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. . . greet you in the Lord.

Many readers of Priscilla Papers will 
recall John MacArthur’s October 2019 “go 
home” comment directed against Beth 
Moore. The responses abound—online, 
from the pulpit, and elsewhere. Among 
the responders, for example, is CBE 

International President Mimi Haddad; see her October 23 
article, “Racism and Patriarchy—Twin Demons of Abuse,” on 
CBE’s blog. Similarly, I have decided to use this editorial as a 
venue for my own brief response.

MacArthur is longtime pastor-teacher of Grace Community 
Church in Sun Valley, California, among other prominent 
evangelical leadership roles. His comments about Moore go 
beyond stating his view about women preaching. His comments, 
in fact, do not faithfully convey Moore’s actions or teaching.

The same is true of Phil Johnson, executive director of 
the Grace to You radio broadcast, who also commented on 
Moore in that same context, the Truth Matters Conference. 
Johnson said that Moore is narcissistic and preaches herself 
rather than Christ.

In my opinion, these men have acted against Scripture. And 
not just any Scripture—I’m referring to the ninth  commandment: 
“You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor” 
(Exod 20:16, Deut 5:20 NIV). These evangelical leaders were 
called upon in a public forum to comment on Moore, and they 
gave false testimony by knowingly misrepresenting her and her 
ministry.

You might be surprised that I also believe Moore has acted 
against Scripture. And not just any Scripture—I’m referring to 

the Sermon on the Mount: “Do not give dogs what is sacred; 
do not throw your pearls to pigs. If you do, they may trample 
them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces” (Matt 
7:6 NIV). The analogy I’m drawing is that Moore’s high-
quality teaching is an example of what Jesus calls “sacred” and 
“pearls.” By making such pearls widely available (through her 
website, best-selling publications, and innumerable speaking 
engagements), Moore has made herself vulnerable to those who 
oppose her. As a result, certain opponents have trampled her 
teaching and attempted to tear her to pieces.

There is, of course, a significant difference between the way 
MacArthur has acted against Scripture and the way Moore 
has. The Ten Commandments are just that—commandments. 
They are inspired laws in a section of Scripture that has been 
considered foundational for millennia; to act against them is 
sin. Matthew 7:6, however, is inspired wisdom literature, and it 
also appears in a section of Scripture considered foundational 
for millennia. But some wisdom literature takes the form of a 
warning, and acting against such wisdom sayings is not sin. 
Instead, doing so is acting with awareness of the warning. An 
example of a wisdom warning is Proverbs 22:24–25: “Do not 
make friends with a hot-tempered person, do not associate with 
one easily angered, or you may learn their ways and get yourself 
ensnared” (NIV).

In short, MacArthur spoke against a scriptural command; 
Moore has long spoken in the awareness of a scriptural warning. 
Though the Sermon on the Mount had warned her not to cast 
her pearls before swine, she has nevertheless persisted in her 
teaching. And praise God for that!
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The Case of Virgin Rape: Deuteronomy 22
Jessica Stefick

In 2012, sixteen-year-old Amina Filali killed herself by 
ingesting rat poison after being forced to marry her rapist by 
the Moroccan judicial system.1 While the situation might shock 
us, her response comes as no surprise since Amina would have 
shared the bed of her rapist for the rest of her life, giving him 
the “right” to repeat the initial act indefinitely. Sadly, such an 
arrangement is no stranger to ancient Israel’s law. This article 
will evaluate three patriarchal themes that arise from the literary 
and historical contexts of Deut 22:28–29 in order to produce 
three outcomes: a greater understanding of the law’s original 
sociological intentions, its potential theological implications, 
and recommendations regarding how the contemporary church 
might respond to such a text.

The Law and Its Context

If a man meets a virgin who is not engaged, and seizes 
her and lies with her, and they are caught in the act, the 
man who lay with her shall give fifty shekels of silver 
to the young woman’s father, and she shall become his 
wife. Because he violated her he shall not be permitted 
to divorce her as long as he lives. (Deut 22:28–29 NRSV)

The law under discussion is found within a larger grouping 
of laws (Deut 22:13–30) that seem to fall under the seventh 
commandment, the prohibition of adultery.2 Within this 
grouping appears a subset of laws pertaining to rape. The 
penalty for the rape of an unengaged virgin, the law under 
discussion, concedes to prescribe the least severe of the available 
punishments (Deut 22:23–29). The rape of a married or engaged 
woman—implying “ownership” of the woman was already 
guaranteed by the payment of a bride-price—always leads to the 
male perpetrator’s death (Deut 22:23–25). Two considerations 
influence the assessment of a rape case: the extent to which a 
woman appeared to have consented and her status in relation 
to a man.

Notwithstanding, scholars argue whether we can speak of the 
Deuteronomic law as having a category for sexual assault/rape, 
since this category, in our modern definition, depends on the 
victim’s (lack of) consent.3 While the man is said to aggressively 
seize the woman in order to lie with her, in the purview of 
Deuteronomic laws women were not granted what we might 
call “bodily integrity”; that is, they did not necessarily have the 
authority to give their consent.4 Further, neither the law under 
discussion nor any extra-biblical evidence attempts to empower 
the female victim to speak on her own behalf. While Deut 22:27 
provides that a woman’s scream may serve as her ability to refuse 
consent, this is only credited to her if she is immediately found. If 
it is her word against her attacker’s after-the-fact, sadly, her word 
will not hold. In this way, the first patriarchal theme imposed by 
Deut 22:28–29 comes to light: failure to take seriously a woman’s 
voice about an issue that affects her wellbeing. 

In order to properly discuss the scope of the law, the extent 
of the patriarchal context of ancient Israel must be determined. 

In Israel, like many other ancient cultures, “violence and 
domination [were] central to the discursive production of the 
gender subject,” that is, the male subject.5 Consequently, the 
Deuteronomic law, having been produced in such a cultural 
milieu, seems to understand rape as what Harold Washington 
considers an inevitable expression of masculinity since it needs to 
be addressed in the first place and only refers to the case of a male 
committing such an act.6 This is also reflected in the retribution 
of rape, which changes according to the way a woman is (or 
is not) attached to a man, always serving to protect the male’s 
entitlements and privileges.7 In this way, injury to a woman was 
primarily viewed as an injury to her father, husband, or fiancé.8

In the case of an engaged woman who had been raped, the 
consequence for the perpetrator was always death (Deut 22:23–
27). This is due to the fact that the bride-price had already been 
paid for the woman, which meant that the act of rape was a direct 
affront to the reproductive “rights” of the man who “possessed” 
her by paying her bride-price.9 In the case of an unattached 
virgin, the act of rape did not affront any man except her 
father. In this case, the only “right” taken away was the father’s 
“right” to his daughter’s bride-price, which could be settled by 
the payment of fifty pieces of silver (Deut 22:29). Notice, the 
settlement is made between two men without acknowledgment 
of the woman except for the fact that she had to marry her 
attacker without the possibility of him divorcing her.10 Arguably, 
the economic profitability of the victim’s virginity, fifty pieces of 
silver, is intended to outweigh the violation, humiliation, and 
injury suffered by the victim.11 Albeit, the rape of a virgin in the 
Exodus code allowed the woman’s father to refuse the marriage 
but maintain the bride-price (Exod 22:6–17); nevertheless, 
the father remained in control of the woman’s future and the 
Deuteronomic code leaves this rather significant stipulation out. 
This observation leads to a secondary patriarchal theme that is 
maintained by Deut 22:28–29: placing concern for the wellbeing 
of the male above and instead of the female.

For these reasons it is tenable that the sociological intent of 
the Deuteronomic rape law was to protect the patriarch whose 
property, rights, and honour had been compromised, in this 
case, by devaluing his virgin daughter. Still, some scholars 
argue that the intentions of this law served to protect the 
victim, the virgin woman. Rightly, this position emphasizes 
that the violation of a young woman’s virginity included 
not only economic consequences that put her bride-price in 
jeopardy, but also social consequences that would have left her 
unmarriageable in a society that venerated female virginity.12 
Further, the demand for a marriage (of the victim to her rapist) 
without the right to divorce is understood as ensuring lifelong 
provision for the woman and protection from the accusation of 
sexual impropriety as determined in 22:20–21.13 

Despite these plausible attempts to justify or make sense of the 
law in question, such an interpretation of Deut 22:28–29 serves 
as an example of what Cheryl Anderson says “communicates 
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the message that the faith tradition does not (and should not) 
consider the possibility that women might have different yet valid 
perspectives” on an issue of tremendous 
concern to them.14 Attempting to view 
the restitution for the rape of a virgin as 
an example of a “reparative marriage” 
that benefits or protects the woman is to 
assume, as Washington notes, “the woman 
is somehow better off in the household 
of her attacker than she would be if she 
remained in the household of her father or guardian.”15

Further, given that this law is casuistic (that is, it has 
developed over time as applied to various cases), it does not 
actually prohibit sexual violence against women, but stipulates 
“the terms under which a man may commit rape.”16 Reinhart 
suggests this law could have even incentivized rape as a way of 
securing an unbetrothed woman who was outside of a man’s 
social class, or whose father refused to give her in marriage.17 
Equally important, the law under question “assumes that the 
deed will be found out” (v. 28), but does not provide protection 
for the woman if the attack goes undiscovered and she seeks 
out justice on her own behalf.18 Rather, she is left to deal with 
the consequences of Deut 22:20–21. While some commentators 
might try to argue for the redemptive nature of the law, they 
overlook the fact that the law does not actually protect victims 
from attack in the first place nor provide an adequate remedy for 
violence and violation.19 Moreover, the law merely affirms the 
reality that women were at men’s disposal.20

Compared to rape laws in the greater ancient Near East, 
retribution in the Deuteronomic code is far less radical. 
Nineteenth-century BC laws from the Mesopotamian city-
state of Eshnunna, for example, call for the death of a man 
who seizes a woman forcibly without the consent of her 
parents, depriving her of her virginity.21 Middle Assyrian rape 
laws require that the rapist pay triple the normal bride-price, 
marry the victim upon being given the father’s consent, and 
be denied the right to divorce.22 In Assyrian law, if the rapist 
had a wife the “measure-for-measure punishment” was added, 
which included that the victim’s father could have the rapist’s 
wife raped and then keep her.23

Considering the lenient rape laws of Deuteronomy, compared 
to other ancient Near Eastern cultures, and the fact that the law 
did not actually ensure protection for the virgin woman, the 
potential theological implications of the law code remain rather 
inconclusive. While some provision of protection may be seen in 
the attempt to make sure a woman was not left desolate (socially 
and maritally) post-rape, it is wrong, and in fact disturbing, 
to view the forced marriage of a victim to her perpetrator as 
demonstrative of YHWH’s protective nature.24 Jeremiah might 
shed some unwanted light on this subject when he prophesies 
about Judah’s impending captivity, “it is for the greatness of your 
iniquity that your skirts are lifted up, and you are violated. . . . I 
myself will lift up your skirts over your face, and your shame will 
be seen” (Jer 13:22, 26 NRSV). Eighteen chapters later, Jeremiah 
pictures YHWH as making a new marital covenant with Judah 
(Jer 31:31–33).

This disturbing and confusing image is upsetting for many 
contemporary readers since it goes against the church’s role 

as a place of protection as well as the 
way the church rightfully understands 
YHWH’s protective nature. So, what this 
law might reveal about YHWH is either 
bound to cultural context, needing to be 
re-interpreted with a contemporary frame 
of reference, or is extremely troubling, 
or both. Nevertheless, Deut 22:28–29 can 

be seen as enforcing a third patriarchal theme: the image of a 
male God who operates out of cruel logic rather than creative 
compassion.

The Law in Our Context

To our great despair, the mistreatment of women’s bodies is both 
a universal and perennial issue. Research shows that a quarter of 
women will face sexual abuse at some point in their life, and two 
women will be murdered by their current or former male partner 
each week.25 In this way, it becomes clear that the patriarchal 
themes that arise in Deut 22:28–29 have carried into the twenty-
first century. These connections, along with recommendations 
for the church moving forward, are threefold.

Repentance

Missing from widespread biblical interpretation is what 
Anderson cites as “conscientization . . . a process that seeks to 
make both the privileged and the non-privileged aware of the 
values of hierarchical systems in both written texts and the world 
around them that privilege some over others and that they have 
subsequently internalized.”26 We see evidence of the disregard 
of a woman’s voice about an issue that primarily pertains to her, 
not only in court cases, but in our own congregations by way 
of inadequate and uninformed interpretation that continues to 
determine the female experience as secondary. Does it do the 
church any good in our contemporary context to claim this law 
as a good option for the woman, as so many have? We might take 
Bruce Birch’s advice and move toward reclaiming the biblical 
text “from elements that distort or limit its moral witness” 
as Deut 22:28–29 does;27 practically, the church does this by 
donning the garments of repentance that cease to reconcile, 
explain, or justify a text of terror such as Deut 22:28–29.

While we claim our holy book to be countercultural, this 
law reveals a cultural limitation within it.28 The character of 
YHWH as a just and loving provider that we read of earlier 
in Deut 10:18 and later in 31:6, for example, does not seem to 
be fully rendered in 22:28–29. As Morgan Reinhart suggests, 
Deuteronomy “could have ordered that a rapist cannot marry 
his victim, but must provide financial support for her for his 
entire life . . . or have ordered that rape victims are in no way 
sullied or unmarriageable, while their attackers are both.”29 
We must finally admit that “justice” for the virgin is actually 
a life sentence of pain, not redemption. With this attitude 
of repentance the church might move forward in the way it 
handles cases of sexual assault and rape, giving women a safe 
place to heal from male-instigated trauma, and a platform to be 
taken seriously.

With this attitude of repentance the 
church might move forward in the 
way it handles cases of sexual assault 
and rape, giving women a safe place 
to heal from male-instigated trauma, 
and a platform to be taken seriously.
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Mourning

An article in the New York Times talks about the era of social 
media as “a period when the whisper network moved online 
and became a shout. Suddenly, in a way they never had before, 
women have a voice, people are listening, and men are paying 
consequences.”30 Historically, Christianity has failed to elevate 
women to their proper status as bearers of God’s image (Gen 
1:27), and in turn, has failed to validate the female experience.31 
Instead, it has typically enforced an ancient 
patriarchal system in a world that can no longer 
operate in such a way. In doing so, the church 
has often prioritized the reputation of male 
perpetrators. The church will move forward in 
pursuing a kingdom of redemption and healing 
when it is moved to mourn. We mourn for 
Israel’s women who were forced to share the bed 
of their rapist, mourn for women who are told to submit to men 
who have sexually, physically, and emotionally abused them, 
and mourn alongside survivors of rape. While we mourn, we 
remember that YHWH always acts in favour of those who have 
been previously disregarded and unheard.32 With this memory, 
the church might begin to embody the fulfillment of Rev 21:4, 
which imagines YHWH as wiping away every tear. Unlike our 
current situation, what an incredible turn of events it would 
be if the church, rather than social media, became the primary 
platform for women to be taken seriously!

