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Preface 

The authors of the articles and essays collected in this 
book do not pretend to have exhausted or even simply to 
have ·touched upon all the important questions raised by the 
decision of some Western Ouistian communions to admit 
~men to j!le or.dained ministry. It is rather a very prellin­
inary, very tentative, .xeaction to a _P-roblem whifh, since the 
Orthodox Church has never faced it existentially, remains 
for her a casus i"eatis. We are, however, asked "to 1>e 
ready always to give an answer to every man that asks us 
a reason of the hope that is in us" ( 1 Pt: 3: 15). We cannot 
consider this extremely important matter as simply alien tG 

us and, therefore, to be ignored-hence, ,.!:!!.!L bw~io_a_ of 
an answer, however tentative and fragmentary. F' - , " 

Three essential points, it seems to me, constitute the 
foundation of this answer. In t.hq~t;place is the affirma­
tion, common to all Orthodox theo1ogiaos, of the im.£es­
§ibi!ity of isolating the problem of women's ordination 
from the totality of the Church's Tradition, from fhe faith 
in the triune God, in the creation, fall and redemption, in 
the Church and the mys~ of 'her "theandric" life. Once 
more the question of tradition stands at the very <:_e?t.f 
and challenges us with essential questions. What is it r,1s 
it the living memory and consciousness of the th\!ieh, the 
essential term of reference or criterion by wbkh we discem 
the essential uobrokenness of the Chur~· life and identity 
during her pilgrimage through history? Or is it itself a 
product, or a sequence of products, of 'story, in the light 
of which jl_is-t_o be reevaluated, judged, used or rejected? 

In the seco'}tl place, Orthodox theology is unanimous, 
I am sure, irtaffirming that the question of women's ordina: 
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tion must be seen and discussed yvrithin the scri.£_tural doc­
tt:ine of man and woman, i.e., of Christian scriptural and 
~octtio~ t!!!..thr~polo~y, an d not within the perspective of 
"human rights,~' "equality," etc.-categories whose ability 
to adequately express the Christian understanding of man 
and woman is, to say the l~ast uestionable. 

And this takes us to th third essential context: that of 
eccJ.esiolg,gy, o£ the understan g of the Church and the 
mystery of salvation. As presented today, it is the result 
of ·too many reductions. For if its root is surrender to 

EVlht i ex,\~ cul~e, _its _p~ttetn C?f develOpment. is shaped by ..:tericalistf!.. 
\lbSiilH,;lct !ClertcaliSm lS, on the one hanCl, the tedttehon of the 

Church to a power structure; and on the other hand) her 
reduction of that power structure to clergy. Thus, 1the alleged 
inferiority of women within secular society corresponds to 
thei.c inferiority within the ~lesiastig..l power structure, 
·their exclusion from the "clergy." And therefore, •to their 
liberation in secular so~iety must correspond ·their libera­
tion in the Church, i.e., their admission to the priesthood, 
etc. 

Th.:. r.hnrrh ~f·tnnTu rannn. .. lhA ·rprfnrR-.,.1 '-n foh.o.~~ rt)f.gnA.-.-:.oc 
...... ""' .......... $.-~.~A-A 'IJ ............ r•J .... --·-~~- -- .~..~'-& ... '-'-"-4 ~~.."" ... ..._&'v~""' ""'-'"""0'-'..a. ~'"'.:r . 

As long as we try to measure •the ineffable mystery of ner 
life by concepts and ideas a priori alien to her very essence, 
we mutilate her and her real power, glory and beauty. Her 
real life simply escapes us. 

It is my hope that the serious reader, whether agreeing 
or disagreeing with the ~Il!Qach of !:be Orthodox Church 
to the ordination of women, will try to understand this 
approach as expressed in this book, however inadequately, 
and will realize its true scope and significance. 

Fr. Alexander Schmemann 
Crestwood, N. Y. 

