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      I stumbled on the evangelical stream of Christianity in college and stuck with it through my twenties. My relationship with evangelicalism was always a complicated one—more so as time went on. More so once I started working for my church. More so when it became clear that I couldn’t work for said church much longer if I didn’t get on board with the idea that gay relationships were sinful. More so when evangelicals voted Trump into the U.S. Presidency in 2016. More so when I went to seminary.

      Over many years of deep involvement in evangelical communities, I found myself gradually and painfully becoming aware that patriarchy—that is, all the ways men hold more power than women and are valued more highly—operates in these spaces like a many-headed monster. Everything about my relationship with evangelicalism was influenced by my gender as a woman, especially as a woman in ministry. As soon as I began to notice and put words to one form in which patriarchy took shape, I would start to become aware of another. And another. And another. In some ways my twenties felt like one big slo-mo tumbling freefall into the miry depths of churchy patriarchy and how it impacts women—and how it impacts everyone.

      I’m not talking about the worst of evangelical communities here. Not even close to it. I’ve been lucky—or some combination of wise and lucky, but mostly lucky—to avoid those. I’m talking about nice people. I’m talking about well-meaning leaders. I’m talking about humans I very much like and respect who have bought into twisted unjust systems that don’t serve anyone well.

      I’m talking about nice churchy patriarchy.

      

      My particular journey into the bowels of nice churchy patriarchy ran a circuitous route through eleven years in a conservative complementarian context—the kind that explicitly believes that men and women ought to hold different roles in ministry and marriage—followed by a couple years studying at an egalitarian seminary and attending an egalitarian evangelical church—that is, a seminary and a church that (at least in theory) make no gendered distinctions between men’s and women’s roles. In these very different contexts, different faces of misogyny made themselves known to me. And some of the same faces reappeared, too, recast in slightly different forms. The first half of this book is all about naming these faces—noticing them and exploring how they operate, looking them in the eye, wrestling with them, viewing them from different angles to understand their form and function more fully.

      These things are not easy to look at. But we aren’t going to turn into stone if we do. In fact, we have to look. We have to face nice churchy patriarchy with directness and honesty. We have to name it, know it, and understand it, if we’re going to be able to detach ourselves from it and learn together how to build something new. The second half of the book, then, is all about this “something new.” Once we understand how patriarchy operates in subtle yet devastating ways, we can get to work—pushing for change in some cases and leaving and going elsewhere in others.

      I’m here to speak of what I have seen of nice churchy patriarchy. And I’m here to suggest some ways we might, together, disrupt its power.

      

      This book draws heavily on my own experiences in evangelical Christian communities and evangelical Christian ministry. I realize that, as a white woman from an upper-middle class background, there are lots of things I haven’t experienced, lots of ways my perspective is limited. I’m glad I’m not the only one thinking and writing on these things. (I’ve included a list of suggested authors for further reading in an appendix, over half of whom are women of color.) Some of my stories will probably be most relatable to people with backgrounds similar to my own. I want to be upfront about that. I seek solidarity and partnership with women of all races and classes, as well as other realities like queer and trans identities, and I want to do so without trying to deny the societal power and privileges I hold. I want to be aware of these privileges so that I can lay them down in some cases and use them for good in others.

      I think about the faith communities I’ve been a part of. They’re complicated. I want to share some of the stories that nudged me along my journey of seeing and grappling with nice churchy patriarchy. But I don’t really want to evoke pity. The faith communities I write about were good communities for me in a lot of ways, and I cherish them. I cherish the people I met there—even though I also wish things were different, and I feel strongly enough about this that I no longer wish to be a part of these kinds of communities.

      I don’t want to evoke judgment on the particular people and churches involved in these stories. It’s not about them. It could have been any people, any leaders, any churches, any (patriarchal) faith communities. It’s not about anyone in particular. It’s about what it’s like to be a woman in church. It’s about taking a clear-eyed look at the patriarchal dynamics that operate in so many faith communities, so much of the time—often in ways that are subtle enough to fly under the radar, ways that might not seem quite bad enough to make a fuss over. It’s about shining a glaring light on these things, naming them, and considering them important—because women are important.

      It’s about learning, as individuals and as communities, to see that things are not okay. It’s about refusing to accept the way things are. It’s about refusing to think and feel, as many of us sometimes do, that there is something wrong with us, rather than something very wrong with the patriarchal systems we inhabit.

      

      Some of my stories might seem like relatively small things. And they may be. But small, everyday things—the kinds of things that can so easily come to seem normal—add up to a lot. And they reveal a great deal about the attitudes behind them. None of these things should be normal.

      My stories are far from the worst things that happen to women in our world and in our faith communities. (I’m sure the fact that I carry privilege in my body in pretty much every identity other than gender has a great deal to do with that.) But misogyny doesn't have to be physically violent, sexually violent, or even blatantly verbally violent to have an impact. It’s worth paying attention to the subtle forms patriarchy takes in our daily lives, seeping into all levels of our psyches and communities. The friendlier, gentler faces of misogyny are still faces of misogyny. Women will not be free—and faith communities will not flourish fully—until we root out misogyny in all its forms.

