Dear Chris,








February 16, 2006
You asked what my personal thoughts were with respect to the question that Harrison Long has asked, “When we pray, in the LIFE Group, we don't ask the women to pray. As this is more of a Bible study and not worship, why don't we allow the women to pray?”  I’ve collected some material below to help you understand my current thinking and understanding of this issue.  I hope that it proves helpful.

As with several issues like this, there is a continuum of “degree” , i.e., “how far is too far?”


With this particular issue, one end of the continuum is, “Women are not allowed to pray aloud anywhere, anytime, under any circumstance.” Let’s call this the “zero” end of the continuum.  The other end is, “Women are allowed to lead public prayer in our corporate worship assemblies.”  Let’s call this the “10” end of the continuum.


Where is the balance?  Where is the gray area?  Where along this continuum does sin occur?  Starting at “0” below, how far can you go towards “10” before you believe sinful acts occur?
· 0 – A woman is never allowed to pray verbally, anywhere, anytime, for any reason.

· A woman may pray aloud only when no other person can hear her.

· A woman may pray aloud only when no other adult can hear her.

· A woman may pray aloud only when no other baptized adult can hear her.

· A woman may pray aloud only when no other baptized male can hear her.

· A woman may pray aloud only when no other baptized male adult (except her husband if she is married) can hear them.

· A woman may pray aloud with her husband at home, but not if her husband’s baptized brother is present.
· A woman may pray aloud with her husband at home if the prayer is before a meal, but not if the prayer is in conjunction with a (husband and wife) Bible study.

· A woman may pray aloud at home with anyone.

· A woman may pray aloud at home with anyone unless a Bible is open.

· A woman may pray aloud at home with anyone, even if a Bible is open, unless praises are being sung to God, which makes this event a worship service.

· A woman may pray aloud at home with anyone, even if a Bible is open, even if praises are being sung to God, unless a contribution is taken up, (or preaching occurs, or the Lord’s Supper is partaken of) which would make this event a worship service because a majority (3 out of 5) of the acts of worship are being carried out, i.e., if only 2 of the 5 acts of worship are performed this is no longer worship but simply a home gathering of Christians.

· A woman may sing aloud a prayer to God in the corporate worship assembly as all are singing, but she may not say aloud the same prayer in the same gathering.
· A woman may say a prayer in a “mixed” Bible class Sunday morning, but may not say a prayer in the public worship assembly.

· 10 – A woman is allowed to lead the corporate worship assembly in public prayer.

Of course some of the above list is a little tonge-in-cheek for purposes of illustration, but do you find yourself believing that neither end of this continuum is supportable?  I do.  Do you find yourself carving out an area in the middle that, based on your study of the Word, you believe is compatible with God’s Will?  I do.  Do you think that other Christians with your same maturity level will believe the same “middle” items, bullet by bullet, are OK that you believe are OK?  I don’t.
Do you find yourself believing that those other mature Christians who don’t believe exactly as you do should leave the church and go worship somewhere else?  I don’t.  Can you worship with your brothers who believe differently than you do on these issues?  I can.
Is this a “weaker brother” issue, where the stronger brother should not do something that causes the weaker brother to stumble?  Maybe.  Is it an area where division and strife can be engendered very easily?  Absolutely.

I believe it is instructive to consider Paul’s approach to the “weaker brother.”  Of course I Corinthians 8 and 10 and Romans 14 and 15 need to be considered.  But after that, two cases come to mind:  Paul’s relationship with Timothy and with Titus.

What did Paul do when he was pressured to have Timothy circumcised by “weaker brothers?”  In Acts 16.1-3, we see that Paul circumcised Timothy so that he might not offend or despise the Jews who were weak in the faith and could not yet grasp the liberty of faith.  These Jews could not concentrate on the message because they could not get past the circumcision issue, which was no longer even an issue – they just didn’t realize it. 
What did Paul do when he was similarly pressured to have Titus circumcised?  In this case the Jews despised the liberty of faith and insisted that circumcision was necessary for righteousness, but Paul resisted them and did not allow Titus to be circumcised (Galatians 2.3-5).
Interesting.  Paul yielded for a time to allow the Jews to learn of the freedom they had in Christ. But when they refused to accept this truth, Paul was unwilling that the liberty of faith should be offended against or despised by anyone.
Also in this context, remember what Paul wrote to Timothy about people forbidding things which are good:

The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons. Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron. They forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods, which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and who know the truth. For everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, because it is consecrated by the word of God and prayer. 1 Timothy 4:1-4.

Well.  How does all that apply to women praying in LIFE Groups?

I recognize that I do not have THE definitive answer to the question Harrison raised.   But I will be glad to share my own understanding of this with you.

I believe it is entirely acceptable for a woman to pray with her children anywhere.  I believe it is fine for a woman to pray with her husband at home.

If a worship service is comprised only of women I believe it is scriptural for a woman to lead that assembly of Christians in prayer.  There is no usurping of authority over a man, for there are no men present.  But what about the command to “remain silent in the churches?”

1 Corinthians 14:33-35  "...As in all the congregations of the saints, women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says. If they want to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at home; for it is disgraceful for a woman to speak in the church." 

At first glance, this seems to be a blanket command that women are not allowed to speak at all in the church. However, 1 Corinthians 11:5 mentions women praying and prophesying in the church - and does not condemn it. Therefore, 1 Corinthians 14:33-35 must not be an absolute command for women to always be silent in church.

When I consider the “weaker brother” passages, and the “women” passages (usurping authority, remaining silent), and the fervent plea of our Lord to “be one,” my thought is that this issue should be left to individual groups to consider, subject to consideration of several items in the group, such as:

· Does the prayer time under discussion occur during a period of worship?  

· If it does, it would be best for the women not to pray if men are present.

· If it does not (for instance, perhaps the worship/praise time occurs at the beginning of the meeting, discussion of the sermon next, then a time of visiting with each other where personal needs are expressed), AND IF THE ISSUE IS NOT DIVISIVE WITHIN THE GROUP, I believe it is appropriate for women to pray in the presence of men.

· Does this issue contribute to dissension and disagreement and disunity within the group?

· Then it would be advisable for women not to pray in the presence of men.
I would not presume to tell any Christian man and his wife, if they were to have a couple over for dinner at their house, and the four of them wanted to pray together afterward, that it would be wrong.  Likewise I can not provide a blanket statement that this would be wrong in LIFE Groups.  But the occasion of the prayer, and the unanimity of the group, can turn what may be a good thing in other circumstances into a bad thing.  I urge you to carefully, prayerfully, consider these items.