January 1983 



Man, Woman 
and 

the Priesthood of Christ 

The Three Widows 

By Bishop 
KAI.LISTOS W AU* 

I£ we had been visiting a chutch beside the Nile soon 
after the year 300, what kind of a parish ministry might we 
have found ? For an answer, let us turn to the fragmentary 
document known as the Apostolic Church 01'der. This begins 
by mentioning the bishop, who is not yet a distant adminis­
trator, but still the immediate head of the local community, 
the normal celebrant at the Sunday eucharist. He is assisted 
in the parish worship by two or mote presbyters, by a reader 
and by th.ree deacons. Thus far there are no great surprises, 
except that the .reader seems to rank higher than the deacons. 
The parochial staff is larger than what is customary today; 
but, apart perhaps from the bishop, most of the others are 
doubtless earning their own living with ordinary jobs. The 
Apostolic Church Order does not stop, however, with the 
deacons. Mter them it goes on to speak of three widQWS1 

"two to persevere in prayer for all who are in temptation, 

*K.allistos Ware is Bishop of Diokleia for the Ecumenical Patriarchate of 
Constantinople in Great Britain. A professor at Oxford and a monk of the 
Monastery of St. John on Patmos, Bishop Kallistos is a leading spokesman lot 
Orthodoxy in the West. His publi'sbtd works include the popula.r books The 
Orthodox Cbtmb and Tht: OrthodQx Wt~y. The following article originally 
appeared in Mtm, Woman, Primhcod, ed. Peter Moore (London: Fletcher 
and Son, 1978) 68-90. 
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10 WOMEN AND THE PRIESTHOOD 

and to receive revelations when such are needed; and one to 
help the women who are ill. " 1 

There are surely several things to interest us here...- First 
of all we observe the size and diversity of the local parish 
ministry. There is no clericalism, no concentration of respotlsi­
bility exclusively in the hands of a single, full-time "profes­
sional." Next, we see that the ministry includes women as 
well as men. The three widows are not just elderly ladies who 
arrange the flowers and prepare cups of tea, but they constitute 
a specific ministry or order recognized by the Church; they 
are more or less equivalent-although not actually given such a 
title-to the deaconesses mentioned elsewhere in early Christian 
sources. Wli:fe one of the three is entrusted with charitable 
or social work, the other two have tasks immediately con­
nected with prayer and worship. It is noteworthy that the 
particulaJ role assigned to them is the ministry of intercession 
and prophecy. Although it is the calling o£ every Christian, 
male as well as female, to pray for others and to listen to 
God, yet woman by virtue of her gift for direct and intuitive 
understanding seems especially blessed to act as intercessor 
and prophet. It is no coincidence that the symbolic hguce ol 
the Dram on the walls o£ the Catacombs, representing the 
ChriStian soul waiting upon the Spirit, should take the form 
of a woman. 

But the widows, although they intercede and receive 
revelations, do not act as celebrants at the eucharist. On this 
point the Apostolic Church Order is entirely clear: "When 
the Master prayed over the bread and the cup and blessed 
them, saying, 'This is my Body and Blood,' he did not allow 
women to stand with us. •-s Here the Apostolic Church Order 
agrees with the constant testimony of the universal Church, 
Eastern and Western, from apostolic times onward: women 

f'\iVaJQM::}t ~re entrusted with a wide variety of ministries, but they do 
rzot pedorm the consecration gl the euchariJI. To quote the 
standard code of eastern church law. the Nomocanon of 

1A. Harnack, Di' QrulJ,, d'l' sogm11nntm 4frostoliuhen Kirrhtmoriln11ng
1 

Tcxte und Untersuchung~. 2:~ (Leipzig 1886) 22-4: E~gJisb translation by 
] . 0wet'l, Sources of tb« Apostolic CaTJons (London 189!1) 19-21. 

'Harnack, 28 (Eog. tr., 2~) . 



Man, Woman and the P-riesthood of Christ 11 

Photius: "A. woman does not become a priestess:·• 
To an Orthodox Christian it seems not so much ironic as 

tragic that, at the very moment when Christians everywhere 
are praying for unity, we should see a new wm opening ~(!_U( 
up to divide us. And in Orthodox eyes, at any rate, it is a ~td 
chasm o£ horrifying dimensions. "The ordination of WOID.!fl . 

