of God, warrant for the Dominion of the male over the female, is an ever-decreasing number.5


For many reasons, Katherine’s voice was squeezed out of the conversation in the church and in the academy. Male scholars had little time for a feminist medical missionary and social activist. The then new Christian feminists rejected her conservative stance on sexual ethics. Her voice got lost. It is clear to me, and many others now, however, that Katherine was a prophet, and like most prophets, her words were destined not to be heard by her own generation. There are countless Christians in the world today who, like Katherine, take the Bible seriously, view it as authoritative and inspired by God. They take what we would call a high view of Scripture. She was confident that one could retain a high view of Scripture and find in its words the freedom for women to lead. Many others have followed in her footsteps. Here is just one example.

R. T. France, a British New Testament scholar and principal of a conservative evangelical Anglican college in Oxford, saw the seeds of change being sown in the ministry of Jesus and the early church, seeds that he believed were meant to grow and blossom into a full-blown message of equality for women in the church. He writes, “The early church as it appears in Acts remained a male-dominated movement, but one within which the seeds of greater equality of the sexes and a more prominent role for women which we saw planted in Jesus’ ministry were beginning to grow.”6 In his view, Jesus himself planted the seeds that would set in motion an “irreversible turning of the wheel which set the Jesus movement on a new course with regard to the respective roles of men and women.”7 However, it was not forsaking the Scriptures but studying the Scriptures more deeply that led this man to change his mind about women in ministry. More than this, France acknowledges that sometimes we are persuaded, as new things come to light, to change our minds. In some cases, this is the right thing to do. “I would like to suggest that to change one’s mind is neither an unprecedented nor a reprehensible thing to do.”8

What has led so many to be so divided on this issue? There are, and always have been, men and women who were sure that they were reading the texts aright in the first place when they assumed that God gives women the freedom to lead if so called and freedom not to be under male authority in any shape or form. Others have come to change their minds, having been taught one thing about what the text says and then discovering another, either for themselves or as a result of new teaching. Still others are convinced that the Bible says the opposite. First, therefore, I will address the question of what we understand of the apparent maleness of God and how this affects our assumptions about the place of women in the Christian story. The reason for beginning here is that hierarchicalists often claim that the masculine feel of the nature of God and the predominance of the male in the story of salvation provides a warrant for male dominance in the church and the world. Is it both possible and right to argue from the seemingly obvious preference of God for the male that men should lead and women should follow?




IS GOD MALE?

One of the complex and complicating factors in this discussion is that God chose to reveal himself to the world through a man! Jesus is the God-man and humanity has a male Savior. This has contributed to the view that Christianity endorses the preeminence of men and raises numerous questions for which there are not always simple answers. We begin first, therefore, by considering some related questions pertaining to revelation. In what ways and how has God revealed his nature to us? How do we know what we know about God? And what part does Jesus Christ play in this?

The revelation of God through Christ. How do we know anything at all about God and what he is like? On the one hand, it is absolutely right to claim that Jesus Christ is the key to our knowledge of God. The book of Hebrews refers to Jesus Christ as the “exact imprint” of God’s being (Hebrews 1:3). Jesus himself claims, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). Ian McFarland writes, “Jesus is the unique and unsubstitutable touchstone against which all talk about the nature and character of God (that is, all claims to know God) must be tested.”9 This much is true. However, McFarland goes on to say that the claim regarding the uniqueness of Jesus as the touchstone for our knowledge of God is different from saying that Jesus “is the only source of such knowledge.”10 We know, for example, that we are given revelation about the nature and character of God through the whole Bible, including the Old Testament. In some way, this has to be included as a revelatory source in what we claim to know about God. We will look at some of the descriptions of God we find there. Further, our claim that Jesus is the key to our knowledge of God does not entail that our knowledge of God is complete in this life. There are also aspects of Jesus that we are incapable of knowing fully or perfectly. McFarland cites the story of the transfiguration as an example of the hidden depths of revelation, even in the person of Christ.

