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The March 1990 meeting of the Assembly Standing Conmuttee of
the Uniting Church in Australia resolved to
approve the document "Why does the Uniting Church in
Australia Ordain Women to the Ministry of the Word?" as
expressing the biblical and theological reasoning which leads
the Uniting Church to ordain both women and men to the
. Ministry of the Word (Minute 90.32.7)




-

Resolutions of the Assembly Standing Committee arising from the document "Why
Does the Uniting Church in Australia Ordain Women to the Ministry of the Word?"

In March 1990 the Assembly Standing Committee received the document "Why Does the Uniting
Church in Australia Ordain Women to the Ministry of the Word?" and expressed thanks to those
who had drafted it. Standing Committee went on to pass several motions arising from its
consideration of the document. In March 1991 Standing Committee gave further consideration, in
light of comments received from a number of people expressing concern about one or two of the 1990
resolutions. -Standing Committee then rescinded two of the 1990 resolutions and passed two others
in thelr place,

- The combined set of resolutions now reads as follows (with Standing Committee minute number

noted):

Standing Committee resolved to -

1.

affirm that the Uniting Church ordains both women and men to the Ministry of the Word
in the conviction that a fundamental implication of the gospel of God's love in Christ is
that there can be no discrimination on grounds of gender. For this understanding the
Uniting Church appeals to Scripture as testimony to the living Word, who is Christ;
(91.3.5) g

affirm that the Holy Spirit has called and continues to call women as well as men to the
Ministry of the Word; (90.32.4)

acknowledge that in ordaining women as well as men to the Ministry of the Word the
Uniting Church in Australia, in company with other churches, has departed from an
almost universal practice of the church catholic throughout most of history, but believes
that the Uniting Church does so in obedience to the gospel; (90.32.5)

advise presbyteries that because
(a) the Church is committed to recognise among its members men and women called to
all forms of ministry within the Church, and, in parucular, to ordain both men and
women; and because

(b)  the Church requires that a candidate for ordination shall express adherence to the
pohty and discipline of the Church (Regulation 2.3.1(a)(ii))

a presbytery should not ordain a candidate who

(i) denies the validity of the ordmation or ministry of women as Ministers of the .
Word; or

(i) is unwilling to work with and mutually support both men and women as colleagues

in the ordained ministry; or
(iii) is unwilling to encourage, equip and support both men and women i all forms of
ministry in the Church and to teach the Church’s position in this regard; (91.3.3)

approve the document "Why does The Uniting Church in Australia Ordain Women to the
Ministry of the Word?" as expressing the biblical and theological reasoning which leads
the Uniting Church to ordain both women and men to the Ministry of the Word; (90.32.7) .

invite other denominations to consider the theological position of the Uniting Church in
Australia on the ordination of women and authorise those who represent the Uniting
Church in ecumenical dialogues to use the document as an exposition of that position,
(90.32.8)

Gregor Henderson

17 April 1991



1. INTRODUCTION

The Umtmg Church in Australia ordains béth women
and mien'to the ministry of the Word. Itvdoing so, we

- recognise that these men and women aré called by God

to preach the gospel and preside at'the sacraments. We

 are concerned, however, that this is not:yet'thé practice

of thé whole Church. We are deeply coricerned about
this, because it has become clear to us that'the = -
ordination of both men and womeri is a fundamental
imiplication of the Gospel. We believe that t3 deny
ordination to a person on the grounds of gender alone
is to deny a basic feature of this Gospel, which reveals
God’s love for all human beings mthout dlstinction

Ini 1ssumg this statement, however, we hear words of
astonishment directed to us. Some of these words come
from other traditions of the universal Church. Others
come from people within our own' tradition who
continue to be troubled about the ordination of women.
Some voices say; ‘Who are you to depart from God’s
directions in the New Testament that:women should
keep silence in Church?’ Other voices say, ‘Who are
you to depart:from the universal practice of the-Church
through almost all of its history?”” We hear these words
of astonishment: they come from otr sisters.and
brothers in: Chnst, and we need to respond to these
questmns R

F1rst however, we on our part must express a more
fundamental astonishment. It may offéend some, but we
are compelled to express it as people called to proclaim
the gospel of Iesus Chnst .

The whole Church rejects categorically any suggestion
that ordination should be denied to anyone for the sole
reason that they belong to a certain' culture or class or
language group or race. The Church rejects such a
suggestion with horror because it would amount to a
denial of the Gospel. It would set aside the
fundamental truth that Christ died for all human beings
without distinction. He brings the peace.of God to
people across all divisions of culture, race; language or
class. The community of those called to preach the
gospel and preside at the sacraments should émbody
the whole human race as it responds to God’

astomshmg love

We must also affirm the fact that, over the years,
- womén have been. coming forward in-growing humbers

iithe Uniting Church in Australia, deeply conviriced
that they were being called by God t¢ the Ministry of
the Word. Again and again, their conviction has been
affirmed, not only by selection conferences and
presbyteries and their theological teachers but also,
after their ordination, by the con gregatxons to which
they have been appointed, which have seen their
ministries abundantly blessed by God.




2. WHAT IS OUR
POSITION?

Therefore we express a fundamental astonishment that
Churist’s Church would offend against the Saviour’s
suffering love for all people, by claiming that no
women are called by God to the ministry of the Word.
This claim would need strong reasons to support it.
Indeed it is difficult to see what could be an adequate
reason to support this view. Welook forward in prayer
to the day when the whole Church will reject the
exclusion of women from the ministry of the Word with
the same vigour with which it rejects any refusal of
ordination on the basis of culture, race or class.

We write with the vision of this day before us, and to
move forward to this day we find it necessary now
1. to restate our position;
2. to give an account of the process by which we, as a
church, arrived at this position - a process which
reached completion in comparatively recent times; and
3. to offer our reflections on the witness of the Bible
and the tradition of the churches with regard to this
issue.

A

1. We ordain both women and men to the Ministry of
the Wordbecause we believe ordination without
discrimination on grounds of gender is a fundamental
implication of the gospel of God’s love in Christ for
all human beings, without distinction. For this our
understanding we appeal to Scripture as testimony to
the living Word, which is Christ.

We are aware that many opposing the ordination of
women also appeal to Scripture, especially to parts of
the writings of St. Paul. This raises the issue of biblical
authority and interpretation , to which we feel
compelled to make a detailed response. We will
attempt

1. to state clearly the fundamental assumptions
about the relationship between Biblical exegesis and the
faith of the Church which come to expression in the
Basis of Union of the Uniting Church and

2. to set out in detail our understanding of the
utterances of Scripture which bear upon this issue.

2. We remind the members of the Uniting Church,
ministers, candidates for the ordained ministries and,
in particular, Presbyteries - which have responsibility
for the act of ordination - that the Basis of Union
affirms the ordination of women.

The Basis of Union articulates the nature of the Uniting
Church including its understanding of ministry.
Paragraph 14 reads:
“The Uniting Church, from inception, will seek
the guidance of the Holy Spirit to recognise
among her members men and women called of
God to preach the Gospel, to lead the people in
worship, to care for the flock, to share in




government and to serve those in need in the

world.”
Candidates asking the Church to ordain them as
ministers in this denomination must understand and
affirm the Basis of Union in total before their ordination
can take place. If they cannot in good conscience affirm
the ordination of women or work together in joint
settlement with women ministers, we believe it would
be wrong  to ordain them to a ministry in the
Uniting Church, It is true that:

“ ‘to adhere to the Basis of Union’ is understood
as willingness to live and work within the faith
and unity of the One Holy Catholic and
Apostolic Church as that way is described in
this Basis. Such adherence allows for difference
of opinion in matters which do not enter into the
substance of the faith.” *

We would argue that the matter of the ordination of
women would be as close to the ‘substance of faith’ as
for example, the ordination of black persons.

3. We affirm that the Holy Spirit has called and
continues to call women as well as men to the
ministry of the Word.

We affirm with joy, and find it impossible to deny, that
the Spirit has equipped many women with gifts and
graces for the ministry of the Word. We believe there is
‘no gift without its corresponding service’ 2.Christ’s
people, seeing the gifts, cannot hinder the service: that
would be fighting against the Spirit who gives the gift,
against Christ who calls into service. We cannot declare
unfit for service those whom Christ by the Spirit
declares fit. Indeed, we are bound “to provide for the
exercise by men and women of the gifts God bestows
upon them™ by ordering our corporate life accordingly.