Action

Finally, the church is to stand actively with women against the 
systems of oppression that we ourselves have enacted. We do this 
by actively fighting against rape culture, which Elaine Storkey 
defines as, “the use of misogynistic language, the objectification 
of women’s bodies, the glamorization of sexual violence and the 
entitlement given to men” that defines manhood as dominance 
and sexual aggression.33 We also do this by rethinking the way 
we talk about YHWH, such as resurfacing the female attributes 
of YHWH that might present a different side of Deut 22:28–29. 
Consider, for example, Isa 66:13, which speaks of YHWH saying, 
“As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort  you; and 
you shall be comforted in Jerusalem” (NRSV). One can hardly 
imagine this motherly figure condemning her daughter to share 
the bed of her attacker. In this way, the church embodies both 
repentance and mourning by taking any means necessary, even 
challenging the way it typically speaks about YHWH, to assure 
that the occurrence of Deut 22:28–29 and the demeaning of a 
woman’s personhood is no longer reflective of our faith tradition. 
By doing so, the church can continue the trajectory of the text—
justice in light of an atrocious act—but learn from the ways that 
it fell short of protecting women then, and be moved to protect 
them now. Practically, we can start by ceasing to justify texts that 
are not wholly reflective of the creatively compassionate protector 
that YHWH is.

Conclusion

Having evaluated the literary and cultural context of Deut 
22:28–29, it is clear that its primary sociological and theological 

intentions reflect three prominent patriarchal themes. First, 
women were at a man’s disposal since their voice and ability to 
consent were faint. Second, the rights and entitlements of a male 
were to be protected at all costs. Third, the law is reflective of 
an incomplete, masculine image of YHWH, who operates out 
of cruel logic rather than creative compassion. These themes are 
not exclusive to Deut 22:28–29 but appear in our contemporary 
context as well. 

Unfortunately for the credibility of 
the church, secular activists have led the 
Western world to acknowledge “that women 
are fully adult, fully responsible, [and] 
fully free partners with men in the human 
enterprise.”34 Accordingly, it is the church’s 
duty to move away from justifying inadequate 
interpretations of our sacred text, toward an 

informed understanding characterized by compassion and 
advocacy for victims and survivors of sexual abuse and rape. 
As such, it is with this lens that the patriarchal themes instilled 
in Deut 22:28–29 can be countered by repentance, mourning, 
and actively standing against our own systems of gendered 
oppression.
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The embodiment of Christ is central to the Christian faith as we 
confess God incarnate. The second person of the Trinity taking 
on flesh is integral to how we understand the means of our 
salvation—that Christ, fully God and fully human, died and was 
resurrected. We remember Christ’s broken body and shed blood 
for our salvation in the celebration of the Eucharist, a tangible 
practice that unites and sustains the body of Christ, the church. 
Julian of Norwich, in her Revelations of Divine Love, recounts and 
meditates on her revelations of Christ dying and the significance 
of his body and blood in his work of salvation and continued 
work of sustaining us. In these revelations, she appropriates this 
salvific work to Christ, our true mother.1 Using Julian’s imagery 
of the maternal Christ, I argue that the inclusion of embodied 
female experiences in how the church understands the Eucharist 
is necessary for the eucharistic celebration to truly unite the 
whole body of Christ.

This article first introduces Julian and her Revelations in order 
to situate her metaphor of God as mother within her theological 
work. Secondly, I unfold the intricacies of this metaphor as 
Julian assigns to Christ the “motherly” characteristics of mercy 
and safety. Thirdly, I explore the deep well of imagery between 
Christ’s work and the experiences of motherhood, particularly 
in the eucharistic language of body broken and blood shed. 
This culminates in an examination of how we participate in 
the Eucharist and the necessity of knowing and sharing in the 
experiences of those gathered with us. 

Julian and Our True Mother

As an anchoress2 at St. Julian’s Church in Norwich, England, 
Julian had spent her years quietly praying and meditating on 
God until she became ill and believed the end of her life was 
drawing near. In the year 1373, with a crucifix brought close to 
her bedside, upon which she fixed her attention, she began to 
see drops of blood flowing from the crown of thorns on Christ’s 
head (3.42–43). Through these drops of blood, Julian entered 
into her revelations of Christ’s bloody death and the realization 
of God’s love being as endless as the flow of blood from Jesus’s 
body. She writes, “The beloved blood of our Lord Jesus Christ 
is as truly most precious as ’tis truly abundant. Behold and see!” 
(12.57). She would spend years contemplating and interpreting 
these revelations and what they meant for the life of the church.

While several chapters of her long text3 focus on Christ as our 
true mother, her interpretation of Christ as a whole is arguably 
female and maternal. Christ’s identity as our mother is central to 
how Julian sees and interprets the entire theological framework 
of her Revelations, including the Trinity, salvation, and sin. 
For Julian, “as truly as God is our father, so truly is God our 
mother” (59.129). Julian appropriates the “office of motherhood” 
to Christ because motherhood is the “closest, most willing, more 
sure” of human “services” to compare with the work of Christ 

(60.130). Christ is our mother twice: first in our creation and 
second through Christ’s incarnation in which Christ takes on 
our humanity, both body and soul (59.129). In his dying for us 
because of his great love, the pain and labor turn to joy and bliss 
as the wound in his side becomes our safe resting place (24.72). 
Through this, Christ “encloses” us within himself and births us 
to new life through his resurrection (57.126). Now Christ, as our 
mother, continues his work of feeding and sustaining us through 
the Eucharist (60.130). 

While Julian embraces this female imagery of Christ, she never 
denies the historical particularity of Christ—continuing to refer 
to Christ exclusively with male pronouns even when referring to 
him as mother. Nor does she deny or ignore masculine imagery 
of God—with the distinction of God as father being equally 
important to her understanding of the Trinity. Nevertheless, for 
Julian, in our contemplation of an incomprehensible God, we 
must consider God as mother as well as father. The metaphor of 
Christ as our true mother is helpful for thinking about how we 
can know something of God through our human experiences, 
as image-bearers of God. Julian makes it clear that our mothers 
only fulfill this “office” partially, in comparison to what Christ 
has done and continues to do for us. This is reminiscent of Isaiah 
declaring of God: 

Can a mother forget the baby at her breast
and have no compassion on the child she has borne?
Though she may forget,
I will not forget you! (Isa 49:15 NIV)

God’s love and care for us is like a mother’s, but even greater still. 
To speak about God as mother is not to dismiss the particularity 
of Christ but to imagine how the savior of all humanity truly 
became like us and how, in our own particularity, we might 
become like him. 

This imagery of Christ as our mother is not unique to Julian. 
Her contemporaries used maternal images to make specific 
points about God or the roles and duties of religious leaders—
making use of feminine attributes.4 The increase in using 
maternal images came with a growing interest in the humanity of 
Jesus, finding it most appropriate to speak of the incarnate Christ 
through metaphors of human experience. Men often made these 
comparisons and envisioned Christ as male with added feminine 
attributes. Yet Julian’s contemplation of a maternal Christ stands 
apart. She “imagines her female body mapped onto that of God 
and makes the body of Christ participate in female, rather than 
feminine, functions.”5 Her Christ does not merely act feminine, 
but is our true mother. She does not make Christ maternal or 
feminine simply by associating stereotypically feminine qualities 
to Christ but makes the most foundationally human and 
embodied experiences of women central to the identity of the 
savior and his means of saving all of humanity. To be clear, this 
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is not to say that God is female, just as God is not male; instead, 
it is an exercise in contemplating God in female terms.6 Such 
qualities and experiences of women are central to more fully 
contemplating our salvation. Far from simply being a way for 
women to associate themselves with Christ, the incarnation, 
death, and resurrection cannot be fully understood apart from 
these maternal images.

A Redemptive Image for Women: The Eucharist and the 
Maternal Christ

This imagery, while essential for all of us to better understand 
the work of Christ and his love for us, takes on a particular 
redemptive nature for women and lends itself in essential ways to 
the celebration of the Eucharist. This imagery of Christ as mother, 
sharing in the embodied experiences of women—bleeding, 
laboring, breaking, birthing, feeding—cannot be overlooked 
or set in a box pertaining only to women’s issues. These images 
and the accompanying language are subversively linked to the 
liturgy of the Eucharist, in which we remember Christ’s broken 
body, Christ’s shed blood, Christ dying to give us new life, Christ 
feeding us through his own body and blood. A mother feeds 
her child milk from her own body, yet Christ fulfills this role 
of motherhood to the perfect extent as he feeds us with himself 
and continues to feed us through the celebration of the Eucharist 
(60.130). In this, “women become a fully fleshly and feeding 
self—at one with the generative suffering of God.”7 This life-
giving work of mothers helps give language and understanding 
to the life-giving work of Christ.

Marcia Mount Shoop, in her project of embracing embodied 
experiences in the practices of the church, suggests we need to 
listen to “the body’s own language”—how our bodies naturally 
exist in the world and communicate experiences—for what it 
might teach us, what it might teach the church about our own 
bodies in community and about Christ, who in the incarnation 
took on a body like ours.8 Julian’s attention to the body of Christ 
and Christ being our true mother is a practice of such listening. 
Because the Eucharist is a central marker of the Christian faith, 
listening to and celebrating these maternal and bodily images 
must become central to our eucharistic practices. 

Julian’s metaphor of Christ as our mother and her associations 
between Christ and the female body are stark because, in her 
time, the female body represented the worst of humanity. In 
medieval times the female body was viewed as inherently inferior 
to that of men; it was the lower being, lacking in all that was the 
male body.9 The female body signified “lack and failure,” and 
because Jesus was born of the virgin Mary, Jesus’s body was 
made of virgin, female flesh, which they believed was the lowest, 
most delicate state of humanity, most at-risk and susceptible to 
pain.10 In their understanding, Jesus took on the lowest, most 
marginalized, most at-risk form of humanity, and in this lowliest 
of states redeemed all of humanity. In imaging Christ as female, 
all of what it means to be female—both the most essential 
bodily experiences and the ways women have historically been 
considered less than, marginal, dangerous, physical, weak, or 
sinful by their very nature—must be associated with Christ, 
is assumed by Christ, and is the very means of our salvation. 

Therefore, the use of these female images and characteristics is 
significant, not for reinforcing gender stereotypes of masculine 
and feminine characteristics, but for communicating that the 
nature of Christ fully encompasses humanity’s salvation to 
include even our own perceptions of marginalized and lowly 
humanity. Two such maternal characteristics are important to 
Julian: mercy and safety, which must be understood together.

Mercy

Mercy is a “property” of motherhood, a compassionate tenderness 
of a mother toward her children (48.102–3). While Julian explicitly 
makes this connection, this association of mercy as a maternal trait 
was common in her time and was juxtaposed with the fatherly trait 
of justice.11 Instead of understanding the work of Christ and the 
state of human sinfulness through the lens of justice, Julian “lifts 
the fall out of the framework of justice entirely” and instead turns 
to the property of mercy and Christ’s work of compassion.12 
Mercy is Christ’s work for our salvation, “for the flood of mercy 
which is his dearest blood and precious water is plentifully 
available to make us fair and pure” (61.133). Christ’s work of 
mercy, together with the property of grace—which belongs to 
the Holy Spirit—continues to reveal God’s abundant love as he 
cares for his children and guides them through life. Mercy is the 
property of God dealing with us in our sin and his love toward 
us shown in the freedom we have to continue waywardly in our 
sin. Julian describes our sinfulness as our failing, falling, and 
dying, which produce in us fear, shame, and sorrow. However, 
in God’s compassion, his love never leaves us in this sinful state 
because “the sweet eye of pity and love never looks away from us, 
nor does the operation of mercy cease” (48.102). Mercy is ever-
present, ever-protecting, ever-reviving, and ever heals us. 

Safety

Julian’s consideration of God’s mercy cannot be separated from 
her exploration of God keeping us safe. As mercy is an outworking 
of God’s love, so “the operation of mercy is to safeguard us in 
love” (48.102). Julian pictures our relationship with Christ as a 
child running to her mother (61.132–33). In our sin, in our falling, 
Christ does not want us to run away from him but longs for us to 
run to him like a child to her mother, looking for help and safety. 
Christ longs to gather us under his wing like a mother hen, to 
keep us safe, but we are often not willing (Matt 23:37); we choose 
to run away. Julian does not liken Christ to a mother hen but to a 
motherly nurse whose only task is tending to our care and safety; 
Christ says to us, “I am keeping you very safe” (61.133). Amy Laura 
Hall rhetorically wonders why Julian did not compare Christ to a 
doctor who stitches up our wounds, only to make the point that it 
is a nurse who has the task of diligently caring for vulnerable and 
unpredictable bodies in the slow process of healing.13 Mercy is an 
attentive nurse. Mercy is eyes always watching over us and caring 
for us even when we fall. Mercy is a mother longing to protect 
her child, even her disobedient child. Mercy is our mother always 
welcoming us back and drawing us in. Mercy is keeping us safe. 
This is the mercy we encounter at the table of the Eucharist.

Christ cares for us as a nurse and draws us to himself as a 
mother until we are enclosed in the open wounds of Christ. We 
are always welcomed back, always welcomed in. The celebration 
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of the Eucharist is the “site of safety” in which we celebrate 
and receive “the unrepeatable yet perpetually repeated gift” of 
salvation through the cross of Christ.14 At the eucharistic table, 
we are all children returning to our mother seeking safety and 
mercy. Christ wants us to cry out, “My kind mother, my gracious 
mother, my dearest mother, take pity on me. I have made myself 
dirty and unlike you, and I neither can nor may put this right 
except with your very own help and grace” (61.133). While we do 
not repeat these exact words at the eucharistic table, the formula 
is the same: “Lord, I am not worthy that you should enter under 
my roof, but only say that word and my soul shall be healed.”15 
It is through the Eucharist that we encounter divine safety and 
wholeness, through which our true mother cares for each of us 
and all of us, feeding us with himself in the bread and wine. 

Body and Blood: Birthed to New Life and Ultimate Love

Even more central to Julian’s depiction of Christ is his embodied 
experience, both through the incarnation and in his fulfillment 
of the office of motherhood. Not only is Christ keeping us safe 
and offering mercy at the eucharistic table, but it is his body 
broken and blood shed to birth us to new life. As the church 
recalls and reenacts at each celebration of the Eucharist, Jesus 
says of the bread and wine, “This is my body given for you. . . . 
This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out 
for you” (Luke 22:19–20 NIV). The experiences and images of 
bodies broken and blood shed are imbedded in the most central 
practice of the church; they are also intrinsic to the experience 
of motherhood, and Julian makes full use of this connection. 
Through this, women become the symbols for all humanity in 
Christ taking on such a nature.16 Julian makes the embodied 
experiences of women essential to understanding Christ, the 
means of our salvation, and the words Christ gave the church 
by which to remember his death. It is to the images of blood and 
body that we now turn.

