“We Are All Onein Chrigt”
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“We may have lots of immigrantsin our Free Methodist Church but | will leave the day they
appoint one as my pastor.”

"You can talk racial reconciliation all you want, but you won't catch me staying in a church
with a black pastor.”

Those are datements not often voiced in most Free Methodist churches. Our heritage as Free
Methodists comes from a solid commitment to biblical Chrigtianity, and we dl know that Paul fought the
bettle over cultural differences in the church 2000 years ago in Acts 15. He said, "There is nether
Greek nor Jew ... for you are dl one in Christ." The culturd diverdty in the worldwide Free Methodist
Church isatestimony to our bdlief in this principle.

We dl know that our Free Methodist forbears felt strongly about the issue of davery and the need for
al human beings to be free and have access to basic human rights. Paul was our standard once again.
"There is ... neither dave nor free ... for you are dl one in Chrig.” We take these truths as fact, not
fancy. They are pragmatic issues to be worked out in redlity, not spiritudized away to another day.

"We may have more women in our churches than men, but you won't catch me in a church with a
woman pagtor.”

Now there's a statement we do hear. However, our founding father, B.T. Roberts, was just as firm on
this subject. And just asin previous generations Chrigtian abolitionists had been viewed as radicas and
fanatics, so was Roberts on this issue. Our Free Methodist heritage regarding women in ministry rests
upon a literd reading of Gdatians 3:28: "There is ... nether mae, nor femae for you are dl one in
Chrigt."

One of the problems of succeeding generations of Free Methodists has been the move away from
Roberts exegeticd bass for women in minigry to, first of al, a pragmatic, and then a historica basis.
The early history of Free Methodism is full of women evangelists and pastors. Y ou may have heard or
read statements such as "There weren't enough men the job so women were appointed” or “These
women seemed gifted so we let them loose” And eventudly it got to be "Weve dways ordained
women in the Free Methodigt Church." But neither the pragmatic, nor the historica bass, while being
solid Methodig factors in ministry decison-making, hold much water with people who want a solid
biblica foundation.

Is there a case for women in ministry that is rooted in Scripture? There are many sound evangelica
scholars who would suggest that there is. We firg of al need to examine the Genesis record, which



indicates God's origind intention for human relationships. Then we need to do judtice to the difficult
Pauline passages.

GOD CREATED HUMANITY

God created humanity in his own image, in the image of. God he created humanity; male and
femal e he created them. God blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number;
fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea..."

This pivotd text from Genesis 1:27-28 reveds a number of issues regarding mae-femde rdationships
and roles. A crucid point of interpretation is that the generic Hebrew word for humanity or human being
is adam. Adam is not a gender word to represent the male of the species. In fact the Hebrew gender
word for maes does not appear in the text until 2:23 where "she was taken out of man." Thus every
time an English trandation uses "man" or capitalizes adam previous to that verse, the interpretetion is
making a judgment based yoon “his' own acquired assumption. Reread the text in this light, and sparks
will go off in your head! Just insert the word "human” insteed of "Adam."

The sacond point from this passage is that God created humanity as a dudity. That is, humanity is not
men, with women added as a secondary thought. And it is this dudity that reflects the image of God.
Men only reflect abit of God's image; women only reflect abit of God'simage. It iswhen they are seen
together entering into the life which God gave them, that they reflect the image of God. God is a
plurdity, and so is the image that He created. There are not lesser persons in the Trinity; they are dl

equd.

A third point from this passage is that God gave authority/rulership to both the man and the woman.
Together they would enter into the world and exercise authority. In this passage woman has equd place
and power aongsde the man; she has the same vocationa opportunities.

The Lord God said, "it is not good for the human to be alone. | will make a suitable helper”
(Genesis 2:18).

Everything ese that God had created was "very good.” When He created one human being, however,
He sad that this was not good. This lone person was emotionaly and vocationdly incomplete. Without
complementary maes and femaes, the human race could not reflect the emotiond diversity of the
Godhead. When the two become one flesh there cannot be talk of authority. Thereis only mutudity.

According to this text, the lone human was aso not up to the task of rulership. God said a helper was
needed, one who was suited to help carry out the task. Here we aso need to examine the Hebrew
word for "heper” - ezer. Ezer throughout Scripturesis used to speak of God "my helper” more than in
any other context. It therefore suggests someone who is able to hep me do something | cannot do
myself. Perhaps even more powerful than the one being assgted!! So the notion of the woman as



someone who follows the orders of the man and washes his dishes so he can do the important work of
reading the newspaper is as far from the biblical understanding as can be imagined.

THE CURSE: NORMATIVE OR DESCRIPTIVE?
Your desirewill be for your husband and he will rule over you (Genesis 3:16b).

Is the curse to women intended to be the God-ordained pattern for the rest of time, or isit a description
of mae-femae reationships that have been ditorted by the Fal? We accept that thisis a sinful world
because of the Fdl, but we do not accept that it isintended to stay that way. The whole of our Chridian
experience is an exercise in throwing off those things that hinder us and the Sin which so easily entangles
us (Hebrews 12:1). Sanctification is dl about returning to God's origind intention for us If
mae-dominance, or patriarchy, is a snful approach to mae-femde rdationships, then we should be
seeking to return to God' s origind intention of mutudity as seen in Genesis 1:.27-28.

