A Lost Apostle, a Current Crisis, and a Guy in a Planter Hat
admin November 4, 2013 Uncategorized 15 Comments 

Last week I “liked” an article on Facebook and shared it on my wall. It was from Sean Palmer and dealt with some reasons that ministers are leaving the churches of Christ. One of his reasons dealt with the role of women in our religious tribe and how resistant our churches are to allowing them even minor roles in public life. This brought me some emails from dear friends who were surprised that this was in issue. It seemed that they had never heard anyone upset at our traditional stance excluding women. They couldn’t imagine that this was a big deal and certainly didn’t see that it was a major reason for ministers to quit and step away from our churches and, often, from ministry life altogether.

Another good friend, Bobby Valentine, wrote an article in support of the one I shared and gave concrete examples of ways women could serve right now as we continue to discuss the scriptures and our stance on this issue. Predictably, the comment section after his post was divided between those who were happy where we are (a minority), and those who were upset he hadn’t gone far enough with the rest falling into the “it’s about time” category.

A lady sent me a message on Facebook that same day. At their church, the minister had preached on love and then asked people to stand up and greet each other in love. She went to hug another woman who refused her hug. When she asked why, she was told that it was because she had “liked” the article I had shared. Just bringing up the fact that ministers are leaving our tribe and the issues that might be behind it was enough to break the bond of fellowship as far as that woman was concerned.

I need to add another story before leaping in here. I was in Monroe, Louisiana last weekend for the Discover youth rally. After a couple of intense days of “people time” I was ready to fly home and not talk or interact for a few hours. I got through security at the little airport and entered a large and nearly empty waiting area. I picked a private corner and got out my book – this book, in particular.


Not long after that, a group of seven people came in. The six women were all dressed in the denim jumpers, white socks, tennis shoes, and long sleeve white turtleneck shirts that are common among a branch of the Church of God. Their hair was all piled up and held with various bobby pin and clasp arrangements and they wore neither makeup nor jewelry of any kind. (I had a friend who used to be a church planter with that group. He would speak of this sadly and say that he would see an attractive young couple visit their church and wonder how long it would take his tribe to make them plain and unattractive. But I digress…)

Leading the group was a man out of central casting for “O Brother Where Art Thou” or “Driving Miss Daisy.” He was wearing a three piece white suit, a planter hat with upturned brim, and carried a cane as an accessory rather than as an aid to walking. He strutted and swaggered his way into the room – and I apologize to any who think I am being judgmental but there are no other words to describe his walk or demeanor. Instead of sitting in any of the empty areas of the waiting room they walked over and sat right next to me, on both sides of me so closely that I had to pull my elbows in and pull my backpack up on my lap. Some have told me that this should have been a grand opportunity for me to engage them somehow but those are all people who are wired directly from me. Judge me if you must, but I need quiet time to function and I was just about done with engaging folk at that point. God knows that about me and saved me by sending me a call that I needed to take in private. I got up and awkwardly gathered my gear while juggling my phone and moved to a private, empty place across the hall.

While there, I kept watching the group out of the corner of my eye. I am an ex-shrink and old habits die hard. The man held sway over the group being the only one who freely spoke. The women nodded or tsk’ed as required, often not looking up at him while doing so. Hmmm. The flight was called and we all walked on the little plane that had a single row of seats on the left side and a double row on the right. I sat in 5A and got out my book again. The planter hat man (my name for him already) sat across the 20in aisle from me on the right. We were in the air about twenty minutes when he leaned over and poked me a couple of times on the arm. I wish I could approximate his speech patterns and accent for you via the written word but you will have to imagine the John Goodman character from the “O Brother Where Art Thou” movie or some other caricature of the southern plantation owner circa 1860. He used a style of speech I refer to as “I’m just an ignorant old country boy” but which really means “I’m smarter than you or anybody you know but I talk like this to sneak up on you before springing my trap.” Many of you know what I mean. You get this from people from other regions of the country as well but I happened to be on a small plane out of Monroe so…

“I saw the name of your book and I was just wondering how you can write a whole book about just one word, one word and they write a whole book about it? I mean that’s just one word and you’ve got this big book over there all about that one little word.” This went on for a few more permutations to drive home his astonishment. To illustrate it for me even further, he theatrically pushed his planter hat back on his head with his right thumb an inch. When he was finally done I realized he had left me with no direct question or obvious reply so I just smiled briefly and turned back to my reading when he poked me again. “So what does he say?”

I wanted to be polite and reply but, as the man had noted thoroughly and with repetition, it was a whole book. I wasn’t sure I could summarize it on a buzzing airplane in five seconds. I tried, saying “He surveys every known Greek manuscript to see what name is found in Romans 16 and how that name has been interpreted by translators since biblical times.” The man then asked me if the “fellow” said that the name was female. I told him that, yes, the vast majority of manuscripts plainly have the name as female and say that Junia was not only an apostle, but esteemed among the apostles. Then he said this, “Well, I’m what you might call one of them anti-women people.” I promise you, he said exactly that. “I know some pro-women people but I disagree with them. I’m anti-woman.” I didn’t tell him that I had already picked up on that. Frankly, I didn’t say anything. What can you say to something like that? But he wasn’t done.

“Now, does that fellow say that she had to be a woman just because she had a female name? You look in the line of Noah and you see a daughter who had a male name so just having a female name don’t mean you’re a woman.” I found that I had little to say to that, either. I was not going to win this man over if I had five days to talk to him and a hundred books to show him. He finally asked me where “you get a book like that?” and I told him I got mine from Amazon. He said something about having to get it and see how he could write a whole book on just one…but you get the idea of where he went from there.

The fact is that most people outside of our church walls think all Christian men are like that man — in our hearts if not outwardly — except for those in the more progressive mainline denominations. If they dare to enter our assembly they might assume they were correct for it is fairly rare to see a woman take an active part in anything other than the children’s ministry or at a secretary’s desk. The fact that a large and growing number of our churches are taking a hard look at this issue and how we read our Bibles is, in my opinion, a good thing. I don’t believe God has anything to fear from our constant search for truth since all truth is His. Those who think that we are doing all of this soul searching and changing because we are being pressured by culture are wrong. I have not yet run into a church in my tribe that was in a hurry to change because they were afraid that, if they didn’t, the world wouldn’t like them. No, the changes are because of solid research, solid discussions, and serious prayer.

For example, the book I was reading. “Junia, the first woman apostle” was written by Eldon Jay Epp. Epp is an expert in Greek manuscripts of scripture and how they were compiled. His work – 80 pages of text supplemented with 58 pages of notes and bibliography – is not an easy read; it is full of grammar, Greek notations, and tables of manuscripts. It is, in short, a serious work of scholarship and not a reaction to culture or politics. Taking a different tack entirely are Richard and Catherine Kroeger in their amazing book “I Suffer Not A Woman.” They go for the background of the problematic passages concerning women in Paul’s letters, particularly 1st Timothy 2:11-15. They investigate what was going on at Ephesus when the book was written, who was there, and how Gnosticism and the myths widely believed there bear on what Paul had to say. They also examine the evidence that Paul might not have said it at all (and there is very good evidence for that idea but they do not assume it as true and it is not necessary for the case they make). The second half of the book is very “inside baseball” but it continues to make the point they really nail down in the first half. I bought my used copy for a dollar on Amazon. There is a good little book called “What Paul Really Said About Women” by John Temple Barstow that makes a great case for the freedom of women to serve in our churches and is non-technical enough for the general reader. And if you love a fascinating detective story and aren’t afraid to be challenged, there is “The Lost Apostle” by Rena Pederson, an investigative journalist for the Dallas Morning News.

I could add a couple dozen other books but let me reference just two more. My friend, Sara Barton, who was just hired as chaplain for Pepperdine University wrote of her personal journey as a woman called to ministry in “A Woman Called.” It is an amazing inside look at a woman of integrity and honor and faith in the churches of Christ and how she navigated the rocky shoals placed in front of her. And the last book I’ll mention today would be “Distant Voices” by our own Leonard Allen. His book is a history of the diversity in the early churches of Christ that was strangled out of us later when we joined the tide of Christian fundamentalism that swept through America in the early 1900s. You will see how our early leaders taught that women MUST be deacons in every church and that churches of Christ used to have women preachers as well as women serving in other leadership roles before powerful men behind powerful publications shut them down.

You see, we allowed culture (the culture of evangelical, fundamentalist Protestantism) to change us once. What you are seeing today is a reaction against that and a serious reevaluation of our stance on women among a host of other issues that some generations considered settled and done with years ago. This has caused understandable angst among many of our dear brothers and sisters but it is necessary if we are to worship God in Spirit and in truth. And while we may make some errors here and there as we stretch and grow, we remain a people who believe we are not saved by our doctrinal perfection but by He who is perfect. We are saved by Who we know, not what we know. We are covered by grace and as long as we honestly “ask, seek, and knock” we should never be afraid of what we might find out.

I’ll write more about what I have found in this study and where I stand – today – in another blog. For now, get some books and make sure you pray as you read. God will lead us where He wants us. Of that, I am certain.

Women, Silence, and How Scripture Works
admin November 12, 2013 Uncategorized 38 Comments 

In my religious tribe, as in many religious tribes, there is an ongoing discussion about the role of women in public ministry. This shocks and offends many who do not have our history and have not shared our journey – a journey replete with developed and discarded and redeveloped doctrines. Some like to pretend that everything we believe was found fully formed in an instant but most know that every belief, every tradition, and every cultural norm has a long history behind it…and some of that history might not be pretty.

If you take the Bible seriously there are two passages in Paul’s letters that should concern you a great deal. In First Corinthians 14:34, our Bibles read “Women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak but must be in submission as the law says.” In First Timothy 2:11, 12 we read “A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet.”

Some might ask why these should concern us in any way. One part of that group would say something like “These are the relics of long dead men and the church has moved on since then.” The rest of that group couldn’t disagree more and would say “This is what the Bible says. I am not concerned by it; I am charged with obeying it.” I remember being told repeatedly that the Bible was simple enough to understand that the average person could read it, believe it, obey it and come to the same conclusions our tribe came to. The reason we were so divided over this or that doctrine – I was told — was that people just didn’t love Jesus enough or read the Bible enough to submit to the plainly written Word. The older I get, the more I see how wrong – how abominably wrong – that sentiment was. The Bible is immensely complex. It was written by a wide variety of individuals who were addressing issues that concerned their time, their place in history. It was not written TO us but FOR us and the only way to understand it is to learn how it was written, to whom it was written, why it was written, and what all that means today. That isn’t an easy or simple task.

So we come back to these verses. They concern me because of the way they contradict – or seem to, at the very least – quite a few other scriptures and the way they do not fit with what we know of early (pre-Constantine) church worship and work. These verses also cause issues because they are in the middle of passages where equally plain statements are ignored while these are applied.