Blood

Blood is an important image for Julian as a central reminder 
of the abundance of God’s love for us. Christ’s blood covers 
all and is as plentiful as water after a heavy rain (7.49). Julian 
spends several chapters meditating on and describing in detail 
the blood flowing from Christ’s dying body.17 Bleeding is an 
experience common to all humans, from the way we come into 
the world to getting a paper cut or scraping our knee. However, 
Christ’s bleeding is specific to the bloodshed necessary for the 
salvation of the world and is the means of new life in Christ 
(e.g., John 6:53–56). This is a form of bleeding that is particular 
to birth, a kind of bleeding experienced only by mothers; it is 
bleeding that leads to new life. Pregnancy and birth are marked 
by blood, both in the monthly rhythm of bleeding that prepares 
a womb for a child and the bleeding that accompanies that 
child’s delivery into the world. Christ, like a mother, bleeds for 
us and births us to new life.

In ch. 7, Julian sees the thick, dark-red drops of blood 
flowing from Christ as if flowing from a vein, an image that 
was both beautiful and horrifying to her (7.48–49). The blood 
is beautiful because, as she reveals in ch. 12, it is Christ’s blood 
that “overflows the whole earth and is ready to wash from sin 

all who are, have been, and shall be of good will” (12.57). It is 
Christ’s shed blood that saves us, so the abundant flow of the 
blood reveals the overwhelming, all-encompassing act of God’s 
salvation. However, this image is also horrifying to her because it 
exposes the intensity of Christ’s suffering and the extent to which 
Christ was willing to suffer for us to give us new life. Frederick 
Christian Bauerschmidt describes this image as both grotesque 
and symbolic of new life, an image of “a body exteriorizing its 
liquid interior, of borders becoming fluid and malleable . . . the 
great quantity of Christ’s blood waters the earth to bring forth 
new life.”18 Christ’s abundant blood is simultaneously an image 
of both suffering and love. 

Body

However, in ch. 10, Julian sees Christ’s body drying up and the 
once-flowing blood caked to his face (10.52–53). The endless 
flow of salvation seems to have been defeated. Bauerschmidt 
describes this as an image of Christ’s “failed body” because, “in 
order to be a salvific body, Christ’s body must in some sense be a 
failed body.”19 This failure, this death, is necessary for salvation 
and new life in these final stages of Christ’s labor. Laboring 
mothers know this experience all too well; the brink of giving 
birth—the final stages of labor—feels like the brink of death, 
a failed body that cannot complete the task of love it set out to 
accomplish. Hannah Shanks vividly describes this experience of 
labor. She says, “As we birth, we often catch a glimpse of death—
we feel as though we are going to die. . . . In the intense moments 
of birth, most women describe feeling as though they are close 
to death. Death and life, it seems, are not strangers.”20 Mothers 
labor and bleed to the point of defeat and sometimes even death 
in an ultimate act of love so that their children might have life; 
in blood they birth us into the world. So too, all of Christ’s blood 
was used up, poured out for our salvation and new life. Just 
when it seems that defeat is inevitable, that all of the blood has 
been poured out, the redemptive blood flows to birth us to new 
life. This is the cup of salvation which we partake and celebrate 
at the eucharistic table. 

Julian’s imagery of Christ’s work on the cross being like that 
of a laboring mother is familiar from the pages of Scripture. 
Isaiah compares God’s longing to redeem Israel to a laboring 
mother panting and gasping (Isa 42:14). The prolonged and 
excruciating work of labor—love, longing, and pain experienced 
to the ultimate degree—is the best human experience to assist us 
in understanding what Christ went through to redeem us. Julian 
makes this comparison explicit: 

We know that our mothers bear us and bring us into 
this world to suffering and to death, and yet our true 
mother Jesus, he, all love, gives birth to us into joy and 
to endless life—blessed may he be! So he sustains us 
within himself in love and was in labour for the full 
time, he who wanted to suffer the sharpest pangs and 
the most grievous sufferings that ever were or ever shall 
be, and at the last he died. (60.130)

Christ carried us in his womb, and he labored in pain to bring us 
new life. In meditating on the image of God as a laboring woman, 
Lauren Winner acknowledges how, unlike the experience of 
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labor, she usually pictures Christ’s work of redemption being easy 
work. She wonders how imagining the process and prolonged 
struggle of labor might inform our perception of Christ dying 
on the cross: “Whatever I think or feel about God’s body when 
I imagine God groaning and panting in labor,” Winner writes, 
“I should also think or feel when I remember God executed by a 
Roman prefect.”21 Thinking about Christ in labor can assist us in 
thinking about Christ’s death on the cross in new ways. This is the 
practice of listening to our own bodies and the bodies of others, 
listening to help us contemplate God in new ways. As Julian sees 
our salvation as the work of God’s mercy, might we also imagine 
Christ’s crucifixion as a mother’s ultimate act of love?

As blood is a necessary component of labor, so too is breaking, 
and as surely as a mother’s body breaks to birth her child, Christ’s 
body broke for us. Therefore, a body that struggles, bleeds, breaks 
open, and seems to have failed becomes the locus of our salvation 
and brings forth new life. Breaking is a necessary part of birth, 
a painful act of love which leads to joy and new life. Shanks 
unites us around the idea of bodies breaking: “we all begin with 
breaking. . . . The mother-bodies that bore us up to that point, 
shifting their organs while weaving ours, break and give way in 
one final act of carrying.”22 This is Christ’s full offering of himself 
to us, a body broken for us to give us new life, and it is only 
through this broken, wounded body that we are fed.

Julian compares the wounds of Christ to the breast of a 
mother; for her, Christ is both a laboring mother and a nursing 
mother. She writes, “The mother can lay the child tenderly to her 
breast, but our tender mother Jesus, he can lead us intimately 
into his blessed breast through his sweet open side” (60.130). In 
Julian’s time, such a statement of bodies touching and crossing 
the boundaries of each other, of bodily fluids exchanged, would 
have been an audacious statement. Bodies meant boundaries, 
thresholds that should never be crossed. In the time of the 
Black Plague and clear boundaries between social classes, the 
boundaries of bodies, physically and metaphorically, were seen 
as dangerous, places through which uncleanness could enter.23 
However, this is how Julian saw us receiving Christ and Christ 
receiving us; this is the way Christ feeds us with himself and we 
are kept safe as Christ encloses us within himself. Christ is like a 
mother, sharing of his whole self, crossing boundaries to feed us 
and breaking himself open to let us in. 

The celebration of the Eucharist is an embodied practice of 
remembrance and encounter intertwined with bodily imagery 
and a drawing together of the body of the church. What Jesus 
taught his disciples during their last meal together—his body 
their food, his blood their salvation—is subversive. Yet it is the 
meal that unites Christ’s church, the meal that the church has 
celebrated since the first night Jesus connected his embodied 
experience to the means of our salvation. Christ’s body was 
broken for us, he labored in pain for us, he shed his blood for us, 
and through this he birthed us to new life and continues to feed 
us with himself. This is what we celebrate at the eucharistic table. 
The means of our salvation is messy and bodily, but how easily 
we forget that this has always been the case; through mindless 
recitation of Jesus’s words and our avoidance of embracing the 
messiness of embodiment, we disconnect the celebration of the 

Eucharist from the embodied means of our salvation, the proof 
of the extent of God’s love for us. Shoop and Mary McClintock 
Fulkerson starkly name how easily we separate the Eucharist 
from the messiness of Christ’s death, saying “we’re told that Jesus 
said the bread was his body broken, the cup his blood poured out, 
but in such a sanitized environment that violence seems almost 
impossible to believe.”24 Thinking about Christ as a laboring, 
birthing, nursing mother is essential for the church to un-sanitize 
a messy, bodily story of our salvation. 

Participation: Bodies Broken and Shared

As the church is the body of Christ, so we are united as 
members of that body. Julian’s imagery of Christ as our mother 
comes to fulfillment in her vision of the church. The church is 
where we receive mercy, is our site of safety, and through our 
participation in the Eucharist, is where we receive the body and 
blood of Christ. The church is safety for broken people, for “a 
single individual often feels broken . . . but the whole body of 
Holy Church has never broken, nor ever shall be, without end” 
(61.133). This is a vision of the universal church, Christ’s church 
and body continuing his work in the world. We are sustained and 
united through the body and blood of Christ. Our experience of 
encountering Christ at the eucharistic table joins us to the whole 
body of Christ. Through him, we are united to each other and 
enabled to be a body of safety, offering hope for broken people. It 
is in this that our practices are transformed through listening to 
and valuing the experiences of others.

When we are one in Christ, the experiences of others become 
necessarily linked to our experiences. The meal draws us together 
and transforms how we live as the body of Christ. In Julian’s time, 
the practice of celebrating the Eucharist revealed the deep divide 
between social classes.25 However, Julian envisions Christ’s body 
as that which unites the church, a broken body that united the 
body. Eboni Marshall Turman argues it is the incarnation of 
Christ that “employs the coming-togetherness” and makes 
possible our unity, even in the midst of the ways we have tried to 
deny the humanity or image of God in others, the ways we have 
dismissed the significance of the experiences of others, and the 
ways we have marginalized and oppressed others.26 As we partake 
in the broken body of Christ, we share our own broken selves 
with each other, and through that we are united. We participate 
in the healing practices of sharing the broken body of Christ and 
sharing in the brokenness of each other, and through this, our 
understanding of celebrating the Eucharist is transformed.

Our celebration of the Eucharist is shaped by the way we 
receive the words spoken and the elements given. Therefore, as 
the words spoken and elements given at the eucharistic table 
are necessarily related to the embodied experiences of Christ, 
we must “listen to the body’s own language”—our own bodies 
and the church body as a whole—as it teaches us and deepens 
our understanding of Christ. Shanks recalls studying her body 
in the mirror shortly after giving birth to her son, noticing how 
her same body that had always been hers was now drastically 
transformed, broken and healing, swelling with food for her 
child. She thought, “So this is my body. . . . This was my body. 
It was my blood. Broken, shedding, a necessary component of 
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the process of bringing new life into the world.”27 In order to 
know the body of Christ, we must care about and welcome the 
experiences of the whole body and of each particular body. In 
the body of Christ, we belong to one another, so each person’s 
experiences are necessary to understanding a fuller picture of the 
body of Christ. 

Conclusion

Julian spent years contemplating and interpreting the visions she 
had received because she wanted to know what they meant for 
the life of the church. Ultimately, her understanding of Christ 
as our mother is instructive for shaping the church’s practice of 
celebrating the Eucharist because it informs how we understand 
the images and experiences associated with the practice. Christ 
our bleeding, dying savior is the image that marks Julian’s theology 
and informs her understanding of Christ’s work of salvation. 
Her imagery of Christ as our mother grounds the means of our 
salvation in the truly bodily experiences of Christ, for his shed 
blood and broken body are the source of our new life and reveal 
the ultimate act of God’s love. Because of this, the experiences 
of women, and mothers in particular, are essential for the 
church’s understanding of Christ. Their experiences of bleeding 
and breaking deepen our understanding and appreciation of 
Christ attaching his work of salvation to these experiences. By 
participating in the eucharistic table, the church celebrates and 
remembers the means of our salvation through partaking in the 
“precious food of true life” (60.130). Christ is our true mother 
who bled for us, broke for us, and feeds us with himself. Through 
the Eucharist, we receive Christ’s mercy and are welcomed into 
our surest safety; may we ever be children who run to the safety 
of our true mother.
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A thread woven throughout the ministry and teaching of Jesus is the 
in-breaking of the kingdom of God. Prominently, God’s kingdom 
brings dynamic implications: healing for the sick, liberation for the 
subjugated, and joy to the dejected (e.g., Luke 4:18–19). In short, 
the kingdom of God reorients the way of life. This article will 
consider how the coming of the kingdom of God provides “an 
alternative ordering of society”1 regarding women in community 
and leadership. This article will indeed study Jesus’s ministry and 
teachings throughout the Gospels. But because Jesus was a Jew and 
the Torah was influential in his ministry and life, we will begin by 
analyzing how the OT speaks to a woman’s place in society.

Women in Ancient Israel

The Household

Written primarily by men and steeped in cultural patriarchy, the 
OT presents challenges in understanding the experiences women 
had in ancient Israel. However, we can sketch a portrait of life for a 
woman in ancient Israel. To begin, an Israelite’s life revolved around 
the family. Joanna Dewey explains, “The basic unit of ancient 
society was not the individual as in the West today, but the family 
or kinship unit. Individual needs and desires were subordinated 
to those of the family group under the male head of household.”2 
This kinship unit defined the way each individual within the 
household fit into the greater society. According to Leo Perdue, the 
family unit existed in three spheres: household (bet av), clan or 
village (mispahah), and region or group of clans (mattah).3 The bet 
av or household consisted at least of one’s nuclear family. For an 
unmarried woman or man, the bet av was the household of his/
her father. An example is Gen 50:8, where Joseph’s “house” refers 
to the nuclear family of which he is head. However, the bet av could 
also refer to servants, slaves, concubines, sojourners, and orphans 
receiving protection and provision.4 The mispahah was the clan 
or “residential kinship group” of several families. These villages 
were held together by kinship, marriage, language, economic 
collaboration, shared traditions and laws, and a common religion.5

The primary sphere of influence for an Israelite woman was the 
internal affairs of the household. William Loader notes: “Normally 
men ruled households, taking the major responsibility for handling 
all affairs outside the home and leaving domestic management, 
including of slaves, to the wife.”6 The normal duties for a woman 
included tasks such as grinding flour, cooking, spinning wool, 
and making and cleaning clothes.7 We see some of these duties 
highlighted in the celebration of a capable or valiant wife in Prov 
31:10–31.

Beyond the Household

There are women throughout the OT whose leadership is 
displayed beyond the bet av. As a key example, Deborah stepped 
forward to lead the Israelites in victory over the Canaanites in a 
chaotic and violent time. Deborah was a prophetess who judged 
Israel (Judg 4:4). Deborah served as a powerful example to 
women in ancient Israel. Susan Niditch writes:

[Deborah] is a conduit to God, a vessel for divine 
communication of various kinds. It is this inspirited, 
oracular gift that allows her to “judge,” leading on and 
off the battlefield. That she is female and therefore not 
expected to lead in a military context only enhances the 
impression of the judge as one raised by God, inspired and 
unusual, beyond the workaday roles of men and women.8

In Micah 6, the prophet identifies Miriam as one of the three 
leaders sent by God to deliver the Israelites from slavery in Egypt: 
“For I brought you up from the land of Egypt, and redeemed you 
from the house of slavery; and I sent before you Moses, Aaron, 
and Miriam” (Mic 6:4 NRSV). When we are introduced to Miriam 
in Exod 15, she is called a prophetess (Exod 15:20). According to 
the prophet Micah, Miriam was as an agent of God’s deliverance 
for Israel—an expanded role from the culture norms at the time.

During the reign of Josiah (ca. 649–609 BC), after the Book 
of the Law had been discovered in the temple, Josiah turned to 
a prophetess named Huldah for help. Huldah confirmed the 
authenticity of the book and brought forth prophecy concerning 
Israel and Josiah (2 Kgs 22:15–20). Scot McKnight explains that, 
“Huldah is not chosen because no men were available. She is 
chosen because she is truly exceptional among the prophets.”9 
Noadiah (Neh 6:14) and Isaiah’s wife (Isa 8:1–4) are also described 
as prophetesses. So clearly, there are examples of women assuming 
leadership roles outside the bet av.

