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      AFTER MY AGING PARENTS SOLD their home and redistributed their belongings, I ended up with a hand-colored, monochromatic picture of one of my ancestors. I had seen the photo, but until I hung it on my wall, I had never known her name. At that time, I asked some family members about her.


      One told me Julia was on my mother’s side—probably through her mother. She came from Spain, having fled from there due to religious persecution. What persecution? When? How had she suffered? How did she end up in the Pacific Northwest? My mother and her mother and her mother before her were all courageous women. Was Julia the catalyst?


      As much as I wanted to learn about my ancestor, the questions evoked a familiar sense of loss—the same one that has whispered grief to me for more than three decades. Although I’m the fourth of five kids and grew up expecting to have a large family of my own, I have a body that has treated at least eight embryos as a disease. I have never given birth.


      I grew up in Oregon’s Willamette Valley with two parents who loved me. While all families have their dysfunctions, I had what many would consider the ideal situation—a mom at home and a dad at the office.1 My homemaking mother embraced what she saw as her calling. She taught 4-H entomology (children in her club dubbed her “the Bug Lady”). She did YMCA mom-toddler swim lessons with us, following up with chocolate bars “for protein.” And she helped us turn crayon shavings into stained-glass windows. I learned “Jesus Loves Me” sitting by her in church as she sang soprano with gusto. I watched as my mom taught herself watercolor painting. After looking at a mere sample, she could design and make a dress—sometimes even improve it. She was the kind of mom who made me the envy of fellow Camp Fire Girl campers, because while they were lucky to get mail, I got a whole care package.


      I spent hours in Mom’s and Dad’s laps, listening to a book or hearing a song. From an early age I learned to can peaches, freeze asparagus, and sell pears that fell in our orchard. One night a week our family of seven would watch a TV show and eat popcorn. During the rest of our downtime, the five of us kids used our imaginations. We had a treehouse with real curtains, a log-cabin playhouse, a dog and a cat and some rabbits, a go-cart, and a one-acre garden. Because my mother was the only child of an only child, we even had my grandmother and her mother all to ourselves. Mom would bristle when people described her as a housewife. “I’m not married to the house,” she would insist. “I’m a homemaker.”


      Don’t worry, I’ll get to the academic part soon. This is relevant: the whole parenting gig looked great to me, seeing in my mother’s vocation all I could ever want. So, by the time I married, I had embraced the roles of wife and mother as a woman’s highest and best calling. Some of my perspective came out of appreciation for the home my parents had built. But some came from the broader culture, which had made Fascinating Womanhood a bestseller. The book laid out a vision for young women to marry and become like Amelia, Thackeray’s “domestic goddess.” After we moved to Arlington, Virginia, when I was ten, I heard about “ideal womanhood” at church. Think of Isabela from Disney’s Encanto as a mom, and you get a sense of the impossible ideal.


      My dad, who worked for the government, had applied for a transfer to Washington, DC, because he wanted to “expose his kids to culture”—at least that’s how it was presented to me. Free Juilliard String Quartets and Smithsonian museums and National Geographic lectures lured my parents on an adventure they thought would last only a few years.


      Down the street from our new house in a semiurban neighborhood was a Bible church with a great youth program. Our family attended a mainline denomination, but my parents let me attend worship wherever I wanted. So I joined that youth group. As I learned the Bible, I also absorbed all they taught and modeled about the nuclear family and how the father at the office and the mother at home was God’s ideal distribution of labor.


      After my sophomore and his junior year of college, I married Gary, my high-school sweetheart. I envisioned myself as a pastor’s wife, with service to my husband, our children, and the congregation as my vocation. Just when I considered dropping out of college, though, Gary and his dad urged me to finish. Reluctantly, I stayed in school.


      After Gary graduated, I again considered dropping out to put him through seminary. But he convinced me to finish while he taught high-school science, math, and biology. After I graduated, we moved to Texas, and I took a job to support him. He always had broader views about what I could do than I had for myself. I felt the need to assure friends and family that I had no aspirations to make a vocation of my work in human resources: I was employed with a financial services corporation only to “put hubby through.”


      Some expressed concern that my being the primary breadwinner would undermine Gary’s manhood. I wondered about that too. But Gary insisted his manhood was not that fragile, and I noticed in the Scriptures that Jesus and the Twelve were supported by women’s income (Lk 8:3).


      Six years after we moved to Dallas, Gary graduated, so we decided it was time to expand our family. A year passed, and then another. I went to the doctor, who prescribed some pills. A third year. Nothing. And then it happened—a positive pregnancy test! I ran to the store to pick up steaks for what I envisioned as the best dinner of our lives. I borrowed a friend’s china and set up the table by her pool so I could surprise my husband with the big news. He was going to have a new name: Dad.


      But cheers turned to sobs when I miscarried.


      “Seven pregnancy losses and an ectopic pregnancy requiring emergency surgery” sums up our second decade of marriage. My fluctuating hormones left me wondering who I really was. Meanwhile, my husband wondered what had happened to his happy wife, as he could barely reach me in my grief. During my final surgery—this one an emergency because of the ectopic pregnancy—I asked my doctor to tie my tubes. I saw my womb as a tomb for embryos and a danger to my health. Following my recovery, we moved forward with adoption.


      We had three failed adoptions in three years.


      Gary and I stood ready to lavish love on a child, yet every door to parenting slammed shut. Throughout that trauma, the most difficult part was not the losses themselves, excruciating as they were. The worst part was not even the financial, emotional, marital, or ethical crises that came with financing treatment, wondering if procedures would work, discovering how differently my husband and I processed grief, making love by the calendar, or navigating the ethics and cost of high-tech treatment. The hardest part was wondering what God had created me to do. Wasn’t motherhood the ideal? If I could not procreate, what was my purpose?