Contradictions? So it would seem. Here are some, but it is not an exhaustive list. Philip had four daughters that preached alongside him (Acts 21:9). It is no use saying that they must have only spoken to groups of women for that is not even hinted at in scripture. Just as sons often follow their fathers in the trades, these daughters followed their father in his. We see Priscilla (aka Prisca) and Aquilla in the story of the apostles. The first time they are mentioned, Aquilla is mentioned first as was the almost universal custom of the age. However, after that time, his wife is mentioned first every single time. She is mentioned first even when it comes to teaching Apollos. The order in which people are named in ancient times was quite important for it revealed who took the major role in the event being described. We cannot duck the fact that Priscilla was a teacher – even of men. We see Dorcas (aka Tabitha) who is so important to the church that, when she dies, Peter comes to raise her back from the dead so that the church can go on.

In the list of men and women named by Paul at the end of Romans, we find greetings sent out to just over two dozen individuals. Most of the names are male names and only eight are female names, but when you count those who are credited with contributing most to the church you find seven women and only five men. At the very first of that chapter, Phoebe is named as a deacon – the only person expressly given that title in scripture. A woman named Junias is also mentioned and named as prominent among the apostles. We will come back to Junias later in this series and look at her in depth.

There are other passages which seem to contradict Paul’s two “women be silent” statements. In Galatians 3:28 we are told that under our new covenant (see also 2 Cor. 5:16) there is no more separation between Jew or Greek, bond or free, or male and female. Most Christians teach that there is zero difference in value or role for the Jew as compared to the Greek. We also agree with Paul that Onesimus, a slave, is now a brother to Philemon and is to be treated that way. But when it comes to women, we hesitate and wonder…did Paul mean for this relationship to be as equal as the other two?

In Ephesians chapter five we have that famous passage that tells us that wives are to submit to their husbands but what is often ignored is that a verse just prior tells us that all of us submit to each other out of reverence for Christ. In other words, submission is not a female burden, but a Christian one. The fact is if you read the rest of the chapter you will find no warrant for mistreating your wife. Instead, you are to submit to the point that you do not see her faults and you give your life up for her. Take that one verse out of context and you get abused wives. Read it in context and you get a loving, mutual submission that looks like Jesus.

In Romans 12 and First Corinthians 12 we see lists of gifts given to believers in the Body of Christ. There is no indication that some are for men and others for women.

It seems odd to take two passages from Paul and make them applicable in every time and every place and culture when we do not do that with many other statements he made that were equally stark and direct. In First Corinthians 11 he tells men to pray with their head uncovered while women are to pray with their heads covered. He also tells us to pray without ceasing so I assume we would have to make sure men never wear hats and women always wear them…unless he had something else in mind. I would suggest that he did. In that same passage he tells us that it is a shame for a man to have long hair – using the same word that he uses for homosexual acts (whether in or out of pagan worship settings is a discussion for another time). Ask Christians today if long hair on men is a sin and the vast majority would say it is not. They think Paul was using an illustration that meant something in his time but has lost its meaning in ours. But if that is true, is it not worth our while to investigate the reason Paul made his statement on women three chapters later? This is a fair question, especially since Paul has spent time in chapter 11 and 14 giving rules for how women pray and prophecy in the assembly. That he would write all these other passages and then deny them the right to speak at all is so jarring that many scholars believe he did not write 14:34 at all.

Is that just a cheap way out? Not really. While that passage exists with minor variance in wording in all ancient manuscripts we have found so far, it often occurs in a different place within that chapter, as if it were a later tradition being worked into the text (as was the story of the adulterous woman in John 8). In fact, take a moment to pick up your Bible and read First Corinthians 14 and leave out vv.34,35. It flows much better, doesn’t it? The thought isn’t broken up and Paul gets to finish his point. These reasons, among others, are why so many people who spend their lives studying these manuscripts believe Paul didn’t write those two verses.

But if he did…how do we deal with the contradictions within this passage on worship in First Corinthians and the contradictions with other passages throughout the New Testament? And we haven’t even looked at the Old Testament where we see Huldah and Deborah and Miriam and many other women who were spiritual, national, and worship leaders.

And why do we pick out these passages and apply them everywhere but ignore that Paul also told men to pray with holy hands raised and told women not to have elaborate hairstyles, jewelry, or fine clothes (in the same chapter of Timothy in which he tells women to keep silent) and we do not apply those statements to every place and time?

It could be that there was something else going on in Ephesus and Corinth. And it could be that that problematic word “silent” needs to be examined. And it was. And it will be. Next time.

Checking our Lenses and What’s Behind the Curtain
admin November 19, 2013 Uncategorized 19 Comments 

What are the lenses through which you view scripture? You might believe that you “just read it and believe it” but that is humanly impossible. We bring our past and our present and our imaginations and our assumptions to everything we look at, everything we read, and everything we believe. This is not the same as saying that truth cannot be known; truth can be known, but we should never assume we are the ones who know it or that what we know is unquestionably true. All truth, if it is truth, can bear examination and one aspect of that examination needs to be the lenses we used to view it.

Sometimes, someone will come along that radically changes the lenses we use and open us up to new ideas, changing what we thought was truth. One of those people in my life was Miss Boswell. Miss Boswell was a bird-like woman with unintentionally comical facial expressions, careless makeup, and a generally awkward way of moving about our classroom and life. We thought of her as someone to snicker at and didn’t expect to learn anything from the mandatory class in Shakespeare all 10th year students were required to take. We knew the truth: Shakespeare was boring, hard to read, had nothing to say to us, his lines didn’t rhyme, and only idiots would spend their lives with this rubbish. We brought those lenses with us but Miss Boswell was not going to let (most of) us keep them on.

Oh. My. Goodness. She taught us how the words were pronounced once upon a time and we learned to play with language and sounds and how words went together. It was a game, intentionally mispronouncing words and using terms in “wrong” ways that suddenly all came together. We found hidden meanings, incredible history behind a story or a line or just a phrase, and we found out that literature and life consist of layers. We learned that our preconceptions and assumptions had placed lenses on our eyes that kept us from a lot of fun, humor, pathos, and humanity. And I learned to look well behind the curtain to see what was going on when this was said or that was written. I learned that without the context of history and language and culture, most literature – including our scriptures – are open to misinterpretation.

I have been open about my life and how I have changed several positions through the years. I’ve lived that life out loud via pulpits, thousands of recordings of my lessons, and nearly a thousand blogs. That opens me up to a lot of shots and some of them are roundly deserved, to be honest. Still, my journey from the farthest regions of the right of my religious tribe to where I am today did not take place on the Damascus Road in a sudden swoosh of insight, the speed of light, a cloud of dust and a hearty “Hi, ho, Patrick!” No, it was one issue, one crisis, and one insight at a time. And it continues. While writing blogs like these is about as safe as covering oneself with A1 sauce and sauntering through the lions’ cage at the zoo, I cannot stop. It is too much fun and too fulfilling and life affirming to stop. I want to actively and intentionally check my lenses and see what needs to be replaced, kept, or switched.

When I read scripture, I read it through the lens of Jesus. I think that is the message of the Gospels and the Book of Hebrews in particular. “In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom also he made the universe.” (Hebrews 1:1-2) When I get confused about the deeper, eternal meaning of a passage, I try to view it through the life and teaching and example of Jesus, the Christ and see if that helps.

It used to be different. It used to be that passages such as Micah 6:4 would cause me vague unease when it said “Have I not sent before thee Moses and Aaron and Miriam to lead thee?” I wondered how Miriam got in there. In my church, women couldn’t pass out bulletins or make announcements. How did this woman get equal billing with Moses and Aaron and get called a leader by God himself? Or how about Psalm 68:11 where it says “The Lord announces the word and the women who proclaim it are a mighty throng”? Of course there are others women tucked in there such as Hulda, Deborah, Miriam, Priscilla, Phoebe and many whose names were not preserved for us like the woman of Abel Beth Maacah who delivered that city from siege (2 Sam.20). Hulda was a particular source of angst for me since she was called a prophet and it was she who triggered the revival of the law of God under Josiah.

Why did these – and many more – cause me to squirm in my pew as a boy? Because we read all verses about women through 1st Timothy 2:12 and 1st Cor. 14:34,35. Those were the gatekeeper passages and all other passages concerning women had to squeeze through there. To revert to my original metaphor, those passages were the lenses through which women and their place in the Kingdom were to be seen and understood. They trumped anything else found anywhere else in scripture. If we read about women praying and prophesying in Corinth, we said it had to be outside the assembly. If we read about Timothy’s mother and grandmother as they were praised for teaching him about God and the gospel, it had to have been while he was still under the age of accountability (we said that was 12). After he was baptized, we said, he would have of necessity gone to a male teacher as women were no longer qualified to teach him. Philip’s daughters who prophesied? Must have been to female only audiences.

We took this to extremes because we believed God wanted us to. It was done out of sincerity and not out of any natural enmity toward women (though some church fathers in the first four hundred years of the church were incredibly mean and nasty in their denunciation of women and everything connected with them). We just saw things through those lenses. I can remember being asked to speak at a ladies’ day at a church in Ohio. I was shown to a back room where I was to sit until they called for me for it would not have been acceptable for them to speak, pray, make announcements, or read scripture if a man was in the room (which shows a complete misunderstanding of what it means to be in the church, but I digress). I can remember my father “correcting” the notoriously right wing Ira Rice, Jr. for allowing his wife to teach ladies’ Bible classes for “according to scripture the older women are only authorized to teach the younger women how to be keepers at home, not scripture.” (the lens for that is found in Titus 2:3-5)

What we never did – other than explain them away – was to truly engage with those scriptures that seemed to paint a different picture of women in God’s plan. We didn’t peer behind them as Miss Boswell taught us to do with Shakespeare. We didn’t look for the history behind them, what prompted the statements made, and how culture might intrude here or there. So even though Phoebe is expressly called a deacon, we had to say that was a generic term that was given to lots of people (though only she receives it in scripture) and it didn’t mean she held an office of any kind in the church (assuming, of course, that being a deacon is holding an office. Lipscomb and many others would say neither “deacon” nor “elder” is an office but a description but, again, I digress). When the Bible says that Priscilla instructed the preacher named Apollos we just moved on and ignored it. Nothing to see here. Move along, people.

We ignored the opening sermon in Christianity, that given by Peter on the day of Pentecost. There, he quoted Joel’s prophecy that “In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days and they will prophesy.” (Acts 2:17,18 quoting Joel 2:28,29) I am 56 years old and have grown up hearing sermons and classes a minimum of four times a week all of my years and I never heard a single speaker do more than read this along the way to the rest of the sermon. It was never unpacked or discussed and there it is at the cutting, leading edge of the beginning of the Christian church.

We need to deal with this and check the lenses we use. And we will, a baby step at a time.

A word before closing this column – a commenter correctly pointed out that I erred in saying that Aquila was only mentioned before his wife one time. It was twice and he was right to correct me on that. He also said I made other misstatements but didn’t elucidate so I can’t comment. He then said he got the sense that I don’t pay attention to comments. That is a fair comment, though erroneous. I do pay attention to them but I rarely engage them. I have had my say and let others have theirs without my interference. The only exceptions to that are when someone is harsh and sarcastic (he absolutely was not) or when they go on and on and on. The latter should get their own blog. Another commenter said that Philip’s daughters prophesied and that wasn’t the same as preaching but that is not true. The word used for public proclamation of the Word of God is almost always “prophesy.” It rarely refers to speaking of the future when used in the New Testament. Even then, it is a more general future of the end of the world and not “predictions” which is its more common usage today.