Marriage

Generally, in ancient Israel, a father was responsible for arranging 
marriages for both sons and daughters. Abraham, not Isaac, 
sends for Isaac’s bride (Gen 24:1–4). Similarly, Samson asks his 
father and mother to get him a bride, and both parents objected 
to his choice of a Philistine woman (Judg 14:1–4). At the point 
of marriage, a woman would become part of her husband’s 
household. A woman’s primary role as a part of her husband’s 
household was bearing and raising children. Without children, 
a woman was often scorned and shamed. For instance, Samuel’s 
mother, Hannah, was despised by Peninnah, the other wife of her 
husband, Elkanah, for her barrenness (1 Sam 1:1–7). Sarai, because 
of her barrenness, despised her maidservant Hagar when she 
found out Hagar had become pregnant by Abram (Gen 16:4–5). 
Bearing and raising children was an important part of a woman’s 
household responsibilities. However, it is a misrepresentation of 
marriage in ancient Israel to conclude a wife was only valued for 
bearing and rearing sons. Numerous times throughout the OT, 
the wife who gave birth to sons was not the favored wife (e.g., 
Gen 29:32, 34; 1 Sam 1:4).

Care for widows was common in ancient Israel. Within the 
patriarchal system that birthed ancient Israel, widows often 
struggled to provide for themselves—hence the narrative of 
Ruth. As another example, Num 27 indicates that, if a widow had 
children of her own, her husband’s estate would have passed on 
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to them. However, if a widow had no children, the nearest of her 
husband’s kin would have received his estate. The custom known 
as levirate marriage, by which a male relative provided an heir for 
a childless widow, was designed to ease a widow in this situation 
(Deut 25:5–6).

There has been abundant debate regarding the status and 
value of women in ancient Israel. Some have argued that the 
OT treats all women as property in full subordination to their 
male authority figure. For instance, in the Ten Commandments 
we read: “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall 
not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or 
donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor” (Exod 20:17 
NRSV, cf. Deut 5:21). Here, the wife seems to be classified as her 
husband’s property—listed with the slaves and work animals. It 
is significant that there is no command to wives, “You shall not 
covet your neighbor’s husband.” Jacob Neusner writes: “In effect, 
just as a farmer acquires a slave or an ox or real estate, so the 
householder-husband effects possession of, and gains title to, a 
woman.”10 Laws against adultery (Exod 20:13, Lev 18:20, Deut 
22:22) also contribute to the perspective of women as property. 
Judith Wegner writes:

The law of adultery prohibits intercourse between a man 
and another man’s wife but not between a married man 
and an unmarried woman. Scripture perceives adultery 
primarily as a violation of property and for this reason 
alone an offense against morality.11

A daughter is understood to be property of her father. In cases 
of marriage, seduction, or rape, the father collects a bride-price 
from the man (Exod 22:15–16, Deut 22:28–29). In the words of 
Wegner, “The bride-price compensates for loss of the daughter’s 
virginity, treated as the father’s economic asset.”12 Undoubtedly, 
the laws of inheritance, betrothal and divorce were heavily biased 
in men’s favor.

Others, however, have argued that while women were 
disadvantaged in ancient Israel, they were not treated as property. 
Israelite women did garner rights and respect. In Exod 20, for 
example, we read: “Honor your father and your mother, so that 
your days may be long in the land that the Lord your God is 
giving you” (20:12 NRSV, cf. Deut 5:16). In Lev 19:3, the command 
is altered: “You shall each revere your mother and father. . .” 
(NRSV). Note that one’s mother comes first in this command, thus 
bolstering our view that mother and father are revered equally 
in an Israelite household. A wife is entitled to maintenance or 
sustenance from her husband: “If he takes another wife to himself, 
he shall not diminish the food, clothing, or marital rights of the 
first wife” (Exod 21:10 NRSV). A daughter has a right to inherit 
from her father if he has no living sons (Num 27:1–11). Daughters, 
wives, widows, and divorced women are able to make binding 
religious vows (Num 30). And in certain circumstances, a wife 
can proceed with a divorce from her husband.13

Worship

In regard to worship, Alice Bach writes:

Leadership . . . appears at all times to have been in the hands 
of males (though with differing patterns and sources of 
recruitment into the leadership group). Women, however, 
were not excluded absolutely from cultic service or 

sacred space, though increasing restriction is suggested, 
correlated with increasing centralization, specialization 
and power (at least in Judah) under a royally sanctioned 
Zadokite priesthood.14

Men held the positions of greatest authority and honor, 
performing many tasks that required technical skill and training. 
Men were responsible for the presentation of sacrifices and 
offerings, the interpretation of the sacred law, and pronouncing 
blessings. The priestly office in Israel was reserved for men. This 
brief overview is one necessary building block in understanding 
Jesus’s perspective on how the kingdom of God reorients family 
and women in God’s unfolding story. 

Next, we will look at writings from the Apocrypha and 
certain non-canonical Jewish texts, focusing on the spectrum of 
attitudes towards women.

Women in the Apocrypha and Other Ancient Jewish Texts

The Apocrypha

One attitude toward women in these texts is a posture of fear. 
Women were believed to have uncontrollable sexual appetites that 
would lead themselves and others into sinful behavior. Ben Sira15 
reveals a deep-seated fear of women’s shame—their infective, 
sexual, and immodest will that threatens the honor of a man:

Do not be jealous of the wife of your bosom, or you 
will teach her an evil lesson to your own hurt. Do not 
give yourself to a woman and let her trample down your 
strength. Do not go near a loose woman, or you will 
fall into her snares. Do not dally with a singing girl, or 
you will be caught by her tricks. Do not look intently 
at a virgin, or you may stumble and incur penalties for 
her. Do not give yourself to prostitutes, or you may lose 
your inheritance. Do not look around in the streets of a 
city, or wander about in its deserted sections. Turn away 
your eyes from a shapely woman, and do not gaze at 
beauty belonging to another; many have been seduced 
by a woman’s beauty, and by it passion is kindled like a 
fire. (Sir 9:1–8 NRSV)

First Esdras16 speaks of a similar fear. Chapter 4 explores the 
power and influence women have over men: “Many men have 
lost their minds because of women, and have become slaves 
because of them. Many have perished, or stumbled, or sinned 
because of women” (1 Esd 4:26–27 NRSV). Throughout some of 
the Apocryphal writings, there is fear of the “strange” or “foreign” 
woman. For instance, Tobit warns his son against marrying 
a foreign woman. Instead, he should marry a woman from his 
“father’s tribe” (Tob 4:12). Ezra confronts the men of the tribes 
of Judah and Benjamin: “You have broken the law and married 
foreign women, and so have increased the sin of Israel” (1 Esd 
9:7). As a result of such fear, Ben Sira suggests that fathers should 
keep their daughters under lock and key:

Keep strict watch over a headstrong daughter, or she 
may make you a laughingstock to your enemies, a 
byword in the city and the assembly of the people, 
and put you to shame in public gatherings. See that 
there is no lattice in her room, no spot that overlooks 
the approaches to your house. Do not let her parade 
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her beauty before any man, or spend her time among 
married women; for from garments come the moth, 
and from a woman comes woman’s wickedness. Better 
is the wickedness of a man than a woman who does 
good; it is woman who brings shame and disgrace. (Sir 
42.11–14)

Third Maccabees, another text of the first century BC, pictures the 
restricted lives of young women in Jewish households. According 
to this text, daughters were expected to be veiled and “enclosed 
in their chambers”; the author speaks of their “proper modesty” 
(3 Macc 1:18). Brides were kept in the “marriage chamber,” away 
from public view (3 Macc 4:6). 

Judith, the main character in the apocryphal book that bears 
her name, is a perfect example of the kind of woman glorified by 
Ben Sira and other writers from the same era. Tal Ilan notes:

Although Judith is a very public heroine who goes out 
among men and beats them at their own game, when she 
is not required to act in an emergency she “was a widow 
in her house three years and four months. And she made 
her tent on the roof of her house and put on sackcloth 
upon her loins and the garments of widowhood upon 
her, and she fasted all the days of her widowhood. . .” 
(Jdt. 8:4–6). This woman voluntarily confines herself to 
exactly the sort of spaces recommended by Ben Sira.17

Non-canonical Jewish Writings

In some non-canonical writings, however, the role of Bible women 
expands. Jubilees, a rewriting of Israel’s origins most likely from 
the second century AD, embellishes the character Rebekah more 
than any other character. Randall Chesnutt explains:

Although Isaac is treated sympathetically in this text, he is not 
presented as having any particular quality that makes him heroic 
or worthy of emulation. Rather, it is his wife [Rebekah] who 
assumes the mantle of leadership in their marriage and provides 
the bridge from Abraham to Jacob.18

In Jubilees, the reason for Rebekah’s preference for Jacob 
over Esau is given. Abraham commands Rebekah to favor 
Jacob so that God’s plan may be accomplished through him 
(Jub 19:15–31). The text then justifies Rebekah’s favoritism by 
noting her blessing as divinely inspired (25:14–23). And after the 
death of Abraham, Rebekah takes the mantle of leadership. She 
strongly discourages Jacob from marrying a Canaanite woman 
(25:1–3) and performs the parental blessing over Jacob (25:11–23). 
Rebekah’s matriarchal blessing is without precedent in the 
biblical text. According to 25:14, her speech during the blessing 
is inspired as the “spirit of truth” or “spirit of righteousness” 
descends upon her. Rebekah lays hands upon Jacob—an act no 
woman performs in the Bible. Throughout all of this, Isaac is 
seemingly absent. In Jubilees, Rebekah is uplifted as exemplary, 
to be emulated by other Jews. Chesnutt concludes: 

As a moral example therefore, as well as a familial 
leader, Rebekah takes her place alongside the patriarchs 
of Israel. . . . Taking the leadership role that her 
unassuming husband did not, she conveys the election 
from Abraham to Jacob and assures the continuity of 
salvation history.19

In the Testament of Job, the reader experiences a spectrum of 
attitudes towards women. Chapters 1–45 portray women as 
spiritually ignorant and thus easily deceived by Satan. As John 
Collins puts it: The function of these women is as “a foil to show 
of Job’s superior handling of the situation.”20 However, in chs. 
46–53, there is a significant shift. In ch. 46, as Job gathers his 
children together to pass on to them their inheritance, he only 
distributes goods to the men. Angry with their father’s decision, 
the daughters said to Job, “Our father, sir, are we not also your 
children? Why then did you not give us some of your goods?” 
(46:2). Job replies by assuring his daughters they have not been 
forgotten and promises them a better inheritance than the one 
given to their brothers. He then gives each of his three daughters 
a “multicolored cord” that would benefit them in this world and 
“lead [them] into the better world, to live in the heavens” (47:3–
4). As a result, each of the daughters is transformed, “disregarding 
earthly matters and praising God in angelic languages.”21 Job’s 
role in the remainder of the book is minor, and the daughters’ 
brothers and uncle are described in unflattering ways. As 
Chesnutt puts it:

In a reversal of the stereotypes prominent in the earlier 
chapters, the “feminine” lack of perception attributed to 
Job’s maidservant and his wife is here ascribed to the 
helpless male characters. The men are not only unaware 
of the glorious fate of Job’s soul, they even assume the 
typically “female” role of expressing the lament. The 
women, on the other hand, are now the knowledgeable 
ones who, like Job, do not become distraught over 
earthly afflictions but take comfort in heavenly reality.22

The Apocrypha and non-canonical texts described above provide 
a spectrum of thought regarding women in Jewish life. And as a 
faithful Jew, Jesus surely knew of these traditions and perspectives. 
Another factor that must be addressed in better understanding 
Jesus’s perspective on women in light of the kingdom of God is 
the rabbinic writings included in the Mishnah, Philo, Josephus, 
and findings from the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Jewish Literature on Women in the First and Second 
Centuries AD

The Mishnah

The Mishnah is a compilation of rabbinic teaching from the first 
and second centuries AD. It is second only to certain NT writings 
in its value for understanding the Judaism, especially Pharisaic 
Judaism, of Jesus’s era.

While there is some diversity among the rabbinic sayings 
included in the Mishnah regarding women, it is clear that women 
were treated as inferior to men and were expected to use their 
influence primarily within the household. The Order of Women, 
which is one of the six Mishnaic divisions, shines light on the 
expectations of women in first and second century Judaism. 
To begin, it is important to note that not all women were 
treated equally. In the Mishnah, women were divided between 
“dependent women” and “autonomous women.”23 The three 
classes of dependent women were minor daughter, wife, and 
levirate widow. The three classes of autonomous women were 
adult daughter, divorcee, and widow. All dependent women were 
reliant upon the male authority in their life. For instance, in the 
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case of a minor daughter, her father is the male authority. A father 
would arrange his minor daughter’s marriage (Ketub 4:4). If the 
minor daughter was raped, a penalty would be paid to her father 
(Ketub 4:1). For an autonomous daughter, she is responsible for 
her own marriage (Qidd 2:1) and if raped, penalties are paid 
directly to her as the victim (Ketub 3:6). According to Wegner, “a 
woman’s biological function is an economic asset, as witness the 
formalities for transferring women from one man to another.”24

While there are some circumstances in which women are 
treated as sexual chattel, other aspects of Mishnaic law expand 
a dependent woman’s rights and personhood. A husband is 
unable to sell his wife’s property without her consent (Git 5:6). 
A wife is entitled to maintenance and provision in exchange for 
her work within the household (Ketub 5:5, 9). Wives can engage 
in transactions for their own business (Git 6:1) and step in as 
their husbands’ representatives to sell goods (Ketub 9:4). While 
such was the case, an autonomous woman’s rights are further 
expanded from those of her dependent counterpart. 

Generally, the Mishnah excluded women from the study of 
Torah and specified prayers. For example, a disagreement arises 
between two rabbis. Rabbi Ben Azai said, “A man is obligated 
to teach his daughter Torah. . . .” In response, Rabbi Eliezar 
said, “Whoever teaches his daughter Torah is considered as 
if he taught her foolishness” (Sotah 3:4). For women to gather 
to study Torah together was prohibited (Pesah 8:7). In short, 
women were deprived from many opportunities to be challenged 
intellectually and spiritually from study of the Torah. Some 
rabbinic sayings even linked women to witchcraft (Abot 2:7) and 
licentiousness (Sotah 3:4). 

