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Praise for


Lead Like Jael


“Lead Like Jael is pure gospel gold, a beautifully written book that champions feminine strength and greatness through Christ-wrought submission. Emma Waters calls all Christian women—maidens, mothers, and matriarchs—to lead deep, purposeful lives filled with wisdom. This accessible and wise book outlines a strategy for women at all stages of life to pursue a biblically grounded home economy in which faith, marriage, and children come first. Buy a copy for every woman in your life!”


—Rosaria Butterfield, wife, mother, and author of The Secret Thoughts of an Unlikely Convert, The Gospel Comes with a House Key, and Five Lies of Our Anti-Christian Age


“Emma Waters challenges the polarizing roles now offered to women. Lead Like Jael masterfully strips away these limits and helps us reexamine the power of our role in light of Scripture and discernment. Motherhood becomes a holy calling coupled with spiritual warfare (Psalm 127:4), your husband is your ally in battle, and your dinner table becomes an altar. You are going to want a copy for yourself and your daughter.”


—Lisa Bevere, New York Times bestselling author of Without Rival and cofounder of Messenger International


“While the US is in the midst of declining marriage and birth rates, when ‘self’ everything is the mantra of the age, Emma invites you to ‘recover a biblical vision of womanhood rooted in faithfulness to Christ above all.’ Truly, this is the abundant life.”


—Congresswoman Mary Miller, representing the Fifteenth District of Illinois
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“Today’s marketplace of ideas for women seems to be narrowly defined by two extremes: the girl boss or the tradwife. Emma Waters, through rich and concrete examples, biblical heroines, and contemporary research, offers a much broader and healthier understanding of how we can live, lead, and love. Lead Like Jael offers women a model we all need but didn’t know existed.”


—Dr. Carrie Gress, author of Something Wicked and Theology of Home


“Lead Like Jael is a bracing, much-needed corrective to a quiet but corrosive trend within the modern church—the uncritical absorption of feminist assumptions that recast women’s flourishing in terms of autonomy, careerism, and self-actualization rather than covenant, obedience, and fruitfulness. With clarity and conviction, Emma Waters restores a biblical vision of womanhood rooted in Scripture rather than cultural fashion. For readers seeking an antidote to feminism’s quiet theological drift—and a compelling vision of womanhood that is joyful, disciplined, and rooted in God’s design—this book is both timely and necessary.”


—Megan Basham, New York Times bestselling author of Shepherds for Sale: How Evangelical Leaders Traded the Truth for a Leftist Agenda and culture reporter for The Daily Wire


“This book is a stake in the ground—or a tent peg!—for Christian femininity. Emma has mined the wisdom of our biblical foremothers to paint a practical and inviting picture of living a full and joy-filled life as a woman of God in our moment. Every young woman, and every ‘matriarch’ mentoring them, needs to read this.”


—Maria Baer, journalist and cohost of the Breakpoint This Week podcast with the Colson Center
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“In Lead Like Jael, Emma Waters points out a path to women that runs between girl-boss feminism and the tradwife movement. This is a path that honors marriage and family, that upholds the dignity of all human life, that advances the common good, and that allows women to use the gifts they uniquely bring to public and private life. Waters is a singularly important new voice in today’s conversation about women, men, family, and the pursuit of justice.”


—W. Brad Wilcox, Distinguished University Professor of Sociology at the University of Virginia and author of Get Married: Why Americans Must Defy the Elites, Forge Strong Families, and Save Civilization


“Every word Emma Waters writes radiates with beautiful, shimmering truth. She brilliantly compares powerful feminine examples from the Bible, like the righteous Jael, with modern-day women suffering under the self-inflicted lies of progressive feminism. Fascinating and insightful, the book itself is a sharp stake through the heart of the movement that has sought to subjugate us with decades of indoctrination. Emma understands like few young women do that victory in this fight will require us to channel some of the Old Testament heroine Jael’s implacable female bravery—and see our enemies for what they are. ‘God is within her, she will not fall.’ Emma Waters has written a book I wish someone had given me years ago, and one that all faithful women should own.”


—Peachy Keenan, author of Domestic Extremist: A Practical Guide to Winning the Culture War
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To Elisabeth Elliot, a true matriarch in the faith whose faithfulness as a Christian, missionary, wife, mother, and friend continues to bless and encourage each generation of women.
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The Lord God is with me, and that alone makes all the difference.
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Preface Putting First Things First






“Can you believe that we’re here?” Madeline asked over lunch one afternoon in Washington, DC.