And another note if you will bear with me: my wife and I have been hearing the call of God for about six months and resisting it. We laid out enough fleeces to cover our county but God made it plain that we are to leave this congregation and our home, both of whom we love, and move to work with the Fourth Avenue Church of Christ in Franklin, Tennessee. We will move in mid to late January. I will try to keep blogging during this time but I don’t like to write without being surrounded by books and papers and manuscripts so if those are packed…it will be awhile. Pray that the sale of our home, the move, and the transition here at Eastside in Colorado Springs will go smoothly. This is a wonderful congregation with fantastic elders. It isn’t easy to leave but when God calls it is best to not leave Him hanging on the line.

Listening, Dividing, and Remembering Context
admin November 26, 2013 Uncategorized 9 Comments 
This is the fourth in a series. I got a commenter attacking me yesterday for not posting negative comments. I advised him to read all of the comments on each post. I get my share of negative comments and post all that are not mean spirited. Very few are blocked. The angry emails I get are another matter. I deal with those privately and, I hope, with love because once upon a time I would have been the one writing them.

Have a blessed Thanksgiving. I will be on the road a great deal this week. If you make a comment and don’t see it posted immediately, remember that I have to be at a computer to approve them. Due to nearly constant spam attacks, this is what most bloggers have to do. Cheers.

And now…back to our story…

As I mentioned in the last blog, many of the church fathers had horrible things to say about women. What amazes me when I read their vitriolic prose is how unlike Jesus or the Father they sound. Clement of Alexandria told women that they should blush for shame that they were the same gender as Eve. Turtullian was even worse: “Are you ignorant that you are an Eve? The sentence of God still lives upon your sex even in this present age, and of necessity the guilt lives on too. You are the devil’s gateway, you are the unsealer of that tree, you are the first destroyer of divine law, you are she who persuaded him whom the devil was unwilling to attack directly.” And these aren’t the worst things they said. Yikes.

Even up to our present day, some ministers will say that women are weaker, less dependable, more gullible and, therefore, unsuited for leadership roles. God disagrees.

In the Book of Proverbs, “Wisdom” is anthropomorphized as a woman (see chapters 1, 8, 14, and 31). Throughout the Bible God sends wise women at just the right time to save the day when the men – for whatever reason – cannot. It might be Deborah or Esther or it might be the unnamed woman who saved Joab from a siege he had foolishly begun against Abel Beth Maacah (2 Sam.20:22). It might be Abigail, whom David said God sent (“a wise and prudent woman”) to stop him from making a foolish and violent mistake. When Joab got into trouble (again) he went to a woman named Tekoah to help him negotiate his way out of it (2 Sam.14). It was a woman who saved Moses’ life and arranged to be his nurse, thereby ensuring that he would be raised knowing that he was a Jew. We could go on…and we’ve not made it to the stories of Huldah or Prisca or Junia or…

Some have said that it was because Eve sinned first and caused the fall of Adam that women are removed from leadership roles. That doesn’t take into consideration that Paul blamed Adam, not Eve, for the fall (Romans 5:12-19 and 1st Cor.15:21,22 are two examples). So should we blame Adam and not Eve? I don’t think so; I think Paul is blaming both. “Adam” means “human” and Paul is probably using it that way as was the writer of Genesis in 1:27,28 and 5:1,2 (also note: that God made man AND woman in His image). While not all translations have it, all of our oldest manuscripts say that Adam was “with Eve” when she first ate the forbidden fruit (Gen.3:6). 

What, then, is Paul trying to say in 1st Tim.2:13-14? Kroeger and Kroeger, in their excellent book I Suffer Not A Woman, lay out a very detailed and historically accurate case suggesting strongly that Paul was repudiating a popular Gnostic heresy that had taken hold in Ephesus, where Timothy was when he received his letter. If they are right – and I believe they are – then that saves us from a very real theological problem that might otherwise result: is Paul really saying that women bear the guilt of Eve’s sins? Or, at a minimum, that they have to bear the consequences of Eve’s sins? It was that kind of thinking that led many doctors and ministers to resist giving any pain medication to women during childbirth since they didn’t want to interfere with God’s judgment on Eve. They believed that women were still bearing the consequences of Eve’s sins and thought that treating women with dignity and respect was a sign of a lack of faith. (remember that “hysteria” got its name from the name for the uterus. To remove the uterus is still called a “hysterectomy” and multiple studies show that women still get taken less seriously than men when it comes to medical treatment). Think I am making that up? Check it out….

Martin Luther, hero of the Protestant Reformation, said about the pain and stress women went through during childbirth, “if women become tired, even die, it does not matter. Let them die in childbirth. That’s what they are there for”. If this shocks you, remember that he was only taking 1st Tim.2:15 as seriously as many today take vv.11,12. If we are pledged to take vv.11,12 as written and forbidden to look behind the words to see what history, culture, and nuance might change the way we see what would otherwise be “plain”, then we find ourselves firmly locked into Luther’s take on verse 15. 

In contrast with that mindset, Ezekiel 18:17-22 teaches us that each person is guilty only of their own sins and that God will remove the guilt of those sins when that individual repents. If we say that 1st Timothy 2 teaches that women must remain silent because of something Eve did, what are we going to do with Ezekiel? And why aren’t men punished for the same sin when Paul says Adam was responsible (back to Romans 5 and 1st Cor. 15)? Throughout his letters Paul teaches a doctrine of grace and forgiveness (see 1st Tim.1:13-16) which we cannot allow to contradict and clash with 2:11,12, 

For those who stress the “plainly stated” argument of 1st Tim.2:11,12 you must be ready to harmonize those passages with all of the rest of scripture. If you don’t, you are no better than those who read Acts 16:31 and say that baptism is not important and that faith alone can save you and your whole household. Period. No need to be baptized or live a faithful life. Even the plainest statements of scripture, when removed from their linguistic and historical context, become pretexts. 
And, speaking of “plainly stated” – I would submit that those who fight for the “plain meaning” of 1st Tim.2:11,12 are not consistent in their handling of scripture for they routinely do NOT enforce the plain statements found elsewhere. 

1. Do you pray for kings? (1st Tim.2:2) It says to pray for “kings AND all those in authority” so it is not an excuse to say you do not have a king. Is this a command for all churches in all places throughout all time?

2. Same verse as #1 says that we are to live “peaceful and quiet lives” and uses the same word translated as “silent” in most versions of verse 11. Let’s lay aside the political/sexual motivations of that change in translation and just ask: if it applies to women in verse 11 and if in that passage it means they are not to speak in public assembly, why are any allowed to speak at all? The words are the same. 

3. Are men to pray with their hands raised? (1st Tim.2:8) Are prayers unacceptable without raised hands? Is this a command for all places in every nation throughout all time? 

4. Are women allowed to style their hair or wear nice clothes and jewelry? (1st Tim.2:9) Was this a cultural issue and not one that is binding on all churches in all nations throughout all time?

5. Are women saved through bearing children? (1st Tim.2:15) Are barren women, therefore, unable to be saved regardless of their desire, their baptism, or their love of God? Is this a blanket principle for all churches in all nations throughout all time or was Paul referencing something going on at Ephesus, specific to them, and limited to them?

6. If we trot over to the Corinthians passages we aren’t out of trouble. Are women allowed to pray without wearing a head covering? (1st Cor.11:5) How does this work with that whole “pray without ceasing” mandate? Are they ever, then, allowed to NOT have a head covering? Is this a command for all churches in all nations at all times?

7. Paul says that a man having long hair is shameful (some versions say it is a disgrace unto him – see 1st Cor.11:14) and uses the same word for “shameful” that he uses in Romans 1 for homosexual acts between men. Without descending into silly discussions on what “long” means do you think that Paul was making a blanket condemnation on the length of hair of all men for all time in every nation? 

8. As above, Paul said that a woman praying without her head being covered might as well be shorn bald (and some versions add that short hair is a sin and shame for her). Do you think Paul might have had a specific situation in mind or is he condemning all short hair on women in all nations for all times? Is a woman undergoing chemo treatment for breast cancer to be considered shamed because of the loss of her hair? Were there exceptions to Paul’s statements? Were they culturally based and not something he intended to bind on all people regardless of their circumstances? 

As we look at this issue – slowly, with great care, and taking baby steps – we need to remember that the Bible was written for us, but not to us. It was written to a specific target audience at the time and the people in that audience lived in a culture where things were going on, things were being taught, people were causing problems, and situations needed correcting. If we do not dig and discover what those issues were we will not understand the one side of this conversation we get to hear. Scripture is highly profitable in every way but, as Paul would remind us, only for those who handle it correctly (or rightly divide it). Because I understand what was going on, I don’t feel the need to build an Ark when I read those commands because I realize they were meant for Noah, not me. When I read of Jesus speaking to the rich, young, ruler I don’t believe he is telling me to sell everything I own and give the money to the poor (and neither do any of those who tell me to accept 1st Tim.2:11,12 as plainly written). It is plain, forceful, and comes from the mouth of Jesus but I understand what the intended target of his words were, the point he was trying to make. We need to take the time to do the same due diligence with the passages in Timothy and Corinthians. 

All Women or “Those” Women? We start to look at Ephesus…
admin December 4, 2013 Uncategorized 5 Comments 

Just to keep everyone on the same page, this is the fifth in a series of blogs looking at women’s roles in scripture and in our churches. The titles have been, in order:

A Lost Apostle, a Current Crisis, and a Guy in a Planter Hat

Women, Silence, and how Scripture Works

Checking our Lenses and What’s Behind the Curtain

Listening, Dividing, and Remembering Context

The last blog asked a series of questions designed to make us confront head on the issue of context, culture, and meaning behind scriptures – especially those Scot McKnight would call “blue parakeets” or scriptures which seem to contradict the message of Jesus. There were not many who commented though some sent me private messages. To one of those individuals, let me explain something: you are an atheist. You think that this just proves that our whole Bible and our faith are ridiculous. I get that. I used to be one of you. However, I don’t publish your comments because they don’t add to the conversation and they are, without exception, offensive and attacking (as in calling me a fraud for not engaging you in public discussion on the comment page and assuming that meant my readers couldn’t handle your wisdom. Seriously?). To remind everyone, we discussed our scripture – and its problems and issues – in great detail for six years on Tentpegs. That blog is now down because I can only manage two at a time but those articles will be published as ebooks in 2014. For my atheist reader/troll let me say that I get where you are but even when I was there, I didn’t throw verbal bombs at people. It doesn’t help your cause.

Now…back to the story…

We come to our scripture with great reverence. We do not believe it is God and we don’t confuse the two, but we honor it for pointing us toward God and giving us our story. We know that He used many communities and individuals to put this message together and we can hear their voices as we read. We know that it is, in Kenton Sparks’ phrase, “God’s word in human words.” We also remember that we are only hearing one side of the conversation when we read a letter to Corinth or Timothy. Because we are not afraid of truth – and neither is God – we have no problem peeling back the layers of culture, personality, and place to see what the book might say to us. I ended the last blog with a series of questions designed to illustrate the need to read with wisdom and discernment, always keeping history and context in mind.