      I had come to believe, thanks to Aristotle by way of Aquinas, that a female is an undercooked male. I believed that a wife images God indirectly, through her husband—that her body was made for birthing, while a man’s was made for thinking. Following that logic, my ideal of a woman said I would most fully image God by bearing and rearing children. But I now had no category for myself. Wasn’t being a mother what God made wives for? In my own system, I failed to do the very thing for which I was created.


      I had a mentor, Elizabeth, who gave me opportunities to teach the Bible. In doing so, I thrived. Beyond teaching women’s Bible studies, I mentored wives of seminary students. I loved studying the Scriptures, teaching, and shepherding people. But in a way, thriving as a teacher only made matters worse. The Bible teachers I knew said women who wanted to teach had one outlet: “A woman will find her greatest satisfaction and meaning in marriage, not seeking the male role [i.e., Bible teaching], but in fulfilling God’s design for her.”2


      I had read the commentators. Some said “saved through childbearing” (1 Tim 2:15 CSB) meant women were to channel their spiritual gift of teaching to raising of children. Up to that point I had assumed the scholars were right. But here I was, going through infertility, and I was processing my understanding of the passage considering all the single and infertile women with teaching gifts who were unable to fulfill such a mothering mandate.


      Additionally, as a young Christian, I had heard a good sermon series on spiritual gifts. The speaker emphasized that such gifts were intended to benefit the entire body of Christ—not limited to one’s relatives or friend groups. Some people had told me I possessed teaching gifts. I did love teaching the Bible, but if teaching my own children was supposed to be the outlet for my teaching, where did that leave me?


      My husband and Elizabeth—both seminary graduates—urged me to study theology. A few years earlier, when the school they had attended opened its ThM degrees to women, I had objected. Why did women need to learn the original biblical languages if not to use in the pulpit? I reasoned that seminary was for a man training to be a senior pastor—a vocation women were not designed to do. Nor did I have any desire to do so.


      So, what was I made for? The spiritual wound from my apparent deficiency struck at the core of my womanhood. Wasn’t a woman designed to mentor and teach the next generation through mothering? How could I live as an incomplete person?


      Yet I saw that Paul encouraged some women to remain single (1 Cor 7:8). Were Mary and Martha deficient because they were presumably unmarried (Lk 10:38-42)? Why, if marriage and parenting is the end-all, be-all for a Christian woman, is Priscilla (also called Prisca) mentioned apart from any children she might have had (Acts 18:2-3, 19, 26; Rom 16:3-5; 1 Cor 16:19; 2 Tim 4:19)? The merchant of the Thyatira purple company, Lydia—did she even have a husband (Acts 16:14-15, 40)? Kids? Nympha, another house church leader (Col 4:15)—what about her? Where would she fit in an anthropology that equates biology with building the kingdom? And why in the world would Jesus have answered the woman who pronounced, “Blessed is the womb that bore you and the breasts at which you nursed!” with, “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it!” (Lk 11:27-28). The virgins and widows who came after them—like Thecla, Felicitas, Agnes, Catherine of Alexandria, Catherine of Siena, Praxedes, and Pudentiana? What about them? Where did nuns come from if biological motherhood was God’s ideal?


      I thought I saw in the Bible that marriage is the ultimate outworking of God’s male-female dynamic. And I saw the model of male as primary breadwinner and wife as stay-at-home mother rooted in sacred pages. Still, I noticed where Scripture contradicted my thinking. Even Proverbs 31, that passage seemingly describing ideal domesticity, didn’t align. In it, the virtuous wife buys and sells merchandise (Prov 31:18), stretches forth her hand to the needy (Prov 31:20), sells belts in the marketplace (Prov 31:24), and—most shocking of all—teaches the torah of hesed (Prov 31:26). Aren’t those the words for “Pentateuch” and “God’s covenantal love”? Meanwhile, her husband is at the city gate (Prov 31:23). Does he even get paid? Where did my so-called ideal woman fit into such a system?


      I had to know: What is a female human and what is God’s vision for her? No less than a foundational biblical anthropology of woman was at stake. What was true, and what had the church picked up from the subculture and passed on to me? I needed to know how first-century authors would have answered this question and to see what they would have said about the idea of a woman created only for home and hearth. Secondary to the question about the primacy of marriage and stay-at-home motherhood was the appropriate outworking of the gift of teaching for a woman. I heard this:


      

        “Childbearing . . . represents the fulfillment of the woman’s domestic role as mother in distinction from the man.” Childbearing, then, is probably selected by synecdoche as representing the appropriate role for women. This rounds out the passage because a woman should not violate her role by teaching or exercising authority over a man; instead, she should take her proper role as a mother of children.3


      


      Also, “When Paul says that a woman will be saved by childbearing, he means, therefore, that they will be saved by adhering to their ordained role.”4


      The referenced passage falls at the end of 1 Timothy 2. Its words were offered as the rationale for disallowing women’s teaching or exercising the authority of men. Here’s the passage, 1 Timothy 2:8–3:1, in an older and a newer translation, which have key differences:


      

        I will therefore that men pray every where, lifting up holy hands, without wrath and doubting. In like manner also, that women adorn themselves in modest apparel, with shamefacedness and sobriety; not with broided [braided] hair, or gold, or pearls, or costly array; But (which becometh women professing godliness) with good works. Let the woman learn in silence with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman [or wife] to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man [or husband], but to be in silence. For Adam was first formed, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived was in the transgression. Notwithstanding she [singular] shall be saved in childbearing, if they [plural] continue in faith and charity and holiness with sobriety. This is a true saying. (KJV, 1611; with author notes)


