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Before we start

At the outset, it will be important to identify your own bias or conviction as you consider this subject as extraordinary manipulation and selective use of Scripture can be done to force it to conform with firmly held preconceptions.

Introduction

The Bible teaches that both male and female are made in God's image (Gen 1:27).   This means that although God is called "Father" both male and female characteristics are seen in God (Is 49:13; 54:5-7; Lk 13:34).

The maleness of God has been exaggerated in the past by:

· the limitations of the human language (persons being either 'him' or 'her').   There is also a problem in the way that English language has traditionally been used.   The word 'man' has often included women, and 'he' can include 'she'.

· The male dominated societies in which much of the Bible was written.

According to Old Testament tradition, the dominance by males originated from a curse which was the consequence of people disobeying God.   As such, it was not part of God's perfect plan.   This curse also featured hard work, pain and enmity, none of which can be considered good things! (Gen 3:11-13,16-19).

Jesus taught us to think of God as "Father".   This was not to teach us that God was male but to teach us that we could have an intimate personal relationship with God.   God is not male.   Neither is one sex is favoured by God over another (Gal 3:28).

There are three Pauline comments in Scripture that have been used to cast doubt on women being leaders in the church.   These are 1 Tim 2:8-15; 1 Cor 11:3-16; and 1 Cor 14:33-35.

1 Tim 2:8-15

Paul (assuming he is the author of 1 Tim.) says that he does not allow woman "authority" (authentein) over a man.   Authentein is not the usual word for authority (which is exousia).   Authentein has overtones of being autocratic and domineering.   Paul many not be talking about whether a woman/wife can teach a man/husband so much as the manner of her doing so.

The Pastoral letters (1 and 2 Tim. and Titus) indicate that women were particularly attracted to heretical teaching (quite possibly because most were denied good education).   Paul valued the good opinion of wider society and was keen for women and slaves not to slur the reputation of Christianity by insubordinate behaviour.   Celsus, a second century critic of Christianity, was one who thought the appeal of Christianity to women was proof it was a religion for the gullible!

The fact remains that women in the early church did find Christianity attractive and perhaps liberating.   Paul's comment "Let a woman learn quietly in all submission" (v.11) was radical in a society which didn't let women learn at all.

Paul was a radical feminist in his day, allowing women to pray and prophesy at meetings (1 Cor 11:5,13) but he was not independent of his patriarchal culture.   His rabbinic thinking probably did cause him to think the proper order for women was under the authority of a man.   Paul was not above making comments, which we in our culture now consider weak or bigoted (v.12 and Tit. 1:12-13).   That is why it is important to allow all of Scripture to determine how we act on any one verse.   We need to see past the cultural cradle of Scripture to the consistent principles that God has placed there for all people for all time.

The verb used in "I do not permit a woman" (v.12) is entrepo, which is not used as a universal prohibition but applies only to a specific situation.   It could translate, "I am not permitting at this present time".

1 Cor 11:3-16

If man is over women as God is over Christ, then the mutuality of the Trinity teaches that the word "subordination" is scarcely fitting to describe the relationship between men and women.   Note that the word for "head" (kephale) can also mean "source".   In other words, Paul (with his cultural understanding of Genesis 2) may be suggesting that the male is the head in as much as he is the origin of her being (she being made from his rib).   It is important to note that Paul did not use the word kurios meaning "lord".

Some feminists suggest the if the subordination of women was a consequence of God's curse of humanity after Adam and Eve's disobedience (Gen 3:16) then this consequence has now been wiped out by the redemptive death of Christ.   However, this overlooks the fact that another aspect of the curse, pain in childbirth, is still unequivocally with them.   Care needs to be taken when appealing to myths (theology in story form designed to teach "who" and "why" rather than "how" and "when") for authority on subjects they were not written to teach about.

The "however" in verse 11 is very significant.   Paul brings in a corrective statement that affirms the equality and mutual dependence of women and men in the Church.   This truth is further highlighted in Ephesians 5:22-33.