It is impossible to detail every aspect of a “woman’s place” 
as put forth by the Mishnah. However, Wegner provides a 
helpful summation:

The Mishnah clearly depicts a society that expects 
women to spend their lives largely in the domestic 
realm. Systematic restriction of a woman’s options and 
even her physical movements in the public domain 
of the culture made it virtually impossible for women 
to choose an alternative lifestyle, even had societal 
pressures not sufficed to preclude such a choice.25

Philo

Numerous times in the writings of Philo, a first century AD 
Hellenistic Jewish philosopher, women are treated as inferior to 
men. Philo describes men as more complete than women, the 
male as superior to the female.26 He depicts women as passive 
and irrational, while men he regards as active and rational. 
Throughout his writings, Philo attributes a variety of evils to 
women. He writes that a woman is a:

selfish creature and one addicted to jealousy in an 
immoderate degree, and terribly calculated to agitate 
and overturn the natural inclinations of a man, and 
to mislead him by her continual tricks; for as she is 
always studying deceitful speeches and all other kinds 
of hypocrisy, like an actress on the stage, when she is 
alluring the eyes and ears of her husband, she proceeds 
to cajole his predominant mind after the servants have 
been deceived.27

Philo draws a distinction between the different portions of the 
soul. Richard Baer writes: “Whereas the male element in the 
soul is directed towards God, the female part of the soul ‘clings 
to all that is born and perishes, stretching out its faculties like 
a hand to catch blindly at what comes its way.’”28 For Philo, a 
woman’s sexuality is a constant threat to men—even within the 
confinement of marriage. Because of this threat, Philo, much like 
Ben Sira, advises:

A woman, then, should not be a busybody, meddling 
with matters outside her household concerns, but 
should seek a life of seclusion. She should not show 
herself off like a vagrant in the streets before the eyes of 
other men.29

Philo’s perspective on women is rooted in his understanding of 
creation. To Philo, creation consists of a hierarchy of gender which 
acknowledges women’s position as inferior and submissive to men.

Josephus

Josephus, a first-century AD Jewish historian, made various 
remarks regarding women and discussed how women found 
their place in Jewish and Roman history. In his work Jewish 
Antiquities, Josephus discourages women from bearing testimony 
in a dispute. He writes:

But let not the testimony of women be admitted on 
account of the inconstancy and presumption of their 
sex; nor let servants be admitted to give testimony, on 
account of the ignobility of their soul; since it is probable 
that they may not speak truth, either out of hope of gain, 
or fear of punishment.30

Throughout Jewish Antiquities, Josephus gives slight critiques 
directed at women throughout Jewish history. When mentioning 
Potiphar’s wife and the vengeance she would outpour upon 
Joseph for rejecting her sexual advances, the idea of accusing 
Joseph for initiating the sexual encounter seemed to her “alike 
wise and womanly” (Antiquities 3:5). In Josephus’s version of the 
story of Samson, he attributes to Samson the remark that there is 
nothing “more deceitful than a woman who betrays our speech 
to you” (Antiquities 5:294). While the majority of Josephus’s 
writings are particularly negative towards women, it is striking 
that he portrays Abigail from the narrative in 1 Sam 25 in such a 
positive light (Antiquities 6:195–309).

The Dead Sea Scrolls

The 1947 discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls revealed a collection 
of many Jewish documents encompassing various subjects, 
including the role of women in Jewish life. One scroll, called the 
Damascus Document, gives certain women the responsibility 
of examining women whose virginity prior to marriage had 
been questioned.31 Numerous texts indicate that women were 
expected to be present during rituals and an integral part of daily 
community life:

When they come they will assemble all who come, 
including children and women, and they will recite 
in [their hear]ing [a]ll the statues of the covenant and 
instruct them in all their commands lest they stray in 
their errors.32
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With this brief overview of first century Jewish literature 
regarding attitudes towards women in Jewish life, let us now turn 
our attention to Jesus, the kingdom of God and the implications 
for women in the four Gospels.

Jesus, the Kingdom of God, and Women

In McKnight’s Kingdom Conspiracy, he explains five features 
of the kingdom that shape the story of Israel: a king, a rule, a 
people, a land, and a law. Jesus serves as the king, the people are 
those who follow Jesus as king, the land is the place where the 
citizens will embody the kingdom of God, and the law is the 
“law of Christ” or “life in the Spirit” of God.33 With the arrival 
of the kingdom of God, a new community or citizenry is birthed 
around the lordship of Jesus as king (e.g., Mark 3:20–35). This 
new family created by the kingdom of God threatens accepted 
societal norms and hierarchy. When Jesus calls James and 
John to leave their father, Zebedee, and follow him, he invites 
them to participate in this alternative community—which 
would clash with ancient society’s most essential building 
block: the family or kinship unit (e.g., Mark 1:19–20). In Matt 
8, a man desiring to follow Jesus requests to bury his deceased 
father before he embarks on this journey. Jesus offers a radical 
response to his request: “Follow me, and let the dead bury their 
own dead” (Matt 8:22b NRSV). Craig Keener describes how 
Jesus’s invitation to this alternative family contends with the 
prevailing family structure:

The offense lies not in the immediacy of the demand 
but in the priority the demand takes over family 
obligations. Many Jewish people considered honoring 
parents the supreme command, and regarding burial of 
one’s parents as one of the most important implications 
of that commandment regardless of the circumstances 
(Tob 4.3–4; 6.14; 1 Macc 2.70; 4 Macc 16.11). . . . Jesus 
scandalously claims the supreme position of attention 
in his followers’ lives.34

One of the distinctions of this new community ushered in by 
the kingdom of God is the treatment and status of women. 
Throughout the accounts in the Gospels, Jesus’s treatment 
of women is without parallel in first-century Palestine. In 
the words of Thomas Schreiner: “Jesus’ treatment of women 
was revolutionary in that he treated them with dignity and 
respect.”35 Jesus defied the accepted cultural norms towards 
women and put forth a new reality which his followers were 
called to participate. 

One of the ways Jesus’s treatment of women radically clashed 
with first-century Jewish standards was his disregard for ritual 
impurity laws. In Mark 5, Jesus is approached by a woman who had 
been subject to bleeding for twelve years. The language in Mark 5 
brings to mind the purity laws found in Leviticus (Mark 5:25; Lev 
12:7, 15:25). Jewish tradition and law were greatly apprehensive 
over contamination by contact with blood. However, regarding 
Jewish purity laws, “unclean” did not suggest sinful behavior or 
social repulsion. M. Eugene Boring clarifies:

[“Unclean”] does not connote dirtiness or disgust 
associated with bodily liquids and functions, but is 
a matter of the power associated with blood and with 

reproductive functions and organs, a power that must be 
safeguarded—somewhat as we speak of “contamination” 
and “decontamination” from radiation.36

Certain parts of the Mishnah speak directly to safeguards 
that were put in place in cases of menstruation and irregular 
bleeding.37 The community would be sequestered from such 
impurity. We read in Mark 5, however, that in a crowd, the 
woman who had been bleeding for twelve years reaches out and 
touches Jesus’s clothing—hoping that by touching his clothes, she 
would experience healing. After the woman falls before Jesus to 
confess that she was the one who touched his garment, he replies, 
“Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace, and be 
healed of your disease” (Mark 5:34b NRSV). In this interaction, 
both the woman and Jesus challenged Jewish societal norms. 
Boring concludes: 

Her faith had caused her to violate conventional social 
constraints by appearing in public and especially by 
touching the revered holy man (to touch someone’s 
garments is to touch the person). Jesus too transgresses 
the customary norms by stopping, touching, and talking 
with a woman.38

Jesus also parts with conventional Jewish practice by speaking with 
foreign women. As mentioned previously, some writings warned 
Jewish men to avoid foreign women (Tob 4:12, 1 Esd 9:7). In John 
4, Jesus engages in a conversation with a Samaritan woman. Ben 
Witherington explains the Jewish perception of Samaritans:

It appears that by Jesus’ day, Samaria as a land was 
regarded by many of the religiously observant Judean 
and Galilean Jews as unclean, and contact with these 
people, especially their women, or sharing a meal or 
common cup with them was widely held to render a 
Jew unclean. m. Nid. 4:1 records a saying that appears 
to go back at least to the middle of the first century 
A.D. which reads “The daughters of the Samaritans are 
menstruants from the cradle,” in other words they are 
unclean from birth.39

Here, Jesus’s attitude toward women is further exposed by the 
way he treats a woman most likely considered immoral and 
unclean by his Jewish contemporaries. First, as a man, Jesus is 
not supposed to be speaking with foreign or “strange” women in 
public. Second, as a Jew he is not to engage in conversation with 
Samaritans—leading to the Gospel writer’s note: “Jews do not 
share things in common with Samaritans” (John 4:9b NRSV). The 
word translated “share things in common” (sunchrōntai) could 
refer to Jesus sharing a cup of water with the Samaritan woman. 
Because of this conversation, the woman bears witness among 
her neighboring Samaritans that Jesus had told her everything 
she had done (4:29, 39). The Samaritans then left their city and 
came to meet him. Witherington describes the significance of this 
narrative: “‘The hour is coming and now is’ when even women, 
even Samaritan women, even sinful Samaritan women, may be 
both members and messengers of this King and his Kingdom.”40 
With the new community and new King provided by the arrival 
of God’s kingdom, even “sinful” Samaritan women are given an 
invitation to participate.
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Jesus also steps over social boundaries by his acceptance of 
women as disciples. In first century Palestine, rabbis considered 
the study of the Torah an exercise exclusively for men.41 However, 
in Luke 10, Jesus celebrates and blesses a woman named Mary 
who “sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying” 
(Luke 10:39b NRSV). Luke 8 describes the inner-circle of Jesus’s 
followers. This community consists of twelve male disciples and 
an unspecified number of female disciples (including Mary called 
Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, and many others). Joel Green points 
out the significance of both men and women serving as travel 
companions with Jesus: “Luke’s summary identifies the twelve 
and these women as companions and witnesses of Jesus’ ministry 
(cf. 23:49; Acts 1:21); they are being prepared for involvement in 
mission (cf. 9:1–6; 10:1–11). . . .”42

In the Greco-Roman and first-century rabbinic world, it would 
have been extraordinary for women to participate in the ministry 
and teaching of a traveling teacher or rabbi. Jesus breaks the 
mold of his time by forming a new community around himself—
and incorporating women into that community. Like the male 
disciples, women disciples were being prepared to become active 
agents in the mission of God. While these women were recipients 
of the grace Jesus extended them, they were also benefactors of 
his ministry. When describing the women surrounding Jesus as 
he traveled, Luke mentions that these women “provided for them 
out of their resources” (Luke 8:3b NRSV).

Luke also utilizes male/female parallel narratives, both in 
his Gospel and in the book of Acts, to present women as equal 
participants in the new community birthed from the kingdom 
of God. Examples include Simeon, a man described as righteous 
and devout, and Anna, a woman described as a prophet, who 
both recognize the infant Jesus as the child that would bring 
about redemption for Israel (Luke 2:25–38). In close proximity, 
Jesus heals a man possessed by a demon and he heals his 
disciple Peter’s mother-in-law (Luke 4:31–39). In Luke 7, Jesus 
demonstrates forgiveness to both the sinful woman who had 
anointed his feet with oil and to Simon (Luke 7:36–50). Helmut 
Flender argues that this parallelism in Luke is deliberate since 
these pairings are not found in the other Synoptic Gospels: 
“Luke expresses by this arrangement that man and woman stand 
together and side by side before God. They are equal in honour 
and grace, they are endowed with the same gifts and have the 
same responsibilities (cf. Gen 1:27; Gal 3:28).”43 Similarly, Jane 
Kopas concludes that, with the sensitivity of the Gospel of Luke 
towards women, Luke suggests a measure of equality that was 
unexpected in Jesus’s time.44 To put it explicitly, Jesus practices 
and embodies a “discipleship of equals.”45

Both Matthew and Mark describe women as following Jesus to 
his crucifixion at Golgotha. In Matthew, we read: “Many women 
were also there, looking on from a distance; they had followed 
Jesus from Galilee and had provided for him. Among them were 
Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James and Joseph, 
and the mother of the sons of Zebedee” (Matt 27:55–56 NRSV). 
According to Matthew and Mark, Jesus’s male disciples had fled 
the scene. However, the Gospel of John contradicts this claim—
arguing that “the disciple whom he loved” was present with the 
women at Jesus’s crucifixion (John 19:25–27). The resurrection of 
Jesus, the central event in human history, is revealed first, not 

to his male disciples, to the chief priests or Romans officials, 
but to a group of women who came to care for his body (Matt 
28:1–20, Mark 16:1–9, Luke 23:55–24:10, John 20:1). Women are 
the first witnesses to the crucial moment in human history. In 
many cases, women in the first century were denigrated as 
witnesses—considered unreliable, open to persuasion and prone 
to exaggeration.46 In fact, in Mark and Luke, Peter and/or the 
other male disciples did not believe the testimony given by Mary 
Magdalene and the other women (Mark 16:11, 13; Luke 24:11). 
Mike Aquilina writes: “At a time when a woman’s testimony 
was inadmissible in a court of law, it must have seemed almost 
perverse for Jesus to trust that news to a female.”47 There is no 
doubt that the Gospels present numerous examples of Jesus 
establishing a new community in which the role of women stands 
in stark contrast to conventional first-century Jewish practice. 