         


        So I want the men in every place to pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or dispute. Likewise the women are to dress in suitable apparel, with modesty and self-control. Their adornment must not be with braided hair and gold or pearls or expensive clothing, but with good deeds, as is proper for women who profess reverence for God. A woman [or wife] must learn quietly with all submissiveness. But I do not allow a woman [or wife] to teach or exercise authority over a man [or husband]. She must remain quiet. For Adam was formed first and then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman, because she was fully deceived, fell into transgression. But she will be delivered through childbearing, if she continues in faith and love and holiness with self-control. This saying is trustworthy. (NET, 1996; with author notes)


      


      Saved and delivered through childbearing. What do these words really mean? I had to know. If the primary outlet for a woman with the gift of teaching is parenting, having a baby should be a big priority. Does that mean a woman should try to have as many babies as possible? Such an idea might seem silly or at least strange. Yet the mother of a friend from Romania birthed sixteen children because her pastor taught that women had to continue bearing children to be saved, based on how he interpreted the verses above. I wondered, How have others understood the passage? Has the church through the centuries understood Paul to connect salvation with having big families?


      All of this raised textual questions: Did the author of this influential document intend a universal application for every woman everywhere and always? Or did he intend a local application based on a timeless truth? Does his observation that the man was made first root a practice of female silence in the creation order, predating the fall? If so, does that make it a principle of creation order, rooted in the ideal state? And does it follow that men speaking with authority and women remaining silent is the for-all-time ideal? If so, how do we reconcile this principle of creation order with the Spirit filling women to prophesy in the church at Corinth (1 Cor 11:5)? Indeed, why did God call women to prophesy in every dispensation in which he called men to do so? Why was it a sign of the Spirit—instead of being a mark of male failure—on the day of Pentecost when both men and women, including girls, prophesied?


      Praying (1 Cor 11:5). Prophesying (1 Cor 11:5). Being an apostle (Rom 16:7).5 These actions and gifts all involve public speech. So why would God raise up women prophets like Miriam, Deborah, and Huldah, whose public proclamation included saying “thus saith the Lord” to men—even when good men were available? Add to these Junia, Elizabeth, Anna, Mary, and Phillip’s daughters. What about the women in Corinth, whom Paul assumed would pray and prophesy in the assembly?6 Why would Paul, only one chapter after saying what women should do with their heads when praying and prophesying, rank prophesying above teaching (1 Cor 12:28)—yet elsewhere prohibit all women from teaching (the lesser gift) while acknowledging that women will prophesy (the greater)? Didn’t both involve public speaking in the church? Wasn’t a “thus saith the Lord” of prophesy more like preaching than teaching?


      It seemed that I needed answers to fundamental questions about what it meant and means to be saved through childbearing: Is the passage saying women should refrain from teaching truth in the presence of men because a woman’s role of quietness is rooted in creation order as God’s original ideal? Did “she will be saved through childbearing” (1 Tim 2:15 NRSV) relate to women in all churches throughout time? Or were the words to a specific recipient about his context, but with global ramifications—that is, handle false doctrine by silencing false teachers, but let them learn?


      I needed to know. As I prayed about what to do, I did apply to seminary and was accepted. Yet I still worried: Was I pushing my way into a vocational world God intended only for men?


      On the way out the door to my first class, I dropped to my knees in front of my couch, and I begged God to stop me if I was wrong. To my surprise these words from Jesus came to mind: “Mary has chosen what is better” (Lk 10:42 NIV). I thought of the story in which Jesus’ quote appears, in a narrative I had barely thought about for months. Its context fit perfectly. Martha thought her sister was wrongly neglecting domesticity to learn theology, but Jesus had a different view of Mary’s priorities.


      I stood with confidence that day, and I walked out my front door and into the classroom. I had no idea where my seminary education would take me. I knew only that the first female seminarian was not feminist Betty Friedan’s idea, but Jesus Christ’s.


      While at seminary, as I learned Greek and Hebrew, I saw many places where the human writers of Scripture had women in view, but I had missed their presence because translations had de-emphasized these women. For example, I had memorized, “The things that thou hast heard of me among many witnesses, the same commit thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others also” (2 Tim 2:2 KJV, emphasis mine). Seeing that the Greek said anthrōpois, or “people,” I realized Paul had faithful people in view.


      Then there was the passage that seemed to suggest I was undermining my husband’s role of provider by putting him through seminary—the passage that says men who fail to provide for their families are worse than unbelievers (1 Tim 5:8). I was surprised to find the language was similarly inclusive. If someone (tis, τις) fails, that person is worse than an unbeliever. The word was broad enough to include both men and women. A few verses later, in the same context, the author even says a believing woman (pistē, πιστὴ) is to provide for her relatives (1 Tim 5:16). I double-checked with my Greek professor to make sure I was reading that correctly.


      Observations such as these reinforced the big question: Was childbearing really the main spiritual outlet for a woman with the gift of teaching? What if that was a misinterpretation? If so, what did the author mean by “saved through childbearing”?


      Answers to these questions would help answer the bigger questions about what God had made me—and other infertile women, single women, widows, and actually all women—to be and do. My anthropology of women was rooted in what I had thought was faithful exegesis. But the more I read in Hebrew and Greek, the more I saw how my anthropology of women had flaws.


      Some people said to forget about the guy who wrote the words “saved through childbearing.” He was confused, they said. But Paul was a brilliant scholar, theologian, and rhetorician. Two thousand years later, people across the world still marvel at his mind. It seemed unlikely that he would contradict himself within three chapters of a letter (1 Cor 11, 14).