This scared one good man who sent me a private message warning me that I was going down a dangerous path. He was afraid that if we said any one scripture didn’t apply to us because it was addressing a cultural or local situation we were in danger of tossing the whole Bible as irrelevant to our day and time. He is making the same mistake the atheist was making: the atheist thought that showing the Bible was not perfect or easy to understand proved that our “Sky Fairy” wasn’t real. The believer (whose letter was exceptionally kind and whose life shows a life of character and grace, by the way) was afraid of what we might lose if we really look at these things and don’t just believe them “as plainly read” (my phrase from the last few blogs). I have a problem with that fear for I do not believe that truth is our enemy. It might overthrow our traditions or assumptions or keep us up at night but truth is truth and all truth is God’s truth. My faith is not a room full of dominos where, if one falls, the whole room disintegrates. If I find truth knocking down one of my touchstones or assumptions, it needed to be knocked down.

Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life. He promised to reward and accept those who continue to ask, seek, and knock…that indicates a constant searching and movement in our faith. So when I see that there are more than a hundred passages in the Bible affirming women in roles of leadership and fewer than half a dozen appearing to oppose that idea (per the work of L.E. Maxwell), I am going to dig around to see what lies beneath that.

All of us interpret the Bible. While many say “just read it and believe it!” that is impossible for we all bring our lenses to the reading and we all place our believing response within our personal and cultural contexts (see the “Lenses” blog). If we want to understand what was going on during Jesus’ trial and crucifixion, we need to dig around and find out the history of Roman law, Jewish law, how trials were conducted, what crucifixion looked like, and what the political pressures were between Rome, Pilate, and the Jewish priests. We should do the same amount of digging when we encounter the very few verses that seem to limit what women are allowed to do in our faith communities.

And we shouldn’t be afraid of looking at how those scriptures got into the text. I happen to think that they are legitimately a part of scripture but I am in the minority in that regard (I think). The two problematic verses in First Corinthians 14:34-35 appear in every ancient manuscript of which I am aware but they do not always occur in the same place in the text. That raises the question of whether or not it was in the original. Some are certain that it is a gloss, a note in the margin that got moved into the body of the text. The word usage in Timothy is so different from the books we absolutely are certain that Paul wrote that some question whether he was its author. Once again, I believe he was but that doesn’t keep me from considering the fact that the verb in 1st Timothy 2:12 is used nowhere else in the New Testament (authentein) and when we find it in secular first century usages it has a variety of meanings (“to kill someone, to begin something, to initiate something, to lay claim to property as one’s own, to claim to be the author of”). I have to wonder why we translate it one way when the other ways are equally valid. And that word for silence has at least five other meanings in Greek – and we’ve looked at some of those in scripture. So…why do we insist that it means what we have been told it means rather than looking to see what those who read that letter thought it meant? Doing this hard word is NOT ignoring scripture; it is taking it very seriously, indeed, and engaging with it with all our hearts, minds, and strength.

Even a cursory reading of the epistles shows that they were written to churches in crisis, under siege by false teachers, secular authorities, pagan teachings, and cultural elements that were opposed to the teachings of the apostles. Kroeger and Kroeger estimate that 20% of the words in Paul’s writings were in direct opposition to these crises. When it comes to the pastoral epistles –Timothy and Titus – the percentage is much, much higher. Why? Because Timothy was in Ephesus and Titus was in Crete. The churches in those locations were under assault by immorality and goddess religions (proto-Gnosticism as well) that insinuated their way into the lives and teachings of believers and threatened to shipwreck the faith. If you don’t know what they were facing, you won’t understand the one side of the conversation we get to hear. The Book of Timothy was not a pastoral epistle on how to set up a church in every place throughout all time. It was, rather, a book written to a broken church full of false teachings they had absorbed from the goddess religions that dominated that area (1st Timothy 1:3,4).

Ephesus was in Asia Minor, an area that in contrast to most of the ancient world had predominantly female deities. A very incomplete list of these female gods would be the Great Mother of the Gods, the Mountain Mother, Bellona, Cybele, Demeter, and Diana or Artemis. One common thread in these feminist religions was that it was a woman/female god who created the world and who created the first human (without exception, they taught that the first human was a woman) and that it was man who “fell” or brought sin into the world. In other words, they were standing the story of Adam and Eve on its head. Paul was telling the women who taught that story to hush and listen and learn (to be “silent” didn’t mean to shut up. It meant to have an attitude of openness and humility. As the Navajo tell us, “we learn through our ears, not our mouth.”).

Acts 19 tells us that the early Christians in Ephesus were in hostile territory and often came under attack by local Diana worshippers. The city was full of books of magic (the word means “wisdom” but “arcane, hidden wisdom” is its general meaning). There were riots when Paul tried to speak there and he had to leave the area as local Christians signed bonds for the authorities (a legal requirement to pay for any damages caused by those who rioted against them!). Here, Diana was called “The Mother of God” (theotokos). This doctrine was a serious competitor for the hearts of the young believers in Ephesus for it took many of the stories they already knew and rearranged them in “distorted” (Acts 20:28-31) ways. Paul had this in mind when he wrote to the Corinthians, too (1st Cor. 16:8,9). In fact, Paul spent a great deal of his time speaking and writing against the teachings of the Ephesian pagans. And if you don’t know about those teachings, you won’t understand what he is talking about in some very key passages including First Corinthians 14 and First Timothy 2.

We will look at those teachings and evidence in scripture that Paul was directly referring to them in our upcoming blogs. I hope to have the next one up in a few days. Remember to go to www.wineskins.org to see the relaunch of Wineskins. Some incredible writers are found there and I am honored to be allowed to post alongside them.

Two more quick bits. A reader asked if I’d read Sarah Ruden’s “Paul Among the People” and suggested I would like it. Wow…he was right. I got it for Kindle and was amazed at her depth of knowledge of ancient writings from the world of the earliest Christians. It is troubling reading for it shows the horrendous amorality and evil that was accepted as normal in Paul’s time and that makes scripture come alive when you hear him write in opposition to that culture. Get it. Another reader called me and asked if I would like to read his book on goddess religions and scripture. He is a scholar of the New Testament and Greek so I said “yes!” with great enthusiasm. I’ll let you know about the book after I’ve received it.

Turning Stories Upside Down — the Gnostics and Timothy
admin December 9, 2013 Uncategorized 7 Comments 

[This is part 6 in a series. New readers should head back and begin with “A Lost Apostle, a Current Crisis, and a Man in a Planter Hat]

There was something very wrong going on in Ephesus. People – even church members – were teaching myths (1st Tim. 1:3,4) about things they thought they understood but didn’t (1st Tim. 1:6,7). Whatever they were teaching, they were doing it confidently even though they were spectacularly wrong. They were involving the Jewish law into the equation somehow (1st Tim. 1:8-10) but they had lost contact with the root and foundation of our faith – Jesus. We know this by the expression used in 1st Tim. 1:19,20 where Paul says that they had “slipped anchor” (a better translation than the commonly used “made shipwreck”). It referred to a boat that had broken free of its anchor and was now loose in the harbor causing havoc, bashing into other boats and endangering everyone. Since our anchor and foundation is Jesus, these people must have been anchoring elsewhere or, at a minimum, snipping our connection to Jesus. In verses 19-20 there is a mention of Satan and that might be one of our first clues that Paul is writing to Timothy about the dangerous teachings of the Gnostics, many of whom considered Satan to be a positive force, superior to Jesus.

I’ll explain how and why in a moment but, first, let’s remind ourselves that we are listening to one side of the conversation. Now, let’s add a bit of information to that: that is the way we have to figure out most of mankind’s history. For example, our knowledge of the heresies of the first one thousand years of Christianity comes almost entirely from books or letters written against them. The books these “heretics” wrote were almost all burned when they lost the argument or lost their seat of power. This is common in history and not confined to religious winners and losers. For example, we read Roman accounts of their wars against people who either wrote no books or whose version of the wars was lost when they lost. Churchill may have said “History is written by the victors” but he was not the first to utter that concept; it has been around a long time and it is an inescapable aspect of reality. So, when we hear our side of the conversation (Paul writing to Timothy in Ephesus) we have to dig around in the dustbins of history to find what was going on that occasioned that conversation, to whom it was addressed, and why.

When it comes to Gnosticism, we were given a treasure trove of “the other side of the conversation” in 1945 when a library of Gnostic texts was discovered at Nag Hammadi. Thirteen books including “Gnostic gospels” were found there in good condition and anyone can buy a copy today. It is impossible to summarize Gnostic teachings because they were all over the place and contradicted each other but they can be briefly described as teaching that matter is evil and the god who made it is evil as well. They turn every Bible story upside down and rebel against every standard teaching of any religion they encounter. For example, in Gnostic teaching Satan is a hero as are Cain and Esau for they did not buy into the lies of the creator god nor submit to him. Satan offered Eve wisdom which she then shared with Adam and the creator god, a minor god who was evil because he made this evil, material world with all its faults and pain, opposed them. True religion, according to the Gnostics, was to understand one’s own god-nature, one’s own superiority to physical reality. Once you gain this knowledge (“gnosis” means knowledge) you become so superior to the material side of the universe that – and here is where two streams of Gnosticism part – you can 1) do anything you want in your body or with your body and it doesn’t sully you for you are a soul and not a body or 2) you deny your body and punish it for it is evil and you must master it and rise above it.

And when we read Timothy, we read of a dangerous “so called knowledge” (1st Tim. 6:20) that had permeated the local church. Paul speaks against the myths, endless arguments, and nonsense that mark all forms of Gnosticism (see also 2 Tim. 2:16). If this interests any of you enough to read some of the Nag Hammadi books or other Gnostic literature let me warn you: have aspirin and a cool cloth close to hand. It is confusing, nonsensical, repetitive, and contradictive. Sometimes it is a list of syllables or letters or riddles that make no sense at all. It is, frankly, a mess and quite boring. But it has a consistent theme: the creator god was not the true God, Satan was the good guy, Eve was the smart one since she gained knowledge first, there was no resurrection (for why would a God want His body back???), and Jesus was on the wrong side.

They also loved to create long genealogies of angels, gods, and demi-deities. I know of one such set that has 365 different classes of angels ranked from highest to lowest. This allows for gods who deal with material things and true spirits that refuse to be sullied by contact with material things like people, worlds, dirt, and sin. The books to Timothy and Titus were written specifically to deal with this problem and to appoint solid teachers of pristine character – known as elders, bishops, shepherds, or presbyters – to ground the local Christians in truth and to watch for any encroachment of Gnostic fantasies (1st Tim.3:1-7 and Titus 1:5).

Some have tried to deny that Gnosticism was a real threat at the time of Paul, saying that it was only in its infancy then. But we can read Philo teaching the same doctrine Paul is writing to oppose…and he lived 45-50 years before the birth of Christ. We see Jewish Gnostics writing from Alexandria a century before him. These were not new teachings in Ephesus; they were well rooted there by the time Paul visited there in the Book of Acts. They have also tried to go to Titus 1:10,13 to prove that Paul was writing about Jews who were teaching false doctrine and, by “false doctrine” they mean requiring Christians to keep the old law. I understand that assumption since Paul certainly had to deal with that in many places but that is not what was going on in Ephesus.