      As you read these stories and my reflections on them, you may not see everything the same way I do. That’s totally okay. I have no interest in replacing one domineering and coercive worldview with a different worldview that is equally domineering and coercive. You are welcome in this space, in these pages, in these words. You are welcome to find yourself in the parts you resonate with. You are welcome not to relate to the parts you don’t relate to. Some of my thoughts may call forth similar thoughts in you, and some might evoke total disagreement. That’s all welcome here. I hope to spark reflection and conversation, and I want those things to take you wherever they take you.

      

      Our fight is not against men but against the systems of imbalanced power that keep women and nonbinary people from flourishing in the fullness of our gifts and offering this world the best we have to offer. The biblical apostle Paul can be complicated (more on this later), but I like what he said about our struggle not being against flesh and blood but against powers and principalities, the cosmic forces of darkness.⁠1 Patriarchy is one of those dark forces. As is white supremacy. As is every other form of dominance and subjection humans have come up with. As we engage in this struggle, together with all women and on behalf of all women—not just upper-middle-class white cisgender heterosexual able-bodied women—we find that we are grappling not only with misogyny but with all the intertwining systems of oppression that keep us from flourishing together in beloved communities of equals.

      The force of patriarchy lives both outside us and within us. And so this book is about changing churches, cultures, and systems at the same time as it’s also about grappling with the internalized misogyny women often carry within ourselves. All of this is transformation. All of this is salvation—individual and systemic, personal and political, operating together as a unified whole.

      And all of it is pursued together, in community. We are not the lone (male) hero slaying the many-headed monster. We are something else entirely. I didn’t know until recently that the classic human “fight or flight” response to danger is actually a masculine phenomenon. I learned from Rebecca Solnit’s A Short History of Silence that the original “fight or flight” studies didn’t study female rats or female humans—and when researchers did study females, they found that we often gravitate toward other options: We “tend and befriend.” We gather, support, nurture, and build social networks that help us cope with stressful situations.⁠2 That’s amazing, and it feels right. But it doesn’t have to be for women only; people of all genders can operate in these ways. Let’s choose to do so. Addressing and eradicating patriarchal structures, systems, theologies, and narratives will take a community effort—collectively, together. An effort brimming with the full and necessary contributions of people of all genders, races, classes, sexualities, abilities, ages, experiences. Everyone has something to contribute.

      As we see the stress induced by patriarchal ways of being, the danger it presents to us and our communities, we don’t have to freeze, and we don’t have to become violent. We can gather in supportive communities that heal together, tear down and build together, push together for change, hold one another gently as we do so.

      

      Although I write from my experience, this book isn’t really about me. It’s about the Bible and how we read it; it’s about Christian history and how we understand it;⁠3 it’s about churches—how they are, and how they could be. And I hope it’s about you. I hope you find some of your own story, heart, hopes, dreams, disappointments, and possibilities in these pages. Really, I wish you didn’t have your own disappointments to process and heal from. But, if you’re a woman in this world, I’m guessing you probably do. I hope this book brings some solace, perhaps a sense of being seen. I hope it’s a companion in your journey, alongside friends and family and everyone who is important to you—the people who help you live with dignity, hope, and a stubborn insistence on your own full humanity, and on the full humanity of all humans.

      If you’re a man, thanks for joining us. Your journey through these pages is brave, on the one hand; on the other hand, it is simply as it should be. I invite you to listen, to engage in self-reflection and in reflection on your faith community. We need you in this journey alongside us. I remember the four men in my thirty-or-so-person Women in Church History class in seminary—how thoughtful and open-minded they were, how deeply I appreciated them being there, and also how frickin’ much they had to learn. I also remember how badly I wished there had been more of them—many more. Thank you for being part of that “more.”

      If you’re someone who doesn’t fit neatly into the male/female gender binary, you have so much to offer these conversations. Even as I speak from my experiences as a woman, I want to listen to and learn from your experiences as a nonbinary person or any other gender complexities you might embody. Patriarchy impacts us differently. And I also hope you see yourself in these pages, grappling with oppressive gender roles and joining people of all genders to find a better way.

      For everyone who wants to see faith communities live more fully into a vision of oneness, such that “there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female”⁠4—I hope this book is one small piece of the puzzle in getting there. I hope it sparks reflection on your own experiences. I hope it fuels critique of your own churches. I hope it inspires dreams for your own communities. I hope it evokes ideas and provokes conversations around what it might take to move in the direction of these dreams. I believe that God, whose children we all are,⁠5 is with us on this journey.

      Together, we can build new kinds of faith communities. We can build a new kind of world.
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      When I moved from the Seattle area to Palo Alto, CA to start my freshman year at Stanford, I visited five or six churches. I had no idea what to look for, no clue as to the kinds of questions I should be asking. Most of the churches I visited seemed reasonable to me. So I prayed about it, felt drawn to one of them, and began attending there regularly.

      The church I chose was a medium-large nondenominational evangelical church with roots in the independent Bible church movement. Let’s call it Faith Bible Church. I ended up being a part of the congregation there for eleven years, from age eighteen to twenty-nine. Coincidentally, or not, this is the exact age range some scholars have called “emerging adulthood”:⁠1 the crucial young adult years during which we tend to try to figure out who we are, what we want to be about, who our people are and where we belong.

      I liked Faith Bible. People were kind and genuine. I enjoyed the chance to get off campus once a week and be in a room with humans who weren’t either between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two or college professors. Volunteers offered rides from campus, and the service didn’t start until 11:15 am, which worked well for my wacky sleep schedule (or total lack thereof). Four different pastors rotated preaching—so if you didn’t really connect with one of them, at least there were three others to balance things out.