      Others wrote off Paul as a misogynist. But his greetings in Romans 16 are the opposite of those that would come from someone who devalues women. Phoebe was both a deacon of a specific church and his benefactor (Rom 16:1). Rufus’s mother was a mom to him (Rom 16:13). Junia served jail time with him for the gospel (Rom 16:7). He mentions six more: Prisca (Rom 16:3),7 Mary (Rom 16:6), Tryphena and Tryphosa (Rom 16:12), Persis (Rom 16:12), Julia (Rom 16:15), and the sister of Nereus (Rom 16:15).8


      Some said to disregard New Testament teaching about women’s silence, because Paul couldn’t help himself, living as he did in a culture steeped in patriarchy. Yet Paul also had vision of a different world (2 Cor 12:2). He had a highly developed eschatology. For him, the crucifixion and resurrection overturned the kingdoms of this world, and the change in male-female partnership served as a harbinger of things to come. To him, celibacy whispers of a world when procreation is unnecessary—no one dies. He himself chose to live without a loving partner to pursue his calling as the apostle to the Gentiles (Rom 11:13). Instead of setting up male-power structures, he chose words for influential people that are as devoid as possible of power: guardian (episkopon, ἐπίσκοπον; 1 Tim 3:2), servant/slave (deacon; 1 Tim 3:8, 12), and widow (1 Tim 5:9).9


      I could not look at Scripture without addressing Paul. Others told me Paul was a product of his time and that he was simply trying to get the church to align with the culture—which rewarded women for having children—for the sake of the church’s witness. But Paul knew how to exegete something as basic as Genesis 1 and 2, and he could see past his own cultural context if he was going to be the apostle to the Gentiles.


      I knew I needed to discern the difference between content written for an immediate audience—like avoiding meat sacrificed to idols (1 Cor 8)—and that which is applicable in every context for all time. I’ve never seen American Christians greet each other with holy kisses (2 Cor 13:12), and I can’t take Paul’s cloak to him in Troas (2 Tim 4:13). So how do we know when something is culturally bound?


      I knew I needed scholars to help me understand—scholars who held a high view of Scripture, a fair view of Paul and his perception of gender, and whose explanations of 1 Timothy 2 accounted for all the interpretive factors which, to that point, looked like someone had tried to shoehorn them into fitting.


      After earning my ThM, I went on to get my PhD with a focus on first-century backgrounds, especially as they relate to women. I also looked at history, tracing women and their contributions to the church for two thousand years. I found that the singular story I had been told about women (that is, “men have always held all the clergy roles”) was incorrect. I found the widows and women deacons referenced in the church fathers and ecumenical council records—not to mention funerary inscriptions. I found the wives of male Reformers teaching, preaching, and burying the dead as expressions of the priesthood of all believers. I found Black women learning Greek and Hebrew alongside Black men in traditionally Black colleges—following in the tradition of Paula, Jerome’s translation partner—long before White seminaries opened their doors to female students. Betty Friedan, a feminist impulse, or capitulating to culture had not started this after all. It was rooted in the design for gender parity, in imaging God himself.


      * * *


      Nobody’s Mother is the book I wish I had had to help me address key questions about motherhood and teaching based on what it means to be saved through childbearing in 1 Timothy 2. But why the subtitle, Artemis of the Ephesians in Antiquity and the New Testament? What does Artemis have to do with it? In the quest to open doors for women in public ministry, some scholars in the past had said Paul’s reference to childbirth was due to the influence of Artemis, an Ephesian goddess whom they associated with motherhood and fertility. But the view of Artemis as mother/fertility goddess had flaws. So, many scholars eliminated the “Artemis explanation” as an option. Yet in doing so, they lost other important background considerations relating to Artemis unrelated to her fertility or mothering—considerations that do help us better understand Timothy’s world and Paul’s concerns.


      This book is for the reader who wants to avoid sacrificing a high view of Scripture while working to reconcile conflicting narratives about God’s view of women. It’s for the reader who sees Paul describe Priscilla as a fellow worker (Rom 16:3), notes that he says a wife has authority over her husband’s body (1 Cor 7:4), and suspects the apostle has been misunderstood. It’s for the person who looks at the history of the church and knows huge parts of the narrative—namely, the one about men and women partnering to do ministry—have gone missing. Or maybe they’ve seen that the Roman Catholic Church prohibits women from serving the Eucharist while having no major issue with women preaching. Meanwhile, Protestant rationale tends to be vice versa,10 with women more likely to serve Communion than to preach. Why the difference?


      This book is for the person who sees God giving spiritual gifts to women for the maturing of the body of Christ and has a hunch they’re supposed to use them far beyond the nuclear family, important as that is.


      Even though I did not want to make women my go-to topic, I have heard from many who have found this research life-giving. So now I’m passionate about the subject, helping people—men and women alike—find answers to the same questions I had. Since the #MeToo and #ChurchToo movements, I’ve encountered even more people asking about women in public ministry, at the root of which is having a clear understanding of “saved through childbearing.” Many confess that they have guarded the church doors against any form of feminism while leaving the back door wide open to misogyny.


      I realize that I take a risk in sharing my journey at the beginning. The reader may say, “Your experience has led you to see the text a certain way.” To which I would answer, “Of course. As has yours!” Everyone looks at the text through the grid of personal experience.