I was gently rocking Cordelia, my youngest at the time, in her stroller, trying to keep her settled while Madeline and I caught up. Madeline was one of the first friends I made when I moved to Washington, DC, in 2021, and we quickly bonded over shared values, homeschool experiences, and our love for hosting. We were enjoying one of our rare but treasured lunch hangouts during one of my monthly visits to the city. Though I had lived in DC for four years, I was only coming back for work once a month, working remotely the rest of the time while my husband finished seminary in Pennsylvania.


“No,” I replied. “If you had told me five years ago that I’d be here, I never would have believed it.”


Five years ago, I was having an absolute meltdown over the thought of becoming a mother. I was convinced it would derail my career ambitions and leave me sad, alone, and irrelevant. (Though honestly, what does it even mean to be “relevant”?) I was so afraid that I broke up with my then-boyfriend, Jack, right as we were talking about marriage xivbecause the idea of beginning life as a wife and mother felt like a major letdown after years of working hard in college to prepare for a career in politics.


I was on the edge of winning valedictorian, had earned top awards, and was eagerly planning to move to DC. I can’t fully explain it now, but fear convinced me that motherhood would be the end of my dreams and everything I had worked so hard to achieve. I knew God was calling me to a great and impactful future, and children felt like a hindrance and distraction.


That fear snowballed into a summer of tense conversations and eventually led me to break up with Jack on a whim, despite a whirlwind romance and real hopes of marriage in the near future. I cried the entire day trying to make sense of what I had just done.


I’d broken up with men before; that wasn’t new. I’d been broken up with, too. But this time felt different. The longer it sat, the more the pit in my stomach grew into something like a black hole. What had I been thinking?


In hindsight, my fearful decision failed the test of wisdom on every count. What first felt like clarity actually was emotional confusion, spiritual disorientation, and the absence of discernment. Looking back, the decision bore all the markers of biblical foolishness.




Markers of a Foolish Decision:


1. Trusting in Myself Instead of the Fear of the Lord


“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight” (Proverbs 9:10). In the fog of confusion, I dressed up my decision with spiritual language to mask a fearful heart that wasn’t seeking God’s will as much as my own escape.
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2. Made in Haste Without Seeking Wise Counsel


“The plans of the diligent lead surely to abundance, but everyone who is hasty comes only to poverty” (Proverbs 21:5). A wise decision is marked by patience and preparation; mine was rushed, fueled by fear rather than prayer or wise counsel.


3. Driven by Emotion over Discernment


“A fool takes no pleasure in understanding, but only in expressing his opinion” (Proverbs 18:2). I acted impulsively, giving more weight to my internal panic than to thoughtful reflection or godly understanding.


4. Ignoring Red Flags and Warnings


“The prudent sees danger and hides himself, but the simple go on and suffer for it” (Proverbs 27:12). In my determination to protect my future, I ignored both my own unease and the gentle attempts of those who loved me to slow down and consider my actions.


5. Prioritizing Immediate Relief over Long-Term Faithfulness


“There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death” (Proverbs 14:12). Breaking off the relationship gave me a fleeting sense of control but left me with a lingering ache and deep regret.


The Bible consistently teaches that wisdom comes from fearing the Lord, seeking His guidance, and being humble enough to learn from our mistakes and the guidance of others. Foolishness, on the other hand, is marked by pride, impulsiveness, and disobeying God’s Word.


I was miserable.


At first, I tried to throw myself into my work by focusing on policy research, writing projects, and speaking opportunities. On paper, it was everything I had worked for and dreamed of. But something was missing. I began to realize that even the most exciting projects—the kind that xvihad once made me feel ambitious and alive—suddenly felt flat. Without the hope of building something meaningful for the future, my work felt hollow.


But the damage had been done. After I broke his heart, Jack wasn’t about to take me back on a whim.


I wasn’t sure what else to do, so I reached out to my high school youth pastor, Victor, and poured out my heart. I was raw, emotional, and full of regret. He listened patiently and helped me draft a letter, which I sent just two or three weeks after the breakup. In it, I confessed how I had let dreams of grandeur cloud my judgment and how deeply I regretted my decision.


I didn’t ask Jack to take me back. At least, not directly. I simply said I wanted to consider getting back together. His reply came quickly and coolly: a noncommittal but polite “message received.” He wasn’t angry, but he certainly wasn’t chasing me either. And I knew then that I had work to do. I still had a lot of unanswered questions about marriage, motherhood, and the role of work in my life.


I couldn’t just waltz back into the life of someone I had seriously discussed marriage with. If I wanted to rebuild trust, it would take time, humility, and intentional growth.