In practice, we have found that even where the faithful
have been doubtful about, or even opposed to, the
ordination of women they have been unable to refuse to
accept the faithful service of word and sacrament
rendered by a woman. Where the gospel is faithfully
proclaimed, those who recognize the gospel receive it.
Who will reject the word of Christ because it comes
through a woman? Who will refuse to receive the
bread and wine and the water of baptism because they
are administered by a woman? Whether male or
female, we are ‘earthen vessels.” Yet the faithful
recognize and receive the word and the bread not
because the minister is male or female but because they
understand who really ministers these to them—Christ,
the true and only Minister and Pastor.

4. We recognize that in ordaining women as well as
men to the ministry of the Word we, in company with
other churches, have departed from an almost
universal practice of the church throughout most of its
history. We believe we do so in obedience to the

5



3. A BRIEF HISTORY

3.1 WHAT WAS THE POSITION
OF THE THREE CHURCHES
PRIOR TO UNION?

Congregational

Methodist

Gospel.

We do not believe we are introducing something new;
rather, we believe we are at last acting on an imperative
which was part of the gospel of Christ from the
beginning but in the past, for all kinds of reasons, was
obscured and not puf into practice, even by the early
church, as it should have been. Again; this is nothing
new. Krister Stendahl has argued that the New
Testament itself contains “elements, glimpses which
point beyond and even ‘against” the prevailing view
and practice of the New Testament Church” % We
would speak rather of glimpses which point beyond the
prevailing view and practice of the later New
Testament Church but we strongly support his
contention that the gospel is greater than its bearers. It
is only in recent history that Christians have come to
acknowledge that the institution of slavery is contrary
to the gospel; no Christian now'would defend the
opposite view, even though one can appeal to Scripture
in support of slavery and the church has in the past
actually done so. It is now universally recognised that
the gospel itself stood in tension with a centuries-long
practice of the church. The good news is that the gospel
won! )

We believe the gospel is winning, and will win
completely also, in the matter of the ordination of
women. To serve its victory, we enter into dialogue
with some of the major objections to the ordination of
women that are raised by some sister denominations
(Section 7). We pray that we may do this both boldly
and in a spirit of humility and service.

The ordination of women had already been accepted by
each of the three churches which came together to form
the Uniting Church in Australia. The Basis of Union of
the Uniting Church reaffirms that position. Althou%‘h
this is not the place to present a detailed history of the
movement leading to the recognition of the ministry of
women, we feel it is important to note the main steps
which led to that recognition.

The first woman to be ordained in Australia, the Revd.
Winifred Kiek, was ordained within the Congregational
Union of South Australia in 1926. There appear to have
been no obstacles to the ordination of a wornan, and
women have been ordained in Australian
Congregational Churches since that time.

In 1927 the President-General answered a request for a
ruling from the President of the Victoria and Tasmania
Conference with a ruling stating that the regulations of
the Methodist Book of Laws relating to candidates for
the ministry were based on the assumption that all
candidates would be men?®




Presbyterian

In 1929, the General Conference appointed a committee
‘to gather information as to the practicability of
admitting women to the Ministry of our Church’s. In an
address to the members and adherents of the Church,
the same Conference, referring to the debate on this
issue, stated that ‘a majority, while in substantial
agreement upon the principle involved, felt that the
practical difficulties were so great as to warrant further
discussion in the Annual Conferences’. The matter was
referred to the Conferences, Quarterly Meetings and
Synods for report to the next General Conference.”

In 1932 the General conference affirmed ‘the principle
that an unmarried woman who believes herself called
to the work of the ministry of our Church, should be
allowed to offer under the conditions prescribed in the
Book of Laws’. In view of ‘the practical difficulties
occasioned by our itinerancy, and also in view of the
vote registered in our Church courts’, a committee was
appointed to consider ‘the types of ministry for which
women are specially fitted.”®

In 1935 the report of the above committee was adopted,
and the principle that unmarried women might offer
for the ministry re-affirmed. However, practical
difficulties occasioned by itinerancy led the Conference
to decide that at that time the Church was unable to
accept women candidates into its ministry. As an
alternative an Order of Deaconesses was ;)roposed.'
This was referred back to the Committee.

In 1957 the question of the practicability of the
admission of women to the ordained ministry of the
church was referred to a commission.’® The General
Conference of 1966 saw no difficulties which could not
be overcome with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and
the Standing Committee was given the power to act
and make it possible for Annual Conferences of 1968 to
admit women candidates.™

The first woman minister in the Methodist Church in
Australia, the Revd. Margaret Sanders, was ordained in
1969.

The General Assembly of 1957 sustained an overture
from the Presbytery of North Sydney which stated that
‘admission of women [to the Eldership or Ministry]
would be permitted by the doctrine and teaching of the
Presbyterian Church of Australia’. The question was
referred to the G.A.A. Committee on “The Nature and
Function of the Ministry”.?? This Comunittee, reporting
to the General Assembly in 1959, referred to the wide
diversity of opinion on the subject throughout the
world, and stated:

“Increasingly it is being recognized that the
subject of the ordination of women to the



Ministry raises many serious questions, not only
of a practical nature, but also with respect to the
nature of Biblical authority and exegesis
(particularly in relation to the Pauline writings)
and bearings on ecumenical relationships and
Christian unity”®

In 1962 the Committee reported that it was of the
opinion that the whole discussion of the place of
women in the ministry of the church had to be put into
a wider context.” Consequently, a new committee was
established on the Service of the Laity in the Church
and Community, which reported in 1964 that special
work had been done by the Revd. Alan Smart B.A., B.D.
specifically on the place of women in the Ministry of the
Word and Sacraments. Mr. Smart’s interim report
provided information from contacts made with
overseas groups studying this question, namely, the
Church of Scotland, the United Presbyterian Church in
the U.S.A., the World Alliance of Reformed Churches
and the World Council of Churches. The Comunittee
defined the general problem as ‘Does the Gospel
through its very nature require masculinity in the
Ministry?'1®

In 1967 the Comumittee reported slow progress in the
studies on women in the ministry, referring to
‘unsatisfactory argumentation’ in documents obtained
for study.X®

In 1970 the Revd. Alan Smart presented a third and
final report. The report confined consideration of the
issue to ‘the fundamental Biblical and Theological
problem of whether a Reformed Church, which is
under the authority of the Word of God contained in
Holy Scripture, may admit women to the Ministry of
Word and Sacraments?” Non-theological or ‘practical’
factors were deliberately excluded from this and
previous reports.”
The report concludes:
(1) Careful exegesis of Scripture, in the light of
modern Biblical scholarship, has shown that it is
impossible to justify the continued exclusion of
women from the Ministry by a straightforward
appeal to Scripture. ,
(2) The key theological arguments for restricting
the Ministry to men only have been shown to be
so defective, particularly in their logic, that they
can no longer be defended. Therefore they
ought to be abandoned completely.
(3) A dynamic and authentic “Biblical” approach
to the contemporary world demands that the
Church demonstrate a style of life in which
barriers such as sex are removed and that men
and women share the fullest possible
partnership in the total ministry of Christ’s
Church. Such a partnership of men and women
will include the particular Ministry of the Word



3.2 “THE PRESENT

and Sacraments.

To the question with which thlS report began, .
namely, “whether a Reformed Church, which is
under the authority of the Word:ofGod
contained in Holy Scripture, may admit women
to.the Ministry of Word and:Sacraments”, we
can now ‘ahswer with a decisive “Yes”, A

. Reformed Church not only. may but.ought to
admit women to the Ministry of the Word and
Sacraments in the light of the present day’
understanding of the Word of God contained in
Holy Scripture 18

| This General Assembly sustained overtures from the

General Assembly of Victoria and the General
Assembly of New South Wales seeking the’ provision of
a new Article of Agreement to declarewomen eligible
for-admission to the Ministry of Word and Sacraments.
The overtures were referred to Staté assemblies and
Presbyteries for considération and comment. Fifty
Presbyteries approved the remit and three disapproved.
All State Assemblies approved, and thé General
Assembly of 1974 approved the admmsmn of ‘women to
the Mlmstry of Word and Sacraments

The Revd. M.J. Thalheimer was the ﬁrst woman

ordained in the Presbyterian Chutch i in. Austraha in

October 1974

At the time of Chuxch Union there were: thlrty—sxx (36)
women in the ordained ministry: In’ 1985 théte were

-101, a huge percentage increase. In thié same year there

were 2323 ordained men in the ordained ministry.
(including those retired and in other forms of work),
which means that woren constituted 4:16% of the.
ordained ministry. Thete is an mcreasmg ’_ﬁmber of
women in theological colleges, and in the future one
can expect that the ordained mmlstry will reﬂect less of
a gender bias. :

While women have generally found the ordamed
ministry to be a positive and ennchmg ence, there
have also been difficulties. - L
.+ ...the" experience of women iil heis theological
S l.trammg, calls and settlenients dicates:that
- ordination alone does not mie:
acceptance Some are deeply hu ':by ’che
rejection they have experiericed and angry and
- saddened by the refusal of churches touse fully
~ thegifts and.skills they bnng nesan
Human sin in‘the form of jealousy, susp1c10n and
domination does find its reflection it the life of the
Chuich in this area as well as in any other. We are
called in Christ to conquer these things, not give into

‘them.