1 
to priesthood," writes Fr . .Alcxand~r &hm~3Efl.J "is taota- ~ ~ 
mount for us to a radical and irreparable mutilation of the ' 
entire faith, the rejection of the whole Scripture, and, neea-
less to say, the end of all 'dialo8!Jes.'" Be goes on to speak 
about "the lhfeat of an irreversible and irreparable act which, 
if it becomes reality, will produce a new, and this time, I am 
convinced, final division among Christians.''' According to 
another Orthodox spokesman, Fr. Thomas Ho_Ek~ the accept­
ance of women priests involves "a fundamental and radical 
rejection of the very substance of the biblical and Christian 
understanding of God and creation. . . . The decisions taken 
by the ~piscopal Church in America at its General Convention 
in Minneapolis ... can only be considered by an Orthodox 
Christian as disastrous."' These are strong words. Yet F.rs. 
Schmemann and Hopko are both priests with long pastoral 
experience in the West, and both have the reputation wii-hip 
their own communion of being, in the best sense, progressive 
and open-minded. Why do they and other Orthodox feel so 
deeply? 

In common with the recent Roman Catholic statement on 
']"omen and the Priesthood" (Inter lmigniot'es, October 15, 
1976), we Orthodox are influenced chiefly by two factors: 1 \ 

the witne.r.r of tradition and the "iconic" character of the 
Christian priesthood. Beyond this we appeal also to the 
"order of nature/ to what the Apostolic Constitutions, when 
discussing the ministry of women, term the "cb<oA.ou&lcx 
'tfi <; <J>UO'Hu<; .... 

1Nomocanon 1:3 7 ( ed. G.A. Rallis and M. Politls, Syntag11111 1:81) . 
Pcie3tcss in Gredc is npEof3ottpa. 

' "Concerning Women's Ordination: I.etter to an Episcopal Friend," in 
H. Karl Lllt8'<. ed., SeXU!llity-Theologl·Ptimjood (San Gabriel, no date) 12-3. 

1 In the periodical of the Orthodox Church in America, Tb1 Orlhodox 
Ch!Jtch (November 1976) 5. 

•Apostolic Constilulions 3:9:4 (cd. Funk, 201) . 



12 WOMEN AND THB PRIESTHOOD 

But~ when employing these three interdependent lines of 
argument, it is essential to make some careful distinctions: 
( 1) Tradi~ is not to be equated with custom or social 
convention; there is an important difference between "tradi­
tions" and Holy Tradition. (2) The ministerial p..riesthood 
or priesthood of order is not to be confused with the royal 
priesthood exercised by all the baptized. ( 3) The order OI 
nature does not signify fallen human nature, which is in 
reality profoundly unnatural; it si games true human nature 
as first created by God, the undistorted image as it existed 
before the falL 

The Appeal to Tradition 

"We should bold fast," writes St. Vincent of Lerins, "to 
what has been believed everywhere, always and by everyone."' 
If ever there was a practice that contravened the Vincentian 
canon, it is certainly the ordination of women to the priest­
hood. Christ and the apostles and ministers of the early 
Church, as well as their episcopal and presbyteral successors 
throughout the ages, were men and not women. In a matter 
of such grave importance, do we have the rigbt to act differ­
ently from them? 

This appeal to tradition requires, however, careful han­
dling. The New Testament, we are sometimes told, does not 
encourage Christians to think that nothing should be done 
for the first time. Loyalty to tradition must not become simply 
another form of fundamentalism. TE~og is dynamic, not 
static and inert. It is received and live ~ each new genera­
tion in its own way, tested and enrichea· y the fFesnexpe.ri­
eoce ihat the diurCb is continually gaining. In the words of 
Vladimir Loss!cy~ tradition is "the critical spirit of the 
Church .... It is not simply a protective, consez:vative principle, 
but primarily a principle of growth and r.sgeneration. It is not 
merely a collection of documents, the record of what others 

'Commonitorium Primum 2:~ (PL ~0:640). 
'In tht Image and I.ikeneu of God (Crestwood, N.Y.: SVS PtesJ,. 1974) 

U6. 