It’s worth noting that Jack had never pressured me into motherhood or demanded that I quit work. He didn’t hand down ultimatums. But he was clear-headed and principled. He openly admired the childhood his mother gave him as a stay-at-home mom and hoped to offer that same gift to his future children. He never minimized my ambitions, but he also didn’t idolize them. Jack had the strength and steadiness to hold space for my confusion without capitulating to it. And in hindsight, I realized how rare and how wise that was.


The first time I seriously thought about marriage and motherhood, I did so with a self-centered lens: What do I want? What will this cost me? I began with my desires rather than with the Bible. This time, though, something had changed. I wasn’t just trying to justify a preference. xviiI genuinely wanted to know: What does the Bible actually say about marriage, motherhood, children, ambition, calling, and meaningful work? Could these pieces fit together in a way that honored God and made sense of my longings? I was finally ready to find out.


In my case, I was afraid that children (or at least having children sooner rather than much later) would hold me back from my own personal growth and career. Somehow, I had gotten this idea that prioritizing marriage and children earlier in life is what you do if you lack ambition. (This couldn’t be further from the truth.)


A mentor in that season faithfully pointed out to me that the Bible talks about children very differently. Not only does the Bible say that children are a blessing from the Lord, but motherhood is one of the most profound ways that God refines us and calls us to maturity. I’ve heard Eastern Orthodox Christians call marriage a “fast track to theosis” (becoming like God), and motherhood is even more so as women give their body and blood to bring new life into the world. Taken together, my mentor summarized it well: Either you’re right or God’s Word is right, but these cannot both be true.


So when I began studying the Bible on its own terms, what I found surprised me.


Women in the Bible couldn’t be flattened into one-dimensional labels like “just a mother.” Figures such as Mary, Rahab, Sarah, Jael, Deborah, and the wise women of Tekoa and Abel weren’t praised for stepping outside of their roles; they were honored because they lived faithfully within them.


The Bible described children as covenantal signs and living evidence of God’s ongoing promises to us. Biblical women didn’t treat children as obstacles to their purpose. They fought for and alongside their children and shaped history by faithfully raising them.


Jesus said, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it abundantly” (John 10:10). That truth finally began to click for me. The real foolishness wasn’t just xviiiin breaking up with Jack; it was in believing the enemy’s lies that God’s laws were not His best for me.


God wasn’t withholding something from me; He was offering me my best yes. A harder yes, perhaps. One that would involve sacrifice, growth, and moments of disappointment. But one that would also bring joy, contentment, and a purpose far greater than I could imagine. Indeed, God’s good design for the family is not only good, but for my good.


It was then that the Lord taught me a powerful lesson about putting first things first.


After three months apart (it might as well have been three years!), Jack and I agreed to meet at the end of our semester to talk.


We set the date several weeks in advance. During that time, I was busy applying for internships, finally landing a solid offer after weeks of silence. I interviewed, they made an offer, and I accepted—only to learn that I would be required to attend mandatory training in Texas.


The training fell on the exact weekend that Jack and I had set aside to meet. There was no way to do both. I had to choose. The poetic justice of it wasn’t lost on me.


This time, I chose Jack. As we left college for Christmas break, we met to discuss our time apart, the lessons we had learned, and whether there was still hope for a future together. I shared everything God had been teaching me about marriage and motherhood, and how I had chosen that conversation with Jack even above career advancement.


Two days after Jack and I met, two of the top internship organizations in my field reached out with offers for positions in departments I had only dreamed of joining. Not only did I end up with better opportunities than I had initially pursued, but I was also able to accept both. I had given up what I thought was the only open door, and in return, God opened two even better ones. I received more than I could have asked for or imagined.


As C. S. Lewis wisely said, “Put first things first and we get second things thrown in: put second things first and we lose both first and xixsecond things.”1 When we honor God’s design and seek His kingdom above all else, everything else falls into place in unexpected ways.


And so, Jack and I got back together. It wasn’t easy. Rebuilding trust, working through past wounds, and learning to communicate with grace took, and still takes, real effort. Seven months later, we were engaged. Now, after several years of marriage, two beautiful daughters, and a life rich with joy and sanctification, I can see how God continues to bless our obedience. Not because He has to, or because we are perfect, but because He is a good Father who delights in giving good gifts to His children.


That pattern has occurred multiple times in my life. Every time I take a “step back” professionally to prioritize our growing family, bigger opportunities come. Whether it’s working early hours to be present with our daughters while they’re awake or working remotely while my husband pursues full-time seminary, newer and bigger opportunities have come my way.


That afternoon with Madeline in DC felt like a full-circle moment. The girl who once feared that marriage and motherhood would derail her life now sat across the table, a stroller by her side, marveling at the goodness of God. I couldn’t have scripted the path that led there, but His grace had carried me through every doubt, detour, and hard decision.