Verses 9-10 deal with advice to women on dressing.   This would have been particularly pertinent at Corinth where the cult of Aphrodite had a thousand priestess-prostitutes attached to its Corinthian temple.   Paul is bent on curbing the pseudo spiritual frenzy of the Corinthian worship and wants to separate the faith from other pagan Corinthian practices and instil order.   (Note the reference to hair.   Long dishevelled hair was associated with the ecstatic worship of pagan gods.   The covering of the hair was simply to indicate that a women was under authority of a man unlike the priestess/prostitutes who operated on their own authority).

1 Cor 14:33-35

This passage needs to be understood in the context of the wider subject Paul is discussing which is orderly worship.   It contains the apparent injunction for women not to speak in meetings at all.   Clearly this flies in the face of much of the rest of Scripture.   The "not allowed to speak" (lalein) can be translated "chatter".   However, its context suggests that Paul is asking that (particularly in Corinth) women not adopt the autonomy of other cultic religions but should more properly ask their "educated" husbands at home if they have a question during a meeting.   It would seem to be a request for decorum similar to Paul's instruction to disruptive prophets and those who spoke in tongues for them also to be subject to proper decorum.

Women leaders in the early church

Women featured highly in the churches of Paul's time.   He mentions several influential women in the Roman church including Phoebe (who is described as diakanos from which we get the word deacon, Junias (usually a female name) who is described as an apostle (Rom 16:7), Pricilla, Mary, Tryphena, Tryphosa, Persists and Julia (Rom 16:3-16).

Chloe seemingly led a Christian household in Corinth (1 Cor 1:11) and Lydia one in Philippi (Acts 16:14-15).   Both Priscilla and Aquila taught Apollos in Ephasus (Acts 18:26), whilst the daughters of Philip were prophetesses (Acts 21:8-9).

Paul makes it quite clear that women and men are equal before God (Gal 3:26-29).   If Paul did advocate headship of women by men, it was a functional arrangement rather than one showing superiority.

So?

There would seem to be no theological objection for women to be leaders in the church.   Some denominations that feature priests don't ordain women because priests in the Old Testament were always male.   This issue is less about women and more about the validity of a theology of Old Testament style priesthood for today.   The New Testament clearly teaches that we are all now priests (1 Pet 2:9).

Roman Catholics don't ordain women because they see a priest as an icon (representative) of Christ.   The feminine argument is, "Why stop there?   Why not insist that the minister be a thirty year old bearded Jew with skills in carpentry?"   Others have pointed to the fact that Jesus' twelve disciples were all men.   However, these twelve needed to be male to be symbolic of the twelve tribes of Israel (God's complete people).   The other reason they needed to be male was a practical one.   Jewish culture was very patriarchal and only males were allowed to give legal testimony.   The twelve disciples all needed to be able to give believable testimony about Jesus.

Today, however, we do not live in a patriarchal society and women must be allowed to seek and use their leadership gifts in the church.   Scripture provides three regulating principles.   The first is to remember that decorum and order in all things is important.   The second is the challenge to imitate the love and mutuality of the Trinity.   The third is to understand that it is okay for women to be functionally different from men.   Males and females are to compliment each other not compete.

Feminism

There is a sense in which we all need to be feminists.   Injustice and lack of equal opportunity because of gender is evil and we must work against it as God's faithful church.   If you have ever experienced hurt and injustice from the church at any time because of your gender, I unreservedly apologise with all my heart on behalf of the church and ask your forgiveness and compassion.   It was wrong.

There has been bad theology circulating that has suggested that God is male, (God isn't) or that because Jesus was male or because Old Testament priests were male, males were in some way superior.   Rubbish!

God is known to us by revelation.   God chose the type of revelation and what of himself he would reveal in that revelation.   So it is that God reveals something of himself in the beauty of nature (even though our sinful state has messed nature up).   However, God has revealed himself primarily through Jesus, by the spirit - as testified in God's word, the Bible.   It is important to use the Bible well.   We are not to quote any single verse without understanding that single verse in the context of all of Scripture.   The Bible alone in the form of individual verses is not enough.   We, the faith community, need to synthesise the truth of Scripture from all of Scripture.   The Bible is always something which requires synthesis by the church if we are to identify those consistent Biblical principles God wants us to live by.