When Jesus takes Peter, James, and John to the top of the mountain and is transfigured before them, they see Jesus transformed into a glorious being before their very eyes. A cloud envelops them all, and a voice from heaven proclaims, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” (Matthew 17:5). In Matthew’s version the disciples fall on the ground, terrified by what they have witnessed. This powerful revelation caused them to see Jesus in a whole new light. We might say there is more to Jesus than meets the eye. What are we seeing of God when we see Jesus? Not only have we not yet received the full revelation of God, as that is yet to come, but we ourselves are also limited by our own sin, frailty, idolatry, and desires, which all conspire to prevent us seeing God in all his glory. McFarland concludes, “We therefore need to take care to represent Jesus in such a way that the Logos [Word] who comes in the flesh is not reduced to the flesh.”11 In short, we know for now that we only know in part and see as through a glass darkly. There will always be more to God than we know now.

God as spirit: three in one. So, despite the truth that God has chosen to reveal himself to us through and in a first-century Jewish man, we cannot claim that what we see of this Jewish man is able to tell us everything about all that God is, because God is also a mystery and our understanding is too limited. God reveals himself through a man, but he is not, of course, merely a man. What more do we know of God that persuades us that this is the case? First, we know that God is spirit (John 4:24), and, second, we know that God is triune. So as well as all that we know of God through Jesus Christ, these two great claims about the essence of God must also govern what we say about God’s nature. When we read the whole Bible, including the Gospels, we encounter multiple pictures of God that serve to explain to us the nature of this divine being we worship.

Let’s look, for example, how the two pivotal truth claims about God—that he is spirit and that he is triune—might affect our reading of the Old Testament. This is an important consideration in the debate about the maleness of God and why God is so often perceived in male terms in addition to the maleness of Christ. In the Old Testament we frequently encounter God described in anthropomorphic terms as if he had human attributes just like us. But how does this anthropomorphizing of God accord with our claims that God is spirit and triune? What do we do with the references to God looking and acting like a human being with human body parts, human emotions, and human reactions? How does this fit with our divine, trinitarian God whose essence is spiritual and not physical?

In classical theology, these anthropomorphisms are understood as purely symbolic, telling us something about God, but nothing that could or should be taken literally. John Calvin famously described the idea that Scripture ascribes to God “a mouth, ears, eyes, hands, and feet” as “easily refuted.” He goes on, “For who even of slight intelligence does not understand that, as nurses commonly do with infants, God is wont in a measure to ‘lisp’ in speaking to us? Thus such forms of speaking do not so much express clearly what God is like as accommodate the knowledge of him to our slight capacity. To do this he must descend far beneath his loftiness.”12 We see clearly here the relationship of revelation to human apprehension or understanding. Calvin makes the point that as we are limited and flawed human beings, our ability to understand will also be limited. Thus, God gives revelation of himself to the writers of the Bible in ways that accommodate our limited capacity and in terms that we will best understand. We cannot, therefore, claim that what we read in isolated verses about God is the sum total of all we can know of him.

Quite simply, if God is spirit, he does not have feet, hands, arms, and a backside. Moreover, if God is triune, we cannot understand language describing him as a person in the same way that we are people. The God we worship is one God as three: Father, Son, and Spirit. His very makeup is not like ours at all. It is beyond our ability to understand. God’s nature is in essence what is sometimes called ineffable or inexpressible. To imagine this one-in-three God as having bodily or material capacity is absurd, and so imagining his being as gendered must be equally so.

So, on the one hand we acknowledge that the revelation of God has come to us through and in a male human, who is just like us (but even more like us if we are male!), and on the other we need to acknowledge that there is an essence of God (God in Godself) that is beyond ascriptions of sex because this God is disembodied. Classical theologians reject the idea that God in himself is embodied, which in turn must mean that God is without an assigned sex. I personally take this view. Having said that, though, the Bible does refer to God at times in embodied terms, and there are some who claim that this tells us more of God’s essence than a classical theologian might want to concede. What if we do follow this thinking? Where does it take us?
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