      I didn’t think to ask any questions about gender roles in church leadership. I didn’t really know what an elder was, let alone suspect that they might all be male. I could see that there were no women among the four pastors who did most of the preaching, but I assumed this was happenstance—coincidental, not intentional. The systematic subordination of women was not at all obvious to me when I first started attending Faith Bible.

      

      I blame my initial obliviousness, in part, on the church I grew up in. (And by blame, I mean, I’m thankful for it.) For the first eighteen years of my life, I was a part of a large suburban PC(USA)⁠2 church. I’m sure sexism found ways to creep into this church, too, as it tends to do. But, to me, as a kid and teenager, things felt pretty equal.

      I remember the female pastors: Rev. Danna VanHorn and Rev. Rosalind Renshaw. The senior pastor was a man, but there were always at least a couple of women who had important roles in the church’s leadership—and, importantly, who preached, as much as any of the other male pastors did, on the senior pastor’s off weeks.

      Danna, when she preached, loved to talk about her grandchildren and show pictures of them. In a world that tends to demean and disregard older women (often called grandmas, whether or not they actually have grandchildren) as silly and irrelevant, Danna’s choice to publicly embrace her role as a grandmother and her love for her family was brave and beautiful. She was both a loving grandmother and a gifted and insightful preacher, and there was no conflict between these two roles.

      Rosalind, when she preached, often shared poems she had written. Her poems spoke of God in a way that was personal and intimate, and it was a vulnerable thing to share these poems with our large congregation. She, too, was brave. To the extent that poetry is sometimes feminized, and often undervalued in an efficiency-obsessed and money-driven society, Rosalind was courageous to offer her gifts as both a sensitive poet and a bold preacher.

      No doubt these two female preachers helped women feel seen in church. They helped us see ourselves, in all our femaleness, more clearly in the scriptures and the life of faith. They helped us read the Bible in fresh and relevant ways—ways that the male senior pastor, speaking from his own masculine experience, was unable to access fully.

      Seeing these women behind the pulpit all those years taught me that female preachers are totally unremarkable. Because of Rosalind and Danna, I never quite believed what I ended up hearing so many times in my young adult years—that it was unnatural for a woman to preach. It felt like the most natural thing in the world. I never had that inexplicable, not-necessarily-logical, gut-level intuition that it just feels wrong—which is often the kind of thing that has less to do with actual right or wrong, good or bad, or biblical or unbiblical, and more to do with what we grew up with, what we’re familiar with, what we’ve seen, what we’ve become accustomed to and comfortable with.

      Because my home church had female preachers and this all seemed so normal to me, when I started attending Faith Bible in college, I didn’t think to ask why the preaching pastors were all men. I didn’t think to ask about the gender of the elders—the people who made up the governing board of the church. I did not expect, as a young woman, to feel limited or subordinated because of my gender in any way.

      

      It was at least a year before I began to notice that perhaps all was not as I had assumed—before I remember feeling anything other than comfortable and happy as a young woman at Faith Bible. But I remember the moment this changed. I remember the first time I heard a man at Faith Bible say something sexist enough to catch me off-guard and make my insides boil with anger.

      I was in my second year of college. This man, let’s call him Dave, was in his thirties or so at the time, and he was one of a handful of adult churchgoers who volunteered with the college Bible study group every Wednesday night. Part of me wishes I could villainize Dave. How dare he say something that would hit me as a young woman like a slap in the face? What a jerk.

      Unfortunately, Dave is not the worst. “Jerk” is not at all the right word for him. He’s a generous person who genuinely cares about people. I like him, even though I disagree with him about a ton of things. He tends to be honest, and I find that refreshing. He was a dedicated college ministry volunteer for a long time.

      Dave was not (and is not) a villain. But there he was, that evening, sitting across from me at a long rectangular table in the campus religious life center, as we all ate giant burritos from the campus eatery and talked about the Bible. The topic of the evening was women in ministry.

      Someone must have said something along the lines of why not let women lead or preach if they want to?

      Dave promptly replied, yeah, but giving people what they want isn’t always what’s best for them.

      

      Giving people what they want isn’t always what’s best for them. In all of my naïveté, having grown up in a church where women were pastors and elders and no one felt the need to debate about it, this kind of statement was totally new to me.

      I had no response. Just silent, roiling anger.

      I had no words—and not nearly a strong enough sense of safety to be able to articulate any words I might have had, if I had them.

      People continued to wax eloquent around me with various opinions about what roles women should or shouldn’t have in churches. I slumped down in my chair, chewed on my burrito, and tried to look as small as I felt.

      I didn’t know, at that point, all the different arguments I would hear, both for and against women preaching and leading in churches, over the many more years I would spend in the evangelical world. I hadn’t yet studied—and studied, and studied—the handful of Bible passages that seem to limit women’s roles in ministry. I didn’t know that, in the twenty-first century, there was still a need to debate about these things.

      I also had no aspirations, at that point, of becoming a preacher or church leader myself. And so, if I was vaguely aware of any debates happening in the broader Christian universe, they didn’t feel particularly personal or urgent to me.

      But something about what Dave said that evening, in that Bible study group, did feel very personal—and very urgent. I may not have wanted to be a pastor, but I knew in my gut that something was wrong. I sensed something broadly applicable and broadly disturbing about a man saying that women don’t know what’s best for ourselves—about a man saying, in other words, that men know better than women what is good for women.

