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FOR GARRETT GIRARD


Introduction


IN THE END, it took about three months to make the moment happen. Upon learning that his senior pastor, Rev. Lee, was starting a preaching team, my colleague Jose, who served as an associate pastor at the church, decided he would advocate for our gifted friend Nicole to have a spot on the team, with her permission.1 Because there was no history of women preaching in their church, it took time and effort to convince Rev. Lee to extend an invitation to Nicole. To that end, Jose and Rev. Lee debated the theological questions about women preaching, and Jose was intentional about establishing Nicole’s preaching history and qualifications. Ultimately Jose prevailed, and Nicole joined the team. When her time came to preach, Nicole would become the first woman to do so in their church’s history.

Eventually the day came, and Nicole stood up in the pulpit, ready to preach. Before she started, however, Rev. Lee had something to say. Glancing down at his notecards, Rev. Lee began by laying out Nicole’s preaching credentials, and then he prayed for her, saying, “God, we thank you so much for this time. What an awesome woman this is. Use Nicole powerfully and wonderfully to teach us.”

But he wasn’t done. After vouching for Nicole’s skills and gifting and praying over her sermon, Rev. Lee went one step further, talking about how he was personally looking forward to learning from Nicole’s message. Following this, he turned to the congregation and said, “I know a woman preaching can be a point of contention, but I want to invite us to focus on the message that God has for all of us, as God uses both men and women to speak to his people and to teach his people.”

Let me tell you about the impact of Rev. Lee’s introductory words that Sunday morning. At one level, what a blessing for Nicole to receive his affirmation before stepping into the pulpit for the first time. At another level, his exhortation to the community positioned them to receive Nicole’s teaching well. Further, if congregants had concerns about a woman preaching, Rev. Lee’s affirmation meant they would need to come to him and not Nicole if they felt the need to process their dissonant experience during the sermon.

Now consider Jose’s actions behind the scenes. First, he’d engaged with Nicole about the possibility of serving on the preaching team, and he’d received her blessing to advocate with Rev. Lee for a spot on the team. Next, he’d graciously but relentlessly pushed for Nicole’s inclusion on the preaching team, and he was ultimately successful. But he didn’t stop there. He also walked Rev. Lee through the nuances of what to say to the congregation before Nicole’s sermon. The pastor was the one who framed Nicole’s speaking slot that morning, but at least in part, his notecards were full of Jose’s words.

I am happy to report that Nicole shone that morning. Her sermon was a real gift to her church. And slowly but surely, the church has been moving in the direction of embracing the full leadership of women alongside men. Supported by the actions of Jose and Rev. Lee, Nicole’s preaching has helped catalyze that shift, and may it continue in that congregation.

This is a book about male allyship. To be specific, it aims to articulate a pathway for developing more Christian men into more effective allies to women in their ministry contexts. As the above story illustrates, men choosing to operate as allies to women can help the church become a community where women can thrive alongside men in equal measure.


Allyship as a Concept

The word ally comes from the Latin word alligare, which means “to bind, [or to] fasten.”2 Ally has a robust literary track record. For example, the term appears seven different times in Geoffrey Chaucer’s 1386 epic The Canterbury Tales, and in 1847 Alfred Tennyson used the term in his poem The Princess. While at points throughout history the term has been used in the context of marriage, ally has most often appeared in the political and military arenas as a way to describe one nation coming to the aid or defense of another nation that is under some sort of threat. For instance, Winston Churchill famously noted the importance of allies, saying, “There is at least one thing worse than fighting with allies, and that is to fight without them.”3

Over time, the notion of allyship has been lifted from the political and military context and applied to the social arena to describe the dynamics of those with power and privilege coming to the aid of those on the margins. In particular, ally has broken through in the context of the LGBTQ+ conversation. It is difficult to pin down the exact moment when the term became commonly used, but it is possible that it began with the actions of a woman named Jeanne Manford. In 1972, after her gay son was attacked because of his sexuality, Manford cofounded Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG), an organization that empowers LGBTQ+ allies. For her efforts, Manford was awarded the 2012 Presidential Citizens Medal.4

To be sure, the term ally can raise objections. For instance, the fact that the term has historically been associated with a militaristic context can render it distasteful for some people. Similarly, the term’s association with the LGBTQ+ community can make it unpalatable for some people, particularly those who are cautious of an embrace of the gay community for whatever reason. Third, some argue that allyship perpetuates social divisions, noting that an ally never really becomes a member of the marginalized group they intend to support. In the end, I choose to employ the term ally in this book simply because I find it to be the most effective term to describe the dynamics I discuss. As readers explore the term in the context of this book, I trust it will shed at least some of its potential negative connotations.