Mam, Woman amd the Priesthood of Christ 13 

have said before us, handed down automatically .and repeated 
tnelchanically; but it involves a !iving response to God's \'oice 
at lthe present moment, a direct and personal meeting on our 
part, here and now, with Christ in the Spirit. Authentic 
traditionalism, then, is not a slavish imitation of the past, 
buf a courageous effort to discrllillnate between the transitory 
and the essential. The true traditionalist is not the integrist 
or the reactionary, but the one who discerns the "signs of the 
times'' (Mt 16:3)- who is prepared to discover the leaven of 
the gospel at work even within such a seemingly secular 
movement as "women's lib." -

Yet, even when full allowance has been made for all this, 
it seems altogether insufficient to justify such a drastic .inno- ~ J 
vation as women priests. If there is dynamism in Holy Tradi-1 

~ tioll, there is also continuity. "Jesus Christ is the same yester-
aay, and today, and for ever" (Heb 13:8). The Spirit is 
always active in each new generation of the Church, yet it 
is the Spirit's role to bear witness to the Son (Jn 16:13-15); 
the Spirit brings us not a new revelation, put the eternal and 
unchanging truth of Christ himself. Nave,. non nOVtt.J enjoins 
St. Vincent of Lerins:9 we ar:e not to do or to say "new 
things," for the revelation brought by Christ is fual and 
complete. But, guided by the Spirit, we are ever to act and 
~eak "in a new way," with renewed mind and heart. 

What does this imply, so far as the ordination of women 
is concerned? Althougb Jesus never said anything abo~t this, 
either for or against, his actions speak for. themselves. In the 
words of a French Calvinist, Jean-Jacques von Allmen: 

The New Testament, in spite of the chance of total 
renewal which it provides for women as well as for 
men, never testifies that a woman could be_, in a public 
and authorized way, representative of Christ. To no 
woman does Jesus say, "He who hears you, hears me." 
To no woman does he make the promise to ratify in 
heaven what she has bound or loosed on earth. To no 
woman does he entrust the ministry of public preach· 

1Commonitori11m Prim11m 22:27 (PL ~0:667) . 



14 WOMEN AND THE PRIESTHOOD 

ing. To no woman does he give the command to baptize 
or to preside at the communion of his Body and Blood. 
To no woman does he commit his flock.'0 

We are confronted here by the question of our obedience 
to Christ: are we as Christians to remain faithful to his 
exa1nple or not? Do we accept the "givenness" and .finality 
of the revelation in Jesus Christ, and do we believe in the 
apostolic character ef the Church? Do we wish to belong to 
the same Church as that which Christ founded? In the words 
of a leading Orthodox theologian, Fr. John Meyendorff: 

The Church today claims to be "apostolic." This means 
that its faith is based upon the testimony of Christ's 
eyewitnesses, that its ministry is Christ's and that it is 
de1ined in terms of the unique, unrepeatable act of 
God, accomplished in Christ once . .. . No new revela­
tion can complete or •replace what Jesus Christ did 
"when the fullness of the time was come'' (Gal. 4:4). 
The Gospel of Christ cannot be written anew because 
"the fullness of time" came then and not at any other 
time. There .is a sense in which aii Christians must 
become Christ's contemporaries. Therefore, the very 
"historical conditioning" which characterizes the Gos­
pel of Ch;ist is, in a sense, normative for us. The ' 
twentieth century is not an absolute norm; the apostolic 
age is.u 

Here, then, is the first and fundamental argument that the 
Orthodox Church employs. Faced by the unanimous and un­
varying practice of Christ's Church from apostolic times up 
to our own, we in the twentieth century bave no authority to 
alter the basic patterns of Christian faith and life. 

Our appeal as Orthodox is neither to scripture alone nor 
to tradition alone, but to both at once.u We do not ~eal 

14"1s the Ordination of Women to the Pastoral Ministry Justifiable?," 
ill Lutge, 35. 

"The Orthodqx Church (September 191Z) 4. 
acompare the official commentary of the Sacred Congregation for the 
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simply to the fact that Christ chose only men to be apostles1 
but to the fact that for more than nineteen centuries Christ's 
body, the ChurCh, has never ordained any except men to the 

ritesthood and e isco ate. Our appeal is to the total life of 
e Church over two thousand years-and not only to what 

w~s said but to what was done. It is, of course, true that the 
apostles whom Christ chose were not only males but also 
circ.umcised Jews. Almost at once, however, in the lifetime 
of virtually all the chief eyewitnesses of the Word, of all 
those who were qualified in a unique sense to share "the mind 
of Christ" ( 1 Co 2: 16), the Church decreed circumcision 
and the other requirements of the Jewish law to be no longer 
binding ( Ac 15:23-29). All ministries were henceforth open 
to Jews and Gentiles equally. But neither the apostles them­
sel'ves nor their successors have adlmitted women to the priest­
hood. The difference between the two cases is immediately 
apparent, and it is enormous. 