      Beyond any particular questions about women in ministry, it’s a statement that implies a certain kind of worldview. It’s born out of a universe in which men are always the ones in power. Men are the ones who make all the choices—based, of course, on their superior wisdom and intelligence—about what kinds of rights and opportunities should or should not be “given” to women. Men are the benevolent demigods who control women’s movements in the world—for women’s good, of course.

      I had not known, up until this point, that, as a young woman, I inhabited this universe.

      If I could go back and put some words to that blood-boiling, shrinking, sinking, shocked, confused feeling, I might offer patronized or infantilized.

      If I had the words, and if I felt safe enough to speak, I might have said that these sorts of statements made me feel that, as a woman, I was considered lacking in spiritual authority over my own life—lacking in the ability to seek and define my own sense of direction and purpose in the world. I was considered in need of men’s permission—of men’s generous “giving”—simply to be who I was, to follow God’s calling in my life. I was considered in need of men to tell me what I should or shouldn’t be doing. I was considered, in other words, not quite a full adult human.

      

      Of course, in some cases it’s true that what people want isn’t really what’s best for them.

      Take children, for example. Maybe your kids want to eat candy all day, but you know that eating a vegetable or two is actually what’s best for them. (I’m not a parent, but this is what I imagine parenting to be like: lots of time trying to persuade your kids to eat vegetables, with limited success.) Or your kids want to play video games all day, but you know they need to do their homework, because that’s what’s best for them—you know, learning and stuff. This is not always clear-cut; kids have wisdom too. Adults have much to learn from them. And it feels important to ask—and respect—what kids want for themselves. But, at least sometimes, as the parent—as the adult who takes care of your kids and really does know more than they do about many things—it’s your responsibility to put some rules in place, to craft healthy boundaries that will help them grow and flourish.

      Or, as another example, consider a supervisor/employee relationship. Maybe you’re a manager, and someone under your supervision wants to take on a new level of responsibility. However, they’re still pretty new at their job; you’ve been watching their work, and you know they still have some basic skills to develop before they’re ready to take on something new. It’s your job, as the supervisor, to do your best to set them on a path for success, which sometimes involves asking them to wait for something they aren’t yet prepared for.

      Shocker of shockers, though: Women are not children. And women are not subordinates under the management of men. As much as women have been infantilized in the popular (read: male) imagination in all sorts of ways throughout human history, we are, in fact, adults. We are, in fact, equal coworkers. We are fully capable of making our own decisions—about how we spend our time, what our gifts are, and how we want to use these gifts in the world.

      Like men, we won’t always make great decisions. We will make mistakes and course-correct, try and fail, learn and grow. But these are our mistakes to make. It’s our growth to be had. It’s our decision what kinds of roles we want to play in this world and who we want to be. No other human gets to act as a gatekeeper who decides whether or not to “give” us something they think is “best for us.” If we’re wise, we’ll seek input from people we respect and trust, and we’ll listen carefully to them. We’ll make decisions in community, with community, for community. But ultimately the decisions are ours. Our lives are ours alone to live.

      

      It feels important to me in this book to quote primarily from female authors. But I’ll make an exception for Howard Thurman. Thurman was a Black pastor and theologian who wrote, among many other things, Jesus and the Disinherited—a book that deeply influenced Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and other Black freedom movement leaders. Thurman once said, famously, “Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what makes you come alive, and go do it. Because what the world needs is people who have come alive.”

      I think the world needs women who have come alive. The world needs women who refuse to allow men to tell us what’s best for us. The world needs women who are learning to embrace our own full humanity, see our own visions, dream our own dreams, define our own priorities, set our own goals and take our own steps to try to get there. The world needs women who are learning to pay attention to the ways we are wired, learning to move toward the things that give us life and away from the things that exhaust and deplete us.

      The world needs women who have come alive—and the world needs men who do not try to keep us from coming alive. The world needs men who refuse to tell women what’s best for us. The world needs men who know that they do not know, better than women do, what is best for women.

      The world needs humans who are stubbornly determined to see one another as equals, regardless of how centuries of misogyny and racism and other evil systems of domination have set things up and predisposed us to think. The world needs humans who commit to mutually healthy relationships with one another, the kind where we all help one another figure out what’s best for us and for our communities.

      In this kind of world, there is no way in which giving people what they want isn’t always what’s best for them makes sense—because there is no power-hoarding group of people who think they have the right to give or take power from others. There is no room for systematic subordination of any group of people. There is only mutual honoring, loving care, simultaneous attention to our own needs and others’ needs—giving and receiving, serving and leading, freely and with joy.
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      By my senior year of college, I was, for the first time in my life, dating a Serious Christian Dude. Let’s call him Charles.

      In some ways, it was great. It was the first time I had been in a relationship with someone who shared my faith in God. We could talk about church, and the Bible, and how to love and care for our friends and dormmates. Plus, in the Bible study group I was co-leading, Charles was always game to share his thoughts and break any Long Awkward Pauses that might occur after I posed a (probably lackluster) question to the group. That was pretty much salvation, as far as I was concerned.