While the set of doctrines were not all set under an umbrella and called “Gnosticism” until later, the fact is that we have found Gnostic teachings reaching back for two hundred years before Jesus and the discovery of Nag Hammadi and other libraries prove that Gnosticism was alive and well in Ephesus during the lifetime of Timothy. When it comes to Paul’s reference to the Jews, they also had a form of Gnosticism that was flourishing at the time. This is a quote from the Jewish Encyclopedia: “Jewish gnosticism unquestionably antedates Christianity, for Biblical exegesis had already reached an age of five hundred years by the first century C.E. Judaism had been in close contact with Babylonian-Persian ideas for at least that length of time, and for nearly as long a period with Hellenistic ideas. Magic, also, which, as will be shown further on, was a not unimportant part of the doctrines and manifestations of gnosticism, largely occupied Jewish thinkers. There is, in general, no circle of ideas to which elements of gnosticism have been traced, and with which the Jews were not acquainted. It is a noteworthy fact that heads of gnostic schools and founders of gnostic systems are designated as Jews by the Church Fathers. Some derive all heresies, including those of gnosticism, from Judaism (Hegesippus in Eusebius, “Hist. Eccl.” iv. 22; comp. Harnack, “Dogmengesch.” 3d ed. i. 232, note 1). It must furthermore be noted that Hebrew words and names of God provide the skeleton for several gnostic systems. Christians or Jews converted from paganism would have used as the foundation of their systems terms borrowed from the Greek or Syrian translations of the Bible. This fact proves at least that the principal elements of gnosticism were derived from Jewish speculation…”
Once we understand that these teachings had taken over Ephesus and were coming from Hellenistic sources as well as Jewish sources we can understand some of the odd things we find in First Timothy such as the teaching on widows in 5:11-15. The women of the early church were very susceptible to a teaching that empowered women, removed from them the social pressure to marry or care for their children, and that told them that they were the wise sex, the blessed sex, and superior to any man or any teaching that came from a man (see 2:9-15; 5:11-15; 2nd Tim. 3:6,7). Remember that the Book of Revelation contains a warning to the churches about a “synagogue of Satan” where a woman called Jezebel taught “the deep things of Satan” (Revelation 2:9,13,24; 3:9). They considered their sex a source of power and delved into magic like the Egyptian magicians who tried to convince Pharaoh that he had gods behind him more powerful than the God of Moses (compare Exo. 7:9-13 and 2 Tim. 3:6-9).

To correct their upside down teaching on Eve and Adam and the fall of mankind, Paul retold the story in 1st Tim.2:13,14. He was not trying to keep women from saying a prayer, reading a scripture, or passing a communion tray (he wouldn’t have even known what a communion tray was) by calling on some women to adjust their attitude to one of quietness and humility. He was calling them back to the true story – the faith as given to us by Jesus. The tales and myths they were telling door to door were breaking up families and loosing the ship of faith from its moorings (see also 2nd Tim. 4:4). Christians considered these teachings so dangerous they were convinced God would move quickly and strike these false teachers. A very early story among Christians was that John the apostle entered a bathhouse near the end of the first century in Ephesus only to find a Gnostic teacher named Cerinthus was already there. John fled in fear that God would bring down the bathhouse on Cerinthus’ head and kill him, too.

Once we understand how powerful an enemy to the faith Gnosticism was and how attractive it was to those who wanted to do whatever they wanted to do – for there is no sin since the body isn’t the real you – without anyone in authority over them, we can understand a lot of what Paul wrote. He told Christians to pray for the authorities (1st Tim. 2:2) which Gnostics refused to do. He calls on Christians to live quiet and pious lives which was in stark contrast to the libertine Gnostics. That is why he uses the word we find translated “silent.”

In chapter two of First Timothy, he uses “hesuchios” twice, once for everyone (2:2) and once for women (2:11,12). When Peter uses it in First Peter 3:4 it is translated as a “meek and quiet spirit.” In First Thessalonians 4:11 it calls believers to a life that is orderly and constructive. It means to comply with the law and to live in harmony with your neighbors. Something is keeping people from living these gentle, sweet lives and Paul says it is a lack of knowledge of the truth. What truth? He tells us in First Timothy 2:5 that there is “one mediatory between God and man, the human being, Christ Jesus.” It is Christ who is our mediator not Eve. Or Isis. Or Sybil (aka Cybille) or any of the other female gods of Gnosticism. All of these goddesses had something in common – they displaced all males in leadership and treated men as inferior beings. By the first century (from Kroeger and Kroeger), Artemis, aka Diana, worship had a female high priest, displacing all male high priests. Others would soon do the same.

Gnostic religions loved female mediators and shoved Christ out of the way, too, almost ignoring him (thereby loosing their moorings, causing shipwreck). They taught that Norea, Noah’s wife, was the smart one who took all the precautions and actions necessary to save the world. Mary, the sister of Martha, was also called a mediator as were Mariamne, Philoumene, Sophia, and Eve. They took every Bible character and story and turned it upside down to make it work in their belief system. Remember Simon the magician? They said his wife (or consort), Helena, was the source of his wisdom and magical powers and that her teaching could pass only from female to female (then why was Simon called a magician? I told you Gnosticism is confusing and contradictory). One Gnostic text says “I am the mother of the voice which is speaking in many ways, completing the All. Within me is knowledge, the knowledge of the things which have no end. I am the one who speaks within each created being…and I have come a second time in the form of a woman and I have spoken to them.” Paul was fighting the idea of Eve or any woman or any other man being the mediator between God and man.

Paul would also write against the branch of Gnosticism that attacked all pleasure and mistreated their bodies as evil when he calls on Timothy to watch out for those who forbid marriage or eating good foods (1st Tim. 4:1-5). He reminded them that God created all things and called them “good.” I can only imagine the anxiety Paul felt trying to combat these teachings and strengthen his “son in the faith” from a distance. Read First Timothy and Titus again, this time remembering what was going on in Ephesus and Crete. See how understanding what was going on at the other end of the conversation makes all the difference in how we read chapter 2.

And we’ve only just gotten started. Hang on. It gets more interesting…

Paul — Champion of Women’s Rights?
admin December 12, 2013 Uncategorized 7 Comments 

The last thing many people would accuse Paul of is being a proponent of women’s rights…but that is exactly what he was. I have often heard (and once thought) that Paul was anti-women. He never married (maybe) and those two passages in Corinthians and Timothy just prove that he couldn’t stand women…or could he?

Let’s dispense with two charges quickly. Did Paul stay single all of his life? We have no way of knowing. We know he was single when he did the bulk of his ministry but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t married at one time and then either widowed or divorced/deserted. And did Paul really say “it is good for a man not to touch a woman”? No – a careful examination of First Corinthians shows that Paul is answering a list of charges and assertions made by some in that church. His response is “but I say” and he goes on to absolutely endorse marriage and sexual activity between husband and wife.

For the other charges against him, I would counter that you have to remember the world in which Paul lived. Sarah Ruden’s “Paul Among the People” is the best recent book I’ve found on this subject. I warn you that it is not easy reading – not due to being overly technical but because she strips away your allusions and shows you the world as it really was in the time of the early church. She does not waste time on conjecture but quotes the ancient writers of the day at some length…and it is ugly in the extreme. She reveals a world where young boys were hunted by pedophiles, literally torn apart by rapists, and tossed aside as if they were nothing but rags. And that was socially acceptable. She pulls back a curtain on a world that is so coarse, so amoral, and so rabid that it shocks us to admit that we are the same species as those who constructed such a society as that.

Paul was dealing with a new idea: that women and men could worship together. Kroeger and Kroeger say “men and women often worshiped quite differently (different gods, festivals, temples, and modes of worship)…Paul addresses the problem of how men and women should pray appropriately.” (“I Suffer Not a Woman” p.74) When he writes in 1st Timothy 2:10 “likewise the women” he is endorsing them worshiping with men and praying in the same assembly men attended. This was not done in Jewish synagogues which were strictly segregated by sex nor was it done in pagan temples which were also for one sex or the other (the only time you’d find a man at a woman’s temple or vice versa was if they were temple prostitutes – with rare exceptions). Roman and Greek religions did not approve of Christians worshiping in such a scandalous manner – men and women in the same room! Women were cloistered by the culture of the day, kept away from public meetings, and this mixing was considered immoral (by the same people who considered murder and rape quite acceptable). Roman records of the time show that one of the most common charges against Christians was “immorality.”

Women were valued only for their sexual and procreative powers. Surviving frescos at Pompeii in the temple of Diana show that it was an act of piety and blessing for a woman to raise her skirts above her waist as a sign of greeting. If a woman was in the same place as men, it was assumed that she would reveal her nakedness. Paul, when he calls for modesty and propriety in the mixed gathering, has his reasons for doing so – he knew what would be said about the assembly. He asks for the women to clothe themselves in modesty for a reason; he didn’t want any of the women to hand the Romans or Greeks a club with which to beat the Christians.

He calls for them to avoid elaborate hairstyles and there was a cultural reason for that, too. It was common to have slaves to sculpt and craft your hairstyle and it required two slaves to do it – one to work on your hair and another to beat the first one if they didn’t do it right (see Apuleius and Juvenal). To “do” your hair was a sign that you were advertising your sexual attractiveness and availability. The more elaborate, the more available you were. Paul told Christian women not to participate in that. He was not trying to make a rule for all Christians in every country in every place; he was writing in a specific time to a specific people and addressing a specific problem.

The more jewelry and bangles and bling you wore, the more sexually available you were so, once again, Paul tells the Christian women to tone that way, way down. And then he says something quite shocking which usually goes missed – he says that women should be allowed to learn (1st Tim. 2:11). Jews certainly did NOT believe that women should be taught the law and neither did the pagans following Roman, Greek, or Asia Minor gods. Of course, a woman could study religious teachings but only if that religion catered to only women and only if her standing in society allowed her entrance into the mysteries. Paul calls for women to learn – and remember that the word often translated “silence” is used all through scripture to refer to an attitude, not a volume. Rabbis were told to “learn in silence” in the Talmud and scripture tells all of us to “keep silence before Him” (Isa.41:1; Hab. 2:20; Zech.2:13; Psa. 46:10). The Talmud says that “silence was the duty of the learner” and that quotation is found in several sources before the time of Paul, proving that it was a contemporary proverb that Paul’s readers/listeners would recognize and understand. We rush to the word “silent” and yank it out of context completely disregarding Paul’s breaking of all social conventions of the day by calling for women to learn!

In the three places in the Hebrew scriptures where the term for “silent” occurs, it is usually translated “to submit” (Psa.37:7; 62:1,5). Silence and submission were linked and considered prerequisites for learning. If you weren’t silent or submissive, you wouldn’t learn and you would end up like the foolish women in 2nd Tim. 3:6,7 who kept talking about myths and stories they didn’t understand.