One potentially problematic element regarding Jesus and 
women is his conversation with a Canaanite woman in Matt 
15 (called a Syrophoenician woman in Mark 7). Jesus appears 
to be tactless, perhaps rude, toward this woman as she asks 
Jesus to exorcise a demon from her daughter. To the woman’s 
request, Jesus replies, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the 
house of Israel” (Matt 15:24 NRSV). She is persistent in her plea, 
responding to Jesus by kneeling before him and saying “Lord, 
help me” (v. 25). Jesus replies, “It is not fair to take the children’s 
food and throw it to the dogs” (Matt 15:26 NRSV). It is true that 
“dog” was used by some within the Jewish tradition to refer to 
Gentiles in a derogatory manner.48 Many Jews considered dogs 
unclean and scavengers, similar to pigs.49 However, the word for 
“dogs” used in both Mark 7:27 and Matt 15:26 (kunariois) should 
be translated as “house dogs” or “domestic dogs” and is different 
from the pejorative term that compared wild dogs that roamed 
the streets with Gentiles. It is likely that Jesus is testing this 
woman, like many rabbis tested their disciples (e.g., John 6:6). 
Jesus could have also used this metaphor as a means of explaining 
his mission to Israel and the coming of the kingdom of God. 
Michael Wilkins writes: “Jesus used the metaphor similarly in 
the Sermon on the Mount to indicate that the holy message of 
the gospel of the kingdom must not be defiled by those who are 
unreceptive to, or have rejected, Jesus’ invitation (Matt 7:6).”50 In 
her faith, she responds to Jesus by saying, “Yes, Lord, yet even the 
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table” (Matt 15:27 
NRSV). This woman, who already humbled herself before Jesus, 
now presses him to share his blessings promised to the Gentiles. 
Wilkins concludes:

Although Israel receives the primary blessings of the 
covenant, Gentiles also were to be recipients of blessing 
through them (see Gen. 12:3). The woman draws on the 
promise to seek the aid of Jesus Messiah. She understands 
the program of God to go to Israel first, but she persists. 
In a sense, Jesus is testing her. Will she see through the 
salvation-historical distinction between Israel and the 
Gentiles and recognize that God ultimately desires to 
bring healing to all people?51

With this test, the Canaanite woman responds brilliantly. Jesus 
celebrates her faith, which is rewarded by the healing of her 
daughter (Matt 15:28).
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Conclusion

After a brief overview of the role of women in ancient Israel, the 
Apocrypha, and other Jewish sources from the era, it is clear that, 
with the emergence of the kingdom of God, Jesus established a new 
community that had direct implications for the women of his time. 
This new family, centered around himself, consists of men and 
women who answer his simple, yet profound call: “Follow me.” In 
contrast with the cultural norms and attitudes of first and second 
century Palestine, which state that a woman’s primary sphere of 
influence is within the household, God’s kingdom liberates women 
to accept the invitation of Jesus to join God’s unfolding mission. 
Jesus invites women into his presence, he equips women in mission, 
and he commissions women to bear witness to the faithfulness of 
God. In short, the influence and role of women expands beyond 
what was culturally accepted at the time. Jesus’s overwhelming 
example of dignity and opportunity for women in first-century 
Palestine demonstrates that the kingdom reorients all aspects of 
life—including the role of women in God’s work. Jesus envisions 
a new family—one which practices “discipleship of equals” in the 
pursuit of God’s mission of reconciliation.
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A law is only effective if it is implemented, even as a church’s 
position on theological issues does not further its mission if there 
is no corresponding practice. In 1986, the Mar Thoma Church 
officially stated that there is no theological barrier to ordaining 
both men and women to serve the church. However, there are 
currently no ordained females within the global Mar Thoma 
Church. Why is there such a dissonance between doctrine and 
praxis? To study this dissonance, it is important to compare 
and contrast the Mar Thoma Church with the Roman Catholic 
Church and Church of South India (CSI), two other prominent 
churches in India that also have a global presence.1 

The formation of the Catholic Church, the CSI Church, and 
the Mar Thoma Church has played a key role in the spread of 
Christianity in India, and each has a distinct view of women’s roles 
within the church, specifically concerning female ordination. The 
global Catholic Church does not ordain women due to theological 
barriers. In contrast, the CSI Church doctrinally promotes female 
ordination and currently has over one hundred female clergy 
and a female bishop. The Mar Thoma Church has communion 
with the CSI Church, but since their practices regarding women’s 
ordination do not align, one would question if their doctrine 
differs as well. Since the doctrine regarding female ordination is 
the same, the question arises why the Mar Thoma Church has 
not promoted equal representation for all believers. Egalitarian 
doctrine is the first step towards religious equality, but if it is not 
practiced on a regular basis, it is merely a trope and does not 
further the mission of the church. 

It can be argued, furthermore, that a move towards equality is 
not happening quickly enough in Indian churches as compared 
to Western churches, but one must not disregard how Indian 
women have overcome unique barriers in their struggle for 
equality. Although equal treatment of women and men is still 
a work in progress, many positive changes have been made in 
political, social, and religious contexts. In light of women’s 
advancement in all other sectors of society and Christ’s views 
toward the relevance and dignity of women, men and women 
must intentionally engage in conversations about the specific 
barriers preventing women from pursuing ordination in the 
Mar Thoma Church. To make this argument I will begin with an 
overview of the Hindu landscape and two case studies of religious 
patriarchy in a Hindu temple and a Christian church. Then, I 
discuss the influence of Western female missionaries on slowly 
changing the perception of the role of Indian women within the 
household and community. Finally, I provide an overview of the 
Catholic Church, CSI Church, and the Mar Thoma Church to 
compare and contrast the doctrine and ecclesiological practice of 
each. The Mar Thoma Church shares practice with the Catholic 
Church regarding female ordination, despite different doctrine, 
while the Mar Thoma Church shares doctrine with the CSI 
Church, despite different practice.

Cultural and Religious Overview of Patriarchy

The cultural landscape of India has contributed to a perception 
of women as subservient to men, both in the home and society. 
Understanding the depth of this history helps to situate the slow 
change in the Mar Thoma Church in the centuries of India’s 
struggle for gender equality. After Muslims established their 
presence in India in the eighth century, there was a sharp decline 
in women’s education, and segregation (purdah) was introduced 
to shield women from men.2 Purdah is not only physical 
segregation from males, but also concealment through clothing. 
Other Indian cultural restrictions toward women include widow 
burning (sati), child marriage, and female infanticide.3 Although 
these practices have occurred in several other Asian countries, 
the combination of factors plays a major role in gender inequality. 

Sati implies that a woman’s life is not valuable without her 
husband; therefore suicide within a religious context is acceptable 
because it is meaningless for her to live without him. Even in 
areas where sati was not practiced, widows were not allowed to 
remarry and could not wear clothing or jewelry that would call 
attention to their beauty. A widower, however, “is not affected 
by any taboos,” and his family will arrange another marriage 
for him within a year.4 Poorer families often conduct child 
marriages to avoid paying higher dowries for older girls, but it is 
also associated with higher instances of domestic violence, death 
during pregnancy, and lack of educational prospects for the girl. 
Since many young girls were married to men much older than 
them, they were subsequently widowed at a young age. A 1931 
census report notes that nearly 200,000 widows were below the 
age of fifteen.5 The exact data on female infanticide is difficult to 
determine due to underreporting, but the male birth sex ratio has 
been noticeably higher than females for several centuries. Many 
practices that devalue women have long been unquestioned, but 
legislation has been changing since the nineteenth century in an 
effort to bar these practices and improve the rights of women. 
Except for sati, these practices still exist in more rural villages, 
where the laws are not as effective.6 These cultural norms play 
a major role in how women view themselves. Coupled with 
subjugating religious practices, much work still exists to raise 
women’s standard of equality. 

The last census, in 2011, recorded over 1.2 billion people in 
India, a population second only to China.7 Nearly eighty percent 
of the population identifies as Hindu, but not all Hindu beliefs are 
universally practiced. The textual diversity and lack of a standard 
holy book introduces challenges when trying to distinguish 
among widely differing religious and cultural practices regarding 
respect for women and their inclusion in Hinduism. For 
example, the worship of female goddesses and the allowance of 
women in temples is common in the eastern region of Bengal, 
but is not as common in the northern region of Punjab or the 
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southern regions. Some Hindu women are raised to believe that 
worshipping their husband is akin to worshipping God, regardless 
of their husband’s character.8 Similar cultural practices exist within 
the Indian Christian communities; women are often made to 
suffer through a physically and verbally abusive marriage without 
reporting the abuse because the family discourages it.

A Hindu Case Study: Overcoming Patriarchy at Sabarimala Temple

Despite millennia of unequal treatment of women in its 
background, the contemporary Indian landscape is not without 
evidence that change in perception and religious doctrine 
toward women is possible. A current example of Indian women 
overcoming unequal religious treatment is the Sabarimala 
temple in Kerala. Until recently, Hindu women between the 
ages of ten and fifty were not allowed to enter the Sabarimala 
temple or partake in religious festivals due to impurity during 
menstruation. The rationale has also been offered that the 
Sabarimala temple god is celibate and would be tempted by fertile 
women.9 The Indian Supreme Court banned this practice in 
September 2018, with a four to one vote, as a violation of the right 
to equality and the right to worship. As part of the ruling, the 
Times of India newspaper quoted Chief Justice Dipak Misra on 
September 18, 2018, saying, “religion cannot be the cover to deny 
women the right to worship.”10 Cyriac Joseph, a retired Supreme 
Court Justice and a Christian, said the long-held practice was 
no different from the Catholic Church only allowing men to be 
priests.11 Due to the perceived impurity of menstruation, women 
do not serve as priests in the Hindu faith, but are viewed as 
religious leaders within the home. Similar to other court rulings 
promoting gender equality, the temple authorities refused to 
accept the legislation, and religious devotees violently prevented 
nearly a dozen women from entering the temple within the first 
three months.12 

To highlight the obvious barrier to implementation of the 
court ruling, over five million women engaged in peaceful 
protest by forming a 620-kilometer human chain in Kerala on 
January 1, 2019. The women who participated came not only for 
the court ruling, but also for gender equality in all aspects of life 
as evidenced by the unity that transcended caste or religion. In 
the early morning hours of the following day, police provided 
protection for Ms. Bindu Ammini and Ms. Kanakadurga to be 
the first women between ten and fifty to enter the Sabarimala 
temple. The presence of the women prompted the temple to close 
the holiest area for an hour to perform purification rituals, which 
was unprecedented.13 Once news of this event began spreading, 
Hindu religious activists issued a statewide strike, which lasted 
from dawn to dusk. The Indian Express newspaper reported on 
March 2, 2019, that 745 people were arrested and 628 were taken 
into police custody as schools and stores were blocked and roads 
were closed while protestors burned tires in the streets.14 The 
women who risked their lives to exercise their legal and religious 
right to enter the temple and the millions who peacefully 
protested for change, in contrast to their counter protestors, are a 
role model for those striving against inequality today.

When Ms. Kanakadurga returned home, she was violently 
attacked by her mother-in-law for entering the temple and 

required hospitalization. Both Ammini and Kanakadurga moved 
to an undisclosed location due to ongoing violent threats from 
those who opposed their temple entry; the state granted them 
continuous security. However, the threats and Hindu extremists 
have not deterred more women from attempting to enter the 
temple, and Ms. Ammini echoed the sentiments of many women 
by saying, “they may attack me, they may kill me, but I feel no 
fear.”15 Political and religious upheaval over gender inequality 
in Kerala has not been in vain, for the Sabarimala temple board 
reversed their long-held position on February 6, 2019, to agree 
with the Supreme Court ruling and allow women to enter the 
temple.16 The perseverance of women has proved that rulings in 
favor of gender equality are not sufficient without implementation 
and that the risk is worth taking, despite opposition. If such 
change has been demonstrated in a Hindu context, a parallel 
change can also be achieved in a Christian one.

A Christian Case Study: Patriarchy at Work in the Mizoram 
Church

Lack of cultural and religious freedom is not only present in 
Hindu communities but has been in Christian churches as well. 
The early church in the northeast state of Mizoram required 
married and unmarried women to face the wall to avoid looking 
either at the preacher or other men as a precaution against 
adultery. Male clergy believed that the patriarchal structures 
were divinely ordained and gave precedence to cultural norms 
over the gospel.17 This subjugation of women planted the seed for 
future churches to continue patriarchal dominance, disregarding 
the fact that both women and men are created in the image of 
God (Gen 1:27). The patriarchal context allowed foreign Christian 
missionaries to use the gospel to begin reforms for women, 
especially in medicine and literacy. Since women and men 
were mutually excluded from many social spaces, missionary 
women had privileged access to certain aspects of Indian life that 
facilitated the spread of the gospel by and to women.

Female Missionaries in Indian Christian History

Female missionaries to India were instrumental in bridging 
the gap between Europeans and Indians through nursing. By 
using hospitals and schools as an avenue to preach the gospel, 
missionaries were undeniably a primary agent in social change, 
especially in northeast India.18 Many mothers died in childbirth 
due to ignorance about the delivery process and aversion to being 
treated by male doctors, so female medical missionaries supported 
in ways that were not accessible to their male counterparts.19 In 
1870, the Methodist Episcopal Church sent Dr. Clara Swain as 
the first female missionary physician to India, where she started 
the first women’s hospital in 1874. The hospital allowed women 
to maintain their caste distinctions and had separate rooms for 
those observing purdah, which started the momentum for more 
hospitals to open.20 This in turn required more females in the 
medical profession. Even today, Indian families view medicine 
as a prestigious role and encourage their daughters to pursue 
medical careers whenever possible.

Female missionaries were the object of gender bias and were 
not allowed to preach or lead services, but their work toward 
advancing female education made significant inroads for the 
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church.21 Prior to this, education was not highly regarded for 
females and the traditional Hindu system only allowed education 
for those in the upper castes.22 Families historically viewed 
education for their daughters only as a means of furthering their 
marriage prospects, and too much education could even be a 
deterrent for marriage if a male prospect had less education.23 
The rise of Christian education and hospitals provided females 
with career opportunities in medicine, which began to shift the 
overall perception of women. The overall literacy rate has been 
steadily rising and the 2011 census reported a literacy rate in India 
of 74%, with the highest literacy of 94% in Kerala. The 74% overall 
rate is not equally distributed between men and women, and 
female literacy is about 65% compared to the male literacy rate 
over 80% because many families in rural areas prioritize sending 
their sons to school.24 As Indian women began advancing in 
education, former taboos were questioned and political changes 
were implemented to promote equality. Education has fostered a 
growing awareness of freedom and justice that set the groundwork 
for present day conversations on the freedoms granted to women 
in the church.25 

Overview of the Three Predominant Christian Churches

It is important to understand the formation and long-standing 
relationships between the Catholic Church, CSI Church, and 
the Mar Thoma Church in order to understand the basis behind 
the spectrum of doctrinal positions on women’s ordination and 
their corresponding practice. According to the 2011 census, 
India has approximately thirty million Christians, comprising 
3% of the total population, and four northern states of the 
twenty-nine states cite Christianity as the majority religion over 
Hindu or Islam.26 There is a marked difference in policy between 
churches that have formed organically in India and those that 
maintain ties to or have influence from Western churches. These 
ties can have both positive and negative influences, depending 
on the parent church. For example, a Lutheran church in 
India comprised of 62% females did not recognize women’s 
membership because the parent church in the United States did 
not think it was necessary.27 

Catholic Church History

The Catholic Church is the largest church in India. It was planted 
by Catholic bishops in AD 800 and continued with Franciscan 
and Dominican missionaries during the thirteenth century.28 
Larger Catholic communities began forming through Portuguese 
influence after Vasco da Gama landed in 1498, and there were 
approximately 280,000 Catholics in India in 1572, before the 
conversion movement reached its peak in 1600.29 After the British 
took control of India in 1858, a new agreement was established 
in 1886 with the Catholic Church to restore jurisdiction. At that 
time, Catholics numbered about 1 million, and the number rose 
to 6.5 million by 1961.30 

Catholic Stance on Female Ordination

The Catholic Church has maintained an unwavering position 
throughout all dioceses against the ordination of women, based 
on theological reasons and not due to women’s incompetency 
or indignity. Pope Francis has advocated for more women in 

leadership positions but confirmed the 1994 edict by Pope John 
Paul II, which stated, “it is not admissible to ordain women to 
the priesthood” because Christ only chose males as disciples and 
apostles and it is “God’s plan for the Church.”31 Although many 
egalitarian Christians have questioned this doctrine, the Catholic 
Church is consistent in both doctrine and practice regarding 
female ordination. Unlike the Catholic Church, the CSI and Mar 
Thoma Churches have officially stated that it is permissible for 
women to be ordained, but praxis widely differs. 