4.
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THE ROLE OF
SCRIPTURE AND
TRADITION

In explaining why the Uniting Church in Australia,
together with many evangelical and reformed churches
around the world, ordains both men and women to the
ministry of the Word, contrary to the tradition of the
Church through many centuries, we must consider the
exegesis of the Bible and the historical stance of the
Orthodox, Catholic and Reformed traditions.

Before proceeding to this analysis, it is necessary to
state the fundamental assumption which the Uniting
Church in Australia holds about the relationship
between Biblical exegesis and the faith of the Church,
and the relationship between historical traditions and
the faith of the Church. Scholars may differ little about
the exegesis of relevant New Testament passages or
about the shape of the historical tradition, yet hold very
different views on how these should be applied to the
faith of the Church.

The UCA, coming from the traditions of reformed and
evangelical churches, understands that Jesus Christ is
the Word of God. The astonishing message of God's
unlimited love for human beings revealed in the life,
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ is the message
which calls the Church into being, so that it may offer
its worship and obedience to God in Christ, by the Holy
Spirit. The scriptures are prophetic and apostolic
witness to the Word of God.( i.e. to Jesus Christ). They
are an essential witness through which the Church
hears the gospel of Jesus Christ. The Church reads the
Scriptures to hear the gospel again and again.

When we ask ourselves how to order the life of the
church today, the fundamental question for us is
therefore not/What did the New Testament writers
think about this?” nor ‘How did the New Testament
Church order its life?’ although of course much is to be
learned from that. The fundamental question for us
today, and for every period of history is rather, ‘What is
the gospel of Jesus Christ?” This is then followed by,
‘What does the gospel imply for the ordering of the
Church?”

Christians of the first century sought to respond to the
Lordship of Christ in a variety of ways. Their response
will challenge us in turn to make our response with the
same seriousness. But our faith is not in the church but
in Jesus Christ as the Lord of the church., We must
model our life on the gospel of Christ, and on the New
Testament Church only in so far as it faithfully
responds to that gospel. Indeed, once we have come to
see the gospel through the Scriptural witness, we
cannot exclude the possibility that New Testament
exegesis will reveal cases where the writers fail to see
the full implications of the gospel.

Similarly, it is important to consider the traditions of



5. THE WITNESS OF
SCRIPTURE

the Church through the centuries, as that life of
communal thought and prayer, of worship and
obedience, in which the Church has sought to hear the
gospel and respond to it in love and obedience. Buta
study of what the Church has done over the centuries is
not yet a statement of what the Church should have
done, or what we should do today. The normal practice
of the Church must still be examined in the light of the
gospel. There will be occasions when the gospel calls
for a change in some aspect of the Church’s life which
has gone unquestioned for many centuries.

It would be arrogant indeed to suggest that the study of
the Church'’s traditions is without value. We are not the
first generation to reflect on the call of the gospel to the
Church: other generations have done so before us. Ifa
widespread consensus has been reached over the
centuries, there will normally be good reasons for it; we
must take note and weigh these reasons carefully before
concluding that the consensus is wrong. However, this
caution cannot be used to prevent change from
occurring if, after careful thought, the practice of the
Church Catholic is shown to be out of harmony with a
fundamental implication of the gospel.

It goes without saying that the church should not
change its practice simply because of the spirit or
opinions of the age, Our age is one in which
discrimination of any kind on grounds of sex is widely
condemned. We cannot just move with whatever the
age requires, but neither can we refuse to consider an
issue simply because it is in accord with a movement in
society. Whenever the church finds itself confronted by
contemporary society with a new issue, its first concern
must be to discern what the implications of the gospel
are for the issue in question. In other words, our
fundamental question, whether with regard to the Bible
or tradition or trends in society, is always the same:
“What course of action is truest to the mind of Christ
insofar as we are able to understand it?’

In order to answer what we see as the fundamental
question we must listen to the witness of the Bible, for it
is through that witness that we hear Christ, the Word of
God, that we know the gospel and discern the mind of
Christ.

The whole New Testament has very little to say about
the ordination of anyone, and nothing specifically about
the ordination of women. Neither proponents nor
opponents of the ordination of women can refer directly
to Scripture. The question of the ordination of women
has acquired in our time an altogether new urgency.
When new questions emerge, the Biblical witness points
us to the guidance of the Spirit® In applying the
gospel to a new situation there is always the risk of

11



5.1 THE NEW EQUALITY IN
CHRIST

5.1.1 The Ministry of Jesus

12

arbitrariness; this risk is inescapable and cannot be
avoided. The witness of Scripture, however, gives us
certain guidelines and principles.

In his ministry, Jesus addresses and encounters women
in the same way as men. We take this fact so much for
granted that it is easy to overlook its significance. In
lesus’ time, this was striking and unusual. The
structure of the synagogue and of Jewish public life was
strongly masculine.

Yet, in John 4 Jesus speaks with a woman in public —
something no respectable rabbi would do, revealing
himself to her as the Messiah. Her response is to
become, in effect, the first apostle to those outside the
Jewish faith. In John 11, after a theological discussion
with Martha, Jesus announces to her that he is the
resurrection and the life. This prompts a confession
which is functionally parallel to Peter’s confession of
Christ in Matthew’s and Mark’s gospels.

Jesus gives a woman the full dignity of an Israelite.”
He not only allows Mary to sit at his feet listening to
his teaching - in the traditional posiure of a student of
Torah (no rabbi would allow a woman to study
Torah!); he affirms that to do just that is the one thing
needful and more important than the traditional female
role shown by Martha. ‘ -

He lets himself be touched by women?, including a
woman who was unclean and therefore untouchable by
virtue of “a flow of blood”?. He calls her “Daughter”.

Jesus is accompanied and supported by a number of
women disciples, an exceptional fact in the Palestinian
world %%, -

He appears to them after his resurrection. In all
likelihood, the male disciples of Jesus went into hiding
after his arrest and condemnation, so that the only
followers of his to witness his crucifixion were
women?®. Again, it is women who are the first recipients
of the gospel of his resurrection *. By their presence at
cross and tomb, they are decisive for the very
continuity of the movement after Jesus’s arrest and
execution. '

In his parables Jesus speaks readily of the daily life of
women. There are pairs of parables on the same theme,
one involving men, one women - the watchful servant
and the ten maidens, the friend at midnight and the
importunate widow, the lost sheep and the lost coin.

Where woman is put down, treated as property or
chattel, Jesus protects and defends her 7. Where the



5.1.2 Women and the Twelve

Mosaic Law gave to the husband and him alone the
right of divorce, Jesus forbids all divorce. This freedom
towards women is in line with his acceptance of all that
is despised, weak and of no account (women and
children, pagans and Samaritans, prodigals and ‘
prostitutes). In his freedom and love, he transcends the
religious Law (sabbath regulations, ritual purity laws
etc.) as well as the taboos and divisions of the world.

Woman, like man, gains her dignity and personhood
from the address and visitation of God in Christ. She,
like man, is called to faith and obedience (“your faith
has saved you”). Natural or biological superiority or
inferiority becomes irrelevant: when a woman in the
crowd praises motherhood/womanhood (“Blessed is
the womb that bore you, and the breasts that you
sucked!”) Jesus’ reply is “Blessed rather are those who
hear the word of God and keep it!"?2. The only thing
that matters is the grace of God in Christ; and the only
thing that matters as far as the human response is
concerned is faith.

No women were included among the twelve apostles.
This fact is sometimes used today to argue that “only
men can be ministers.”. In our opinion this is not
legitimate.

We believe the Twelve had a unique, once-and-for-all
historical function. For one thing, they exercise the
once-and-for-all function of witnessing to the
foundational events, particularly to the resurrection®.
But this is something which they share with other eye
witnesses. What is the significance of Jesus’ selection,
from within that wider circle of witnesses, of a group of
twelve and, more specifically, twelve men?