Male Allyship Defined

With this etymological context in view, I will articulate a working definition of the concept of male allyship. To generate that definition, I surveyed a range of sources from the secular arena on the topic of allyship, ultimately resulting in a composite definition that will undergird the rest of this book.5 Four core concepts emerged from my literary review—namely, privilege, empathy, systemic engagement, and internal development.

First, the idea of privilege is recurring theme in the allyship literature. For instance, in her book Becoming an Ally, educator and community developer Anne Bishop defines an ally as “a member of a dominant group who works to end a form of oppression which gives them privilege.”6 I will use the term privilege often throughout this book. This term has been described as “an invisible package of unearned assets that [a person in a privileged group] can count on cashing in each day, but about which [they were] ‘meant’ to remain oblivious. . . . Privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools and blank checks.”7

As with ally, privilege is a word that has its challenges. As a term often used in the context of diversity, equity, and inclusion conversations, privilege has come under fire in some venues. I opt to use the term privilege in Allies in Ministry primarily for two reasons. First, at some level, the conversation about male allyship in the church is in fact a conversation about diversity, equity, and inclusion, and so it makes sense to use terminology associated with that larger discussion. Second, I have yet to find a more compelling term, though I have certainly been on the lookout. For instance, I was recently in a conversation with a male pastor in which we explored the possibility of using terms such as “presumed legitimacy” or “implicit advantage” as synonyms. It may well be that at some point we will need to retire the term privilege from our collective vocabulary. Until then, my practice is to note that it can be a controversial term, define it quickly and succinctly, offer a string of practical examples, and then introduce a more colloquial expression such as “the playing field tilts in favor of men.”

A second theme in the allyship literature is empathy. In her book How to Become an Ally, advocate Melinda Briana Epler notes, “Allyship is empathy in action. It’s really seeing the person next to us—and the person missing who maybe should be next to us—and first understanding what they’re going through, then helping them succeed and thrive with us.”8 Epler breaks down empathy into two components: insight and engagement. She writes, “Gaining insight includes seeing the other person’s world and understanding their feelings, cognitively and emotionally. . . . Engagement [is] appreciating their unique experience without judgment and communicating this understanding.”9 Without question, successful allies clothe their allyship work in empathy.

Third, a recurring theme in the literature is that allies pursue systemic change, as opposed to solely focusing on individuals. Writing in her book Better Allies, leadership coach Karen Catlin notes, “Active allies utilize their credibility to create a more inclusive workplace where everyone can thrive, and they find ways to make their privilege work for others.”10 In filling out her thinking, Catlin distinguishes between knights and allies, with the difference being that allies push for systemic change, while knights swoop in to save a person or two and then leave. She writes, “In business, we don’t need knights in shining armor, but we do need allies to take action and be ambassadors for change. How will you make sure you’re acting as an ally, not a knight? What systemic changes can you institute to create more inclusive workplace cultures—not just for a marginalized individual or two, but for all?”11 Catlin goes on to articulate a collection of what she calls “allyship roles,” which include scholar, confidant, amplifier, sponsor, champion, upstander, and advocate.12 Chapter four will take a closer look at each of these allyship roles.

Finally, almost every source discussed the importance of an ally doing their own inner work as a way to both process their privilege and check their motives. For example, workplace diversity consultants W. Brad Johnson and David G. Smith define a male ally as someone who is “committed to building relationships with women, expressing as little sexism in their own behavior as possible, understanding the social privilege conferred by their gender, and demonstrating active efforts to address gender inequalities at work and in society.”13 Johnson and Smith’s idea of allyship helpfully points out that male allies focus on their intrapersonal experience in addition to taking actions to affect others at both interpersonal and systemic levels.

For the purposes of this book, I will borrow components from the thinking of each of these writers and define a male ally as a man who is engaged in an active process of understanding his privilege and empathetically seeking to leverage that privilege to benefit women both interpersonally and systemically. This composite definition of male allyship will frame the rest of the content in this book.