      Nevertheless, it’s true that we must always view our experience through the grid of the biblical text, not the other way around. Kathy Keller notes, “Unfortunately, I have often found that there is little theological reflection to follow the stories of personal journey.”11 Fair point. What follows my story, then, is chapters of theological reflection. My hope in sharing my own narrative is that it will put a human face on the questions we will explore in the pages to follow, expanding contemplation of the text to reach the realm of application that affects real people.


      The issues considered in this work assume the inspiration of Scripture, but they question the validity of some interpretations.12 The wideness in the range of interpretive options among those who love Scripture is exactly why my journey has taken me where it has.


      So let’s start at the very beginning. Woman was created in the image of God (Gen 1:27) and is ontologically equal to, rather than inferior to, man. In creation, woman was necessary as man’s indispensable companion before God could pronounce the world to be “very good” (Gen 1:31). Whether she is single or married, divorced or widowed, with or without biological or adopted children, a woman has the same highest calling as every other human: to glorify God and multiply worshipers—that is, to do the will of God (Mt 28:19-20). This is what she was made for. This is a biblical anthropology. And this is the grid through which our interpretation will begin.
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AS I’VE TAUGHT ABOUT WOMEN in public ministry for two decades, I have paid attention to the most common reasons people say they consider it unnecessary to take a fresh look at the biblical text on the topic. One might expect that in a seminary the reason would be Paul’s statements about women (or wives) keeping silent in the churches (see 1 Cor 11; 14; 1 Tim 2). Yet the number-one reason I hear—maybe even especially among people with high levels of biblical literacy—is not textual. It’s historical.

For many, the narrative has gone something like this: For two thousand years, the church has held a belief and observed a practice relating to women that has remained unchanged. But the influence of the Women’s Movement in the United States has infiltrated the church, which has capitulated to culture. The idea that women can hold clergy positions and questions about women teaching biblical truth in public are new, influenced by one factor: feminism.

An author writing in Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood (RBMW) put it this way when he described what he calls the historical understanding of Scripture: “This has been the view of historic orthodoxy to the present and, in fact, is still the majority view, though presently under vigorous attack. The very fact that its opponents call the view ‘the traditional view’ acknowledges its historic primacy. . . . We should begin our discussion with the assumption that the church is probably right.”1

The author does well to start with church history. The history of interpretation and practice relating to women is essential. That is why I, too, will start with it. But to be clear, the historical understanding relating to women was that “women were characterized as less intelligent, more sinful, more susceptible to temptation, emotionally unstable, incapable of exercising leadership.”2 William Witt notes a major shift from this position in recent decades: “Somewhere around the mid-twentieth century, the historic claims about women’s essential inferiority and intellectual incapacity for leadership simply disappeared. Instead, all mainline churches—Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, and Anglican—recognize the essential equality between men and women.”3 Some of the previous practices related to women have been rooted in an interpretation of Paul’s statement that the woman, not the man, was deceived (1 Tim 2:14)—part of the very text we will explore.

A narrative about the history of ideas on the subject has filtered down from the academy to the masses. Consider the words of a blogger, who wrote this more than fifteen years ago: “It was the feminist teachings of the past few decades that first spurred Christians to try to argue for [women in public ministry]. Like it or not, the two schools of thought are intertwined.”4

This is an incorrect origin story. But because such ideas so frequently shut down the topic, we will look first at the tradition. Here is a brief survey of some of the church’s most influential voices.


INFLUENTIAL VOICES

John Chrysostom (347–407 CE), an early church father who served as archbishop of Constantinople, wrote, “The woman taught once, and ruined all. On this account therefore he [Paul] says, ‘let her not teach.’ But what is it to other women, that she suffered this? It certainly concerns them; for the sex is weak and fickle.”5

Augustine of Hippo (354–430 CE) was a theologian, philosopher, bishop in North Africa, and one of fewer than forty people named as “doctor of the church.” Many consider Augustine one of the most important figures of the Latin church in the Patristic Period. He wrote this: “[Satan made] his assault upon the weaker part of that human alliance, that he might gradually gain the whole, and not supposing the man would readily give ear to him or be deceived.”6

We see similar ideas in the works of theologians in the Middle Ages. Bonaventure (ca. 1217–1274 CE), also named as a doctor of the church, was an Italian bishop, cardinal, scholastic theologian, and philosopher. He argued that only males could serve at the altar because women lacked the image of God, “but man by reason of his sex is ‘imago Dei.’”7

Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1225–1274 CE) was a theological and educational doctor’s doctor. His views on male and female were deeply influenced by those of Aristotle, who saw woman as “defective and misbegotten.”8

Such ideas endured through the Renaissance. Desiderius Erasmus (ca. 1466–1536 CE) was a prominent Dutch philosopher and theologian. He said that that while woman was deceived by the serpent, man was impervious to such beguilement: “The man could not have been taken in either way by the serpent’s promises or by the allure of this fruit.”9

Of the Protestant reformers, who celebrated the priesthood of all believers, the most influential was German priest, theologian, and author Martin Luther (1483–1546 CE). Rather than seeing male mastery of the woman as rooted in the fall, Luther believed that “by divine and human right, Adam is the master of the woman. . . . There was a greater wisdom in Adam than in the woman.”10

The next generation of Reformers taught similarly. Here’s an example: John Knox (ca. 1514–1572 CE), founder of the Presbyterian Church of Scotland, was a theologian and writer who described women as “weak, frail, impatient, feeble and foolish” as well as “inconstant, variable, cruel and lacking the spirit of counsel and regiment.”11

This is no random sampling of obscure theologians. Some tremendously influential leaders whom the church has revered through the centuries (and still does) held unbiblical views of women. William Witt, in Icons of Christ, observed: “Historically, there is a single argument that was used in the church against the ordaining of women: women could not be ordained to the ministry (whether understood as Catholic priesthood or Protestant pastorate) because of an inherent ontological defect. . . . Moreover, this argument was used to exclude women not only from clerical ministry, but from all positions of leadership over men, and largely to confine women to the domestic sphere.”12

The ontological-defect argument of traditionalists is why a segment of Christian believers in the United States began to call themselves complementarians rather than traditionalists. Unlike the men quoted above, complementarians affirm that, on an ontological level, woman is equal with man. Complementarians make the following affirmation in the Danvers Statement: “Both Adam and Eve were created in God’s image, equal before God as persons and distinct in their manhood and womanhood (Gen 1:26-27; 2:18).”13 Such a pronouncement was a break with tradition. Yet on the foundation of traditionalist views of woman’s ontology, practices for society, church, and home were built.




