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Scandal: Women Serving God!

The Problem of the Ordination of Women

I grew up in a Presbyterian church where women have had the opportunity to serve in the office of pastor since the 1970s. When I was nine years old, our church hired a woman minister.  She was good, but because she was a woman, many people left our church.  I will never forget the disgruntled voices of my parents the night they came home from the session meeting. They were disgruntled because our clerk of session resigned when they actually did hire her.  Deborah Chase stayed in my home church for seven years and under her leadership, it flourished.  It was during those seven years I realized how much of a role gender played in the politics of the church.  She was the only woman minister in the town of Cleveland, Oklahoma.  She was not allowed to preach at the community services.  She seemed to take everything in stride and soon the community began to respect her and regard her as an equal.

A man who regarded women and men equally—Jesus of Nazareth—founded Christianity. A large number of Christian Denominations allow women to be ordained as ministers, and an equal number of them do not.  Universally the largest Christian church, the Roman Catholic Church does not allow women to be ordained as priests.  The largest Protestant Denomination, the Southern Baptists, likewise do not allow women to serve in the office of pastor.  Why is it that these two major Christian denominations oppose the ordination of women? Why is it that these two denominations bar women from serving the church—and ultimately God—in the office of priest/pastor?

The Roman Catholic Church

On October 15, 1976, the Catholic Church charted the declaration of the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith on the question of whether or not women should be admitted into the ministerial priesthood, entitled Inter Insigniores.  The Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith does not believe women should be admitted in the priesthood and makes its case in this declaration.  This document has 3 major points to support its decision. The first is the Catholic Church’s dependence on tradition and how that tradition has not included women priests. The second is the fact that Jesus did not ordain any women to be priests. The third major point presents itself by this statement, “That is why we can never ignore the fact that Christ is a man” (http://www.papalencyclicals.net/Paul06/p6interi.htm).  By stating this, Inter Insigniores is saying that a female cannot perform the sacraments because she is not as Christ-like as males are (http://www.papalencyclicals.net/Paul06/p6interi.htm). 

The Catholic Church relies heavily upon their traditions of the past.  The Catechism of the Catholic Church states in part one, chapter two, article two, "Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture, then, are bound closely together, and communicate one with the other. For both of them, flowing out from the same divine well-spring, come together in some fashion to form one thing, and move towards the same goal” (http://www.christusrex.org/www1/CDHN/profess3.html). The Catholic Tradition has a long line of apostolic succession that has only contained men.  Men have always been in charge of the Catholic Church and it has worked thus far, so why change?  It has never faltered before, so this is obviously the way God “ordained” it.  The problem with this argument is this: something is not necessarily wrong just because it has never been done before.  Women are not a necessarily evil addition to the priesthood just because they have never been allowed to do it in the past.  The one way something is being done is not the only way.  

The Catholic Church is not looking at the whole tradition of the church.  What about all the women Paul speaks about in his letters?  If we look at the epistles carefully, we will find numerous letters to congregations that were being led by women (Acts 12:12-17, 16:15; Philem. 2; Col. 4:15; Rom. 16; etc).  Paul gives these women titles such as “co-worker of God,” “minister,” and even “apostle” (Fiorenza 171-172).  It seems that the Catholic Church is only looking that the Constantinian tradition from the time he institutionalized it in fourth century.  If this is the case, then it is unfitting for them to use apostolic succession as an argument seeing as that was way before the time of Constantine, for the Catholic Church would be skipping a huge time gap between Peter and Constantine where it is obvious—from Paul’s letters—that women did have leadership roles.

The next argument Inter Insigniores states is that Jesus did not ordain women to follow him in his footsteps, so therefore the church should not ordain women today either.  Jesus did not “ordain” men.  Ordain is a modern word which society has been projecting on to first century Palestine.  Ordination is something that happened once Constantine institutionalized the church in the fourth century.  Jesus called men and women both to follow him.  Just as he called Simon Peter and Andrew from the Sea in Mark 1:16, he called Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna to also follow him in Luke 8:2-3.  When Jesus was raised from the dead, it was women to whom he first appeared and to whom he firsts sent out to spread the good news (Luke 24:1-10).  So, in that aspect, women were the first preachers of the gospel.  