This is clearly a highly symbolic action, one which
articulates his call to the whole of Israel, the people of
the twelve tribes. The Twelve were to be the first fruits,
the nucleus, of the new people.®® For such a symbolic
action to be effective, it was clearly necessary to call
twelve men, since the founders of the twelve tribes were
twelve men,

Such a reconstruction, however, by no means entails the
conclusion that Jesus envisaged the Twelve as the
models and precursors of the office-bearers of a later
church. Indeed, such a conclusion is rendered highly
unlikely by the fact that they appear to have played no
part of great significance in the early days of the church
in Jerusalem. It is clear that they were accorded a
certain pre-eminence in the counsels and leadership of
the early Church, but more than that can hardly be said.
They fade out of the picture rather early. It was
certainly not they, as a group, who initiated the Gentile
Mission *!.

13



5.1.3 Women in the Earl

14

y Church

Nor do we find the term “apostle’ restricted to the
Twelve in our earliest records, viz. the Pauline epistles.
Paul uses the term to denote a much wider group than
the origl al Twelve, a group which certainly included
himselPZ and probably also some women (see below

5.1.3).

To a large extent, ministry and authority in the early
Church seem to have been spontaneous and charismatic
in nature. It was probably the onset of persecution
under Herod Agrippa 1(37-44 A. D.) that led to the
emergence of a firmer pattern of leadership. In that
developmenf the key figure was not one of the Twelve
put James, the Lord’s brother. It is highly unlikely that
his would have happened, had Jesus himself seen the
Twelve as the precursors of the office-bearers of a later

Church.

We call the Church apostolic because its witness and
faith is based on the foundation laid by the first
apostles: Christ. Faithfulness to the apostolic teaching
s entrusted to all of us, the whole body, in all its
inistries. The ministers of word and sacrament are set
aside to bear special responsibility for the safeguarding
of this teaching; they are apostolic in so far as the Spirit
enables them to be faithful. They are equipped and
enabled for their ministry by the Spirit who gives the
necessary gifts and teaches us the things of Christ.

We believe that Jesus called forth a discipleship of
uals. We would argue that the early Church,
reflecting the special impact made by Jesus on women
in Israel, included women among its leaders from the
peginning. The new equality was expressed in the
carly church by the participation of women in a variety

of nﬁnistfies.

well be that Paul, in his famous statement in Gal.
3, 27-28 about the rendering void of all distinctions in
Christ, was actually quoting from a baptismal hymn or
credal fragment in common use across a range of
Communiﬁes”. This would indicate that Paul’s view
me kind of radical new breakthrough but one

was not some
which was widely accepted in the early church.

Moreover, there are a number of references in Paul’s
Jetters to women both as prominent leaders and as
issionaries who h'ad been active both before Paul and
iI,“iependently of him. 'Paul's own references to these
women show that he himself esteemed them highly
th as human beings and colleagues. The language of
Paul’s greetings to them suggests “great warmth,
a predation and even intimacy in the relationships
with such female collaborators”®.

s Euodia and Syntyche laboured side by side with
him in the gospeli‘s. Alas! not a few scholars, from the



5.1.4 Neither Male nor Female:

The Order of Creation
Transcended

the chu

- name, s for-the sécond, ‘only since the thirteenth

first century on, have tried to turn them into men®.

Agam, in Rom. 16: 1ff, Paul gives a warm :
recommendation to a woman called Phoebe. ‘He also
gives her three titles: sister, digkonos and prostatzs Yet

- her significance for the early Christian mission i$ far

from being fully recognised. One commmentator after

* another:minimises the significance of her titles. It is, for

examplé; an anachronism to describe herasa
deaconess: There is no good reason to doubt that she

_was a mnuster of the church, on a par thh men.

Itis also inadequate to translate prostatis by ‘helper’.

The natural and obvious sense of this word is ‘patron’,

, pmtector’ and there is no reason why: it should not be
. givenits full weight here.” Paul’s choicé of this word

would have suggested to his readers:a person of
considerable influence, who had espoused the cause of
hitn Cenchreae '

Agamf in Rcm 16 7 Paul sends greetmgs 1o two
- people whose narnes (in the accusat

case) are
arly a man’s

Andronikon: and fowian.. The firstig

century. have commentators takeri it t
of another masculine formy, viz: loynias
two peoplé in question are described as ap
how could an apostle be a:-woman?: Butt

fly in'the face of the fact that the masculine na :e,
Iounias; . is not attested: ‘Tt is far mor Y
that what. we have here is the accusati
name, Iouma, which ifi its Latin for .
as a woman’s name in the Hellenistic world ‘of the
Roman Empire. Indeed, several éarly, Church. fathers
understood it this way, notably Chrysostom, who
marvelsat the devotion of this woman" 13 she Should
be counted worthy of the name®,

In Rom. 16, nearly one thud of those to whom Patil

sends greetings are women, and they are all said to
have shared with him in the building up of the:
Christian communities. Nothing is saidto distinguish
the kind of work they were doing from that of men,
Nothing is said which suggests that: then' work was ofa
subordinate character.

In Gal 3.24-29, Paul writes (in the context of a:
passionate argument opposing salvation by’ obedierice
to the law to salvation by faith in Christ alone): .
“.the law was our custodian until Chnst came,
that we might be justified by faith:- But now that
faith has come, we are no longer under a
custodian; for in Christ Jesus, you are all sons of
God, through faith. For as many.of you as were
baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There
is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave
nor free, there is neither male nor female; for
15
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you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you are
Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring,
heirs according to promise.”

In the light both of the ministry of Jesus and the
ministry of women in the early church, it is surely quite
wrong to represent Paul as the one who made the great
theological break-through, by first enunciating the
principle® that in Christ “there is neither male nor
femnale”. We would rather hold that Gal 3.28 is a key
expression not only of his own theology but of the self-
understanding of the Christian missionary movement,
which arose independently of him.

At the same time,we stress the importance of this
passage for Paul’s own theology and for the argument
of the epistle as a whole. The central point of Galatians
is that any priority of Jew over Gentile, master over
slave, male over female with respect to the kingdom of
God is abolished by the coming of Christ, the coming
of faith. There is now one and only one thing that
counts: the salvation brought by “our Lord Jesus Christ
who gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the
present evil age, according to the will of our God and
Father” # offered to Jew and Gentile, slave and Greek,
male and female alike. Through the faith that accepts
that salvation, all are ‘sons’ of God; all are one in Christ
through faith.

This does not mean that the distinctions as such are
abolished: Jews are still Jews, Greeks are still Greeks;
slave and master (there seems to be no urgency in the
New Testament to emancipate slaves), man and woman
remain what they are. “But in Christ, by baptism and
hence in the church ... something has happened which
transcends the Law itself and thereby even the order of
creation.”"  The phrase “neither (is there) ‘male and
female’,” as it literally reads in the Greek, is a direct
allusion to the creation stories in Genesis: “male and
female he created them” (Gen 1.27). The distinction
between male and female is, it is true, a basic given of
creation, but in Christ there is something more
important than ‘male and female.” It is not ‘male and
female’ that is the ultimate reality but the Risen Christ
who pleases to dwell in all who believe in him.

Not to recognise this new reality by treating these
distinctions (male/female; free/slave; Jew/Greek) as
absolutes again, is to act as if Christ had never come, as
if the new creation in him were not relevant. Trying to
found the church’s life on distinctions that have forever
been declared void by Christ would be to reject the
gospel altogether: hence Paul’s passion and
exasperation in the letter to the Galatians. For Paul, this
is not a trivial matter but belongs to the very centre and
basis of our faith. The issue at the time was the attempt
to re-establish a fundamental distinction between Jew
and Greek, apart from and in rebellion against the new






5.1.5 A New Creation

5.2 THE SUBORDINATION OF
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WOMEN

women willed by the Creator.

“So for anyone who is in Christ, there is a new creation:
the old order is gone and a new being is there to see,”
writes Paul in 2 Cor 5.17 (New Jerusalem Bible). We
believe that as Christians we may live out of this hope.
We may live out of the faith that Christ died for us, is
alive in us; renewing the whole creation. He is
therefore also renewing our human nature, whether
male or female, remaking us in his image; the image of
a renewed humanity where the sinful human divisions
and mutual domination between race, status, religious
moral goodness, and sex are ‘rendered void’, where all
human beings may recognize Christ with all his grace
in them, and themselves in Him. The image of the risen
Christ transcends male/female; the maleness belonged
to his earthly life (he had to be something!) but is
irrelevant to his risen life. Any human being who
believes in Christ may and does bear his image, and we
are to treat each other no longer ‘from a human point of
view’ (according to class, power, status, sex, race,
intelligence, morality etc) but from God’s point of view,
who sees in each human being who believes in Christ,
the image and reflection of Christ. This is our new
identity. We do not as yet “see’ it (in terms of factual
proof or irrefutable evidence) but we may believe in it,
hope for it, and live by it as by a reality already
reaching - from the future - into our life now,
empowering us to live by the new order of the kingdom
rather than by the old sinful order which still surrounds
us and attempts to renew its hold on us.