WHAT WOMEN ACTUALLY DID

If the practice of women serving in public leadership did not originate with feminists such as Betty Friedan, Gloria Steinem, and Bella Abzug, when did such practices start? They began before the American and French Revolutions, with their calls for freedom and individual rights. One call for women to lead was a pamphlet by Margaret Fell (later married to Quakerism founder George Fox) written in 1666. Titles were longer in her day. Here is hers: “Womens Speaking Justified, Proved and Allowed of by the SCRIPTURES, All such as speak by the Spirit and Power of the Lord JESUS. And how WOMEN were the first that preached the Tidings of the Resurrection of JESUS, and were sent by CHRIST’S Own Command, before he ascended to the Father, John 20. 17.”14 Lithographs of women preaching often accompanied such writings, depicting events that predated the Women’s Movement by two hundred and fifty years. Yet the evidence points still earlier.

The Protestant reformers in the sixteenth century emphasized the priesthood of all believers. That movement included women such as Katharina Schütz Zell, who preached at her husband’s funeral and wrote in defense of women in ministry.15 But one might notice, even earlier, The Book of the City of Ladies, written by the widow Christine de Pizan. She was born in the 1300s. Each time one explores an earlier period, the sources point back to prior sources. Here’s a sampling from earlier centuries, with the most recent first.


	Pope Paschal I (Rome; West; ca. 822 CE)—For the Basilica of Santa Prassede, Rome, Pope Paschal I had a mosaic made of his mother, Theodora, which included a label in stone describing her as “Theodo[—] Episcopa.” Elsewhere in the church, an inscription refers to her as “Lady Theodora Episcopa.” Some tesserae in the mosaic have been replaced, removing her name’s feminine ending to make it say “Theodo[—] Episcopa.” But the matching inscription confirms the mosaic’s original wording: “Theodora Episcopa.” The word episcopa is often translated “bishop” or “elder.” If the pope identified his mother as episcopa, why would someone later change the evidence?


	The Council of Trullo (Constantinople; East; 692 CE)—In canon 14, the council speaks of ordination (cheirotonia) for women deacons using the same term used for ordination of priests and male deacons.




Two local synods in Gaul speak of the diaconate of women for their region:


	Fourth Ecumenical Council (Chalcedon; East; 451 CE)—in canon 15, an earlier minimal age of sixty years for women deacons was relaxed to forty years. The earlier practice was based on 1 Timothy 5:9: “Let a widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty years of age” (ESV).


	First Council of Nicaea (Nicaea; East; 325 CE)—in canon 19, deacon[esse]s16 are mentioned in passing in a canon referring to the reconciliation of ex-members of the sect of Paul of Samosata (ca. 260–272 CE). Paul, Patriarch of Antioch, denied the three Persons of the Trinity: “In this way one must also deal with the deacon[esses] or with anyone in an ecclesiastical office.”




The evidence goes back further still.17 In TDNT the last entry under the meaning of widow references an office with the title widow in the early church.18 In The Ministry of Women, Gryson asserts, “One thing is undeniable: there were in the early Church women who occupied an official position, who were invested with a ministry, and who, at least at certain times and places, appeared as part of the clergy. These women were called ‘deaconesses’ and at times ‘widows.’”19

One must never think the US Women’s Movement single-handedly introduced the idea that women belonged in the public, vocational, ordained ministry of the church. To say such an impulse started in the United States or that it started with feminism misrepresents history. It was not the feminist teachings of the past few decades that first spurred Christians to argue for women in public ministry. In fact, the impulse began in the church on the day of Pentecost, when a sign of the Spirit—not a sign of male failure—was the public proclamation of men and women together proclaiming that God was doing a new thing.

So, if women once held church office, what happened?




WHAT LED TO THE DECLINE?

Four key reasons for the decline of women in public ministry emerge from researching the topic:


	1. Redefining priesthood: A shift away from emphasizing the priesthood of all believers (1 Pet 2:9) led to an all-male priesthood in the pattern of the Old Testament. The church looked to the past rather than the future kingdom in its view of the telos of men and women.20


	2. Shift toward infant baptism: The major shift away from adult baptism toward infant baptism eliminated the need for women’s “assistance at the baptism of women for reason of decency.”21


	3. Law/Temple: The church tended to return to ceremonial aspects of the law with accompanying temple practices—especially after Constantine. With physical church buildings came an increasing clergy-laity divide that treated worship structures as temples. With a shift from the believer’s body to a physical structure as the temple of God came a return to some physical-temple regulations that affected females, such as barring menstruating women from worship. Madigan and Osiek, in Ordained Women in the Early Church, write, “The motif of blood as uncleanliness unworthy of the purity of the altar . . . was one of the most common reasons given for the exclusion of women from altar service, once the celebration of the Eucharist acquired the connections with cultic purity that accompanied the understanding that it replaced Temple sacrifice.”22


	4. Anthropology: Greek views of women’s nature influenced Christian leaders, who concluded that women were weak, fickle, lightheaded, of mediocre intelligence, and a “chosen instrument of the devil.” The considerations “which supported the traditional argument in the ancient writers often reflect an anthropology which could not be unanimously admitted today.”23




Each of these four factors can be challenged with Scripture.