I cannot accept the Catholic Church’s argument that says Jesus did not ordain women.  The Historical Jesus had nothing to do with the actual ordination of any one person or one specific group of people.  The Historical Jesus did, however, cross gender boundaries in calling people to the ministry to serve in whatever capacity he pronounced.  Jesus had an egalitarian ministry, one in which women and men served equally.  He was constantly in the presence of both men and women and regarded them all with the same respect.  He healed both men and women.  If we are to say we want to do exactly as Jesus did, then we need to treat all people as equal.  We need to give all people equal opportunities.  This would include the opportunity to become a priest if he or she chooses or if he or she is called. 

The third claim Inter Insigniores makes is that priests should be as Christ-like as possible.  Christ was a man; this is why the Catholic Church maintains that only men should be priests.  The reason it is imperative for the priest to be as Christ-like as possible is because he/she will be presenting the sacraments to the people of God.  Inter Insigniores states that the priest acts “in persona Christi” while performing the Eucharist.  But it is important to take another look at the Last Supper from which the sacrament of the Eucharist comes.  It is important to look at whom he chose to represent himself at the Last Supper and what was going on in the Upper Room.  Lavinia Byrne points out in Woman at the Altar that Jesus did not hold Peter and Judas and say, “this is my body broken for you” (104).  On the contrary, he took bread and wine.  Bread and wine are at the heart of the Last Supper.  Bread and wine were given to a community of believers.  Why is it imperative for a man to be giving the bread and wine when the bread and wine are the representation of Christ?  In transubstantiation, the bread and wine actually become the body and blood of Christ, not the person holding them behind the altar. In transubstantiation, Christ comes down from heaven through the priest, but it is not necessary for that person to be a man.  Women were among the people whom the Holy Spirit came down upon during Pentecost (Acts 1:14, Acts 2).  Can the Church now say that the Holy Spirit cannot move in women?  It would be very presumptuous to put that type of restriction of God.  Another important part of the Last Supper was the community partaking it.  It was a fellowship of believers—male and female.  The Last Supper, and therefore the Eucharist, is of course crucial, but it should not be used as an exercise of barring some and admitting others to the altar (Byrne 104).  

How Christ-like or Apostle-like does the Catholic Church want its priests to be?  Based on anthropological evidence of the men of Jesus’ time, place, and estimated age, a website, http://www.religioustolerance.org, came up with nine factors that most or all the Apostles and/or Jesus would have in common.  These factors are:  bearded, dark skinned, Aramaic speaking, married, male, Jewish, residents of Palestine, without much formal education, and the parent of one of more children.  The Catholic Church has deviated from all but one of these.  It has ordained English speaking, clean-shaven men.  It has also ordained candidates of all races and education.  However, the one characteristic the Catholic Church will not yield on is the male issue.  Would not it be a logical assumption to say that the church cannot have gentile priests if it cannot have female priests?  It seems arbitrary to say because the Apostles were male and Jesus was a male that priests should also have to be male, when there are numerous other factors.  
After examining these three main themes of Inter Insigniores, I have found it interesting that the Catholic Church has remained so misogynistic when Jesus—on whom the church is based—was so egalitarian.  The Catholic Church has striven to stay out of the clutches of modern culture by trying to stay true to its roots.  The Church states that the feminist movement is to blame for all this turmoil surrounding the ordination of women (Byrne 55-57).  However, the Catholic Church seems to be the one succumbing to the clutches of modern society by remaining so patriarchal.  Jesus, himself, could be called a feminist with his radical doctrine of women and men equality.  If the Catholic Church truly wanted to remain true to its roots, it would reexamine the true message of Christ and look at the historical surroundings of their church “fathers” (like Augustine and Aquinas) and see where there message got tainted with “modern culture.”

Southern Baptist

In the year 2000, the Southern Baptist Convention restated its doctrine that is entitled “Faith and Message”.  The article concerning the church and who should lead the church stated, “…the office of pastor is limited to men as qualified by Scripture” (http://www.sbc.net/bfm/bfm2000.asp).  The main biblical verse they use to validate this is I Timothy 2:8-14, 

I desire, then, that in every place the men should pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or argument; also that the women should dress themselves modestly and decently in suitable clothing, not with their hair braided, or with gold, pearls, or expensive clothes, but with good works, as is proper for women who profess reverence for God. Let a woman learn in silence with full submission. I permit no woman to teach or have authority over a man; she is to keep silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor. Yet she will be saved through childbearing, provided they continue in faith and love and holiness, with modesty.