Male Allyship in the Bible

Though each of the above sources comes from the secular arena, the notion of male allyship is also a theme embedded throughout in the Bible. The presence of this theme is noteworthy given the patriarchal, even misogynistic, context in which the Bible is situated. In her book Malestrom, Carolyn Custis James puts it this way: “Patriarchy is not the Bible’s message. Rather it is the cultural backdrop that sets off in the strongest relief the radical nature and potency of the Bible’s gospel.”14 Three samples—one from the Old Testament, one from the Gospels, and one from the first church—will serve to trace the subtle but important theme of male allyship throughout the Scriptures. Further, I will use each sample to demonstrate at least one aspect of our working definition above.

First, the Old Testament law articulates a clear call for men, holders of the vast majority of cultural power in Bible times, to serve as allies to widows. The book of Ruth gives us the most helpful window into how the Old Testament law was designed so that powerful men would provide for these vulnerable women. Ruth is the star of the book that bears her name, but Boaz is an important character as well, and on two occasions his choice to obey the Old Testament law to care for widows results in provision for Ruth and for her mother-in-law, Naomi. Twice, then, Boaz takes on the identity of an ally, leveraging his privilege to benefit women in his context.15

As a wealthy landowner, Boaz would have been required to permit marginalized individuals, including widows, to glean food from his fields. This mandate is articulated several times in the law, including in Deuteronomy 24:19-21:


When you reap your harvest in your field and forget a sheaf in the field, you shall not go back to get it; it shall be left for the alien, the orphan, and the widow, so that the LORD your God may bless you in all your undertakings. When you beat your olive trees, do not strip what is left; it shall be for the alien, the orphan, and the widow.

When you gather the grapes of your vineyard, do not glean what is left; it shall be for the alien, the orphan, and the widow.



Ruth 2 demonstrates that Boaz adhered to this particular law, as Ruth and others glean in his fields, and yet his allyship efforts did not end there. In Ruth 2:8-9, Boaz says to Ruth, “Now listen, my daughter, do not go to glean in another field or leave this one, but keep close to my young women. Keep your eyes on the field that is being reaped and follow behind them. I have ordered the young men not to bother you. If you get thirsty, go to the vessels and drink from what the young men have drawn.” It is commendable that Boaz cares for widows by keeping the law, but his allyship to Ruth is further expressed in the extra actions he takes to physically protect her and to ensure that she gets the food she needs for herself and for Naomi. In her book The Gospel of Ruth, Carolyn Custis James describes Boaz as “driven—you might even say obsessed—to come up with ways of making [Ruth’s] mission possible. . . . Boaz extends his hand and his resources to ensure Ruth’s success.”16

The text also tells us that Boaz is related to Naomi’s deceased husband, Elimelech, and this affords Boaz a second opportunity to express allyship through obedience to the law. To be specific, he is in a position to serve as a kinsman-redeemer to Ruth and Naomi. The kinsman-redeemer statute required a male relative to help preserve the family line of the deceased relative by purchasing the man’s land and marrying his widow in an effort to produce a male heir.17 Once again, Boaz steps into the ally role, ultimately becoming a kinsman-redeemer for Naomi as well as a husband to Ruth.18 As one commentator notes, “The benefits of God’s gracious providence in the mind of the author of Ruth are linked with the person of Boaz, the kinsman-redeemer, through whom these benefits in larger measure come.”19

The book of Ruth ends by emphasizing the significance of all that has happened, including Boaz’s two choices to function as an ally to Ruth and Naomi, when we learn in Ruth 4:17 that Ruth and Boaz’s son Obed becomes part of the genealogy of David and, ultimately, of Jesus. Looking back at our working definition, male allyship involves empathetically leveraging privilege to benefit women, and Boaz is a vivid example of this reality. Further, in this case, male allyship opens the door for God’s larger mission to be fulfilled.20

Moving to the New Testament, Jesus embraces the allyship articulated in the law and exemplified by Boaz. I will place examples of Jesus serving as an ally to women in his ministry on center stage in chapter four, but for now consider Mark 14:3-9. In the story, a woman finds and anoints Jesus ahead of his looming crucifixion.21 As a part of that process, she breaks open an expensive alabaster jar of perfume, drawing the ire of those gathered in the home. Their objection revolves around the fact that the perfume could have instead been used to raise money to care for the poor. It is worth noting that their objection is sensible; after all, the text tells us that the jar of nard was worth more than three hundred denarii, or about a year’s worth of salary.

As those gathered in the room begin their critique, Jesus makes his allyship move in Mark 14:6-9, saying,

Let her alone; why do you trouble her? She has performed a good service for me. For you always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you wish, but you will not always have me. She has done what she could; she has anointed my body beforehand for its burial. Truly I tell you, wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.