Paul was not just concerned about the reputation of the women (and of Christians in general) in Ephesus, he was also very concerned about false teaching that had crept into the church – or exploded into it. See 1st Tim. 6:3 as an easy to grasp example of Paul using the word for “teach” (didaskein) to indicate that some very bad teaching was going on and then useing it again to indicate what kind of teaching should take place. By my rough count, Paul uses didaskein over 20x and each time indicates what kind of teaching he is referring to – sound teaching, sick teaching, teaching in holiness, false teaching, etc. If 1st Tim.2:12 refers to all teaching and not a specific teaching it is the one and only time Paul ever used that word in that way.

I would submit that Paul could not mean that women could not teach at all. In fact, he tells older women to teach in Titus 2:3 and he praises Timothy’s mother and grandmother for teaching him. By the way, we often parse and punctuate Titus to mean that the older women are just to teach the younger women but that is NOT what the text says. The text just says they should be teachers of what is good or excellent. That’s it. He goes on to speak of teaching younger women but it assumes too much when we try to force the two ideas together to mean they were ONLY to teach younger women. In 2nd Tim. 2:2 Paul uses a term meaning “all people” (anthropos – not a word used to refer only to men) and tells “all” who have heard him to teach “all.” We know Philip’s daughters taught/prophesied and we know Priscilla taught men. Paul gave women permission to publicly teach in 1st Cor. 11:5.

Even the term Paul uses in “I allow or permit” was only used to refer to a limited, specific situation and not a universal statement (see John Toews’ essay in “The Bible and the Church”). And his word that is translated “usurp” has a variety of meanings in the first century and was most commonly translated “to dominate, to rule over, to claim ownership or sovereignty.” A woman saying a prayer in the assembly is not dominating any male present nor is she claiming ownership over them…but in pagan temples to Diana (Artemis) it was absolutely taught that women owned men, were superior to men, and that they should use their sex to dominate them. Paul was dealing with a particular situation Timothy was facing. To fail to “get” that leaves us eventually in the position of a male visitor to a church I served in Michigan. He wrote me a harsh letter because we allowed women to pass out the bulletin to people as they entered the building. Yes, he considered that “usurping authority.” That was one of the rare times I decided to just not reply…

“Authentein” was generally used to mean an unlawful or violent taking of a right or property that belonged to another. Chrysostom, one of the more famous of the early church fathers, used it to warn men not to oppress their wives. “If your wife is subject, do not tyrannize (authentein) her” and “Do not try to have everything your own way (authentein).”

Women worshiping with men? In the same room? Allowed to speak? Yes – Paul pushed for that along with giving women dignity, freeing them from the sexualism that ruled their lives and the systems that kept them out of the public sphere. He even thought they should be allowed to learn! He honored women by name – as he did Phoebe. And speaking of Phoebe, I was asked by a couple of private messages sent in by readers to admit that Phoebe was probably not a deacon but just a generic servant…but the text won’t let us do that. We’ll look at that next time.

Taken together, we cannot use 1st Tim. 2:12 to mean that women may never teach men or speak in the assembly. Paul was dealing with a situation, a teaching, spread by women in Ephesus that had entered the church. Can we prove that? I think so. Hang on…

Phoebe, Eve, and a Snake
admin December 20, 2013 Uncategorized 8 Comments 

I appreciate those who’ve commented and the many who sent in private messages via Facebook or email. Not everyone agrees with me, but it’s been good to see so many sweet spirits working on one topic. I must bring up that my mail is running 8-1 female to male. It seems that a great number of women in our churches have been hungry for this study for a long time.

Let’s talk about Phoebe. When I first mentioned her as a deacon and, in fact, the only person specifically called a deacon in the New Testament, some believed that was an over-reach. They asked if that was not just a generic term meaning “servant” with no authority and, therefore, not applicable to this discussion.

As you might guess, I think the term is not generic at all, especially since no translation of which I am aware uses that term elsewhere to name others, which is what you would expect if this were truly a generic term. Romans 16:1,2 says that Phoebe was a deacon (servant or minister) of the church at Cenchrea. She is also called a “prostatis” which is translated “benefactor” by the NIV but which occurs elsewhere as “guardian, protector, overseer.” You read that right – “overseer.” Justin Martyr, one of the first Christian Fathers, used that term to refer to the one who presided at the Table (aka Eucharist, Communion). It occurs in 1st Timothy 5:17 for elders who rule well (as it does in Romans 12:8) and is translated “hold authority over” in First Thessalonians 5:12. Add all of this together and you get a clear idea that Phoebe was not just a warm body that was handy to carry Paul’s letter to the church; this is a term of authority and standing.

It seems that Phoebe was ordained. I get that from the word “genesthai” that is also found in Romans 16:1,2 in reference to her. Paul used it to mean “ordained” in Ephesians 3:7 and Colossians 1:23 (referring to his ordination). Bushnell and Kroeger suggest that Romans 16:2 could easily and accurately be translated “For she has been appointed, actually by my own action, as officer presiding over many.”

And remember Junia? We are going to look at her in some detail later. For now, just know that there is no way to make this a male name or a male nickname. And there is no way to honestly deal with the text to mean that she is merely well liked by the apostles, not one of them herself. Paul said of Euodia and Syntyche – who were in conflict and needed reminding that such was not helpful – that they “contended at my side in the cause of the gospel along with Clement and the rest of the co-workers whose names are in the book of life.” (Ephesians 4:2,3) Paul named women as co-workers who worked very hard for the Lord and for the members (Romans 16:3,4,6,12) and tells the rest of us to submit to any who “works and labors” at the work of God (1st Cor.16:16-19). Yes…”submit.” To “any” who works and labors.

It seems that none of the women named here and elsewhere by Paul and others in the New Testament thought that those verses in Corinthians or Timothy meant they could no longer speak or have authority. Have you ever wondered why? Perhaps, by now, you know a bit more of the “why” because you’ve seen what was going on in Corinth and Ephesus in regards to female deities and Gnostics standing Bible stories on their heads.

One of those stories – in fact, a central one in most gnostic sects – was that the highest god was female and that she created the first human, also a female. That female was wise and good until man came along. He was tempted and fell away, dragging the woman down with him. Paul was fighting that teaching since it had become popular among the women in the churches at Corinth and Ephesus. While the words in 1st Timothy 2:12 can be translated a variety of ways (see Kroeger and Kroeger’s “I Suffer Not A Woman” for some very technical appendices on the uses of the words in that verse), even the non-Greek reading believer can see verses 13 and 14 as correctives to a teaching that was being spread around Ephesus. Paul tells them that Adam was created first and Eve was deceived. We know that Adam was also deceived, but that isn’t in question in Ephesus; they KNEW that! What they didn’t know was that Adam was created first and Eve fell first. [NOTE: since this was written, I have received notes from two scholars I respect saying that most scholars believe the Kroegers' research is sloppy and questioning their paraphrase of this passage. More on this at the beginning of the next blog]
Elaine Pagels has written extensively about this particular myth. She writes “…whereas the orthodox often blamed Eve for the fall and pointed to women’s submission as appropriate punishment, gnostics often depicted Eve – or the feminine spiritual power she represented – as the source of spiritual awakening” (referring to the Oxyrhyrchus Papyri and Metamorphoses). To the Gnostics, Eve was the mother of angels, “a great creative power and primal parent.” She was also called Zoe and Sophia in these myths and her wisdom was personified in the form of a serpent. Yes – in Gnostic teaching, the serpent in the Garden was wisdom itself. Our God, the true God, is painted as the bad guy who somehow got men to sin and pull Eve and the serpent down. He then usurped her place. Note the word “usurp” because the Gnostics used that a lot, teaching that men had usurped the place of women and now they – women — had to take it back. Paul was addressing people who lived at the center of that teaching. Once we know that, the passages make a lot more sense and don’t collide with all the other passages where Paul honored women and called them ministers and co-workers.

Remember back in First Corinthians 11:3,4 where Paul sets the story straight, just as he did in First Timothy 2: “I am fearful lest somehow, just as the serpent completely deceived Eve in his duplicity, your minds may be seduced away from the simplicity which is in Christ…”

Compared to Gnostic teachings, nothing could be simpler than the gospel of Christ. Paul had to hammer that home again and again in Corinthians, Timothy, and Titus.

One more point and I’ll end this particular stream and head over to look at Junia and other early Christian leaders who happened to be female. In Galatians 3:28 we read (and cherish) the words of Paul when he says “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” As one commenter correctly noted – and some writers have said before – we have made women a special class that negates the power of Paul’s argument in Galatians (it is a book-long argument). We would never deny a Jew the right to be a Christian and speak in our assembly or teach scripture. We would never deny a Gentile those rights nor would we deny a slave or any “class” of person the right to participate fully in our worship and work. Why, then, do we ignore what Paul is saying about women in this verse? They are also to participate in our public gatherings as the Community of Faith…or there are a LOT of verses that have to be cut out of scripture.

Another look at a problematic passage — 1st Cor. 14:34,35
admin January 2, 2014 Uncategorized 18 Comments 
NOTE: I’ve taken my time getting this installment out for three reasons: the holidays, our upcoming move from Colorado to Tennessee, and some controversy I’ve found myself in after quoting the Kroegers’ work. I got messages from two people asking me to not use them because, in their opinion, the Kroegers’ work is not widely accepted or respected. Both gave slightly different reasons for their take on the paraphrase I quoted from the Kroegers’ so I went hunting experts to see what they said.

I feel like I say this every two or three blogs but just in case someone didn’t “get” it before, let me stress once again that I have no degrees in Bible, Greek, or theology. I am a scientist, pure and simple. I hold two doctorates and some postdoctoral qualifications in my field (psychoneuroimmunology – think of it as the nexus of psychology, culture, neurology, and immune response). I write on biblical subjects because 1) I came to faith and told God I would stay with Him as long as I was free to search for the truth wherever it took me and 2) it took me into ministry in ways I could have never imagined 20-30 years ago. And while this search has upended many of the assumptions and beliefs I held most of my life, it has increased my faith and my love for Him.

For six years, I wrote the blog Tentpegs as a way to answer questions – yours and mine. I pulled it down several months ago to rework it and turn it into a few ebooks (won’t happen before late 2014). This is my personal blog but I am using it for awhile to rummage around in this whole “women’s issues” thing and enjoying the process. I love reading, calling experts, checking and double checking what I find, and putting it out there even though it might get me shellacked by those to my right and left.

As a non-expert in Greek and theology, I have to rely on others and their research, comparing what I find to see what is mainstream and what might be an outlier. This is not easy for the Bible is not an easy document to understand. When I was a boy, I was told that the Bible was easy to read and understand and that any honest person could read it and know exactly what it meant. That is not true. The Bible is immensely complex. It wasn’t dictated to stenographers called Moses and Paul and John and then handed down in a (nearly) pristine edition to us. In fact, there is no definitive edition of the Greek or Hebrew scriptures but, rather, competing editions each of which deal in their own way with the over 300,000 variant readings found in the extant manuscripts.

The more I read the studies of language and word usage and how the books came together, the more I am amazed at the complexity of the Bible and its history. Let me use one passage as an illustration of this complexity. It is one I mentioned before and received negative press on some blogs for doing so: 1st Corinthians 14:34,35.