      Like Dave, Charles was far from a villain. At the same time, he held some patriarchal views. If I were single now, and looking for someone to date and possibly marry, gendered roles and expectations would be among my top concerns. If I met a man who expressed any sort of doubt about whether women should be pastors, or who expected his wife to submit to him as the “head” of their marriage, it would be a deal-breaker. Same for a man who expressed doubts about women having their own careers, or who expected his wife to stop working and be a full-time mom by default if kids came into the picture. No more questions asked. I wouldn’t want to waste my time or his.

      But when I was twenty-two, dating Charles, somehow these things didn’t seem like a terribly big deal. Maybe it’s because there were other issues that felt more urgent—personality differences, cultural differences, commitment level differences, differences in how ready we felt to get married. (Me at twenty-one or twenty-two? Not at all ready.) And then there was the tiny detail that he was an international student who had received a generous scholarship from his home country in exchange for a commitment to return and work there for six years after graduation. Six whole years. These were the things I endlessly wondered about, prayed about, stressed about, and talked through with friends and mentors.

      When it came to gender roles, I felt like we operated as equals, and that was what mattered. I felt respected by him. It wasn’t clear to me that Charles’ patriarchal beliefs made much of a difference in our day-to-day lives.

      Looking back now, I feel like he bordered on controlling at times—was it really an issue for me to go jogging with other guy friends?—but at the time, I didn’t really connect these mildly possessive tendencies with Charles’ opinions about the Bible and gender. I thought it was just another set of differences in personality and preferences, another set of different assumptions about what being in a relationship meant.

      On some level I probably assumed that, when it came to patriarchal views, Charles would likely change his mind over time. At the very least, we could negotiate these things together. We could figure out what worked for both of us.

      

      Charles and I did talk about gender roles from time to time. After one of these conversations, he sent me two talks to listen to—kind of like a podcast, back before podcasts were a thing. The talks were titled What He Must Be and What She Must Be.⁠1 In them, a (male, of course) pastor spells out what he thinks the Bible has to say about gender roles in (heterosexual, of course) marriage. The vibe of husbands leading and wives submitting was strong.

      I wasn’t into it. Not that I had expected to be. I just listened to the talks because Charles asked me to. And we respected each other and wanted to understand each other, right? So, I sat down at my desk in my dorm room and put my earbuds in.

      Now I had carefully chosen this dorm room with all my priority and privilege as a senior. It was located in the most visible and social spot possible. Dormmates were always passing by and saying hi, and I loved it. I may be an introvert, but I was also an evangelical student trying to “do ministry” in my place of residence—that is, trying to get to know people in the dorm, especially the freshmen, and love and care for them. (And, of course, trying to get them to come to the Bible study group I was leading.)

      I tried to keep my door open when possible, and I kept a bowl of candy outside my door for a while, like the RAs and other dorm staff who were officially charged with looking out for freshmen and helping them have a good first year of college. I didn’t mind when students forgot their key cards or were trying to visit someone in the dorm and pounded loudly on the lounge door nearby; I would happily hop up and let them in. I had a fantasy in my mind that I was some kind of secret, unofficial RA-type figure in the freshmen’s lives. I’ll confess I felt a small twinge of jealousy when, at the end of the school year, my dormmates voted one of the actual RAs “dorm mom,” and not me.

      As I sat down at my desk, earbuds in and door open, to behold the talks Charles sent me in all their unabashed patriarchal glory, several people must have walked by. I’m sure I gave them a friendly wave, as usual. They didn’t know—and didn’t need to know—about the degrading nonsense I was listening to because my boyfriend had sent it to me. I had my earbuds in. I could just smile and wave.

      After I had been listening for a while, a freshman guy who lived next door walked by, saw me, and stopped outside the door. I waved, said hi, took an earbud out—after all, I wouldn’t be terribly devastated if I missed a couple minutes of the talks—and asked him how things were going. He started to come into the room, then stopped, looked uncomfortable, mumbled something about having to go, and left.

      That was odd, I thought. My freshman neighbor seemed to feel awkward, and I had no idea why. He had stopped by to chat plenty of times before and had never seemed uncomfortable around me. Oh well, I told myself—maybe he really did remember something he had to do. I put my earbud back in and turned back toward the computer.

      It was then that I realized: My earbuds were not actually plugged into the computer.

      I had been sitting there, in my highly visible, socially located dorm room, blissfully smiling and waving to everyone who walked by—all the while blasting these patriarchal Christian talks about What He Must Be and What She Must Be, out loud, for everyone to hear.

      

      As I reflect on the Embarrassing Incident of the Unplugged Earbuds, I think about how Charles wasn’t a bad guy—and how, at the same time, I am so glad we didn’t end up getting married. Whatever mildly controlling tendencies he may have had while we were dating would not have magically gone away. And neither would his gendered expectations about what marriage should look like. We may have been in for a lifetime of fighting over what a man and a woman, a husband and a wife, must (or must not) be.

      If we were part of a conservative Christian community, this would have been a hell of an uphill battle. I don’t know how it would have ended.

      I also think about the pastor who gave those talks. I don’t think he meant ill. At the same time, though, as Brittney Cooper has written, “Impact matters more than intent.”⁠2 Cooper was speaking of anti-Blackness—of white people’s tendency to fail to recognize the full humanity of Black people. “The anti-Blackness at the heart of white fear,” she writes, “is predicated on a misrecognition of the humanity of Black people. Whether that misrecognition is willful or unwitting matters less than its harmful outcomes.”⁠3

      I hear and receive Cooper’s words in their own right. And I also think they’re true of sexism—of men’s tendency to fail to recognize the full humanity of women. Patriarchal theology that casts men as leaders and women as their subordinates can be enormously damaging, whether “willful” or “unwitting”—whether or not it comes with ill intent on the part of the people who perpetuate it.