CSI Church History

The CSI Church is the second largest church and the largest 
Protestant denomination in India. The CSI Church has roots 
from 1901 when two Presbyterian churches, the United Free 
Church of Scotland Mission and the American Arcot Mission, 
joined. Next, the Congregationalist churches in India followed 
the example for union and joined the Presbyterian churches in 
1907 to form the South India United Church (SIUC). In 1932, 
Rev. Eva Maitland joined SIUC after she was ordained in the 
Congregationalist Church in London.32 Although SIUC accepted 
Eva as an ordained minister, her appointed congregation did not 
agree with her ordination, and Eva chose for her ordination not to 
be recognized in order to maintain the unity of the Church. The 
CSI Church was formed in 1947 as a result of the SIUC expansion 
to include Anglican and Methodist churches. A unifying factor of 
the CSI Church is the agreement to accept ordination from other 
denominations because ordination is a ministry of the universal 
church and only needs to be performed once.33

CSI Stance on Female Ordination

The CSI Church has a growing assembly of females ordained 
as deacons, presbyters, and most recently, a bishop. The more 
progressive posture of the CSI Church compared to the Mar 
Thoma and Catholic Churches may be due to Western church 
influences. In 1862, the Order of the Deaconesses was revived in 
the Anglican Church, which ordained its first female in China 
in 1907.34 In 1976, after four years of debate, the CSI Church 
ordained Reverend Sister Elizabeth Paul and became the first 
church to allow women’s ordination in India.35 This notable 
event encouraged other women to seek ordination, and within 
ten years an additional ten female priests were ordained.36 

The CSI Church currently has 130 female presbyters ordained 
among 3,000 presbyters, and in 2013, the Rt. Rev. Dr. E. Pushpa 
Lalitha was ordained as the first female CSI bishop.37 Once 
the bylaws had been established that any presbyter could be 
consecrated as a bishop, there were no barriers to ordaining a 
female bishop because both men and women were allowed to 
be presbyters.38 The CSI Church has communion with the Mar 
Thoma Church and can serve as a model for actively engaging 
in conversation toward promoting female ordination. Some 
Mar Thoma churches are known to conduct an annual CSI 
communion service by inviting CSI clergy or encouraging 
congregants to attend a CSI service in lieu of a Mar Thoma 
service on a given Sunday. This introduces a paradox because 
Mar Thoma congregations have not ordained women to celebrate 
a service, so they have avoided inviting female CSI clergy to 
celebrate communion as well. 



Priscilla PaPers  |  34/1  |  Winter 2020 • 23 cbeinternational.org

Mar Thoma Church History

Unlike other parts of India that converted to Christianity due to 
foreign missionaries, Christianity in Kerala is believed to originate 
with the Apostle Thomas’s arrival in AD 52. In 345, under the 
leadership of a merchant named Thomas of Cana, approximately 
400 Syrian Christian families fled religious persecution in their 
homeland and joined the Christian community in Kerala.39 
During the ninth century, a group of Nestorian Persian Christians 
brought their traditions, leadership, and East Syrian liturgy to 
the existing Christian community. St. Thomas initially converted 
upper caste Hindus, who maintained many Hindu practices with 
Christian modification. The Christians were described as “Hindus 
or Indian in culture, Christian in religion, and Syro-Oriental 
in worship.”40 This description is still true today, evidenced 
by the Mar Thoma wedding ceremony that has a Syriac-based 
liturgy with Christian doctrine, but incorporates modified 
Hindu cultural practices. These practices have sometimes been 
questioned but are not presently a doctrinal or political barrier 
for the Mar Thoma Church. 

As the Portuguese established a larger Roman Catholic 
presence in India, they forced the existing church to adopt Catholic 
customs such as conducting communion with unleavened bread, 
beginning Lent on Ash Wednesday, and requiring priests to 
be celibate—all of which were strongly opposed.41 Due to the 
constant conflict, the Portuguese archbishop summoned the 
Synod of Diamper in 1599. The purpose of the synod was to 
censure supposed errors in the Nestorian traditions of the local 
church and force them to sign an agreement pledging allegiance 
to the pope in the presence of armed forces. Although many clergy 
did not attend in protest, 153 clergy and 660 lay representatives 
attended.42 The Portuguese confiscated all Syriac manuscripts 
and burned many regarded as heretical, which contributed to 
growing strife.

In 1653, the church rebelled against the Portuguese by 
assembling 633 clergy and 25,000 Christians to declare 
independence from Rome in what is known today as the Coonan 
Cross Oath.43 In the early nineteenth century, the church began 
reformations through interaction with the Anglican Church 
and other Protestant denominations to remove Catholic 
doctrine that had been introduced at the Synod of Diamper. 
Abraham Malpan led the reformation efforts by translating 
the Syriac liturgy into the local language of Malayalam and 
removing Catholic practices to refocus attention on the Bible.44 
The reformed church that emerged in 1836 was called the Mar 
Thoma Syrian Church, an Aramaic name to honor St. Thomas 
and the Syrian heritage.45 Today, the Mar Thoma Church is the 
third largest Syrian Christian group and has over one thousand 
congregations throughout the world and 1.5 million members.46 

During the late nineteenth century, the Mar Thoma Church 
went through a series of spiritual revivals to transform the rituals 
and ceremonies with a renewed emphasis on Bible reading, 
mission work, and conventions.47 The most famous convention is 
the Maramon Convention, which has become one of the largest 
Christian conventions in Asia. The annual convention began in 
1895 and has had an average attendance of more than 300,000 
people over the last twenty years. Women have historically not 

been allowed to attend the evening service, and the rationale 
was originally due to safety because of poor lighting and bad 
road conditions. The rule has been challenged since 2017, but 
the Metropolitan resolutely said, “there are four sessions where 
women can enter, but it’s not possible in the night sessions and 
that’s not going to be changed.”48

Due to the changing political and religious landscape around 
the Supreme Court verdict for the Sabarimala temple, the Mar 
Thoma Church addressed these concerns in January 2019, 
and changed the evening service time from 6:30 pm to 5:00 
pm so women could attend. The Metropolitan was quoted by 
the Times of India on January 19, 2019, saying, “we don’t want 
to have a Sabarimala on Maramon sand bed,” implying that he 
did not want the issue of gender inequality at the Maramon 
Convention to rise to a level of protests and state involvement 
similar to Sabarimala.49 The decision to make a relatively simple 
time change for the evening service arguably could have been 
implemented when the gender issue was originally raised. The 
change has been widely praised for promoting women’s equality, 
but there is still much work to be done, especially regarding 
women’s ordination.

Mar Thoma Stance on Female Ordination

The Mar Thoma Church has not ordained any women, but this 
is not based on theological reasons. The Mar Thoma Church’s 
official response to the World Council of Churches (WCC) 
regarding their position on female ordination is based on the 
premise that since the NT calls all believers to a royal priesthood, 
it is not appropriate to address the clergy as priests because it 
implies the laity are not priests. If the whole church is sharing 
in the priestly ministry, then “there is no theological barrier” 
keeping women from being ordained and the barriers are due, 
instead, to culture and tradition.50 

It took about three months for the Supreme Court ruling on 
the Sabarimala temple ban to go into effect, but it took nearly 
thirty years after the Church’s response to WCC for a female 
Marthomite to assist as a lay leader during a communion 
service. In an interview with the daughter of a priest, I learned 
that her father had requested the Metropolitan to consider the 
topic of women’s ordination nearly twenty years ago during the 
annual general body meeting of the Church. The Metropolitan 
replied by saying the request was similar to “asking people to 
ride in helicopters when they were presently riding in bullock 
carts.”51 The position of the Metropolitan affects the bishops of 
each diocese, who in turn influence the parish level priests, and 
finally the congregation. If there is no sense of urgency to actively 
support gender equality at each level of the patriarchal hierarchy, 
men and women will continue to succumb to generational 
stereotypes and not realize the theological significance of equal 
representation of men and women during a service. 

The Mar Thoma Church has its roots in reform, so neither 
leadership nor laity should dismiss opportunities to address how 
to effectively minister to both women and men in the present 
society. All bishops and priests of the Mar Thoma Church 
are male and there are no other paid positions within a local 
congregation other than the priest. As such, many theologically 
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trained women do not have an opportunity to work in the local 
church besides volunteering in the same ministries that were 
available to them prior to training.52 Marthomite women in 
India and other countries continue to enroll in seminary due to 
a strong ministerial conviction, despite knowing that ordination 
or having any guarantee of a job within the Mar Thoma Church 
is not presently available to them.53 It would behoove the Church 
to recognize the potential these women have to serve in greater 
capacities than the traditional role of a Sunday School teacher 
and to edify the entire body of believers before they leave for 
other organizations that can more effectively use their talents.

Women preach during Marthomite services and have served 
as lay leaders during special occasion conferences, but a landmark 
event took place in the Mar Thoma Church on January 4, 2015, 
when twenty-three year old Anitha Oommen served as the first 
female lay leader during a communion service at a Massachusetts 
parish. The bishop initiated this as a means of reform toward 
gender equality, in which he rejected the excuse of tradition to 
prevent women from standing in the holy altar traditionally 
reserved for men. Since that time, a few other women have 
overcome much resistance to assist during a service, but it usually 
only happens if a woman strongly advocates on her own behalf. To 
serve as a lay leader does not require ordination, so there is clearly 
a gap between the spoken faith of the Church and daily praxis. 
James 2:17 admonishes that, “faith by itself, if it has no works, is 
dead” (NRSV). Presently, the Mar Thoma Church has chosen 
not to initiate conversation about female ordination in favor of 
maintaining unity and allowing patriarchal norms to change at 
their own pace. Instead of this passive approach, action is needed 
to remove the gap that exists between doctrine and practice.

Conclusion

The lack of women’s ordination in the Mar Thoma Church cannot 
be viewed as an isolated issue but must be seen within the greater 
religious and cultural context of India. Maintaining unity is vital, 
yet female ordination should not be viewed as a divisive topic or 
one to be avoided. By acknowledging the absence of theological 
barriers to female ordination, the Mar Thoma Church should be 
sincere—let their yes be yes—and faithfully implement the core 
tenets of the Church (Matt 5:37, James 5:12). If any congregants 
disagree with these practices, it is the duty of the Church to 
educate them on the theology that supports the practices. It is not 
sufficient for women to serve as lay leaders for isolated events. 
The Mar Thoma Church must be congruent in both its faith and 
its practices, similar to the Catholic and CSI Churches. 

The Mar Thoma Church defines itself as “apostolic in origin, 
universal in nature, biblical in faith, evangelical in principle, 
ecumenical in outlook, oriental in worship, democratic in 
function, and episcopal in character.”54 The apostolic roots 
are a reminder of humble beginnings, but the ecumenical 
and democratic aspects can continue molding the church 
by following the CSI Church example of embracing gender 
equality in leadership and listening to the concerns raised by 
the people. Change does not always happen overnight, but the 
Mar Thoma Church has the benefit of looking back to a long 
history of reforming and adapting practices to meet the needs 
of the community. As such, the Church must have the courage 

to promote the actual practice of gender equality in leadership, 
knowing that God is the ultimate sustainer for the future.
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Catherine Kroeger, the founding president of Christians for 
Biblical Equality, stated, “although women had made forays into 
the field of biblical interpretation, it was to be Katharine Bushnell 
who would bring out the heavy artillery.”1 
Mimi Haddad, current president of CBE, 
has bolstered Kroeger’s words with the claim 
that “Bushnell is to egalitarians what Luther 
was to the Reformation.”2 Why is Bushnell 
thought of so highly? Why would egalitarian 
leaders compare the revolution she began to 
the one Martin Luther started? And how can 
we continue to advance this movement that Dr. 
Bushnell inaugurated? This article will address these questions 
in light of five spheres that Bushnell affected in stunning ways—
social justice, Bible translation, interpretive method, a theology 
of humanity, and biblical ethics. It will also look at how we can 
apply her accomplishments today. 

As a medical doctor and then medical missionary, Bushnell 
worked tirelessly for women’s welfare. This extended into 
the areas of suffrage, temperance, and what was then called 
“social purity.”3 Yet in her work, Bushnell discovered that sexist 
translations of specific Bible verses concerning women had 
accumulated throughout the years, which warped the Bible’s 
egalitarian message into a patriarchal one. Bushnell then 
pioneered a new approach to biblical interpretation and devoted 
herself to developing a theology of humanity embracing a more 
accurate biblical understanding. One hundred years later, her 
book God’s Word to Women is starting to get the attention it 
deserves; beyond her excellent interpretive work, it is filled 
with everything from theological ethics to political concerns. 
Unfortunately, this important book was out of print from 1923 
until 1975, and Bushnell’s life story was likewise nearly lost. 
Today, however, egalitarians are recognizing Katharine Bushnell 
as the genius and saint that she was.

Biography of Bushnell

In the definitive book on Bushnell’s life and thought, A New 
Gospel for Women: Katharine Bushnell and the Challenge of 
Christian Feminism, historical theologian Kristin Kobes du Mez 
details the profound worldwide influence Bushnell had upon her 
era. Born in Illinois in 1855, as a teenager she lived in Evanston, 
Illinois, with the great suffragist Frances Willard as a neighbor. 
Du Mez notes three interlocking alliances between Christianity 
and feminism at the end of the nineteenth century, all causes 
Bushnell was a part of: the women’s missionary movement, the 
temperance movement, and the social purity campaign.

Willard chose Bushnell to head up a new department of 
social purity within her Women’s Christian Temperance Union. 
Involved in exposing forced prostitution in the lumber camps of 
Wisconsin and Michigan, Bushnell’s work led to “the Kate Bushnell 

Bill” in Wisconsin, which imposed stiffer penalties upon those 
in the “white slave trade.”4 Bushnell also directly influenced the 
turning of public consensus, which then considered prostitution 

a necessary evil because it “provided an outlet 
for men’s natural iniquity.”5 “Then in the 1890s 
Bushnell infiltrated ten British military stations 
in India and documented illegal brothels 
sponsored by the British military that included 
prostitutes as young as 11,” says Dana Robert.6

Bushnell also engaged in investigative 
reporting of the opium trade in China and the 
sex slave trade of Chinese girls in Singapore and 

Hong Kong. She discovered that, in that corrupt system, where 
families often fell victim to extortion, “Westerners bore the chief 
responsibility,” since no “man, woman or child in India, Burmah 
or China . . . supported the opium trade” and prostitution there 
was entirely “the product of Western civilization.”7 The opium 
trade was introduced by Europeans and “utterly unknown 
in China except in the treaty ports,” according to Du Mez.8 
Likewise, regarding prostitution rings in California that 
exploited Chinese girls, Bushnell and her coworker pointed 
the finger at white men—ship owners, immigration officials, 
property owners, lawyers and judges, pimps and johns—and the 
corrupt system that supported them.9 Since Bushnell witnessed 
the involvement of Christian men in these abhorrent wrongs, Du 
Mez concludes, “Rather than confirming her sense of Western 
superiority, then, Bushnell’s cross-cultural experiences revealed 
to her the enculturation of the gospel in her own society, and 
ultimately enabled her to develop a prophetic critique of her 
inherited Christian tradition.”10 Bushnell and English reformer 
Josephine Butler realized the cause of purity could not succeed, 
as they note, “until men—Christian men—came to understand 
that a woman is of as much value as a man; and they will not 
believe this until they see it plainly taught in the Bible.”11 So, in 
1901, Bushnell began her focus on biblical studies.