In his book The Moral Teaching of Paul, Victor Paul Furnish points out how this verse has been mistaken for Paul (86).  Paul viewed men and women as equals.  This is seen in many of his letters on how he addresses them to men and women.  This is also seen in how he addresses female leaders of churches.  He addresses them level with him; never saying he or his work is better.  Furnish says that I Timothy 2:8-15 is unlike Paul because there is nothing specifically Christian about these verses. These verses sound like any Hellenistic Jew or secular moralist of Paul’s day (86).  Furnish points out that ethical teachers of the Greco-Roman world told all females to dress modestly and refrain from making public scenes (86).  Plutarch, a figure in the Neopythagorean movement, advised women only to speak to or through her husband (87).  Rabbis of Paul’s times taught that women should not be allowed to pray.  Thus, these verses in Timothy reflect customs in both Hellenistic and Jewish culture.  In further study of Paul’s genuine letters, it is quite obvious that these verses are very far from his own thoughts on women.  In Romans 7:11, Paul implies that Adam was deceived. And in Romans 5:12-21 and I Corinthians 15:21-22, Paul says it was Adam, not Eve, who was the first brought sin upon the world.  Also, Paul continually states in Romans that one is saved by grace and that it is a gift, not as the result of “bearing children” (Furnish 88).  

While these words in I Timothy should not be attributed to Paul, they still have to be dealt with.  While Southern Baptists have taken these words to heart and think they are applicable for today, it is more reasonable to look at it historically.  During this same time, the Gospel of Mary was written (http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/maps/primary/mary.html).  In this gospel, Mary Magdalene has the lead role as the disciple to the disciples.  Jesus singled her out for special teachings, and now, since he is dead, Mary must teach and minister to the disciples who are all distraught.  Peter does not seem to like this very much and asks, “Did He really speak with a woman without our knowledge (and) not openly? Are we to turn about and all listen to her? Did He prefer her to us?”  Levi answers back to Peter,

Peter, you have always been hot - tempered. Now I see you contending against the woman like the adversaries. But if the Saviour made her worthy, who are you indeed to reject her? Surely the Saviour knows her very well. That is why He loved her more than us. Rather let us be ashamed and put on the perfect man and acquire him for ourselves as He commanded us, and preach the gospel, not laying down any other rule or other law beyond what the Saviour said.

(http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/maps/primary/mary.html)

These two documents—I Timothy and the Gospel of Mary—just show that there was opposition to women leadership even back then, not necessarily if it was right or wrong.

There are many passages in scripture that point to women leaders.  If the Baptist Faith and Message can point to the scripture that tells women to be quiet and subservient, then it is logical to look at all the other scriptures in which women were outspoken and leaders.  The first woman to respond to Paul’s message was Lydia (Acts 16:11-15).  When she became Christian and got baptized, her family and whole household did too, thus showing her authority (Torjesen 15).  It was in her house where Paul stayed for some time and where new Christians gathered to hear and discuss the gospel (Acts 16:40).  Paul begins Romans 16 by praising Phoebe, a “minister”, who has helped him on numerous occasions (Rom. 16:1-2).  He also writes of Prisca and Aquila, who apparently risked their lives for him.  He greets Junia, who he says is the, “foremost among the apostles” (Rom. 16:7).  And the list goes on and on.  Women were leaders, at least in Rome.  However, Nympha of Laodicea is also quoted as a leader in Colossians 4:15.  In the Gospel of John, Mary Magdalene is presented as the model for discipleship, not Peter. The fact that Mary Magdalene is mentioned in all four gospels shows her importance to the Jesus Movement, when most of the 12 disciples are not even mentioned in the gospel of John.

Another passage Southern Baptists use is I Corinthians 14:33b-36, 

As in all the churches of the saints, Women should be silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, as the law also says. If there is anything they should desire to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in a church. Or did the word of God originate with you? Or are you the only ones it has reached?

Some scholars believe this verse interrupts the flow of Paul’s letter, so it should not be attributed to him (Furnish 90-92).  Whether or not I agree with this argument is not the issue.  I think it is more important for us to realize that this letter was written to a certain group of people at a specific period in time.  For us to take these certain verses out of context of the entire letter and apply them to our lives in 21st Century America is illogical.  It is comparable to taking a letter some unknown soldier wrote during the Civil War to his wife about what to do at home in his absence and trying to apply it to our daily household routines.  Personal letters should not be taken out of context to govern the way society should run.  They should be looked at in a more holistic, more historical manner.  By understanding what the author was trying to tell the Corinthians, we could better understand how to apply it to our daily lives, thus becoming better human beings.