      I think about this pastor, and I wonder: What gave him the right to speak as if there were just one thing a man must be, just one thing a woman must be?

      If he felt that these prescriptive gender roles worked well for him in his own marriage, that’s fine—I guess. If he wanted to share with others what’s worked well for him, I guess that’s his right, too. But he wasn’t speaking in these terms. He wasn’t just sharing his own experiences, his personal opinions. He was speaking of what God wants for all men and all women. He was speaking in terms of must. To him, this was not just his own perspective. It was Bible. It was authoritative—and, of course, perspicuously⁠4 clear. No room for different interpretations, dissenting voices, alternative perspectives. No room for thoughtful and nuanced conversations about the literary, cultural, and historical contexts of the Bible, and how these things might influence scripture’s implications for present-day marriages.

      

      Perhaps the idea of what he must be and what she must be was especially jarring to me because my parents didn’t indoctrinate me with any such notions. My parents, like my home church, created a space of gender equity—of freedom to be who I was, unconstricted by culturally constructed gender roles or by anyone’s opinions about what a girl must or must not be.

      My mom and dad themselves embodied fairly traditional gender roles: my dad, the primary income-earner, an electrical engineer and then engineering manager; and my mom, a stay-at-home mom, after working for several years as a pharmaceutical rep. This was the model my brother and I saw, but it was never presented as the One Right Way. It was just what made sense for my particular parents in their particular situation.

      My parents encouraged my first love, as a little girl of maybe four or five years old: dinosaurs. I read all the dinosaur books and knew all their names. I loved acing the dino knowledge quizzes at the Pacific Science Center dinosaur exhibit in Seattle. I collected a small army of dinosaur toys who fought each other, went swimming in the bathtub at bath time, and got tucked in nightly under a blanket on the floor. One particularly cunning Parasaurolophus had a habit of getting into a three-way fight with two other dinosaurs and then quietly walking away once the other two dinos were sufficiently busy fighting one another. It was a brilliant strategy. (At least in my five-year-old mind.)

      I was never told that my interests were unfeminine—that I should prefer pink over blue, or arts and crafts over sports, or dolls over dinosaurs, or that I should want to grow up to be a wife and mom rather than a paleontologist or doctor. My activities and interests weren’t limited because I was a girl. There were no gendered specifications as to what I must be. I didn’t realize until much later how differently a lot of kids grew up, especially in conservative evangelical homes.⁠5

      

      It turns out that the Bible really says very little with any specificity about who we must be—and especially not in a way that’s organized by gender. There are Jesus’ commands that apply to everyone—Love God with all your heart, soul, and mind, and love your neighbor as yourself⁠6 comes to mind. And then there are verses—just a few verses, mostly in the apostle Paul’s letters⁠7—where we get some gendered instructions. But figuring out what to do with Paul’s letters is always a complicated thing. He gives very different instructions to different churches. We find ourselves trying to sort out what was happening in these specific churches at specific times—trying to reverse engineer the situations Paul may have been speaking to.

      After seminary, when I finally had time and energy to go back and read some of the female Christian authors my (mostly male) seminary professors hadn’t assigned, I read Rachel Held Evans’ delightful book A Year of Biblical Womanhood: How a Liberated Woman Found Herself Sitting on Her Roof, Covering Her Head, and Calling Her Husband ‘Master.’ Held Evans spent a year experimenting with what it would be like to take the Bible’s commands for women quite literally—including many commands that even the most literalist of modern-day churches wouldn’t dream of actually asking women to follow.

      At the end of her year-long journey, Held Evans concludes this: “The Bible does not present us with a single model for womanhood, and the notion that it contains a sort of one-size-fits-all formula for how to be a woman of faith is a myth… Roles are not fixed. They are not static. Roles come and go; they shift and they change. They are relative to our culture and subject to changing circumstances. It’s not our roles that define us, but our character.”⁠8 Amen to that.

      As most married people could testify, our ideas of what we must be change over time in response to the demands of life. Our expectations of one another, and the roles we play in marriage, shift in response to different challenges and surprises, different seasons of work and parenthood and empty nesting, different relationships and responsibilities. Job markets change, family situations change, living situations change. Couples might realize over time that he hates vacuuming less than she does, and she doesn’t mind washing the car.

      There is no good reason to put what Brené Brown calls “gender straitjackets” on ourselves or others. As Brown writes, “Until both men and women are allowed to be who we are rather than who we are supposed to be, it will be impossible to achieve freedom and equality.”⁠9 Fullness of life is elusive until we learn to live authentically as who we really are. Dubiously biblical ideas about what we must be function as barriers to this authenticity.

      In several places in the Bible, Paul dreams of churches that brim over with full, authentic life.⁠10 He writes of spaces of glorious freedom where all people, regardless of gender or other identities or social locations, exist together as equals—each person using their God-given gifts freely and graciously for the good of the community. No one controlling, no one subordinated, everyone free.