The historical record includes unbiblical practices rooted in misinformation about women. The record also demonstrates precedent for women holding public office in the church. Thus, fresh looks at the textual and background information are in order.




SOCIAL-HISTORICAL REASONS TO TAKE A FRESH LOOK

In addition to textual and historical reasons to revisit the question about women in public leadership, eight factors also point to the need for a fresh look.

Revelations from archaeology. Developments in archaeology have provided scholars with excellent background information that can help readers understand the contexts in which texts were written and received.24 For example, the story of Justa,25 preserved for posterity when Mount Vesuvius erupted in 79 CE, contains clues about slavery, women, adoption, manumission, and Roman law. Fragments found in Herculaneum contained a dossier of a legal challenge involving Justa that took place four years before the eruption. Her case provides social clues about the abovementioned topics, all of which New Testament writers mention. It would appear, for example, that adoption in the Greco-Roman world had a stronger association with inheritance than adoption has in the West today.

In nearby Pompeii, erotic art helps social scientists better understand prostitution and its practices. Classics professor Marguerite Johnson describes murals from brothels and buildings that served as brothels—inns, lunch counters, and taverns—that show fair-skinned prostitutes with stylized hair.26 Johnson’s observation that prostitutes’ hair was stylized, drawn from the visual evidence, reveals that prostitutes’ hair was not shaved. This information helps interpreters understand the apostle Paul’s statement, “For if a woman will not cover her head, she should cut off her hair. But if it is disgraceful for a woman to have her hair cut off or her head shaved, she should cover her head” (1 Cor 11:6). Commentators have suggested the apostle was pointing to a cultural practice of prostitutes shaving their heads.27 But archaeological evidence suggests no such connection. Shaved heads were more likely associated with publicly shaming an adulteress.

More specific to Artemis’s influence, archaeology at the Ephesus ruins in Turkey is relevant to how one understands 1 Timothy 2 since the recipient was in Ephesus. Immendörfer notes, “Up to the end of the nineteenth century, only literary texts were available as sources on ancient Ephesus. Today, they are still consulted as the basis for historical studies,” but “archaeological excavations have given an entirely new dimension to the research of ancient Ephesus.”28

More time for study. Many of our ancestors worked in agrarian settings six or seven days a week in contexts in which clothes washing and fruit picking happened by hand. These hard-working souls enjoyed no bank holidays. But with the advent of electric dishwashers (1920s), dryers (1937), clothes washers (1908), and even harvesting machines (1892), many—especially women—have time to focus less on surviving and more on learning. Technology has allowed for more choices in how humans spend time,29 which some use to pursue knowledge. More women pursuing learning has led to changes in perceptions of what women can do. More women looking at the biblical text with knowledge of original languages has led to new insights.

Longer life expectancy. Along with having more time, people are living longer. Even if mothers stay home with children, they can raise their kids, launch them, and have decades-long careers. One of my colleagues taught until he was ninety-five years old. Consider that a woman with a similar constitution starting as late as age forty-five might still have a fifty-year career. If she worked while raising a family or if she never had a husband or children—true of a growing number of women—she might have six or seven decades on which to build knowledge.30 Longevity is allowing for more human processing of information, more mentoring, and the cultivated passing on of knowledge.

The internet. The World Wide Web has brought growth in the number and availability of sources. With the influx of women in history departments, the focus of topics has expanded.31 One historian writes, “In drawing our attention to the world beyond high politics, women’s historians were part of a broader group of ‘social historians’ who argued that the social and cultural practices we take for granted in fact have a history, and one which we need to understand.”32 New academic fields with more collaborations and easier updates have added to accessible sources of knowledge. The addition of Google Translate in 2006 made many additional sources accessible for researchers, allowing for distance collaboration.

Several decades ago, a scholar in Boston might write a letter in English and mail it to a translator to render into French. This scholar with a translation could send it by snail mail to Paris and wait six weeks for a reply. Once received, the information in French could be mailed for translation into English, which could then be read and processed. A reply would go through the same cycle. Writing for Computers and Society, Joseph Fulda said, “Perhaps the most obvious benefit to scholarship wrought by the Internet is its facilitation of scholarly efforts. . . . Being more convenient, it is more likely to be engaged in altogether and if the time available to the project is decreased only partially because of the facilitation, it is possible that the remaining time will be used to enhance the quality of the effort.”33

Today, scholars using the internet can locate an obscure piece of research published in another language, run it through Google Translate, read it, craft a clarifying question for its author, get that message translated online, research the scholar’s contact information on his or her university’s website, and email a message before going to sleep. Upon rising, they might find a reply in their inbox, which can be instantly translated and read over cereal and coffee.

Access to more research coupled with the ability to collaborate with scholars across the world has exponentially increased the amount of data available and the ability to build on others’ work. Whereas earlier scholars had to camp out in libraries, one can now sit at home in comfortable clothes and search archives for Anatolian digests and works by specialists in Roman attire. While scholars of the past had to leave when the library closed, today’s researcher has access to sources around the clock.

Consequently, biblical scholars have more information about the contexts in which the earliest believers received sacred texts. And because of videoconferencing platforms, experts can interact in real time, vetting each other’s work before it reaches the public.