Growing up, I was raised in a Christian home, read my Bible weekly, played an active role in my church, and attended a Christian college. And yet without even realizing it, I had adopted the world’s model of success, and in doing so, I risked missing out on all the blessings of marriage and motherhood.


I got one thing right during that fear-filled season: marriage, and especially motherhood, does require me to die to myself. Fully. Completely. But when we die with Christ, we are also resurrected with Him in fullness of life.


It’s like that scene in C. S. Lewis’s The Voyage of the Dawn Treader when Eustace Scrubb, who had been turned into a dragon by his own xxgreed and stubbornness, tried in vain to peel off his thick, scaly skin. Layer after layer came off, but he couldn’t get deep enough to solve the problem himself. Then Aslan stepped in. It hurt as the great Lion tore away the dragon skin, but when it was over, Eustace was free and restored to the boy he was always meant to be. That picture has stayed with me. Marriage, motherhood, and life with Christ have all been like that for me. As God stripped away the selfishness I could never remove on my own, He uncovered a surprising freedom and joy underneath.


The book you’re holding is, in many ways, the fruit of my early life shaped by lessons learned, suffering endured, and the hard-won truths I wish someone had imparted to me in college.


My prayer is that as you read, you will discover the same freedom, joy, and abundant life I found in learning how to put first things first.
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Introduction The Rise of the Tradwife






The girl boss is dead. Long live the tradwife.


For much of the last century, progress for women meant movement out of the home and into the workforce. From Rosie the Riveter in the 1940s, to the career women of the 1980s, and finally to the “girl boss” of the 2010s, female empowerment was increasingly framed in economic and individualistic terms: more freedom, more earning power, more sexual liberation, and more visibility in male-dominated spaces.


To be a modern woman was to want more.


But by the time the 2020s arrived, ushered in with the global COVID-19 pandemic, the narrative began to falter. The once-celebrated “girl boss”—a symbol of a self-starting, career-driven woman who leaned in, broke glass ceilings, and curated her #hustle on Instagram— was losing her shine. In her place, a more domestic figure emerged from the edges of TikTok and Instagram: the “tradwife,” or the traditional wife. Cotton aprons replaced pantsuits, baking bread replaced attending business meetings, and a soft and receptive femininity was no longer taboo but increasingly admired.
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The Fall of Girl-Boss Feminism


The peak of girl-boss feminism arguably came in 2019. A century after the Nineteenth Amendment granted women the right to vote, Politico declared 2019 “The Year of the Woman.”1 By all appearances, it was a triumphant moment for modern feminism. Media outlets cheered as women reached the highest levels of politics, business, and academia.


During President Donald Trump’s State of the Union Address that year, he received a bipartisan standing ovation when he celebrated that more women were in the workforce than ever before.2 A then-record number of women had been elected to serve in Congress.3 NASA, Nike, and universities across the country spotlighted female achievements in their fields. Girl-boss feminism had succeeded in reframing womanhood around metrics once reserved for men: titles, salaries, influence, and independence. The movement seemed unstoppable.


Then, something unexpected happened: the world shut down.


The COVID-19 pandemic delivered what no amount of cultural critique could: a global chill pill. It was the ultimate permission slip for women to return to their homes and children—or to face the reality of life without marriage or children head on. Even before this, though, the rate of antidepressant use “went up 400 perfect over a 10-year period”4 with women twice as likely to take such medication than men.5 While 16.5 percent of women overall were taking such medication for depression, anxiety, and loneliness,6 23 percent of women between the ages of forty and fifty-nine were in 2016.7 Despite having more freedom, education, and economic power than any generation before them, many women felt something important was missing.


Girl-boss feminism, a modern, career-obsessed take on womanhood, celebrated individual ambition and corporate success, often at the cost of marriage, motherhood, and community. It told women that their value lay in their productivity and professional titles, rather than in their faith, xxiiifamily, and God-given identity. These women were told they could have it all, only to discover that “all” was not enough.


While a 2024 report from the Pew Research Center found that “69% of those who have never been married say they want to get married one day,”8 only about 53 percent of adults in the United States are married,9 the CDC found that birth rates were at an all-time low in 2024,10 and in the second wave of the US Adult Sexual Behaviors and Attitudes Study from March 2021, 37 percent of US adults—whether already parents or not—reported that they wished they had more children.11


The pandemic exposed this dissonance with sudden clarity. Offices shuttered, daycare centers closed, and schools went remote. Women were, quite literally, sent home. And to the surprise of many, some didn’t want to leave again—or, at least not in the way they had before. Flexible work, part-time jobs, and stay-at-home motherhood have continued to see a resurgence as many women decided that it makes more sense, either financially or emotionally, to stay home with their young children.