Note how Jesus expresses allyship in these verses. First, he validates the woman’s actions in his empathetic, public defense. Second, he rebukes those who choose to critique her actions. Finally, he offers that honoring word at the end, noting that this woman will be remembered throughout history—and she has been! Reflecting on Jesus’ actions in this passage, one commentator writes, “Jesus rushed to Mary’s defense. Instead of condemning her, [those watching] should have commended her. Her action of anointing Jesus with a bottle of expensive perfume was a beautiful expression of her love and devotion to him, and she should not be berated.”22 Our working definition notes that a male ally’s actions benefit women both interpersonally and systemically, and we see that in this story. Not only is the woman personally defended in real time, but Jesus also promises that history will confirm her actions as laudable. Again, as we will see in detail in chapter four, Jesus made a habit of operating as an ally to women in his context.

Finally, we can trace the theme of male allyship into the first church, and there is no greater example than the apostle Paul. Readers might find themselves pausing after reading this sentence, because in some circles Paul has been interpreted as being a misogynist, based largely on several passages in the epistles that temporarily restrict the full participation of women in ministry. While texts such as 1 Timothy 2:11-15 require careful interpretation, understood in context, they actually align with Paul’s identity as a male ally, and in that way he follows the examples of both Boaz and Jesus.23 Indeed, an examination of the final chapter in Paul’s letter to the church in Rome provides a compelling snapshot of his practices of allyship. Of the twenty-nine individuals referenced in Romans 16, ten are women. Paul specifically mentions Phoebe, Prisca, Mary, Junia, Tryphaena, Tryphosa, Persis, Rufus’s mother, Julia, and Nereus’s sister.

It is significant that Paul names these women in this public letter. In doing so, he confers his apostolic authority on them, thus validating their ministry. How would the Roman church know of Phoebe’s status as a benefactor and deacon (Romans 16:1-2)? Paul told them. How would they know that Junia is “prominent among the apostles” (Romans 16:7)? Paul told them. How would they know that Persis has “worked hard in the Lord” (Romans 16:12)? Paul told them. The Roman church, and the church universal, know about these women of valor because Paul chose to express his allyship by naming them in his letter.24 As Susan Mathew notes, “Because the women mentioned in this list have favourable descriptions that echo Paul’s of his male associates (and even of Paul himself), I will argue that these women held influential positions in the church and were responsible for the leadership of Christian communities.”25 By choosing to leverage his privilege to promote women in Romans 16 and elsewhere, Paul demonstrates his identity as an ally and once more confirms our working definition. We will see Paul’s commitment to allyship for women in his context in various places throughout this book.

Boaz, Jesus, and Paul serve as examples of male allies in the Bible. These three men embody the definition of a man who is engaged in an active process of understanding his privilege and empathetically seeking to leverage that privilege to benefit women both interpersonally and systemically. As our faith communities build a church that values the full and equal partnership of women and men in the work of ministry, would-be male allies would do well to follow their examples.26




Overview of the Male-Allyship Pathway

What would it look like practically for the church to develop more men into more effective allies to women? In pursuit of answer to this question, I embarked on a qualitative research process, gathering data from a diverse sample of male leaders serving in churches and parachurch organizations. I conducted twenty semistructured interviews and three focus groups, and I ran an online survey that generated some thirty responses. The aim was to discern and articulate a developmental pathway that faith communities can use in the male-ally development process. After looking for themes and patterns, a seven-step pathway emerged.27 Allies in Ministry will cover each step in the following chapters, but I provide a brief overview here.

First, would-be male allies begin from some location on a continuum of starting positions. On one end of the continuum, they might be predisposed positive to the idea of becoming an ally. On the other end, they might be adversarial to the idea. Or, right in the middle of the continuum, they might be neutral, hovering somewhere in between. How a man starts his journey on the pathway can influence whether he will be able to progress through the remaining stages.

Next, potential allies have at least one disruptive encounter with the notion of male privilege. Disruptive encounters are experiences that provoke a reconsideration of how the world works and, specifically in this context, how the world privileges men over women. Disruptive encounters can take a variety of forms, but the core idea is that they challenge a man’s perspective on privilege in the context of gender.

The third step in the male allyship pathway is a response to these disruptive encounters. The pathway has a fork in the road at this point. If a man responds positively to the disruptive encounter, humbly embracing the idea that the world largely tilts in his favor, he is more likely to continue on to the fourth step of the allyship pathway. By contrast, if a man experiences a disruptive encounter and responds with denial, he is likely not to progress on the pathway. Generally, responding well to disruptive encounters will require assistance from more-seasoned male allies.

