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“LORD, do you even like us?” I began pondering whether the LORD cared for my entire sex as a fairly new believer in my mid-twenties. Up until this point, my plan for my life had been built on a firm foundation of marriage and motherhood, both of which continued to evade me. When I became a Christian, I found no conflict with my desire for domesticity; southern church culture doesn’t ask for you to surrender those desires. It admonishes you to pursue them and promises God will fulfill those desires – and soon. Women who make it to their mid-twenties single are at fault themselves; they must be too selfish or independent or man-hating. All these assumptions collided with a very different reality from which I was living. My singleness continued in spite of a persistent longing to be married. My church had no category for this reality, but rather understood women’s primary purpose as wives and mothers. This aligned with my hopes and dreams but made my perpetual singleness all the more frustrating and seemingly meaningless, perhaps indicative of a lack of God’s care for me. Even more difficult was the constant expectation of marriage while the LORD was asking me to surrender my only male prospects to him.  

I had no vision for my life outside family life. In the church, I felt defined by what I could not do and relegated, with a condescending pat on my head, to children’s ministry. I grew weary of the undercurrent of sexism, apparent in sexist comments for a cheap laugh. When I brought this frustration up to a brother, he quickly cited Genesis 3:16, asking me whether I was simply vying for position and assuming the end of discussion. It felt like men had the trump card. Was this how it was supposed to be? I was familiar with the prohibitions to women as a new believer, and I intentionally chose churches which adhered to them. After all, how else should it be read? And if a church would defy Scripture outright where else would they take liberty? Yet, I was troubled by this dual reality of orthodoxy and sexism. I knew that Christ had the words of life (John 6:68), but was this all there was?

In the midst of this internal struggle, the LORD called me to drop out of my PhD program, revealing my pursuit of education as a denial of singleness. I never surrendered my plans, only deferred them. Shortly after I returned home, I attended a Mother’s Day church service in which every woman was given a rose. The pastor shared that all women contributed to the kingdom, and all were mothers, regardless of biology. I wept. Not because I wasn’t married or a mother, but because I felt seen. Acknowledged. Legitimate. Over the next few years, I settled into the single life, investing in my job and buying a house. Admittedly, I held back. I wanted my life to be easily interrupted if someone came along. I continued attending evangelical churches, wanting to align with those who had a high view of Scripture. Increasingly, I became troubled by the seeming bifurcation that I could attend a church with a high view of Scripture or where I felt treated well and encouraged to grow in my gifts, but not both. Even more so, I was troubled that some of my biggest advocates, assuring me of my capability and encouraging me to leverage it, were not from the church but were unbelieving male friends. Their masculinity was not offended by my initiative and ambition; why wasn’t that true in the church?

In my late twenties, I began praying for a vision for my career and sensed a call to seminary. At age twenty-nine, my choice to move to Dallas and attend seminary was the first big life decision I made that was not a response to not being married yet and not knowing what else to do. When I look back at the better part of a decade, I lament all the ways in which I squandered my giftings based on an incomplete vision for my life. I want women to know that they are legitimate without a spouse and have a place in the mission of God, and they don’t have to shrink or hold back. In this paper, I explore the question of whether God has more for women. In response to my initial question, “LORD, do you even like us?”  I found a resounding yes. 

 

 

Introduction

“Be a lady they said…Dress modestly…Look sexy. Look hot… 

“Be a lady they said. Don’t be too fat. Don’t be too thin… Be small. Be light. Be little. Be petite. Be feminine. Be a size zero. Be a double zero. Be nothing. Be less than nothing…  

“Be a lady they said… Be pure…Be experienced…Be sexual…Be innocent… 

“Be a lady they said. Don’t talk too loud. Don’t talk too much. Don’t take up space

“Just ‘be a lady’ they said.”1

 

 

In her poem “Be a Lady They Said,” Claire Rothstein powerfully captures the conflicting and unattainable standards which the world hurls at women. Unfortunately, instead of offering a life-giving vision for womanhood, the church responds by thrusting different, yet equally unattainable, standards on women, sounding like, “Be a wife. Be a mother. Let the men lead. Don’t teach. Don’t preach. You’re vying for position. Don’t usurp authority. Be quiet. Go home.” Many southern conservative churches have demanded women to shrink, to want less and to be content with a small and restricted sense of womanhood. In turn, they have imposed broad scriptural prohibitions on women and restricted women’s abilities to serve the church, relegating them to the domestic sphere. In this context, these churches assume all women marry early, have children, and recede into the home. However, these seasons of life do not make up a majority of a woman’s lifetime,2 especially in light of lengthening life spans, and further exclude a number of women (e.g., unmarried, divorced, widowed, barren). With opportunities abounding for women in the world, it is further problematic that in church, many women must check their capabilities at the door in order to avoid offending masculine sensibilities. It is unthinkable that half the population is expected to forgo contribution in the church, especially when “suffering is rampant, people are lost, and there is so much kingdom work to do.”3 Indeed, the underutilization of women both burdens men and limits effectiveness; God’s mission suffers.4  

With this backdrop, I propose reexamination of the biblical framework underlying these broad restrictions and delve into biblical evidence for a nuanced understanding of these scriptural prohibitions. I further examine key biblical texts for understanding womanhood and more specifically, the role of women in the church as well as offices they may occupy. I conclude by offering practical application in light of my findings.
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