Conclusion

What happened to make women so marginalized in the church?  One idea is the fusion between of Christianity and secular culture.  The status of women was strongly affected during the fourth century—when the Jesus Movement was institutionalized—when Christianity began to merge with the Aristotelian biological views and Platonic philosophical views that were so popular (Torjesen 208). By the fourth century, the Jesus’ teachings had already been tainted by popular culture.  Early Christian teachings began to merge with Grecian philosophical views that were so popular (Torjesen 208).  This is evident in writings of St. Augustine’s writings during the late fourth and early fifth centuries.  In book thirteen of his Confessions, Augustine states how women are unequal to men because of their biological state, just like Aristotle’s On the Generation of Animals.  “Because women are women, they are more susceptible to things pertaining to the flesh.”  Augustine cites Eve and the Garden of Eden as the perfect example.  I disagree with Augustine’s, and therefore with mainline society’s, interpretation of the Genesis fall story.  In An Introduction to the Old Testament: A Feminist Perspective, Alice L. Laffey takes a closer look at Gen 3:6b that says, “and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate” (my own italics).  She states that Adam was right next to her during the whole temptation of Eve by the serpent and did nothing—even though he was the one God directly told, not Eve (22-23).  Eve did not seduce her husband into eating the fruit.  What if Augustine had read the story this way?  

Early church “fathers” were just heralding back to Aristotle who believed that women were innately flawed on the basis of their sex.  In his On the Generation of Animals, Aristotle states, “…a woman is as it were an infertile male” (24).  In On Politics, Aristotle states that women can be heads of households but never of states because they are just not as competent as men are (30-31).  According to Aristotle and Augustine, biology is destiny; and that gender and vocation go hand in hand.  Modern medical studies have thrown out biological findings of Aristotle, so why can society not throw out his “scientific findings” on the spiritual difference between men and women?

It seems that the Catholic Church and the Southern Baptists adhere to this same notion that gender equals one’s calling.  But can we say that?  Can a society or a fellowship of common believers say that just because someone does not have genitals that God does not call him or her to the ministry? I say “him” because eunuchs are not allowed to be priests either.  I just find it very odd that we are listening and believing a 1600-year-old biology lesson that dictates a person’s spiritual adeptness.  

What it boils down to is that fact that women have been sexualized for so long and human beings cannot seem to see women as anything other than what their gender dictates them as: mother, wife, nurturer.  The diary of Perpetua throws these stereotypes out of the water and shows that women, just like men, can rise above their gender.  Perpetua’s diary was written around 202 CE just before she was martyred for the Christian faith.  In this document, a picture is painted of a young woman who is around twenty-two, just married, and who has a newborn.  She denounces her female roles as daughter, sister, and even mother for the entirely spiritual role of child of God (http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/maps/primary/perpetua.html).  This is what priests, pastors, and monks are called to do.  They are called to follow God; maybe not to death like Perpetua did, but ultimately to give up the roles that the world places on them, and to pick up the roles God places on them.  Gender has no say about whom God can and cannot work through. 

I always think back to Deborah, my female pastor.  Why did it take so long for the community to accept her as an equal?  Paul says that in Christ there is no male nor female in Galatians 3:28, so why do we as human beings still insist upon seeing gender as such a major issue?   The message of Jesus seems to be clear that we are supposed to deny all earthly things. This includes gender.  Matthew 19:12 is a confusing passage that states, “For there are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by others and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. Let anyone accept this who can.”  We are supposed to deny and look past our gender for God.  This passage, unlike Aristotle and Augustine, is saying that gender does not equal destiny.  Gender is not that big of an issue, and as soon as we accept that as children of God, we will be better off.  The Roman Catholic Church and the Southern Baptist must realize that they are alienating around fifty percent of God’s children.  That is not what the message of God via Christ was all about.  We will someday realize that we are all in God’s world together and that we are all in a fellowship together, therefore all equal.  Until then, I suppose, we must wait around until the doctrines are changed.  Or until God comes again (maybe this time in the form of a female).