Looking more closely at her theological method, we notice 
that Bushnell heard questions being asked from below, from 
women who were suffering oppression. She did not modify what 
the Bible said, but she did use those questions to determine 
what issues her theology engaged. Hence, she recognized the 
importance of God’s justice. She stated, “There is absolutely 
nothing which destroys morality out of the human heart so 
effectually and quickly as injustice, and there is nothing which 
so quickly lights the Divine flame of penitence and aspiration 
for holiness, in the heart of the fallen, as the hope of justice. 
Justice is the kindest thing in the world; injustice is the cruelest 
and the most depressing.”12 Social justice for women is fully 
consonant with a holistic view of the church and its mission. 
Justice is integral to the heart of God’s plans for the world. 
Bushnell analyzes justice as follows: “Here is where the great 
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Social justice for women 
is fully consonant with a 
holistic view of the church 
and its mission. Justice is 
integral to the heart of 
God’s plans for the world. 
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mistake is being made on the ‘woman question.’ Is it ‘prudent’ 
to allow women to do thus and so?—men ask themselves at 
every step of woman’s progress. The only question that should 
be asked is, Does justice demand this? If so, ‘let justice be done 
though the heavens fall’; anything short of justice is mere 
mischief-making.”13 

Bushnell’s worldwide activism for women’s rights undoubtedly 
influenced countries deeply. Dana Robert states, “in the past 150 
years, the missionary witness to injustice was a central factor in 
the development of western human rights 
discourse. Countless missionaries, whose 
contributions are forgotten today, influenced 
public opinion to change the treatment of 
peoples victimized by powerful forces.” She 
calls Bushnell’s work against sex trafficking 
a “noteworthy example.”14 Yet, it was Bushnell’s feminist biblical 
interpretations that gave her mission work a distinct edge. She 
beautifully saw the divine combination of evangelism and justice. 
Showing women in China how Jesus treated the woman accused 
of adultery in John 8, for example, Bushnell notes:

We have seen, repeatedly, the softening effect of 
this story upon the . . . hearts of women of shame 
in the Orient,—“Our gods have taught nothing 
so wonderful as this,” they have said, “yours must 
be the true God.” . . . ¶[Jesus’s] kindness was such 
a tremendous contrast to the Pharisees who had 
dragged her into publicity while they let her male 
partner go free,—for the details of the story convict 
them of having had the man in their power, had 
they cared to make an example of him. Thus [the 
Pharisees] had come, redhanded in compromise 
with male adultery, to make a chance to strike at the 
Holy One.15 

Bushnell shows that such pictures of Christ’s equal treatment of 
women give a powerful method of future evangelism to women 
worldwide, as well as the basis for their equal rights.

Bible Translation

In her early work as a medical missionary translating biblical texts 
into Chinese, Bushnell discovered the intentional mistranslation 
of women’s names as men’s. She stated, “I was shocked. It had 
never before entered my mind that such a thing could be.”16 
Kroeger says Bushnell asked herself, “‘Could it be possible that 
men allowed prejudice to color Scripture translation?’ So began 
her lifelong quest for a biblical affirmation of the integrity and 
equality of women.”17 Likewise, after exposing sexist biblical 
interpretations in her book God’s Word to Women, Bushnell 
herself declares, “Again we emphasize, as a lesson to be drawn 
from these considerations, the need of women translators and 
Biblical expositors to collaborate with men.”18 She gives the 
following analogy: 

It is well known that when a man gets lost on the 
prairie, he begins to go around in a circle; it is 
suggested that one side (the right, generally), being 

stronger than the other, he pulls unconsciously with 
greater strength upon the corresponding guiding 
rein of his horse. Just so does the translator; he pulls 
unconsciously on the strong side of preconception 
or self-interest. This may not be intended, but it is 
none the less inevitable to the uninspired hands. For 
this reason, no class nor sex should have an exclusive 
right to set forth the meaning of the original text.19

Towards this end, the Women’s Christian 
Temperance Union offered classes in Greek, 
Christianity, and a four-year comprehensive 
training correspondence course in which 
over two hundred women were involved.20 

Katherine Doob Sakenfeld asserts that 
“several first-wave feminists used their 

knowledge of Greek to challenge the KJV wording of New 
Testament texts used to oppose women in church leadership,” 
but the most wide-ranging was Bushnell’s work, which “adduces 
numerous instances where the KJV and/or RV persistently 
translate specific Hebrew or Greek words in a different way when 
they relate to female subjects.”21 This is still a problem today, 
and Bushnell’s way of pointing out discriminatory translations 
regarding women is still effective.

Bushnell’s translation theory required “careful examination 
of the text and its literary form, an analysis of the language and 
grammar, and a critical inquiry into the cultural and historical 
background.”22 This is the practice of most biblical translators 
today. However, Bushnell’s translation theory that requires both 
female and male translators for accuracy is still not promoted in 
many circles today. 

Bushnell’s Approach to Interpretation

Bushnell went beyond pushing for women’s involvement in 
Bible translation and developing sound teaching material 
about women. She pioneered a new interpretive approach 
in support of women’s ministry. As David Kling notes, there 
have been three approaches to biblical support for women’s 
ministry.23 In the 1850s, evangelical Christians first used Gal 
3:28 in support of women’s equality, which had been previously 
used in the antislavery movement. This method emphasized 
“a cultural distance between the first century and the present, 
that a correct interpretation of Scripture required sensitivity to 
historical development, and that the interpreter can separate 
what is human, relative, and culture bound from what is 
divine, universal, and transcultural.”24 The second interpretive 
approach, often used by those in the holiness movement, such 
as Phoebe Palmer (1807–1874), and which retained certain 
traditional views of gender, emphasized the right of women 
to preach—but not to be ordained—based upon the account 
of Pentecost in Acts 2.25 The developer of the third approach, 
according to Kling, was Bushnell, who “applied her impressive 
historical, philological, and exegetical skills to defend the 
right of women to preach” from the Scriptures themselves.26 
However, most who hold to complementarian theology today 
reject this third method.

Bushnell’s translation theory that 
requires both female and male 
translators for accuracy is still not 
promoted in many circles today. 
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The consequences of this approach to biblical interpretation 
she developed are profound. The woman-positive movements 
developed from Gal 3:28 or from the gift of 
the Spirit being poured out at Pentecost still 
disregarded the egalitarian message of the rest 
of the Bible, including Jesus’s teachings and 
actions. Those methods simply recognized that 
we have progressed beyond Jesus’s time. Now, 
using Bushnell’s approach, rather than having 
to spend time apologizing for the Bible’s supposed patriarchal 
views, egalitarians have critiqued shallow biblical views to argue 
from the full Bible with an egalitarian lens. We need not live in 
fear of the Bible—we can preach and evangelize from it with a 
positive message, not an apologizing one. This is Bushnell’s gift 
to us. As Carolyn Custis James has said, “Patriarchy is not the 
Bible’s message. Rather, it is the fallen cultural backdrop that 
sets off in the strongest relief the radical nature and potency 
of the Bible’s gospel message.”27 So rather than working from 
a posture of defense, sermons can boldly proclaim a fully 
egalitarian gospel message.

Bushnell’s Theology of Humanity

In terms of Bushnell’s theology of humanity, Haddad posits, 
“Perhaps Bushnell’s highest theological achievement is to 
identify women not through Eve’s failures, but as united to 
Christ’s victories,” since “redemption, for Bushnell, provides 
women with a new being . . . for a new purpose . . . that challenges 
gender prejudice and interpretative bias that, throughout 
history, condemned women as . . . inferior in their association 
with Eve rather than through their union with Christ.”28 This 
sees Christian women through the lens of their redemption 
rather than their sins.

Discussing the virtues usually assigned to women of 
meekness and submission, Bushnell recognizes the need also 
for the balancing virtues. She taught: 

But what are these balancing duties? We must turn 
to our Pattern, Jesus Christ, to find out. . . . God 
did not send a female Christ into this world to 
guide woman in a female manner, by setting her 
a pattern of “womanliness;” He only sent a man 
“made of a woman,” alone, and therefore sufficiently 
womanly and sufficiently manly for each sex to find 
in Jesus Christ a perfect Pattern, for both sexes, in 
all the duties of life. Let a woman fail to completely 
follow this Pattern, and she is as much a failure, as 
a Christian, as is the man who fails to completely 
follow His example in all things.29 

Thus, woman’s very being is biblically the same as man’s and is 
witnessed in imitation of Christ.

God’s ultimate purpose for women is yet to be realized, 
however. Bushnell asserts:

We believe that the very reason why we see so large a 
proportion of the women of Christendom, in our day, 
given over to fashion and folly, is precisely because they 

have never been given a proper and dignified work in 
the advancement of God’s kingdom,—since the first 

century of the Christian Church. And 
the true value of woman’s powers will 
never be known so long as her self-
respect is destroyed by teaching her that 
she rests under God’s curse, and is bound 
to remain in perpetual subordination to 
her husband [italics added].30

Bushnell foresees a promising future womanhood for those in 
Christ when they are finally fully engaged in the advancement 
of God’s kingdom. Standing on Bushnell’s theological shoulders, 
we can see that there is a whole world of egalitarian theology 
waiting to be discovered in the Bible, the depths of which we have 
only begun to plumb.

Bushnell’s conclusion regarding woman’s power is a plea for, 
“the kind of power which is protective of the self, and thus, it 
occurs when an individual feels helpless and inferior. . . . as women 
develop their potential, it is not necessary for them to experience 
the helplessness which leads to indirect expressions of hostility.”31 
As women recognize their self-respect in Christ, they will not 
experience the feelings of helplessness that lead to aggression.

Yet Bushnell had a unique approach to the maturing of her 
sex. Rather than primarily suggesting women demand equal 
treatment from men, she believed women’s full freedom was 
within their own grasp because, like men, they too should have 
free will as moral agents. But patriarchy has denied women such 
free will. “There is no social redemption for woman until the 
chain that binds her to the lusts of her own, and of man’s flesh 
is broken, and she maintains the inviolability of free-will, as 
her sustained attitude towards every human being, including 
her husband. There is no method of moral improvement 
remaining, after the loss of a free will.”32 She recognized that 
free will is critical in moral agency for women and men alike. 
Likewise, Bushnell asserts, “that which God promises will never 
be fulfilled excepting to those who seize the promise.”33 Using 
the example of the woman healed by Jesus of her issue of blood 
(Mark 5:24–34, Luke 8:42–48), Bushnell continues: 

We have a lesson to learn from Christ’s bringing the 
woman to the front to declare her own redemption 
from an infirmity, instead of His merely declaring it 
for her. It is not enough that Christ’s teaching is plain 
on this subject, we women must proclaim this. It is 
not enough for women to modestly and quietly seek 
their own redemption, they must proclaim it, even 
when that proclamation lays them open to the false 
charge of immodesty [italics added].34

Therefore, according to Bushnell, women must be free of the 
lusts of the flesh, seize their promises from God, and vocally 
proclaim their redemption.

Biblical Ethics

In terms of biblical ethics, Bushnell remains revolutionary. 
Though not using the term, she recognizes the concept of agency 

Rather than needing to be 
rescued by men, women need 
to exert their own power to 
proclaim their equality. 
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as a good in and of itself. Rather than needing to be rescued by 
men, women need to exert their own power to proclaim their 
equality. Former US President Jimmy Carter has reiterated 
this concept. He identifies the mistreatment of women as the 
number one human rights abuse in the world. Carter gives the 
core reason for such mistreatment: “the misinterpretation of 
religious scriptures, holy scriptures, in the Bible, Old Testament, 
New Testament, Quran and so forth,  and these have been 
misinterpreted by men who are now in the ascendant positions in 
the synagogues and the churches and in the mosques. And they 
interpret these rules to make sure that women  are ordinarily 
relegated to a secondary position compared to men in the eyes 
of God.”35 Concerning our response to this, Carter states, “the 
best thing we could do today is for the women in the powerful 
nations . . . who have influence and have the freedom to speak 
and to act, need to take the responsibility on yourselves to be 
more forceful in demanding an end to racial discrimination 
against girls and women all over the world.”36 Indeed, like 
Carter, Bushnell calls women as free moral agents. She gave the 
gift of high expectations for women.

In terms of a doctrine of the church, Bushnell again raises a 
prophetic voice:

No church can long survive the silencing of its 
women. The church which silences women will be 
found to silence the Holy Spirit. A sect, or sex, or 
race which attempts a monopoly of the Spirit’s voice 
and power, will find that the Holy Spirit will flee far 
from it. Woman is destined to have a very large share 
in the preaching of God’s messages, and in bringing 
souls to Christ, for did not God promise, long ages 
ago, as regards woman, that her seed should bruise 
the Serpent’s head?37

Bushnell also declares, “At no point is faith in the entire Bible 
being so viciously and successfully attacked today as at the 
point of the ‘woman question,’ and the Church so far attempts 
no defence here of her children. It assumes that the interests 
of merely a few ambitious women are involved, whereas the 
very fundamentals of our faith are at stake.”38 Unfortunately, 
progress notwithstanding, for many churches worldwide, 
Bushnell’s words are as true today as they were one hundred 
years ago when she wrote them. Thankfully, God raised up 
Katharine Bushnell to proclaim the Bible’s extraordinary 
message of Christ as the great emancipator of women, and 
because of her, many more know God’s word for women. Her 
influence is profound, providing theological support for the 
egalitarian theology of today. 

Bushnell’s Continuing Impact

“Genius” is the word that comes to mind to encapsulate 
Katharine Bushnell. Yet her egalitarian theology was developed 
“on the ground,” in the course of her evangelism and activism 
on behalf of women. It was in that environment that she truly 
realized, “The world, the Church and women are suffering 
sadly from woman’s lack of ability to read the Word of God in 

its original languages. There are truths therein that speak to 
the deepest needs of a woman’s heart, and that give light upon 
problems that women alone are called upon to solve.”39 Bushnell 
perceives that female theologians are vital to the world.

So in what ways did Bushnell prove a great social and 
biblical reformer? This article has recognized five monumental 
achievements of hers: 1) Justice work needs to be at the heart 
of God’s community. Kindness looks like justice to those who 
are oppressed. 2) Accuracy in Bible translations: women need 
to be involved in translation work since men struggle with bias. 
3) Egalitarian biblical interpretation must work with the grain 
of the Bible rather than against it. We can proclaim a positive, 
egalitarian gospel message from egalitarian Scriptures. 4) A 
correct theology of humanity leads both women and men to the 
same pattern we see in Christ. Also, with God’s Spirit, we are 
able to labor in concert with God’s plans for women that include 
their crucial role in the world’s salvation. And 5) Biblical ethics 
are guided by encouraging the agency of women themselves. 
Men similarly can use their power to affirm women and to 
remove roadblocks to women’s flourishing in this manner. 

These are all still radical actions today. Yet we too can be a 
part of Katharine Bushnell’s revolution if we only pick up the 
baton she has handed to us.
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