MUTUAL SUBMISSION

Let's now skip ahead to Paul's thoughts on this same subject. Paul begins his discusson of the
husband-wife relationship in Ephesans 5:21. However, you may notice that the NIV and some other
trandations make a paragraph divison between verses 21 and 22 - Paul didn't! The passage begins.
"Submit to one another out of reverence for Chris.” Men and women must learn to submit to one
another because of Chrigt's presence in the other. Paul said, "Women, thisiswhat it looks like to submit
to your hushand; men, this is what it looks like to submit to your wife" In Paul's mae-dominated era,
women were aready submitted to their husbands, but he introduced a new way of looking at that. And
Paul knew that the men of his day needed a powerful reminder of what their submisson would look like:
Chrid's sacrificid, other-centeredness for the church. He spends longer talking to men in this passage
than women, because he knew he was going againg the naturd sinful flow of hierarchicd relaionships.

THE DIFFICULT PASSAGES

But what do we do with those seemingly obvious passages that talk about "headship,” "keeping quiet in
the assembly,” and "I will not have a woman to teach?’ One of the mgor difficulties with these passages
is the lack of agreement amongst evangdica scholars over the meaning of the origina texts. They don't
disagree over the various gpproaches to women in ministry. They disagree over the meaning of the
origind Greek words and phrases. In these particular places, little known Greek words are employed,
or there are convoluted sentences that are difficult to know which "verb" and which "noun” goes where.

For ingtance, 1Corinthians 11:3- 16 includes the phrase "the head of the woman is the man, and the head
of Chrigt is God." Through a mae-dominated viewpoint we might think we have a"good understanding’
of the firs phrase, but the second phrase cannot possibly mean that God has unequa power over



Chrigt! We know that there is equality, mutudity and dialogue within the Godheed therefore the higher
"type" should indicate how the mae-femae relationship should work. Then we come back to: What is
the more accurate meaning of "heed,” if it isn't "boss'? Do you see the difficulty?

In 1 Timothy 2:11-15, Paul's reason that women should not teach, but remain slent is based upon the
fact that "it was the woman who was deceived and became asinner,” not the man. The temptation and
fal of humanity has often been attributed to Eve, giving another argument for the diminished position of
women. However, Paul unequivocally sates that "sin entered the world through one man ..." (Romans
5:12). Adam was standing right beside Eve and dso ate of his own will. Paul clearly laid the blame for
sn squardly upon Adam, not the woman. Therefore, what is the point that Paul is making? The passage
is further confused by the last phrase, "women will be saved through childbearing” (NIV). If you read
three different trandations you will find three completely different versons of that phrase, because it is
incomprehensible in the Greek.

WOMEN IN THE ASSEMBLY

In 1Corinthiansl1 we get caught up with headship and head coverings, but we usudly pass right by
"every woman who prays or prophesies should cover her head." It would seem that Paul is assuming
that women will be standing up in the gathering of believers to pray and "to prophesy,” which is the
closest biblical gift to "preaching” that we can find. When Paul, then, two chapters later, seemingly
contradicts this satement by saying "women should remain slent in the churches™ he must be making
reference to something dse.

If you will indulge one moment of speculation, let me refer to our own experience of minidry in the
Middle East. In this context, the biblical one if you recdl, men and women are generdly separated in
public gatherings whether a the mosque, the synagogue or the church. In many of our Free Methodist
churches in Egypt there is a dividing wal down the middle of the church separating men and women.
Only the pastor on the front platform can see down both sides. This is a congtruction that dates back
centuries and follows the pattern of firgt- century synagogues as well. Speaking in this setting, there tends
to be a stark contrast from one side to the other; the men are ether attentive and listening or deeping;
the women, on the other hand, demongtrate a range of attentive listeners, gossping neighbors, nursing
mothers and crying children. | remember distinctly in one service, where a disturbed man climbed onto
his seat and, looking over the wall, told the women to be sllent! | would like to suggest thet thisis afar
more likely reading of Paul'sintention than the prohibition of female participation in the service, because
the record of the New Testament includes many women leaders.

We have dready spoken of the women in Corinth who participated in the service, including
prophesying. There were the daughters of Philip who ministered as evangdids. There was the church
planting team of Priscilla and Aquila, who were aso the teachers of Apollos. In Romans 16:7 Paul

refers to Andronicus and Junia as outstanding among the gposties. Juniais afemae namein Lain; some
trandators have balked at such a notion and rendered Junias, the male form.



Another word in favor of Paul's respect for women in minigry isfound in Romans 16:1 where he spegks
highly of Phoebe, the woman who carried the Etter to the Romans. He refers to her as "diakonos,”
which fant-hearted trandators render "servant,” but which everywhere ese is trandated "deacon”
/minister/pastor. Phoebe was a deacon of the church in Cenchrea. Thisword is used of those who have
had hands laid upon them for the work of ministry.

Paul concludes his passage in 1Corinthians 11 by saying, "in the Lord, however, the woman is not
independent of the man, nor is man independent of woman," a clear confession of his equd regard for
women in the church.

CONCLUSION

One of the tasks of biblica interpretersis to pull together divergent statements from various authors and
passages and look for the larger picture that God is trying to communicate. There is a need to
differentiate the overarching principles from the suggestions for specific contexts.

B.T. Roberts was well ahead of his time regarding the place of women in ministry. But he had a solid
foundation of good biblical exegesis and theology in presenting his case. Why was he respected on so
many issues but ignored on this one?

We must continue to spesk out on behdf of the disenfranchised, fighting for the full spectrum of rights
regarding the place and status of women in the community and the church. We cannot, with biblical
rationale, say that the Greek can come to my church, but he won't be my pastor, or that black... Every
one of Paul's context-specific comments regarding women in the church mugt be judged againg this
pivota principle of his "we aredl onein Chrig," not vice versa.

For further reading: Each of these authors uses responsible, evangelical, biblical scholarship.
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