Fourth, after successfully responding to his disruptive encounter, men begin to make initial attempts to embody the identity of an ally. The good news is that allyship is a skill men can develop in, and that process begins in step four. Though often halting or tentative, these first steps are important, as they represent a man’s first efforts to act on a newly developed conviction. As Catlin notes with her seven examples of allyship roles, there is a range of ways allyship can be expressed, but the key thing in step four is that a man begins to act on his allyship conviction.

The fifth step in the male allyship pathway involves pushback. By virtue of his initial allyship activities, a man may find himself on the receiving end of critique or some form of negative evaluation. Unfortunately, the pushback step is a second point in the pathway where men can opt out of the allyship process. But if they persevere, would-be male allies can emerge further galvanized in their allyship identity and commitment.

Provided men successfully navigate the pushback experience, the sixth step in the allyship pathway involves continued investment. In this step, a man focuses on deepening his identity as an ally by taking greater risks in his allyship activities. In addition, men in step six focus on discerning which allyship roles to adopt in various situations.

In the final step in the male allyship pathway, a man’s identity as an ally is firmly established. In the habitual allyship step, expressing allyship comes naturally, seemingly effortlessly. Also, in this seventh step, a male ally intentionally looks to develop men who are further down the pathway.

Taken together, the pathway looks like figure I.1.

[image: A seven-step developmental pathway illustrates the different stages that male allies may go through.]

Figure I.1. Allies in ministry developmental pathway Design credit to my dear friend (and a legitimate male ally) Adam Loveridge.


At the starting position, would-be male allies may be predisposed positive, neutral, or adversarial. The following steps on the pathway are labeled 1 through 7. At step 2, a disruptive encounter with the notion of male privilege occurs. At step 3, a response to disruption happens. At step 4, initial attempts at allyship occur. At step 5, a pushback experience occurs. At step 6, continued investment happens. At step 7, habitual allyship is established. Arrows from steps 3 and 5 point back to the starting point.





Reading This Book

As noted above, I wrote this book to help the church develop more men into more effective allies to women in their contexts. After this introductory chapter, I follow the pathway articulated above, with chapters that explore each of the seven steps in the allyship pathway. Interwoven with the pathway steps are concrete suggestions for both how men can take on the identity of an ally and practical things that men can do in order to express that identity. Again, allyship is a skill that men can develop.

In the big picture, my personal passion and even my calling is to see the church embrace God’s foundational vision for gender equality, namely that our faith communities would courageously embody the twin affirmations of Genesis 1 around gender, that women and men share the image of God and are called to steward God’s created world in mutual and equal partnership.28 Living into God’s Genesis vision will take every tool in our collective kits, and my prayer is that this male allyship pathway will become one more asset we in the church can use to that greater end.

With that in mind, I encourage readers to explore each chapter slowly and thoughtfully, and if possible to read communally. In addition, while I primarily have men in mind as I write, women have a role to play in the male-allyship project as well, as they guide and mentor would-be male allies through the pathway process.29 Developing more men into more effective allies to women is a project for the entire church to grapple with. To help readers synthesize and process what they are reading, I have included questions at the end of each chapter. May these questions guide readers’ reflections, both individually and collaboratively.




Questions for Reflection


	What experiences have you had with the concept of allyship in general? With the notion of male allyship in particular?


	This chapter introduced biblical male allies Boaz, Jesus, and Paul. Can you think of other men in the Bible who function as male allies to women in their contexts?


	At first glance, where would you place yourself on the allyship pathway? Why would you place yourself there?


	Where would you place other men in your networks or faith communities?


	As you begin to explore the allyship pathway in earnest, what are your questions? What are your hopes for yourself and your faith community?














1
Starting Position



THE IDIOM GOES LIKE THIS: “It’s not how you start; it’s how you finish.”1 Often, people use this statement to laud those who escape humble beginnings and manage to do something extraordinary with their life. It’s an idea that is meant to give comfort, in the sense that anyone can overcome their past and author a brighter future.