Because all this is so, and because this is our hope and
joy, and the hope and joy of the whole human race, we
declare with Charles Wesley: “my heart is full of Christ
and longs this glorious matter to declare.” We would
not declare it rightly if we declared it without woman.
Male and female, slave and free, Greek and Jew
together are the body of Christ, the image of Christ, and
in their very unity the witness to Christ. The Christ for
and in the one is also the Christ for and in the other. To
proclaim Him by word, sacrament and pastoral care
(the ‘Ministry of the Word’) is not a ‘right, neither for
male nor for female, but a joyful calling and service of
gratitude entrusted to those whom the Spirit so equips
and appoints.

It must be frankly recognised that the New Testament
does not speak with one voice on the question of the
place of women in the Church. We do not think it
either helpful or honest to harmonize or obscure these
contradictions. They help to remind us that the New
Testament is not a textbook of systematic theology, still
less a code of Church law, but rather a collection of
occasional writings from the Church’s formative period
which provides us with windows into a number of



5.2.1 Contradictions in Paul?

Some Misunderstandings

I Corinthians 11:2-16: Praving with

a veil?

different early Christian communities. The New
Testament will not relieve us of the necessity to make
our own faith decision, under the guidance of the Holy
Spirit. '

Paul himself does not seem to speak with one voice.
The same Paul whom we believe to be the clearest
spokesperson in the New Testament for the freedom
and equality of women, seems to insist that wives
should be submissive to their husbands, that it is
scandalous for women to speak publicly in worship,
that “a man...is the image and glory of God; but woman
is the glory of man”* and so on. It is passages such as
those which have given rise to the image of Paul still
held by many people, inside the Church as well as
outside it, as the original male chauvinist, “the founder
of an age-long conspiracy to deny women their
rights”#. We maintain, however, that this image of
Paul is a compound of prejudice and half-truth. It was
able to arise and persist because of the obscurity of
some of Paul’s utterances. Not only has he expressed
himself cryptically at certain crucial points, he has
assumed in his readers a familiarity with contemporary
circumstances, customs and concepts which we do not
have.

Some misunderstandings we believe can be cleared
away. It is often assumed, for example, to be an
unquestioned fact that Paul was opposed to women
playing any leading role in worship. We are convinced
that such an assumption rests upon an uncritical
reading of the texts.

In 1 Cor 11:2-16, according to the traditional
interpretation, Paul is upset by the way that some
women in the Corinthian church are praying or
prophesying without wearing a veil. Some recent
scholars, however, like Murphy-O’Connor*, or
Schiissler Fiorenza® , have argued that what is
upsetting Paul in the Corinthian community is the way
in which certain members, male and female, are
wearing their hair®.

Whatever the occasion of the discussion may have been,
Paul’s primary concern seems clear. It is not whether or
not women should pray or prophesy in public. This
they are fully entitled to do, as citizens of the New Age.
Rather, the issue is that whenever they do pray or
prophesy in public they should do so appearing as
women and not as pseudo-men. It may also be right,
along with several recent authors, to read beneath the
surface of Paul’s expostulations here a rejection of
anything moving even slightly in the direction of
homosexuality . However that may be, the passage
yields one fact that cannot be denied: women did pray
and prophesy in the Pauline churches, and Paul
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I Corinthians 7: Suspicion about
sexuality?

5.2.2 The Order of Creation
1 Corinthians 11:2-16 - the head of a

woman is her husband?
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he practice. If he insists that women should

accepted the pr o their heads, while praying or
;i?ﬁ;?gglgg i equally insistent that men should
not.

touch a woman”, says Paul
“It is well for a m%f;tggtggen regarded as proof}llaoth of
in v.llb. Thls‘hais icion of sexuality and resultant
Paul’s neurotic 5 " Igen- Recent study, however, has
devaluation of "i'; o label “ascetic” properly belongs, not
o of Coryn et whom

’ 3 in¢cnha .

Paul is actually Q%ﬁffﬁﬁ%emem tI;lat it is written Ii)n
opens with an exps raised in a letter to Paul from
response to matter from later chapters of the epistle that
Corinth. It is cle}?; g not been content merely to ask for
the Corinthians had put their own case and expected .
guidance, Thex hathem~ We believe that in v.1b Paul is
Paul to agree wﬂ:ir yn letter. The rest of the chapter,
gy Fom el €27, n b ke s P
fe)'oinder tZ the Corinthian postHiorn:

. ~+vhian ascetics were proposing
¢he Corinthian i
that 21 Christians should Fenousee MEEaE, ov at
least, sexuality, put Paul P ricks tise absti
sea g Partners are to prac ise abstinence

asciet;c idea 1sm;1 and for prayer and by mutuql consent.
1:3:) 3; n(;r i? ffffuy them into thmlictinglfthat sex is evil or
that marriage is Wrong in and of itsell

) ses a preference for the single
It is true tha‘t I?aul ‘;ﬁprﬁzcausephe believes that the time
§tat}ie, but tgls lsrt}lﬁa be)é ause he opts for the extended ;
2 Isn i?;to(?;hg)éh grch - ather than the nuclear family.

. hapter 7, however, is that
Th hing about € -
The remarkable B8, 1 reats husband and wife as

. ddresses himself to both
equals. Each time, P4 a the point of tautology and

ife, even to U=, ; ;
N Ty Ry
ut male an ich di
responaibiltcs a mutuality which SHTges SEaply
from the ethos of fhé‘, g solely from the point of view
tended to see every 51 Here Paul expresses

of male n‘ght(s:1 and fgg‘:i{fﬁgi equality of males and
in practical admon

females as brothers and sisters i the Lord, both equally

responsible to the Lord-

. £ the subordination of
However, the nn%hciggga(; in I Corinthians 11.2-16 - a
women to men M Yin obscurities, that can hardly be
passage abou;ndmgder ed all its secrets. V. 3 reads in the
said .ts have surrtenou o understand that the head of
o e o
husband, and the head of Christ15 506



Obvxously a metaphorical meamng is mtended for the
- word “head”, but which metaphorical'mea
correct one? The word is commonly 1
- mean.“ruler”, "authonty” That is He
idiom,:but it is not a native Greek i
Scott:in their standard Greek-Engli
" give the meaning “ruler” as a sub-caté
‘ metaphoncal usages-of the word,: ot |
suggestion in the article on kephale in ‘The
Dictionary of the New Testament that the ver had
: such a metaphoncal meamng in Greek ()

community Furthermore, in such contexts '
regularly translated in the Septuagmt by archorz or
'archegos :

’Ihere is however, a common, 1diom‘
in Greek to denote a source, and this:
as well as v. 8. If this is correct; then 1
of woman to man is intended; What i
order of the creative events.. This interpre

moreover; is no novelty; it was the viev of_Cynl of

- Alexandria®. Brendan Byrne’s view:is ulis
setting up a sequence, not so much of derivedexistence,
{ but of derived authority or capacity: 'thmg,”
and that his statements imply,. “if not: .
subordmanon, at least a denved statu'

phed in v.3. But what about viT;
that “a man...is the image and. glory
is the gloty of man.”:,
word “glory” here the senise of “reflé
are no clear mstances elsewhere, elth

Feuillet has pomted out that the glory .
denote not only the manifestation of Gox
attributes but also that which doeshi
glorifies him, He thetefore suggests th;
shotild be understood as the glory of the
that, as the chief work of the created w ,ers,é,:_fie' does
God honour Tl
In what sense; then is woman. ”the _g Xy »man”’ The
passage which Paul appears to have in:mitid-here i5 not
Genesis.1 but rather the Yahwistic account in chapter 2.
This passage considers woman in her speCLﬁc role,
insofar as she is chstmgmshed from marn.. Though
drawn from man’s side, she is man’s invaluable and
irreplaceable complement. She is precisely the
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1 Corinthians 14:33b-36 - Should
women keep silent?

2

helpmeet whom he had sought in vain among the other
creatures. She is, therefore, the glory of man, not in the
sense of being his reflection, since she is different from
him, but rather in the sense that she represents his joy
and pride, by bringing him an incomparable wealth of
which he would otherwise be deprived®. The reason
why Paul speaks of man as The image and glory of
God’ but does not say the same about women, in
contrast to Gen. 1:26f, where man and woman together
are declared to be created in God’s image and likeness,
is probably that at this peint he is thinking of the two
creation accounts in Genesis 1 and 2 together, In a
somewhat harmonized way.