Like a chicken with its head cut off, girl-boss feminism may still be making headlines, but the life has gone out of it. The girl boss failed. She championed abortion, autonomy, and winning the battle of the sexes— placing herself above children, career above family, and freedom above responsibility. She rejected limits, and in doing so, she lost herself. Her downfall isn’t a tragedy; it’s a necessary end.







The Rise of the Tradwife Movement


The tradwife movement exploded in 2020, drawing millions of followers to influencers who embraced homesteading, homemade meals, soft femininity, and traditional gender roles. Articles like “‘Tradwives’: The New Trend for Submissive Women Has a Dark Heart and History” in xxiv

The Guardian, “Help! Am I Becoming an Accidental #Tradwife?” in Refinery29, and “The Rise and Fall of the Tradwife” in The New Yorker all wrestled with the trend’s meaning.12 As Brittany Hugoboom, the founder of Evie Magazine, observed in her Washington Examiner essay “Hell Hath No Fury Like a Feminist Witnessing a Beautiful Woman Living Her Dreams,” the tradwife image touched a nerve and revealed how deep the cultural divide had become between these competing life scripts for women.13


I was initially critical of the tradwife movement as it appeared online. I even drafted a few articles, thankfully never published, before realizing my frustration might be missing the point. Sure, there were accounts that felt like caricatures: women in cinched-waist dresses, hair in perfect vintage curls, and red lipstick always on hand, while declaring that their husband “didn’t have to lift a finger in the home.” Many embraced a romanticized 1950s ideal, offering listicles that sounded something like “10 Ways to Be a Submissive Wife” or “8 Things Tradwives Never Do.” Some accounts were deeply religious, while others were simply disillusioned with the false promises of modern feminism.


Despite the tradwife’s general rejection of paid work outside the home, it struck me that these women were not reacting against work itself, but against a system that told them their worth was measured by career success. In this way, the movement is not so much a return to the 1950s or another bygone era but is an indictment of the 2010s: years marked by weakened families distrustful of predatory and self-seeking financial and political movements and a corporatized feminism that no longer spoke to women’s real needs.


Despite the attention-seeking nature of some of its representatives, the tradwife movement clearly was addressing a felt need in the modern woman. The popularity of the movement suggests that the project of female liberation is incomplete—and in many cases, headed in the wrong direction. It shows us the unfulfilled dreams many women xxvlong for: homes that are alive with meaningful labor, marriages that are strong, children who are cherished, and a life that aligns with what we value most.


Even Gloria Steinem, now in her nineties and a feminist leader of the sexual revolution in the twentieth century, has recognized the centrality of the home for women’s success in this cultural and political moment. “The lesson is less in the national and world atmosphere and more in the home and employment atmosphere in which we have some control,” she said in a New York Times article published after the 2024 presidential election. “We shouldn’t give up the power we have.”14


Still, it must be said again that the tradwife movement is not the ultimate solution to our cultural malaise. At its worst, it can veer into “live-action role-play” or legalism. The temptation to curate a life rather than live it is strong—especially among the millions of women who consume tradwife content without taking meaningful steps toward wisdom, marriage, motherhood, or aspects of homemaking. And without a grounding in biblical wisdom, even the most beautiful domestic life can become a white-washed tomb.


This is why it is a mistake to treat the tradwife as the antidote to the girl boss. Both present a narrow view of womanhood. The girl-boss model idolizes professional achievement and individualism; the tradwife model reinforces an individualized and false binary between the public and private spheres that is already rampant in our culture today. Try as it might, the tradwife model does not treat the root causes of our cultural loneliness and emptiness.


It’s striking that the questions women are now asking about hustle culture echo the very ones posed by second-wave feminists, such as Betty Friedan in her 1963 book The Feminine Mystique: “Each suburban wife struggles with it alone. As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at xxvinight—she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question: ‘Is this all?’”15 Except instead of the home, this feeling of emptiness is coming from within the walls of corporate culture.


One could even reframe Friedan’s question, as I have done here, to reflect the emptiness of hustle culture: Each working mother bears it alone. As she answered emails between meetings, juggled deadlines and daycare pickups, ate a rushed lunch at her desk while drafting presentations no one would remember, joined late-night conference calls while folding laundry, scrolled through pictures of the kids she barely saw that week, lay beside her husband at night—she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question: “Is this all?”


Friedan aimed her critique at the constraints of domestic life in the mid-twentieth century. Yet sixty years later, women are asking the same question about the restless, career-driven culture Friedan helped inspire.