Certainly, how or where a person finishes matters a great deal. For instance, in the context of the allyship pathway, the finished product is a man who has made a habit of thoughtfully expressing allyship in his ministry context. This man is an asset in the church’s quest to become what it has always been meant to become: namely, a community in which women and men flourish together in equal and mutual partnership in ministry. As I assert in this entire book, men’s developing into more effective allies to women is a crucial pursuit for today’s church. The finished product is certainly important.2

And yet it’s also true that where you start matters. Understanding a person’s circumstances and context can provide guidance for effectively helping them change and develop. Though writing from the perspective of organizational change instead of individual change, in his seminal book Good to Great Jim Collins notes that organizations that become great pay careful attention to their present reality, understanding their starting position. He writes, “When . . . you start with an honest and diligent effort to determine the truth of the situation, the right decisions often become self-evident. Not always, of course, but often. And even if all decisions do not become self-evident, one thing is certain: You absolutely cannot make a series of good decisions without first confronting the brutal facts.”3 In other words, it’s reckless to skip a thorough and unflinching assessment as you’re getting started with something.

When it comes to the allyship pathway, knowing where a would-be male ally is starting from is crucial to helping them launch well. Indeed, how a potential male ally starts might dictate how well, or even whether, they finish.


Starting Position Continuum

The first step in the male allyship pathway focuses on a man’s starting position relative to both an acknowledgment of male privilege and the idea of identifying as a male ally to women in ministry. My research has demonstrated that, as would-be male allies embark on their allyship journey, they are on a continuum that lays out a range of starting positions (fig. 1.1).

[image: On the continuum, “neutral” is in the center with “adversarial” on the left and “predisposed positive” on the right.]

Figure 1.1. Male allyship starting position continuum


On one end of the continuum, men are adversarial toward the notions of male privilege and male allyship. For men in this starting position, there may well be an initial hostility that will need to be engaged and eventually overcome if they are going to progress along the allyship pathway.

In the middle of the continuum, men are neutral to the possibility of becoming an ally to women in ministry and to the idea of male privilege. While the neutral position was the least frequent starting position in my research on male allyship, there certainly are men who are unaware of any sort of gendered disparities in the culture and in the church, or they are intentionally neutral, not wanting to take a position for a variety of reasons.

On the other end of the continuum, men are predisposed positive to the idea of male allyship. Men on this end of the spectrum have been formed in such a way that they are open to the reality of male privilege and sensitive to the struggles that women in their networks can face in the ministry context. Generally speaking, for men in this category, the invitation to walk the allyship pathway will be an easy sell. My hunch is that many (but not all!) of the men who have picked up this book would place themselves toward the predisposed positive end of the starting-position continuum.

These are the three general starting positions, but the beauty of a continuum is that it allows for individualized nuance. For instance, men may be on the adversarial side of the continuum but not all the way out at the far edge, making them more suspicious than anything else. Similarly, men on the other side of the continuum but short of the far edge may be cautiously open instead of predisposed positive.

In this chapter I will zoom in on each of the three basic starting positions, creating a generic profile of what men in each category might have experienced and discussing why knowing a man’s starting position matters as he embarks on the male allyship pathway. One of the reflection questions at the end of this chapter will invite readers to place themselves and/or the men in their lives on the starting-position continuum, but it might also be worth doing so now as a way to enter more fully into the content of the chapter.




Adversarial Starting Position

Keith is very much an ally to women in his ministry context today. As a marriage and family therapist, Keith regularly has opportunities to express allyship for women, and he is diligent and intentional about taking advantage of those opportunities. In thinking about the allyship pathway, Keith is solidly at step six and is starting to dip his toes into step seven.

That reality is a marvel considering where Keith was when he started his allyship journey. Keith grew up in an environment in which women were manifestly subservient to men, both in the home and at church. Keith’s home life was marked by a strict hierarchy, with his father at the very top. When I interviewed him, Keith said, “Our lives were pretty much fully about what my father wanted to happen in any given moment.” Indeed, Keith’s father ruled the family home, making each of the significant (and most of the less significant) decisions. As far as Keith knew growing up, this was how it was supposed to be.

Not coincidently, Keith’s family went to a church that also embraced a hierarchical reading of the male-female relationship in the Scriptures. Reflecting on his experience growing up in that church, Keith can’t remember ever seeing a woman in the pulpit, as the thought that women could be pastors was anathema in his church. Because of his experience at home and in his church, Keith’s first steps on the allyship pathway began from an adversarial posture. When I think about where Keith has ended up, it really does feel like a miracle.

Keith’s story illustrates a few markers of a man who might enter the allyship pathway from an adversarial position, and he wasn’t alone. Drawing from my research study, there are three common experiences that men on the adversarial side of the starting position continuum might have had, including a complementarian theological background, a belief in a rigid system of gender roles, and suspicion about the idea of male privilege.
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