The Bible teaches that the essential nature of God is one - but it is not a simple one, it is a relationship.   God's three natures are so united and involved with each other as to be one.   It is from within that "one" that God has revealed himself as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.   It is the Father who sends the Son through the power of the Spirit and the Father who sends us the Spirit at the Son's request.

This means that there is both unity and equality in God and order and priority, eg. the Father sends the Son.   (The Eastern Orthodox church have given us this insight.)   It is a distortion to make all the members of the Trinity (Father, Son and Holy Spirit) equal simply because you love the idea of an egalitarian society.   It is equally a mistake to use the priority of the Father over the Son as a mandate to allow social elitism.

Some people believe that the whole concept of a single God breeds a mindset of domination.   This is to misunderstand the nature of God.   The fact that God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit, each intimately involved with the other in the service of the other, prevents any sense of domination.

Feminists say that by calling God "father" we are implying maleness.   This is perhaps understandable given the bigoted, dominating and repressive actions of males within the life of the church at some points in history.   However, the label "Father" should not be confused with maleness.   Father has more to do with "origin" and with God seeking an intimate personal relationship with us.

We must ask, then, why not use the term "mother"?   Whilst the use of Father made sense when Israel wanted to differentiate its faith from that of the nations around them who largely worshipped "mother goddesses", this now no longer applies.

By the way, the whole nature of an earth mother giving birth to the universe means that God and nature are one.   Nature is an extension of the earth mother.   God and nature are one.   This belief is called "pantheism" and it is a belief that is back in vogue for many people so watch out for it.   The Christian gospel makes it very clear that nature is not God.   God created the world from nothing and loves it.   As such, God calls us to be responsible stewards of it.

Can we use the term "mother" to still suggest an intimate personal relationship with God?   I'm nervous of this for two reasons.   The first is that it might hide the initiative and initialising aspect of God in the act of begetting creation - something that is perhaps better represented in the male (even though sex, like the Tango, takes two).   The second reason is that the word "Father" was the name revealed to us by God, particularly by Jesus, as such, it is probably a word of primary significance that should not be changed.   In other words, God has named himself as "Father".   God chose this word in human language to reveal himself.   The name is a product of God's revelation rather than a human search by patriarchally inclined people for a label to address God.   As such, the word "Father" is more than a divine attribute such as "Parent" or Sophia (wisdom).

Some feminists say that although male dominance is not signified by calling God "Father", nonetheless, they feel demeaned by it and, as such, the title should be changed.   (This is classic postmodern thinking).

There are those who have been broken by males but this sin should not be formative of our doctrine.   That would be to empower sin in an extraordinary way.   People broken by males need to re-image their idea of "Father" not avoid the word "Father" if true healing is to come.

The real sin of unhealthy feminism is that it tries to insist on a bland level of egalitarian sameness that denies differences and the full colours of reality.   (That's why they can fly in the face of science and claim that there are no differences between the sexes, all differences being simply due to social conditioning.   This is egalitarianism gone mad.   It is a denial of scientific reality).

Just as science can be distorted to support a firmly held feminist ideology, theology can be distorted to serve the feminist cause.   This is precisely the problem.   The real God is feminism and so theology and Scripture is used selectively to support it.   This is simply idol worship, seeking to serve a cause that is higher than God.

The third problem with unhealthy feminism (as opposed to healthy feminism) is that it can become just as repressive of others as others have been to it.   Contrast this with the reality of God in which Father, Son and Holy Spirit work for each other in love whilst retaining their identities.

It is self-worship for men to seek a theological mandate to dominate women.   Equally, it is self-worship for women to seek to domesticate God to their higher cause.

We can insist on self worship by demanding that theology fit into our cause or we can submit to God and be truly set free to be all God intends us to be.   This is not to say that we shouldn't address gender injustice wherever we see it.   As Christians, we must always be pursuing justice.   However, we should never try and domesticate God to serve our own self interest.

We've just looked at a couple of instances where self-worship can subtly infiltrate our faith and lead us to put ourselves and our own agendas above God.   Where are you in it all?

Take time to place yourself afresh under the love and authority of God and let him be your Lord.
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