Access to education leading to more emphasis on social history. Past recountings of history tended to feature women who were members of the upper class and politically connected, such as Cleopatra; Helena, empress of the Roman Empire; and Catherine the Great. Historians tended to focus more on empire, political history, and conquest.

The influx of women doing academic work in history has influenced the questions and expanded the subject matter in areas that directly aid studies of historical backgrounds in both Testaments. An effect is the demand for more accessible primary documents. One scholar wrote, “The past twenty years have seen enormous advances in making important primary records accessible . . . resulting in numerous specialized bibliographies; increased numbers of primary source reprint series; increasingly organized and indexed archival sources making topics pertaining to women more easily accessible.”34 An example of this is the work of Lynn Cohick and Amy Brown Hughes in Christian Women in the Patristic World.

Social historians are asking different questions. These might include: What did head coverings mean? Did prostitutes shave their heads? Did people shave the head of an adulterer? What were the male/female authority structures? Were gods and goddesses perceived as competing, or did they specialize in death or nature or love? More and better data now exist to help answer questions about the average life expectancy, diet, apparel, and how long it took to travel from Ephesus to Rome.

Past scholars knew little about middle- and lower-class life. Even more than in ancient Rome and Smyrna—which today are covered by modern streets, shops, and homes in Rome and İzmir—places preserved in stone, ash, or mud are providing enormous amounts of evidence. The ruins at places such as Ephesus, Pompeii, and Herculaneum are providing troves of knowledge about the everyday lives of middle- and lower-class people in the first century.

Because the most translated, distributed, and accessible collection of first-century documents from everyday people—a veritable gold mine of social-history info—is the New Testament, biblical scholars now have more diversity in the academic disciplines shedding light on the text. New Testament scholars are interacting with art historians and social historians and vice versa, and this has led to more informed conclusions.

Pointing up at a depiction of a woman at Jesus’ feet, a guide I once overheard walking a group through the UNESCO mosaics in Ravenna’s Basilica of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo said, “For years we thought she was the woman caught in adultery. Now we think she’s the woman with the issue of blood. See how she reaches for Jesus’ robe?” Art historians with high levels of visual literacy collaborate with textual scholars with high levels of biblical literacy, and together they draw on shared strengths to assess more accurately what they see.

While we know that in first-century Judea and Samaria patriarchal thinking was the norm, we also now know that limitations were more fluid for Greek women and even more so for women in Rome. A female in Ephesus had yet more freedom, and an Egyptian woman, the most autonomy of all. Thus, often people living in the same era in different locales had differing norms.

Developments in epigraphy and papyrology. The wording of many inscriptions is now available for searches in online concordances, unavailable before the internet. Such technologies make it possible for scholars to search by word, phrase, and geographic location without having to pore over books in distant libraries or read them at the actual sites.

More than half a million Greek, Latin, and Semitic inscriptions have survived from the Hellenistic and Roman periods35—the exact period of interest to biblical scholars—with most inscriptions having yet to be incorporated into our lexicons. And more inscriptions are being discovered every year. Staggering potential exists for updates to dictionaries of Koine Greek and Latin.

Ten years ago, a scholar had to do all his or her own inscription translations. Now someone can read English translations of inscriptions found in Ephesus about women in the first century.

Developments in literary analysis. With better access to primary sources, one can do better literary analysis. For example, in the past, when an ancient writer complained that women were too talkative, scholars have tended to take such statements at face value. Today’s historian, however, has the benefit of more contextual clues. When reading a writer such as Cicero, who used woman imagery to insult Antony in The Second Philippic, a contemporary scholar might consider how Cicero used gender as part of his rhetorical strategy. The historian might ask such questions as, “Is Cicero making an observation about what is generally true in his world, or is he including his negative assessment as part of a stereotype to insult Antony’s enemies?”36

Perhaps of more relevance to a New Testament scholar, historians are asking, “Did Strabo have an agenda when he mentioned that Corinth used to have temple prostitutes?” In answer to this question, Stephanie Budin wrote The Myth of Sacred Prostitution in Antiquity. She and other scholars countered the views of those asserting that cult37 worship in Greek and Roman temples involved fertility goddesses and temple prostitution.38 Budin’s work has taken another look at Near Eastern, Greco-Roman, and early Christian texts. She argues that most of the sources once thought to pertain to sacred prostitution have no connection to the practice and have been grossly misunderstood.39 Today’s scholar is more apt to consider the number of years separating an ancient writer from the event that he (it was usually a “he”) describes. In the first century, Strabo described cult prostitution in Corinth’s distant past (from his perspective)—another factor that has led archaeologists to consider as hearsay such statements in the absence of evidence to support them.

Better data about semiotics. Another development is the explosion of findings in the field of semiotics, which looks at symbols and signs as elements of communicative behavior. A ring worn on the fourth finger may communicate something different in the United States than in Europe. What one thinks of a man wearing a baseball cap at a funeral falls in the field of semiotics. In the West, a long, white dress on a woman’s wedding day says something different from what a red miniskirt might express. In terms of studying the ancient world, developments in semiotics include knowing how and where a woman covered her head, with what she covered it (a veil, hair, and/or fillets), and what doing so expressed in her context. When the apostle Paul told the Corinthians he had put away childish things (1 Cor 13:11), he might have been including actual apparel that marked him as a minor.

Further, deeper readings of ancient texts have led to seeing women hidden between the lines. Since Octavian passed laws allowing exemption from manus (male supervision) for citizen mothers of three children, the historian today may observe that “exemption as incentive” suggests women preferred freedom to being under authority. Also, the very existence of such a law indicates some women lived free of male authority.
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