I mentioned in earlier posts that these two verses are problematic for several reasons. One is that Paul seems to be saying something that contradicts many other things he has said not only in other books but in Corinthians as well. That it is one of the two passages which make it look like Paul is saying women are to be silent in worship and not lead men in ministry makes it pretty important to understand. As I gathered books (dozens) and papers (dozens more) on this passage I found, to my surprise, that a great many scholars – the majority, as far as I can determine – do not believe that Paul wrote these two verses. These scholars are not all liberal or progressive by any means. Some of them are quite conservative but they see these verses as problematic because of they seem to contradict other statements by Paul and because of the way they move around in manuscripts of First Corinthians.

Over the years I have found that there is a wealth of material out there by scholars who spend their lives researching whether or not Paul wrote this or that book or a particular passage in a book. They use linguistics (I have an undergraduate degree in that field, i.e. just enough to get in trouble), history, a study of surviving manuscripts, and word usage to make their determination.

Hans Conzelman (1 Corinthians: A commentary on the first epistle to the Corinthians, Fortress Press, 1975) made a series of arguments that 14:34-35 was a non-Pauline addition – or interpolation. After looking at arguments for its authenticity, he argued that it jumped out as artificial by upsetting the context, interrupting the theme of prophecy, spoiling the flow of thought, and contradicting 11:2ff. Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, in a contribution to Gordon Fee’s “The First Epistle to the Corinthians” (NICNT, Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1987) made many of the same arguments. Fee himself contributed two articles arguing that those two verses were not written by Paul (D.A. Carson and Curt Niccum wrote articles attempting to counter Fee’s articles). I found all of this fascinating, not frustrating.

As I mentioned before, these two verses are found in every early manuscript of which I am aware…but not in the same place. They are always around their current position but they often occur after verse 40. Eldon Epp did a manuscript by manuscript search for this passage and found that, in most of them, it is treated as a separate paragraph which, in his mind, makes it more likely that it was a textual note made by an early copyist that worked its way into the text (“Junia”, Fortress Press, 2005). Of course, he is referring to codices in which there are paragraphs and that doesn’t mean all of them so…

Epp’s work on the Latin Codex Fuldensis and Payne’s research on the Codex Vaticanus (two of the best collections of scripture we have from the early centuries of the church), revealed that both scribes – Bishop Victor for the Fuldensis, an unknown scribe for the Vaticanus – used a siglum to mark this passage. Without diving even deeper into the weeds, let me just explain that a siglum (“sigla” is the plural) is an editor/scribe mark indicating variant readings, questionable wording, or problems with the text. Both of these scribes marked these two verses as problems using the marks they usually used for sections where “text is omitted, inserted or replaced in other manuscripts.” (Epp quoting Payne along with Paul Canart, professor of paleography at the Vatican)

In most places where we run across these kind of doubts and notations, we make a note in the text to that effect (see the story of the woman caught in adultery in John 8, the confession of the eunuch in Acts or the longer ending of Mark 16 in your Bibles. You will most likely see such a note).

Note that none of these men has a pressing desire to toss out Corinthians or change the character of the church. They are merely interested in doing the linguistic detective work necessary to understand what scripture said originally. More and more are now saying that there are so many variants in some sections that we will most likely never know what the original phrasing was. As copiers copied they sometimes modified a word or changed a verb form to make it make more sense to them. As Epp says, “a point to be noted is that not only does textual criticism affect exegesis, but exegesis affects textual criticism in case after case.”

Does all of this make me doubt the Bible as the Word of God? No. As I’ve said before, the Word of God is Jesus (see John 4:1ff) and scripture must be read through the lens of the life and teaching of our Lord. Still, the written word we hold in our hands is incredibly useful, valuable, and critical to our walk as Christians as long as we “rightly divide” it and “search the scriptures to see if these things be so.” We were not handed a remedial reader version of the story of God but the whole story – the messy, confusing, and beautiful story. Should we not study these things? I am shocked when people suggest that we would be better off just taking everything on faith and never going deep to check our assumptions. God is big enough to handle our search for truth.

And as long as we are searching, we are asking, seeking, and knocking. Jesus told us that he rewarded those who do that.

So…do those verses belong in Corinthians? I would still say “yes” because they are in the manuscripts even though they are often marked with sigla and tend to move around. I believe that understanding the history behind Paul’s statements is all we need to “get” what Paul was saying and that, properly understood, he is not silencing all women for all time in the church. But if I am wrong? I choose to err on the side of love and openness and grace if I have to err at all. As we “work out [our] own salvation with fear and trembling” it would do us all good to remember that after all else passes away only three things remain: faith, hope, and love. And the greatest of these is love.

Who Killed Junia?
admin January 3, 2014 Uncategorized 9 Comments 

Quite a few have been kind and sent in thank you notes to me for opening up this line of enquiry. I appreciate those a great deal, but let me let you in on a secret that shouldn’t be secret: I am late to this party and there are many who have done far more than I. Go to www.1voice4change.com and look at the list of links there. That is a site dedicated to change in the churches of Christ and my blog isn’t linked there (so this isn’t self-promotion, but reinforces my point that my work is not cutting edge!). Also check out http://gal328.org/ and see what they are doing.

Time for a bit more fun and a little less Greek in this post. Remember that this series began with a blog titled “A Lost Apostle, a Current Crisis, and a Guy in a Planter Hat.” The guy in the hat was not a made up character; In fact, I had to keep reminding myself of that when I was conversing with him. When he saw I was reading a book called “Junia, the first woman apostle” (Eldon Jay Epp) he assured me that bearing a female name is not evidence that Junia was, in fact, female. He said that IF the name was really Junia and not a male name, it was like Johnny Cash’s song “A Boy Named Sue.” He went on to tell me that names like Shirley and Taylor used to be male names but are now generally regarded female names. Couldn’t that be the case with Junia, he asked?

You can read more about that encounter back on that blog. I have had a little curiosity about Junia for a long time but didn’t go on a search for who she was and what Paul meant when he referred to her until the last few years. Here is the verse in question as given in the NIV (2010): “Greet Andronicus and Junia, my fellow Jews who have been in prison with me. They are outstanding among the apostles, and they were in Christ before I was.”

Paul had already named women as coworkers and named one as a deacon in chapter 16 and he would go on to name several more. Naming someone in a letter and calling them coworkers or giving them prominence in one way or another was a meaningful act in the first century. Attention was paid to who was named and what was said about them. Paul names 25 people in chapter 16 – 17 men and eight women – but if we look at what he said about them, he praised seven women and five men as being most crucial to his work and to the church. Women get most of the “high fives,” you might say.

I had read the verse in question (Romans 16:7) many times and skimmed it even more without giving much thought to what it meant. Frankly, I wasn’t wired to be an iconoclast and I generally accepted what my church taught without question for the first 30 years of my life. Still, I was bothered by a few things, including Paul’s statements on women in two, seemingly isolated passages. When I first began wondering how to harmonize my church’s restrictions on women’s public participation in worship and ministry with some of the passages I found in scripture I came across a mention of “Junia, a female, who was also an apostle” and it startled me. Running back to Romans 16:7 I found the idea interesting but my reading of the verse did not compel me to believe that it clearly stated that Junia was an apostle. I had several questions that needed to be answered:

1.   Was Junia a female name? Was it only given to females?

2.   Is this verse saying that Junia was an outstanding apostle or merely that she was esteemed by the apostles?

3.   If this Junia was a female, could she have been in prison with Paul, a man?

4.   Why were some Bibles printing the name as Junias, Junius, or Julian? What did the documents say?

I read several books on the subject that were interesting but I still had questions about the documents and what they said. That is why I was so happy to find a 2005 book printed by Augsburg Fortress. It was by a man named Eldon Jay Epp and called “Junia, the first woman apostle.” I found a used copy (you can buy new ones but I wasn’t sure I was interested enough at this point to buy new. Scottish blood is a powerful thing) and found someone I really liked. Eldon J. Epp is Harkness Professor of Biblical Literature (Emeritus) at Case Western Reserve University (Cleveland, Ohio), and the President of the Society of Biblical Literature (2003–4). He is the author of Studies in the Theory and Method of New Testament Textual Criticism (Eerdmans, 1993) and the editor of several works. He is a member of the Hermeneia editorial board. That all sounds impressive but what I liked was that he approached this subject like a scientist: he first gathered all the material out there and then looked through it. He made no conclusions until he laid out every fact at his disposal. Even I, a non-specialist in this material, was able to follow his steps and accept his conclusion.

He laid out some “introductory matters” like these:

1.   Junia was a common Roman name for the noble family Junia and their family members as well as for freed slaves who took their name (a common practice).

2.   The name in Romans 16:7 was considered a female name in the early church by all writers “without exception.”

3.   Greek versions of the scripture continued to spell it as a female name with the exception of Alford in 1852 and didn’t even note that it could be a male name in the appendix until Weymouth in 1892.

4.   Early translations such as the Old Latin, Vulgate, Sahidic, Bohairic Coptic, and Syriac versions spell it as a feminine name.

5.   English translations read it as “Junia” until the last part of the 1800s when it was suddenly changed to a male name “Junian” or “Julian” or some variation of that.

6.   While some believe that this was a nickname for the male name “Junias” the problem is that Junias never appears as a male name (or any name) in the first several centuries after Christ and, therefore, it wouldn’t need a nickname form.

One of the first collectors of all available manuscripts was Erasmus. I wish I had time to tell his story here but the man was a phenomenon. He was able to secure rare and previously unavailable manuscripts from all over the known world. He made a note on this passage that said all manuscripts agreed that this was both a woman and an apostle – a highly esteemed apostle. He went further and said that Paul “gives Julia her own place later on” referring to Romans 16:15. I have not found very many other medieval or modern sources who believe that the “Julia” in v.15 is the same as “Junia” in verse 7. Perhaps a reader can enlighten me.

When Epp finishes his own manuscript gathering he concludes that “Junia” occurs in all Greek manuscripts except for five that have a variant of another kind, namely, “Julia” But Julia is clearly a woman’s name – the most popular by far of all names in Rome…How, on any scheme, then, did scholars get to a masculine term and to a man Junias?” (Epp, p.31)

I do not want to go into the weeds of discussing what the word “apostle” meant. Clearly, there were more than twelve apostles as Matthias was added when Judas committed suicide, Paul was added later and others were, too. Some go to Paul’s defense of his apostleship in the books of Corinthians and try to backwards engineer a definition that way but there are times that the word is used to mean “messenger” or “leader” or “emissary” as well. Regardless of how he meant the word to be understood in Romans 16, it is clear that Andronicus and Junia are leaders in the early church…or highly esteemed by them.

Chrysostom – not known for his love for women in general and especially not for their work in the church – raved about Junia in his comments in this passage. “Greet Andronicus and Junia…who are outstanding among the apostles. To be an apostle is something great. But to be outstanding among the apostles – just think what a wonderful song of praise that is! They were outstanding on the basis of their works and virtuous actions. Indeed, how great the wisdom of this woman must have been that she was even deemed worthy of the title of apostle.” (in ep. Ad Romans 31:2; PG 60.669-870 as quoted by Epp and Pederson).

I quote Chrysostom because I find it striking that he has such effusive praise for Junia when he wasn’t keen on women in general (massive understatement) and because he was writing in the late 300s and early 400s and Junia was STILL considered a female apostle in the early church.