      I imagine the ideal marriage being like this, too: a place where spouses learn together what their own gifts and passions are, what their partner’s gifts and passions are, and how they can put all this together to be a strong team that loves each other, loves God, and loves the people around them as well as they can. A place where spouses operate according to their strengths and complement each other in their differences, which may or may not fall along the gendered lines various cultures draw. A place where each spouse gets to become more fully the person God made them to be, while also getting to help someone else do the same.

      There is no what he must be or what she must be. I’m glad I didn’t marry someone who thought there was. And I hope my poor freshman neighbor has long forgotten the Embarrassing Incident of the Unplugged Earbuds.
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      From time to time, Faith Bible Church would host a “Theology Roundtable” on a particular issue. These were really not so much round table discussions as they were theology lectures with a bit of Q&A. A Faith Bible pastor or guest speaker would talk for an hour or so about a fun, light-hearted, non-controversial topic—like hell, or creationism, or violence in the Old Testament. (In the roundtable on violence in the Old Testament, I got to see a seminary professor just about get run out of the church for suggesting that perhaps, historically speaking, not everything in the Hebrew scriptures happened literally as written.)

      At one point, there was a roundtable on women in ministry. This was where I learned the term “soft complementarian.”

      I sat and listened as one of our pastors explained some of the different viewpoints people hold. Some Christians are “complementarian,” he said, which means they believe women and men ought to have different and complementary gender-based roles in marriage and the household as well as in church and ministry. Others are “egalitarian,” which means they believe women and men are meant to be equal partners in marriage and church, with no gendered role distinctions or limitations for women in leadership.

      And then he described a sort of middle category: “soft complementarianism.” In contrast with—you guessed it—“hard complementarianism,” “soft complementarianism” is the belief that there should be some gendered differences between men’s and women’s roles in the home and church—but not quite as much as “hard complementarians” believe. Faith Bible Church, our pastor told us, falls in this category.

      

      Faith Bible’s particular brand of “soft complementarianism” meant that female pastors were seen as legitimate—unless they preached regularly to the whole congregation. We had a female children’s pastor, a female junior high pastor, and a female women’s pastor, as well as a female volunteer counseling pastor. There were also plenty of other women on staff, working hard (and generally not getting paid enough for it) in various non-pastor roles, such as administration, communications, and finance.

      If there was a gifted female preacher on the pastoral staff, the elders might ask her to preach occasionally (because God-given gifts should be honored and used)—but not very often, maybe two or three times a year at most (because women should absolutely not be determining the theological views of the church).

      In Fierce, Free, and Full of Fire: The Guide to Being Glorious You, Jen Hatmaker tells a story about a time early in her career when she was invited to give a sermon at a megachurch. She was excited about the opportunity and had prepared extensively for it—in her words, “like it was my doctoral thesis.”⁠1 Then, right before Hatmaker was about to speak, the (male) pastor stood up in front of the congregation and said this: “Ladies, you are in for a real treat today. Jen is here to share some stories with you, and I think you’ll be tickled. And men? We will just peek over their shoulders this morning until we resume our sermon series next week.”⁠2

      Yikes.

      The male leaders at my church might not have said such egregious things so directly. But the same kind of attitude seemed to lurk behind the church’s policies. Sure, women can preach, once in a while—but God forbid they might say something we find challenging, something that might cause us to see God differently. God forbid their words impact our theology, our practices, our lives. After all, we already know everything about God. Or if there is anything we don’t know, surely we need a man to fill us in.

      

      Faith Bible had an influential former pastor, let’s call him Ted, who was well-known in certain conservative Christian circles. Former pastor Ted had been the main teaching pastor from Faith Bible’s early days in the 1950s all the way into the 1990s, and long-time churchgoers looked back fondly on his leadership.

      At the roundtable on women in ministry, I learned, to my surprise, that former pastor Ted actually did not have a problem with women preaching. He didn’t believe it was in conflict with the Bible. Ted did not think that the scriptures prohibited women from taking greater leadership roles in his congregation. At the same time, though, he knew his people. He saw that the congregation was not ready to receive a sermon from a woman. And so, he did not invite women to preach.

      Unfortunately, Ted wasn’t wrong. The congregation really wasn’t ready for it. I know this because I saw that people still weren’t ready for it when I was there from 2006 to 2017. There were people in the congregation—both men and women—who refused to attend church on the rare Sunday when a woman preached. Meanwhile, the egalitarians among us kept attending church, week after week, dutifully listening to sermon after sermon preached by men and only men.

      Former pastor Ted kept women out of the pulpit for many years, not because he believed it wasn’t biblical for women to preach, but because he didn’t want to split the church over it. He wasn’t really against women preaching; he just felt it was more important to maintain the unity of the church.

      When I first heard this, I thought it was kind of noble.

      Now, I think it’s a heaping pile of nonsense.

      I’m sure Ted was doing the best he could, with what he knew, in the times he lived and led in. It’s not about him. It’s about all the church leaders out there, in all sorts of churches, who use unity as an excuse to trample over the gifts, well-being, and full equality of different subsets of their congregations—whether that’s women, or people of color, or queer people, or anyone else.

      As Maya Angelou famously said, “I did then what I knew how to do. Now that I know better, I do better.” We can do better. Today’s world demands more. Women deserve more, and the church deserves more.

      There are things worth upsetting people over, things worth losing churchgoers over—things worth splitting churches over, if need be. And getting men in power to “take their feet off [the] necks” of the women in their congregations and “permit [them] to stand upright,” as feminist and abolitionist Sarah Grimke wrote back in 1837, is surely one of those things.