We now turn to v. 10, which, in a literal translation,
reads, “For this reason, the woman ought to have
authority on the head because of the angels.” Tt seems
clear that Paul is referring to some sort of head-
covering. But why call it “authority”? The view has
long been current that the word denotes a sign of the
authority exercised over the woman by her husband.
There is now a growing consensus of scholarly opinion,
however, that the Greek cannot be made to yield any
such sense. Neither in Paul's own usage nor in the
whole range of Greek literature is exousia ever used in
the passive sense of an autharity to which the subject
must submit. The word means not power submitted to
but power exercised by someone, authority, autonomy,
liberty®®. So Paul’s point must be that 2 woman should
bear her sign of authority ('permit’, ‘licence’,) on her
head.

Furthermore, even if it were conceded that v. 3 implies,
if not a subordinate, at least a derlvative status for
women, we still have Paul’s clear statement in v. 11 that
“in the Lord woman is not independent of man nor
man of woman,” There are indeed some signs that in
this passage Paul is arguing against himself. He seems
to feel ill at ease about his own argument, taking it back
by reminding his readers of the new equality of male
and female in Christ %

In I Cor. 14: 33b-36 Paul admonishes women to keep
silent in church meetings. Indeed, they are not even to
ask questions. There are several reasons, however,
why many scholars believe this passage to be a later
insertion into the original letter. The history of the text
of the New Testament shows that such insertions were
not uncomimon, and to scholars they are an everyday
matter. Apart from many linguistic reasons, the main
reason for not ascribing this passage to Paul is that it
contradicts what he has just been saying in chapter 11,
where he presupposes that women do have the right to
preach and pray publicly. We do not believe there is
any adequate way of harmonising these two passages,
despite frequent attempts to do so. As Byrne putsit,
“The sudden irruption of the injunction imposing



The Post-Pauline Literature

silence on the women...comes as something of a bolt
from the blue”®®; (his own considered opinion is that it
is “a reasonable exegetical judgment” that the verses
are not authentically Pauline). Some manuscripts
remove the verses in question to the end of the chapter.

Those who find such arguments convincing usually
suppose that the verses in question are a gloss, i.e. an
addition, stemming from the same circles as produced
the Pastoral Epistles, which reflect similar sentiments
and concerns. If Paul did write these verses, however,
then we must decide which position lies nearer to the
centre of his thought: that which is expressed in I Cor.
14: 33b-36, or that which is expressed most clearly in
Gal. 3: 28. We cannot have it both ways. More
importantly, we must decide which position lies nearer
to the centre of the gospel which Jesus not only
preached, but lived and embodied.

The ‘subordination passages” in Paul’s letters and those
from the so-called “house tables”, or tables of
household duties in Col. 3: 18f and Eph. 5: 22-33 seem
to have a common emphasis: one way or another they
appeal, in support of the subordination of women, to
the order of creation. InICor. 11.3-16, there is an
appeal to the order of creation in support of Paul’s
contention that women should wear a veil when
praying or prophesying, In I Peter 3.7 the wife is called
the weaker vessel: an easier prey to the temptations and
seductions of Satan just like Eve, In ITim. 2:11-15,
where women are told to keep silent and by no means
to teach or have authority over men, the reason given is
that “Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was
not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became
a transgressor. Yet woman will be saved through
bearing children, if she continues in faith and love and
holiness, with modesty.” In I Cor. 14.34f. Paul, if indeed
it be Paul’s voice that we are hearing, also appeals to
the Law, alluding to Gen. 3.16.

All of these passages assign to women a clearly
subordinate role. And I Timothy does rule out the
possibility of women exercising leadership in the
church. This has to be conceded. The question is how
much weight should be given to these passages in
shaping the order of the Church in our own day?
Should they be given more weight than, say, Gal. 3.28?

Most scholars believe that Ephesians and I Timothy
were written in Paul’s name after his death, and many
would say the same about Colossians. In certain
respects, all of these letters reflect a development away
from Paul’s thought. Brendan Byrne speaks of the later
New Testament texts reflecting a “relentless drift
towards the dominance of men”, and adds that the
more one charts this drift, the more one comes to
appreciate what a mighty impulse in the opposite
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The Pastoral Epistles
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direction the Christian movement must have received
in its beginnings from Jesus himself, an impulse which
the later records never quite managed to obscure *.

Robin Scroggs, who also regards all three letters as
Post-Pauline, has drawn attention to a significant point
of contrast with the acknowledged Pauline letters. He
points out that early Christian writers tended to adopt
two forms of Hellenistic parenesis or exhortation, the
catalogues of vices and virtues and the house tables. It
is precisely in the latter that various hierarchies and
dominant/subordinate societal structures are accepted.
In the acknowledged Pauline letters there is a liberal
use made of the catalogues but never any use of the
house tables. On the other hand, the hortatory sections
of the Deutero-Pauline letters are heavily laden with the
house tables. This can hardly be accidental®.

There is, however, one important difference between
the house tables of the New Testament letters and their
prototypes in Hellenistic literature, In the latter, the
exhortations to responsible behaviour are nearly always
addressed only to husbands, fathers and masters. In
the New Testament, they are addressed equally to
husbands and wives, fathers and children, masters and
slaves.

It is also worth noting that, whereas the author of
Ephesians says several times that the married woman
ought to be subject to her husband, he never tries to
establish this obligation by referring to the harsh text,
Gen. 3: 16. The Old Testament text which he has in
mind is rather the Yahwistic account of Genesis 2,
which represents woman as man’s partner, in whom he
discovers, as it were, half of his own being,.

While the Pastoral letters contain several echoes of
Paul’s teaching and presuppose his authority as a living
force, they really belong to a different setting and may
not even stem from communities directly founded by

‘him. They were written at a time when the Church was

fighting against Gnosticism . In this movement, every
individual was his/her own teacher and had his/her
own “spirit” &, Moreover, women were playing a
dangerous role ©. This situation has strongly
influenced the author’s judgment. It seems clear from
passages like I Tim. 2: 8-15 that a concerted effort is
being made to suppress expectations on the part of
women to play a more significant part in community
life, expectations which may have survived from the
earlier period of equality. Hence, in Tit. 2: 3-5 we find
the domestic role of women being fully reasserted, as in
the traditional household codes. The overriding motive
is the good reputation of the community among
outsiders. The word of God must not be brought into
disrepute #. A similar tone pervades the fairly lengthy
instruction concerning widows in I Tim. 5: 3-16. The



53 HOW SHALL WE RESOLVE
THE CONFLICT BETWEEN
THE DIFFERENT VOICES?

enemy is to be given no occasion to revile us. Ina
hostile and suspicious world, the community must
exemplify those household virtues which that world
holds in the highest regard.

At first sight, it might seem that the obvious thing to do
is to be guided by the majority. Once one has taken that
decision and worked out which position represents the
majority view, it is tempting to make the further move
of explaining away the exceptions, o as to arrive at a
uniform picture. Thus, as we noted earlier, some have
argued that Gal. 3: 27-28 is true only in a spiritual sense
or that its fulfilment is reserved for heaven. It is by
reasoning of this kind that some scholars are convinced
that the ordination of women is contrary to the New
Testament.

If it could be shown, however, as we believe that it can,
that some of the New Testament’s utterances on the role
of women in the Church arise directly from reflection
on the gospel, whereas others are prompted primarily
by a prudential concern for the Church’s image in
society, then priority should surely be given to the
former. We have found examples of the latter kind of
utterance in the Pastoral Epistles. The author or
authors do not speak under the constraint of the gospel
so much as out of a concern that the Church should
enjoy the good opinion of society. Paul’s dominant
theme, on the other hand, is different: this is what God
has done in Christ; this is what you are because of what
God has done; now go and live it out in all your
relationships.

This, of course, raises a wider issue, viz. that of
authority. Our own position is, as we have already
stated in Section 4, that our ultimate authority is not the
letter of scripture but rather Christ himself, the living
Word of God, to whom scripture bears witness and
who speaks through it.

It needs to be recognised that none of the texts
commonly quoted in this debate specifically addresses
the ordination of women. In fact, the whole New
Testament has very little to say about the ordination of
anyone. What we do find is clear evidence of God's
initiative in the direction of involving women in
ministry.

Are we to suppose that God’s initiative in this new
direction reached its climax in New Testament times?
Or did God intend the Church to continue on in the
same direction? We have already referred to the issue
of slavery. We believe God intended movement in the
direction in which the New Testament pointed. We
believe this direction is towards the new equality of
male and female in Christ, and toward a new creation

in Christ transcending all old orders including that of
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male and female.