Crafting a Home Economy, not a New Ideology


A neatly packaged femininity rooted in a 1950s June Cleaver ideal may be easy to sell, but as journalist and author Mary Harrington argues in her incisive UnHerd article “Why the Tradwives Aren’t Trad Enough,” it’s not really traditional. What many tradwife influencers offer is not the way most decades structured the home, but a repackaged version of modernity—one that, in her words, “literally, drove women insane.”16 Before industrialization, households were collaborative economies where husbands and wives worked side by side through craft, farming, or trade. The 1950s split the home from the economy, dividing men’s and women’s work in ways foreign to earlier generations.


In place of the tradwife, Harrington proposes a revival of the trade-wife: women who participate in family-centered home economies. “From this point of view,” Harrington concludes, “the way forward might be less ‘tradwife’ than ‘tradewife.’”17 And the numbers suggest xxviimany mothers may want that, too. In 2019, a Gallup poll found that over 50 percent of moms with kids under eighteen say they’d prefer to stay home.18 And, in 2021, an American Compass survey found that “a full-time, stay-at-home parent is the most popular arrangement across lower-, working-, and middle-class respondents,” with one report published with the Institute for Family showing that 63 percent of married moms call part-time or no work the ideal.19 Still, 74 percent remain in the workforce or are looking for work, according to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics.20 The question, then, is how we might redesign work, family life, and education to make this integrated vision more possible.


This model animates the best examples of the movement, often by women who forgo the tradwife label altogether. Take, for example, Hannah Neeleman of Ballerina Farm, a Juilliard-trained ballerina, 2023 Mrs. American winner, co-owner of a multi-million-dollar business, and mother of eight. Or model and influencer Nara Smith, who is known for her raspy-voiced reels documenting her elaborate meals made from scratch. Both women have built productive home economies alongside their husbands and children. They aren’t rejecting modernity, technology, or work but are integrating them into lives where their marriage and children come first.


Nara, in particular, frames motherhood as foundational rather than a detour. “I want to build my life with them [my children] rather than trying to integrate them into my life later,” she said in an interview with GQ. “And it worked out great. I love being a young mom.”21 Nara’s vision of building life around home and family rather than fitting them into the margins reflects the longing of many women today.







Why I Wrote Lead Like Jael



Some women will remain in the workforce. Others will step away from it. Still more will choose a middle path that allows them to prioritize xxviiitheir families while also earning an income, building businesses, or pursuing creative work.


In truth, most women already live in this middle space. They work, either out of necessity or desire, yet struggle to place their homes and relationships first. Like many in the tradwife movement, they sense that family life and the well-being of their children must take precedence over the relentless demands of careerism.


Rather than relying on abstract arguments, feminist jargon, or the romanticized imagery of the tradwife movement, this book seeks to uncover the deeper why behind women’s longings to live strong, purposeful lives. It takes this cultural moment and the angst revealed in hustle culture and tradwife ideals and places it within a truer framework: the wisdom of the Bible and the call of Lady Wisdom herself.


And this is where the Christian vision offers something different altogether. The longings that draw women to hustle culture and the tradwife aesthetic find their true answer not in either extreme but in Christ, the fulfillment of wisdom, who reorders our loves, labor, and life. The answer to Friedan’s haunting question, whether whispered in the suburbs of the 1960s or in the office towers and on Instagram, is the same: Is this all? Scripture answers with a resounding no.


Still, many young women are holding on tight to career-first ideals. An NBC Decision Desk poll found that among Gen Z women who voted for former vice president Kamala Harris during the 2024 presidential election, the top marker of success was “having a job or career you find fulfilling,” while being married and having children ranked near the bottom.22 Even among women who voted for Donald Trump, career fulfillment was second only to financial independence, far above marriage or children.23 For Trump-voting men, however, “having children” came first. The data suggest men are rethinking success around family, while many women still measure it by career.24


Today, women are starving for a strong and inspiring vision of what it means to be a woman that engages her fullest potential as a woman. xxixWhat if we told this generation of women that home, marriage, and children are not a barrier to meaningful engagement, but a gate? What if we taught them that these primary relationships of husband and children refine and strengthen them for successful work in political, social, religious, and personal realms—either directly, or through their husband and children?


What if we painted a picture of a biblically grounded home economy where faith, marriage, and children come first? A vision where service to family and community stands as the highest calling, yet is one that also draws on a woman’s full range of gifts, including her strength, intellect, creativity, and ambition, woven together for God’s glory and the good of others.


Too often, women enter adulthood armed with cultural scripts that do not fit. Like King Saul’s preparations for David to fight Goliath, the armor does not fit, the sword is awkward, and it just doesn’t feel right. Why? Because God equipped women to fight in a distinct way that corresponds with their natural abilities, gifts, and strengths.