      

      Faith Bible’s particular brand of “soft complementarianism” meant that, by design, they had no female elders. That is, there were no female members of the church board that was responsible for high-level direction and all sorts of important decisions. (I suppose this is the kind of policy you get when men in power are not quite convinced that women know “what’s best for them,” let alone what might be best for a congregation.)

      The church’s prohibition on female eldership meant, among other things, that I would sometimes hear church leaders lament about how hard it was to find people willing to serve as elders.

      On the one hand, this made sense. It was a demanding role. People in Silicon Valley tend to work long hours and live busy lives. And it didn’t help that elders were appointed for life, rather than a term of three or four years (as many churches do). It isn’t hard to imagine that some elders might get a little tired over time, a little less excited and engaged than when they first started.

      On the other hand, there was a clear solution to this problem—or at least a partial solution. There was an obvious way to double the pool of eligible people. But this solution was not one the elders were willing to adopt.

      

      In faith communities where roles are limited by gender, women often find ourselves in a frustrating double bind. We want the good of the community. We want our churches to have leaders who are gifted, energized, involved, and committed. We want people of all genders—and all races, ages, and other identities as well—included in the decision-making body that is supposed to represent the whole church.

      At the same time, any woman who expresses dissatisfaction with the status quo tends to be cast as power-hungry. I saw this happen to one woman at Faith Bible who tried to advocate for more egalitarian practices. Some (male) church leaders immediately became suspicious of her “agenda”—as if a human being who wants to be treated as a full human being is something to be wary of.

      The church had a hard time finding people willing to serve as elders. But any woman who seemed interested was considered uppity, demanding, not to be trusted. Men who wanted to be elders were acting out of noble and selfless interests, wanting only to serve God and the church; women who wanted the same thing were shamefully self-serving. Or, perhaps, no one was supposed to have any particular leadership ambitions. Everyone was supposed to be humble and look for ways to serve others. But for men, this sort of humble service was noticed and rewarded with respect and leadership positions; for women, it was simply expected, regarded as the natural way of things, not particularly associated with leadership qualities or gifts.

      

      When (usually male) church leaders talk about “soft complementarianism,” what I hear now is that they’re asking women to look around, compare our own subjections to other women’s greater subjections in “hard complementarian” churches, and be grateful for the freedoms we have.

      To be fair, as a young woman at my “soft complementarian” church, there really was a lot to be thankful for. Many church leaders and other men in the congregation were supportive of me and of my dreams and gifts. They invited me to join leadership teams. They sought out and respected my perspective. For a while I was part of a preaching feedback team, where we got to read the pastors’ sermon drafts and offer suggestions for improvement. (As an Enneagram 1, this was right up my alley.) Male church leaders welcomed me into the church’s two-year ministry training program, which they sometimes called “seminary lite”—and then encouraged me when I later expressed interest in attending actual seminary. They hired me for college ministry work without concerns about the appropriateness of a woman leading and teaching college students. In those eleven years, including two years on full-time staff at the church, I was never sexually harassed, abused, or assaulted by any of the male church leaders. (I wish this went without saying. Unfortunately, though, these things are distressingly common.)

      All in all, I could have spent my young adulthood in a much worse place. The church leaders were men who sincerely wanted to love God and love people, to lead the church faithfully. In a world full of embezzlers and liars and sexual harassers and power-hungry narcissists who call themselves pastors, the leaders at Faith Bible look like saints. They didn’t intend to demean women with their “soft complementarian” views. Many of them just had a certain framework, more literal than logical, for reading scripture, and they were trying to do what they thought scripture required. Unfortunately, what they thought scripture required happened to look an awful lot like 1950s white suburbia.

      I’m thankful for the good things about Faith Bible. But I’m not thankful for “soft complementarianism.” Churches are either fully supportive of women, or they’re not. They either encourage women to pursue whatever opportunities we find ourselves drawn toward, or they place gendered limitations on leadership roles for women. Women are either free to be completely who God calls us to be, or we are pigeonholed into a limited set of roles and functions.

      In some ways, “soft complementarianism” is just a way of saying, Yes, we think the Bible is patriarchal. Yes, we think God is patriarchal. And that is all The Way Things Should Be. But no, we’re not bad people. We’re not like those other complementarians over there—you know, the bad ones, the ones who oppress women and enable abuse.

      The message of “soft complementarianism” leaves women uncertain what to make of our possibilities. And it leaves men uncertain how to see women. Are we equal partners in life and ministry, fully human and gifted and complex? Or are we subordinate, less trustworthy, unsuited for leadership?

      Complementarianism and egalitarianism are often both considered valid ways to see things. Plenty of women go to both kinds of churches. Women are often expected to be grateful for whatever crumbs men allow to fall from the table; we are often considered divisive and selfish if we advocate for full equality. I am no longer willing to be patronized in this way. I am no longer interested in calls for unity at the cost of the full acknowledgment of my humanity.

      Churches need women to serve and lead in all the different capacities we are gifted and excited to do so. Churches that deny women opportunities to use our gifts miss out on so much.

      I am grateful for many of the individual men I knew at Faith Bible, including those in leadership. But I am not grateful for the church’s patriarchal policies and attitudes. I am not grateful for “soft complementarianism.”
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