We cannot have it both ways. If we take the position
that the New Testament rules out the emancipation and
therefore the ordination of women, then we ought, in
the name of consistency, to discontinue a number of the
current practices of all major Western churches, We
should forbid women to speak publicly in church, and
forbid them to teach or have any authority over men,
and advocate subordination within the church,
regardless of any trends in societ{. We doubt if there
would be any churches that would be prepared to take
these step.

6. THE TRADITION OF We must now consider the thought and practice of the
THE CHURCH Church throughout the centuries. This will raise two
questions:

1) whether reasons have been given over the
centuries which would cause this church to reconsider
its opinion, and

2) whether the fact of a continuous tradition of
non-ordination of women to the priesthood is itself a
reason to maintain this tradition.

6.1 CHURCH PRACTICES Already in the Pastorals it is assumed that an episkopos

100~ 500 A.D.% is a man, but a digkonos may be a man or a woman.% It
seems clear that the Church did not ordain any women
to the presbyterate or the episcopate at any time after
these two institutions appear as distinct from each other
in Ignatius. We do not give much credence to isolated
claims of exceptions®”, because the weight of patristic
comment is so strongly against any thought of a woman
having any form of authority over men. This we
recognise as a change from the fluid position of the
early Church where, as already discussed, women
played a full part. We accept that the presbytera in
Basil’s Short rules® was probably the senior woman of
a monastic community, although the usage seems to be
unique.

By contrast, there was a widespread, but not universal
practice of ordination of women as deaconesses,
especially in Syria and Asia Minor. Their role is
discussed in the Didascalia and the Apostolic
Constitutions, and deaconesses are frequently
mentioned by the Greek fathers of the fourth and fifth
centuries. Their role was confined to ministry with
women: assisting at the baptism of women, teaching
women and welcoming women at worship. This
continued until the tenth century in the East and
remains canonical, if not an actual option in Orthodoxy.

The ordination of deaconesses was less welcome in the
West, and was condemined by the councils of Nimes
(394), Epaon (517), and the second council of Orleans
(533)%, )

26



According to Gryson’s analysis, the reasons for
restricting the role of women in the Church lie in the
directions, mainly in the pastorals and 1 Corinthians,
that a woman should not teach in the Church. - This is
expressed mainly in passages which speak of;the role of
-women teachers in Marcionism and Montanism. - Thus-
Tertullian, writing against Marcionism refers to Paul:
-~ “Once more, when he enjoins upon women
silence in the Church, that they are not to speak,
‘at all'events with the idea of learning - though
he has already shown that even they have the
right to prophesying - it was from the law that
he received authority for puttmg the woman in
sub]ectmn”70

Also Ongen, writing against the Montamsts‘
“I permit no woman to teach of to have
authority over men.” He wants women to
“feach what is good” in the sénse that they have
t6 inculcate chastity in “young women?, not
young men, for it is not becomlng for a woman
to be a teacher of men.””!

And the D1dascaha

“It is neither right nor necessary that women
- should be teachers and especially concerning the

name of Christ and the redemption of his
passion.  For you have not been appointed to
this, O women and especially widows, that you
should teach, but that you should pray and
entreat the lord God.””2

There are two exceptxons to the principle that women
should not teach- men: a woman could teach her non-
believing husband, and a woman might prophesy.
These exceptions ate also justified from Paul. It was
also argued that a woman should not baptfse This was
justified by the argument that Jesus was not baptised by
his mother Mary"“‘1 Such teaching suggests ‘that some
women were, in fact, baptising, but it is not clear
whether they were in orthodox churches.

Women were also excluded from presxchng at the
eucharist.

Thus the Ecclesiastical Canons of the apostles:

“John said, “ You have forgotten, my brethren, that our
teacher, when he asked for the bread and the cup, and
blessed them, saying, “this is my body and-my.blood:,
did not permit these (the women) to stand with us. 2y

In Tertullian we also find the claim that women are
excluded from the sacerdotal office’. In the fourth
century it became common for the word hiereus to be
applied to presbyters and bishops, which then invited
comparison with the all-male priesthoods of the Old
Testament. This comparison also led to canon law
requirements. For instance, only a person without
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6.2 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF
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THIS TRADITION

blemish could become a hiereus.

Alongside this, the fathers clearly believe that it is part
of the God-given order of creation, that men should
command and women should obey. They based this on
Old Testament precedent.

Thus Origen:

“For it is improper for a woman to speak in an
assembly” no matter what she says, even if she says
admirable things, or even saintly things, that is of little
consequence, since they come from the mouth of a
woman.”

Also the Apostolic Constitutions:

‘For the woman is the body of the man, taken from his
side, and subject to him, from whom she was separated
for the procreation of children. For he says, "he shall
rule over you”. For the principal g;art of the woman is
the man, as being her head. But if in the foregoing
institutions we have not permitted them to teach, how
will anyone allow them, contrary to nature, to perform
the office of a priest?”

It is clear that the reason why the Fathers restricted the
role of women was a desire to follow commands and
precedents in the scriptures. This desire led them to
restrict the role of women much more than
contemporary Greek society and some of the heretical
sects did. They were selective in the use of scripture.
The comments of these fathers do not provide any
reason to deny ordination to women over and above
those from scripture, which have already been
considered. If we read the same Bible that they read
and come to different conclusions, it is because we read
the Bible not as a book of commands and precedents,
but as apostolic witness to Christ.

However the further question arises whether the fact of
a universal tradition is itself a reason to maintain this
tradition. It could be argued that the Spirit has guided
the Church, even if the Church did not understand the
reason why it had been guided in this way. Here there
is a fundamental difference between Reformed tradition
and some other traditions concerning the relationship
between church traditions and the gospel.

In the Eastern Orthodox tradition, it is understood that
the worship of the Church throughout the ages is not
open to revision in the light of theological thought.
Rather, theological thought must seek to understand
the worship and order of the Church. Thus the Russian
Orthodox response to "Baptism, Eucharist
andMinistry” contains the following statement:
“ The faith of the Church through the ages
contained the fullness of the apostolic tradition
preserved and witnessed by the church in its
teaching, conciliar experience, liturgical-



sacramental devotion, gracious holiness of the
life and teaching of its holy martyrs, confessors,
fathers and doctors.” ,

Therefore, the possxbxhty of ordination of women to the
présbyterate cannot be envisaged. One finds.Orthodox
| statements which confess difficulty in explaimng why
the church does not ordain women, and conchide not
that there is-1io reason; but that theologlans need to
reﬂect further to chscern the reason.”

Hence the Orthodox Church in America said
i1 But we Orthodox Christians cannot admit that
. ,two thousand years of Christian practice in
~ wirtually all tradztmns ‘should be changed
© without deep and ‘serious refléction, rayer, and
s careful consxderatlon of all aspects of the i issue. "

Roman Cathohc statements reveal d:debate’on this
i$sue: Thus Inter Insigniores gives."The Church's
constant. tradition’. as the first: reason for refusmg
ordmatio to women; . ‘

However, there'is'no. shortage of Roman Cathohc
‘writers:who, poirit. gut that the length of a belief or
practice i the Church does not in itself makethat belief
- or practice part of the Church’s nermativé Tradition,
Rather one must weigh the significance of that belief or
practice to dlscem whether it relates orgamcaﬂy 10 the
Tradmo GRS e R

Howf'd ; the Church assess the fact of a contmuous
|- tradition'as an arguiment in theology?, Clearly there is
need for a'continuing encounter at depth:between

. Reformed-and Orthodox théology:: Both are agreed
about the fundamental importance of Ttinitarian and
incarnational theology. Both find the Greek fathers of
the fourth and fifth centuries as part of our.common
heritage-of faith. The ecumenical movement has made
reformed theology much more aware of the extent that
it hiad read these fathers through an Augustinian
perspective and so misunderstood them, The full
implications of the reassessment remam to be seen.

An encounter between the traditions: would expose the
reality that our different views about the 6rdination of
women reveal'a more fundamental différence about the
relationship between the gospel and aspects of the
tradition of the Church® This issue is beyond ‘the
scope of this'study. We can only béar witness o the
profound nature of the difference and do so in prayer
that one day this difference can be overcome. -In the
meantime we make the point that the Uniting; Church is
acting with integrity and obedience to the gospel as that
obedience is understood from within a reformed -
theology.

We would also need to consider whether this difference
29
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7.1 THE PRIEST AS ICON
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arises from any fundamental difference about
Trinitarian and incarnational theology. We do not
believe that it does, but that question will be considered
in the next section.