That is why I wrote Lead Like Jael—to recover the pursuit of Lady Wisdom in an age of competing identities and shallow scripts. Drawing from the lives of biblical women, each chapter traces how God calls women to build, nurture, defend, and lead with strength rooted in Him. Together, they form what I call the “Tent Peg Strategy,” a model for faithful, courageous leadership in a world desperate for both.







The Tent Peg Strategy


There’s a concept in marketing called the tentpole strategy, and my understanding is that it revolves around having one big idea or selling point around which everything else is built. Lose that center, and the whole tent collapses.
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This book follows a similar pattern but with a twist: it offers a tent peg strategy, in honor of Jael’s iconic tool. At the center stands Lady Wisdom, the pole that holds everything upright. Yet a tent needs more than a center post. Seven stakes secure the edges, each one essential for keeping the structure steady. Leave one loose, and the canvas starts to flap or cave, threatening the whole tent.


The seven tent pegs, which correspond with each of the seven principles, are these:




	
Discernment: Seeing clearly what is true, good, and right—even when culture, emotions, or circumstances cloud the way.


	
Shrewdness: Applying prudence, strategy, and courage to protect life, expose evil, and advance God’s promises and people.


	
Resourcefulness: Using the tools, skills, and responsibilities God has given to stand firm, act wisely, and let ordinary obedience become the foundation for extraordinary impact.


	
Life-Giving Hospitality: Opening our homes, setting our tables, and creating space to care for the physical, spiritual, and emotional needs of those around us, where simple acts of obedience become God’s means of reconciliation, unmasking evil, and bringing new life.


	
Marriage on Mission: Restoring husbands and wives as battle-mates rather than rivals, rejecting the cultural script that pits men and women against each other and embracing a shared calling to build God’s kingdom together in the home, church, and community.


	
Motherhood as Warfare: Motherhood grows women in influence and strength as they disciple, discipline, and launch children to follow God faithfully, making it both a spiritual calling and a force for good in the world.


	
xxxiWise Counsel and Negotiation: As spiritual matriarchs, older faithful women guide families, churches, and communities with discernment, courage, and godly wisdom.





When one of these stakes is missing or weak, things begin to collapse. Without discernment, women fall for smooth-talkers or false ideologies that twist good and evil. Without shrewdness, they trust the wrong people or justify manipulation. Lacking resourcefulness, they neglect the ordinary duties through which God often works His greatest victories. Without hospitality, homes become pit stops for busy schedules, meals become hurried or solitary, and tables meant for conversation and connection fall silent before screens. When marriage loses its mission, it drifts toward apathy, divorce, or self-centered and separate pursuits. Without a view of motherhood as warfare and a beautiful extension of one’s life, children become optional or secondary priorities. And when wise counsel disappears, families and communities lose the older women who once mediated conflicts, offered guidance in crises, and steadied entire nations with prayerful presence and practical wisdom.


But these seven pegs only hold firm when they are anchored in Lady Wisdom, the biblical image of wisdom who ultimately finds her fulfillment in Jesus Christ. In Proverbs, Wisdom is personified as a woman who calls out in the streets, inviting all to walk in understanding and to build their lives on what is true and good. The Apostle Paul later reveals that Jesus Himself is “the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1:24). In Him, the beauty and strength of Lady Wisdom are made complete.


Like Jael directing the tent peg that secured victory for Israel, wise women today fasten their homes and their hearts to Christ, the true Wisdom. Rooted in Him, they plant each stake deeply, building families, communities, and legacies that can endure even the fiercest storms.
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Oh, and secondly, did I mention that tent pegs make for a great defensive weapon?


The Tent Peg Strategy offers a vision of feminine strength and greatness. Inspired by women like Jael in Judges 4–5, it equips women with the principles they need to live faithfully in their day-to-day lives.


We meet Jael in a moment of political upheaval: Israel is at war with the Canaanites, and God’s people are oppressed under Sisera’s iron chariots. Her husband, Heber, chose political safety over covenant loyalty, allying with Canaan’s king. Yet when Sisera, fleeing the battlefield, stumbled toward their tent, it was Jael—not Heber—who acted with courage, foresight, and faithfulness.


Rooted in her home yet engaged in the political moment, Jael was no bystander. When Sisera collapsed in her tent, she reached not for a sword but for what she knew best: the tent peg and mallet she had used countless times to anchor her home against desert winds. With one steady blow, she drove the tent peg through Sisera’s skull and defeated God’s enemy—just as Deborah had prophesied. And, in the next chapter, Deborah praises Jael as “the most blessed among women.” A blessing, it turns out, that only appears one other time in the Bible, when Elizabeth praises Mary, the mother of God.