So how did that change? So far – and my investigation continues – I have found three main agents of this change. Martin Luther – who, if you remember, said that the entire purpose of women was to bear children and if they died in childbirth, so what? – translated the Bible into German and followed a translator named LeFevre changing “Junia” into “Juniam.” His translation was as influential in Europe and the German speaking world as the King James Version was in the English speaking world. From that point on, people took his translation and worked from it, never going back into the older manuscripts to see what they said. What was Luther’s justification for this change? LeFevre’s? From what we can find so far – they had none. They just couldn’t imagine a woman being an apostle (and in the world of the 1500s that is understandable. Changing a text is not) so they made the change. They just assumed the texts they had were corrupted somehow and must have meant to place a male name there. Voices were raised against this (Locke, Drusius, et al) but like the KJV, Luther’s once translation was out there it steamrolled over anything in its path. (the KJV, however, kept Junia as a female name)

Rena Pederson, a thirty year investigative reporter and editor for the Dallas Morning News, wrote a book called “The Lost Apostle” about her own personal search for the truth about Junia. She spent years and a great deal of her retirement money in her search, traveling all over the US and Europe, interviewing experts in the Vatican and Oxford and all points in between. Her book is a fun read, but not scholarly and there are times I wished she’d get off a tangent (Thecla? Seriously?) and back to the hunt. Still, it is worth reading. She is convinced that the villain here is Giles of Rome (1298), sometimes called Giles of Colonna or Aegidus Romanus. According to Pederson, he is the first one to refer to Andronicus and Junia as “honorable men.” He also changed her name to Juliam – and this is critical – assuming it had to be a male name since it belonged to an apostle.

Giles served the popes, including the incredibly corrupt Boniface VIII. Boniface was well known for his rabid opposition to women in any position of power, secular or spiritual. He suppressed convents, took missions and teaching roles away from nuns, forcing them into cloistered lives. Boniface was in constant battle with another stunningly corrupt leader of the day – King Phillip IV of France. You might remember Phillip as the king who trumped up charges against the Templars, killed them, outlawed their order, and hunted them to the ends of Europe just so he could confiscate their wealth (he owed them money and wanted theirs). Each side had their theologians or lawyers to write defenses of what they wanted to do. Giles was the man charged by the popes he served to craft treatises of sufficient weight to give them license to do what they wanted to do anyway. This is called “scholasticism” – deciding what you believe or want to do and then using scripture to gain the warrant for doing it.

Boniface – whose adultery was so well known that he felt free to casually say that adultery was of “no more harm…than rubbing your hands together”  – directed Giles to defend his edict stripping women of their place in the church. One of the ways he did so was to take away Junia and replace her with Julian, a male name.

But Giles was not alone. Others were also working to strip Junia of her status and remove women from their positions as leaders in the church.

This tale gets even more twisted and we have more to say about Giles, Aquinas, Greek culture, the Roman Church, and new editions of the Greek text that appeared in the late 1800s but that will have to wait until next time. For now, I find it sad and interesting that Microsoft Word tells me that there is no word spelled “Junia.” It seems Giles, et al, were quite successful in silencing an early Christian leader…and half of the church.   

Culture, Pressure, Assumptions and the death of Junia (last in the series)
admin January 15, 2014 Uncategorized 8 Comments 

NOTE: there’s been a delay since the last installment due to my move from Colorado to Tennessee. I’m still in the high country of Colorado and will make my drive via Dallas (I’m speaking at Winterfest there on January 19) and then on to Franklin, TN where I will be the senior minister at Fourth Avenue. Since I will be on the road and then busy getting things sorted here and there, it may take me awhile to authorize comments. Please make them anyway – as long as you play nice – and I’ll get to them as I can.

 

As I stated last time, I am not the first or most prominent in my religious tribe to speak of Junia and the freedom of women to participate publicly in our community life by any stretch of the imagination. Three quick mentions need to be made. The first is juniaproject.com – a website dedicated to looking at women in the Bible and in the early church who were accepted as leaders in their time. The second is Robert Rowland, a long time elder of the Quail Springs Church of Christ in Oklahoma City. Back in 1991 his book “I Permit Not a Woman…to remain shackled” was published by Lighthouse Publishing (Newport, OR). The more I check into the history and questions around this issue the more I am humbled by the fact that many, many have come before me and plowed this ground to make my journey easier. In my tribe, the best known would be Carroll Osburn whose books (he wrote some, edited others) on this subject are still considered authoritative. They are available new and used on Amazon.

 

Now…back to our story…

 

When it comes to figuring out who killed Junia (as in, “removed her from the record and changed her name to male”) Pederson argues that we could pick any of a number of powerful men…and that we should pick them all for all of them added weight to the concept of male-only leadership (and value). We’ve already looked at Giles, a bishop who wrote theological treatises defending whatever Pope Boniface (a truly reprehensible human being) wanted defended. Pederson goes into length about his life and that of Boniface so I won’t repeat that here. Her book “The Lost Apostle” is valuable even if she goes on tangents from time to time that make me shake my head (Thecla? Seriously?).

 

Giles (1243-1316) may have written the first arguments making Junia a male but he didn’t sway the majority of scholars of his day. It was two hundred years later that a second voice was raised in agreement with Giles, Jacques LeFevre. He worked from a Latin translation of scripture that plainly named Junia as a female but he just could not imagine a woman with that kind of standing in the church so he changed the name to a male name. I cannot stress enough that there was no linguistic or historical reason for him to do and he did not make an argument that there was. He was merely a man in a man’s world who knew of only male leadership in the church and, therefore, Junia had to be male.

 

A contemporary of LeFevre was the indomitable Erasmus. In his Latin translation, Junia remained female. Epp surveyed all collections of scripture available to us today and found that Junia remained a female with a female name until Alford’s 1858 edition of the Greek New Testament. He changed Junia to a male name but did not explain why in the notes to his text. Other versions of the Greek New Testament kept Junia female until Nestle’s text which, once again, changed her into a male (or changed the name into a male name) without explanation. Epp was astounded to see that the earliest manuscripts, records of names in the first few centuries after Christ, and all translators other than Alford and Nestle (the latter was more of a complier than a translator) indicated that Junia was a female AND an apostle. Why the change?

 

I think we can sum up the entire argument against Junia being a female by referencing just one scholar – Joseph Barber Lightfoot. As the 19th century became the 20th he wrote in his notes on this text that Junia MUST be Junias, or male, because Paul called her/him an apostle and only men can be apostles. That’s it. Since most translators in modern times use Nestle, Westcott, Hort, Barber, et al they followed them in naming Junia “Junias.” Since 1970, this has been corrected as translators go back to the extant manuscripts and bypass the homogenized, collected, and edited editions by scholars of the late 1800s. When Epp built a charts of which translation had Junia as female and which named her Junias/Junian/Julian (sometimes with alternate readings in the notes, often without them) and published them in “Junia: the first woman apostle” my jaw dropped at how clear it was that sabotage and assumptions, not Greek or history, killed Junia.

 

He lists manuscripts and collections all the way up to Baljon (1898) and they all – without exception – have Junia as female except for Alford. That is 31 authoritative editions of the Greek text against 1.

 

He then traces editions from Nestle (1898) to the United Bible Society (UBS) 3rd printing of 1998 and shows that it was the Nestle-Erwin edition of 1927 that changed Junia to male. The Majority Text compiled by Hodges-Farstad (1982) changes her back to female.

 

Epp then goes back and searches English versions of the New Testament from Tyndale (1525) to the New Living Translation (1996). He finds that Junia is female until the Dickinson version of 1833/7. The majority of English versions after this time refer to Junia by a male name until the New American Bible of 1970. Then, as if by magic, most English versions have her as female once again. That includes the New King James Version (the original had her as female also), New Century Version, New American Bible (1987), Revised English Bible, New Revised Standard Version, Oxford Inclusive Version, and New Living Translation.

 

Those still listing Junia by a male name (with or without alternative readings in their notes) are the Living Bible (1971), the NIV of 1973, New Jerusalem Bible, The Message, and the Contemporary English Version. Epp makes a compelling case that the only reason these versions have Junia as female is because they rely on older Nestle texts, circa 1927, instead of doing the hard work of going into linguistics and history and earlier compilations of the text.

 

But there might be another reason. The power of women in the church was eroded heavily by early Christian Fathers whose misogynistic rants are embarrassing to read – truly cringe worthy. When Constantine organized the early church (and that card can be overplayed) he did so with Roman eyes and attitudes. Men ruled Roman society so he assumed that was the only proper way to rule the church, ignoring the fact that there is no male or female, Jew or Greek, slave or free in the new community of faith we call the church. He ignored the daughters of Philip, Dorcas/Tabitha, Junia, Julia, a slew of Marys, Priscilla, Phoebe and more. Then came Giles and Pope Boniface who stripped nuns of their powers and authority in the church, shoving them into a cloistered, separate existence. Martin Luther launched the Reformation but he was even more anti-women than most priests of his day. He considered them nothing more than child-bearers, incubators for men’s seed. Victorian England made male and female roles even more rigid and defined by “decency” and “acceptable standards.” The American South enthusiastically championed those roles and attitudes. They then became part of American fundamentalism and the text was changed to match the attitude of the times because it was just inconceivable that God might have an attitude so out of phase with His people, the favored ones, the protectors of the faith, One Nation Under God.

 

When the New International Version first announced a translation that used inclusive language, Americans rebelled. Articles were written, sermons preached, and threats were made so that they abandoned their plans and published it only in Europe. It would take from the mid 1980s until 2010/2011 before they would republish the NIV using inclusive language in the US, not because the text didn’t support them but because the prevailing male culture of the church opposed them.

 

It isn’t pretty…but it’s true. Even in the early church, some men were so heavily influenced by Greek and Roman attitudes toward women (not good!) that Paul’s endorsement of Junia and other women, calling them leaders, ministers (Phoebe, anyone?), and more would have been scandalous. So…many of them decided he couldn’t have meant that at all. Chrysostom believed Junia was female and an apostle though he couldn’t stand women but a few others, especially Origen and Epiphanius called Junia “Junias” because they could not imagine a woman having any prominence or power in the church. They didn’t get their attitudes from Jesus or – I dare say – Paul, but from the dominant culture of the day. Scholars today agree that “Junias” did not appear in early Christian centuries as a name, male or female. It was bias and nothing more that caused Epiphanius and Origen to decide Junia was a man (and that they should change the name found in the text to a non-existent one).

 

When I contemplate all I’ve read concerning these matters, I rejoice that God called us into a new community where the barriers are dropped and where we can all use our gifts to serve God…and I am troubled, wondering what cultural forces and assumptions are working on my attitudes and beliefs presently.

 

Of these matters, much more could be said…but I have probably said enough. I will simply say this: we are all ONE in Christ Jesus. Our chains are gone, we’ve been set free. Jesus thought that Mary, sitting at his feet in the traditional posture of a student of the rabbi, was in the right place even though that was unheard of in his day. Instead of creating more Marthas to stay in the kitchen and cook for the church, Jesus said they belonged with him – and the men – learning alongside them as equals.

 

If it’s good enough for Jesus…