We must now explore questions about whether there is
a theological significance in a male priesthood. Some
have argued that the priest should be male because the
priest is an icon of Christ.

Within Roman Catholicismy, this argument has been
given considerable status by its use in Inter Insignores.
It is the only theclogical argument used there. It takes
up the classical thought that the priest acts in persona
Christi,-and concludes that, as a sign of this, there
should be a ‘natural resemblance’ between Christ and
his minister, It.thenuses the Biblical imagery which
speaks of the Chtist /Church relationship as a
bridegroom/bride relationship. In response to
objections it arguies that Christ continues to be male in
the glorified state; It replies to the objection that the
priest also acts in persona ecclesiae - and therefore could
be female - by arguing that the priest’s action in persona
Christi .is primary, and the other is secondary.

The argument has also been used by Orthodox
theologians, who see-the issue of the maleness of the
priest-as an icon of Christ, and the whole issue as
aligned to the issue of icons, and the denial of this as a
quasi Nestorlan denial of the real humanity of the Son
of God as a particular human being within history.
Kallistos Ware has written: “The bishop or priest is
therefore an imitator, image or sign of Christ, the one
mediator and high priest. In short the icon is not to be
equated with the prototype but nonetheless receives the
honour referred to the prototype. He then quotes
Schmemann: ‘If the bearer, the icon and fulfiller of that
unique priesthood, is man and not woman, it is because
Christ is man and not woman’.®

It seems to us that there are profound difficulties with
this argument. The first one is the novelty of the
argument. We do not know where this argument first
occurs in theological literature, but no statement we
know of finds any trace of it in any classical source. It is
a doctrine which appears for the first time in the
twentieth century.® It is puzzling that theologians
who strongly stress their adherence to the faith of the
Church throughout the ages, and to the organic unity of
the scripture and tradition, should give such credence
to a doctrine which has no precedent in either scripture
or tradition.

The second difficulty is the question why likeness to



7.2 DIALOGUE WITH THE
ORTHODOX TRADITION

. igl by f
statements of the. Christian faith. Ce ;
. Chutch has never:seen any. ontolo

‘he became human, and so the gracéi of Go¢
‘offered to us all; women and men; old and" young, of all

: :‘Chnst applies t the male/ female dlstmctlon, and not
 to other distinctionis within the human race.: Why does

| | the Church ordain people who have no Jewish descent,
“.who ha
- Aramai¢ language and whose skin colotiror. eye colour

ever beeri to Palesting; who do not spedk the

differs: from that of Jesus?: Alt are given

lived fo our. salvéhon, but the Chirchiis figh ty not
'concern’ed about the iack ofa natural :

Ia'nce

God became: human asa male,; efax .:Qf.:the

this maleness;: Rather it has focussed on the reality that
8 fir

races and langiiages. So John's gospel says. ‘the word
becarne sarx.“flesh”.. So the Nicene Creed affirms that
for s hutans: anthro-pous, the Son:sarkoithenta ‘became
human’.-Thus if one took the view thiit the priest is an
icon of Christ, it does not follow that a:woman cannot
be such an icon snnply because she isa woman

The quesuon of the role of men and women in the life of
the Church has led Orthodox theologians:to develop

the theme of the irreducible ontological distinction
between male and female, as a profound distinction

- given by God in creation as part of his loving piirpose.
- It is argued that this distinction is grounded profoundly

in Trinitarian and incarnational doctrme' Thus
Schmemann has said:” R
- -'Tcannot discuss the problem its 'lf because todo
so would necessitate the elucidatio
approachy nof to women an pnesthood only,
but above all fo God in his Trivine:life

fe, to'-
creation, fall and redempho

y the Church and
the mystery of her life, to the deification of man
and the consummation of all’ thmg _m Chnst
Short of all this; it would rémain”
incomprehénsible, I am sure, why the ordmatmn
of women to priesthood for s is tantamount to
a radical'and irreparable mutilation of the entire
faith, the rejection of the whole scripture - and
needless to say, the end of alI "dialogues” e

Smularly, Thomas Hopko has wntten that thls issiie:
‘raises questions not only about the priesthood
and ‘episcopate but about the Very nature of
human beings as created in God's image and
likeness. In a word, the issue here is about God,
and so about Christianity, the Church, and life
itself. The Orthodox generally hold that the
answer to the question about the ordination of
women contains the answers to all theological
questions.’®
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Before exploring these issues, it is important to state
that reformed theology is becoming more aware of the
differences between the Augustinian tradition and the
Eastern, and seeking to explore the issue of the priority
of the person as raised in Eastern theology, and to
understand its implications for issues of anthropology
and ecclesiology. The work of T. Torrance and %
Ritschl are examples. The recent deletion of the filiogue
from the Nicene Creed by the Uniting Church 1985
Assembly was not only a matter of restoring original
wording, or of seeking to please another tradition, but
also a growth in understanding that the Eastern
tradition is, in some ways, a more Biblical and more
theologically adequate way of understanding than the
Augustinian heritage. However one does not speak for
all Uniting Church theologians in saying this.
Theologians of the reformed and evangelical traditions
must explore these issues much more, in discussion
with all other theological traditions, and it would be
premature to say what the final outcome of such
discussion might be.

Yet a study of Orthodox attempts to demonstrate an
organic connection between the theology of the Greek
fathers and the need for a male priesthood seems to
yield very little coherent argument.

Thus Hopko develops the view that thereis a
correspondence between the Son and Adam and
between the Spirit and Eve, as a basis for seeing men
and women as having an equality of nature but very
distinctive roles in the created order, complementary to
each other. This involves a voluntary submission o
women to men, just as the Holy Spirit points to Christ.
The concept of order without inequality in the Trinity is
important here. Limouris develops a similar
argument.®

It is clear that this proposal will be seen as a helpful
comparison by thosé who already accept both
Trinitarian doctrine and male priesthood, but it is hard
to see why it should cenvificé dnyone who accepts
Trinitarian theology but not male priesthood. It could
rather be argued that, while the distinction between
male and fernale is certainly given in creation, it hardly
follows that one has a role like the Son, the other like
the Spirit. The theological theme of the freedom of the
person who transcends his/her nature without denying
it would rather suggest that the Church should not limit
the call of God to the ordained ministry on the basis of
sex or other divisions of nature. We do not see how it is
consistent to believe that the person is called to
transcend nature in the royal priesthood of all
Christians, but is limited by nature in the sacramental
priesthood.

Rather we would see the ordained ministry as a sign to



the world of the love of the Trinity, reaching out in
_Christ, by the Holy Spirit, to all human beings without
distinction.: One sign of this unlimited love of the.
. Trinity is that the ordained ministry must include
- within its number people of both sexes, just as it -
 includes people of all races, languages and classes.

8. CONCLUSION We stited in the Introduction that the clairh that no
"“women are called by God to the ministry of the Worg

would need strong reasons to support it.” We now state
.. that'we have found o such reasons.

-.|. We acknowledge that the three churches.-which came
togetherto.form the Uniting Church in Australia only
' adopted the practice of ordaining womer as'well-as
- mien in recent times, but we emphasise that all three
- churches did-adopt that practice, in cominon: with many
evangelical and reformed churches throughout the
‘world:; We have also noted: that the decision of the

7,

- Presbyterian Church inAustralia was facilitated by a
rigs of exceptionally-thorcugh reports which: reached
that/a Reformed Churchhiot'only may,

> adniit wortien to the Ministry ‘of the Word

- speaks for the equality 0f women and mén-and that

- there is ample evidence that in the period préceding the
writing of Paul’s letters women enjOg;edxéqﬁaI:status

~ with men.and exetciséd ministerial functions. -

We acknowledge that the later New Testament: writings
refléct a steady drift towards the subordination of .
women, but we maintain that the very signs of this drift
throw into sharp reliéf the mighty impulse in the
opposite ditection which the Christian movement
received in its beginnings from Jesus hirself.

We also acknowledge that, in ordaining women as well
as men, the Uniting Church has departed from the
tradition of the church through many centiiries; but we
affirm that even the most venerable chireh traditions
must be subjected to continual critique in the light of
the gospel. . - L

| We acknowledge that over many centuries most
Christians failed to see any contradiction between the
gospel which they professed and the churclv’s practice
of restricting ordination to men, but we believe that
God has opened our eyes to recognise this discrepancy
for the contradiction that it is.
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We therefore declare, without reservation, our belief
that the practice of the Uniting Church in Australia in
ordaining both women and men to the ministry of the
Word is fully in accordance with the gospel of Jesus
Christ, and we beseech those members of other
churches, or even of our own church, who have not yet
reached this conclusion to think again,
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