Of course, I doubt most of us will find ourselves in the same situation. Jael’s story is descriptive (telling us how God worked through her) but certainly not prescriptive (telling us exactly how we should act toward enemies).


As one blog summarized a Charles Spurgeon sermon on sin, “We should not be content,” he warned, “to see our sins merely fleeing from us; we should pursue them and drive them into the ground—dead—with a nail.”25 Indeed, as Christians today, we do not fight “against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (Ephesians 6:12).
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Jael was not violent for violence’s sake. She did not go into battle, nor seek glory or vengeance. She acted when the fight came to her door, crushing the head of Israel’s enemy the way Christ, the true Cornerstone, would one day crush Satan’s head on the cross. Indeed, as Zechariah prophesies in 10:4, “From him [God] shall come the cornerstone, from him the tent peg, from him the battle bow, from him every ruler—all of them together.” This verse underscores that all true strength, authority, and deliverance flow from God alone, showing that Jael’s victory was not hers by might, but a foreshadowing of the greater triumph secured in Christ. The same is true for us today.


Under Jesus Christ’s New Covenant, this means that we are called to root out and put to death sin when it creeps near. This begins in our own lives and extends into our families, communities, and nation. Where the Bible calls Christians to be peacemakers, many have settled for peace-fakers by lacking the courage or clarity to oppose sin or wrongdoing. Like Jael with the tent peg and mallet, God has already equipped you with the skills you need to defeat sin when it comes knocking at your door.







Mother, Maiden, Matriarch


The Tent Peg Strategy also follows a biblical pattern of growth and maturity. In his “Introduction to Biblical Theology” paper, James B. Jordan describes the male journey of discipleship through the roles of priest, king, and prophet.26 The priest obeys God’s law. The king internalizes that law, applies it with wisdom, and rules well. Finally, the prophet, having walked with God for years, speaks with authority, intercedes for others, and counsels nations.


While Jordan applies this to men, the framework finds a natural parallel in women’s lives. The priest stage corresponds with the maiden, xxxivlearning obedience and faithfulness to God’s Word. The king stage parallels the mother, exercising wisdom, stewardship, and leadership within the home and community. Finally, the prophet stage aligns with the matriarch, the woman whose wisdom and counsel shape families, churches, and even nations.


Jordan notes that maturity is not about abandoning earlier stages but building upon them. “You don’t cease to be a priest when you become a king. . . . Similarly, you don’t cease to be a priest and king when you become a prophet. You still obey the law, still rule with wisdom, even as you now advise others and help shape what comes next.”27


Importantly, these stages do not always follow age or circumstance. A woman could be ninety and still be a maiden spiritually if she has not cultivated wisdom or courage. Another might be young yet walk with the maturity of a mother because she has been tested by life, rooted herself in God’s Word, and learned to live faithfully.


The chapters of this book follow the same trajectory. We begin with the maiden, exploring the importance of discernment, shrewdness, resourcefulness, and hospitality. Then we move to the mother stage and explore women who work alongside their husbands in a shared mission and disciple the next generation. Finally, we arrive at the matriarch and see women like Deborah, Abigail, and Sarah, whose lives anchor families, guide communities, and speak on behalf of God as they counsel and negotiate. While girl-boss feminism preaches a gospel of “progress,” this movement does not necessarily mean that the girl boss is growing in maturity. Like Paul warns, she is often “always learning and never able to arrive at a knowledge of the truth” (2 Timothy 3:7). Instead of clinging on for dear life to the “maiden status,” this book explores something far more meaningful and life-giving: what it looks like to walk closer to the Lord in faithful stewardship of all He has given you.


Whether you are a student preparing for the future, a single woman investing in your church and community, a mother raising young xxxvchildren, or an older woman guiding the next generation, your season matters. Your faithfulness matters.


Some readers grew up with blurred lines between men and women, where boys and girls were given the same life script for career, family, and calling. Others were raised with a healthy vision for home and family but want to understand its biblical foundations more clearly. Still others long for marriage and children but find themselves waiting and wondering how to live with wisdom right now.


Wherever you are, this book invites you to recover a biblical vision of womanhood rooted in faithfulness to Christ above all. The Tent Peg Strategy is not another internet trend or ideology. It is a call to courage, clarity, and maturity for every season of a woman’s life. “The wisest of women builds her house, but folly with her own hands tears it down” (Proverbs 14:1). Like Jael, you already hold the tools in your hands. My prayer is that this book helps you use them for the glory of God and the good of the world.
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