Our arsumen!_s against the ordination of women, then, 
are not based solely upon certain isolated s~atements in the 
Pauline epistles, such as 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 or 1 Timothy 
2:1.1-12, important though these texts undoubtedly are. We 
appeal rather to the manner ln which scciptural revelation as 
a whole has been interpreted, applied and lived. Sccipture 
and tradition, bere as always, are inseparable and "correla­
tivte," to use the language of the Angllcan-Orthodox Agreed 
Sta.temeot signed at Moscow in 1970.n*Tradition is nothing 
other than the internal continuiJy that exists between the New 
Testament ana the subsequent thought and life of the Church. 
The ordination of women as priests is excluded precisely 
because it conflicts with this living continuity . 

• 
However, if this appeal to tradition js to be properly 

un.derstood, ~-und~r..!YinE _££C§Up£OSitions need to be 
reCidered explicit 

""". t... • ' 
Do-ctrine of the Faith on its decree Inter Insigniores: "This brings us to a 
fundamental observation: we must not expect the New Testament on iJs own 
to 1:esolve in a clear fashion the question of the possibiJHy of women acceding 
to 1:he priesthood" (The Ordin41ion of Women1 Cl'S Do 494, p. 8). 

"SeeK. Ware and C. Davey, Ang/ictm-O;thodox Dialogue (London 1977) 
84. 



16 WOMEN AND THE PR.IESI'HOOD 

(1) Jesus Olrist is not only complete mao but true aod 
perfect God. He is within history, but also above history. We 
do not see in him merely a human teacher, bound by the 
conventions of his age-he is the Word of God, from whose 
lips we hear not private opinions soon to grow outdated, but 
the eternal truth. Iodeed, far from being subsertient to con­
temporary customs, Christ often showed a stcikiog independ­
ence. He told his disciples, "You have heard what was said 
by the men of old; but I say to you ... " (Mt 5:21-22); he 
claimed to be master of the Sabbath, openly breaking the 
accepted regulations; he ate with tax-collectors and sinners; 
to the astonishment of his followers, he spoke with the 
Samaritan woman, and in general ignored rules normally 
observed by a Jewish rabbi of the time in his dealings with 
the female sex. Thus, if of God had wanted to 
a int women as a ostles he o o whatever 
the extsting conventions within Judaism or elsewhere-in the 
ancient wo.rld. And the fact that he did not choose them as 

japostJes must remain decisive for us today. Axe we to assert 

A vrNtJ.il that the incarnate word and Wisdo~ of God was mistaken, 
G 1 and that we at the end of the twentieth century understand 

+J.,,. tn•iJ... J.-.,t~ ... tha.- \.- .J;d i J -........... .u.a.u..a_ '""""" '-'"'A. J UC UJ. • 

' ( 2) The second point is a corollary ~£ the first. As Christ's 
body, as the "pillar and ground of the truth" (1 Tm 3:15), 
the Church is more than a fallible human association. Christ 
has ptotnised: ''The Spirit of truth will guide you into all 
truth" (Jn 16:13). Errors may arise among members of the 
Church, but they never finally prevail, for Christ has assured 
us that the truth will p.rove in the long run invincible. Are 
we to believe that this promise of Christ has failed? .AJe we thr.r, to say that, in excluding women fr-om the priesthood, the 

f w: 'Church has erred for nearly two thousand yeaq, unjustly 
d'enyiOg to hill the human race its legitimate .rights? 

But, so it is argued, the Church made precisely such a 
mistake in regard to slavery. If it took the Church eighteen 
centuries to recognize the evils of slavery, why should it not 
have taken the Church one century more to end the unjusti­
fiable subservience of women ? On closer investigation, how­
ever, the parallel proves far from exact. The distinction be-
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tween male and female is e_art of the order of natur~; that 
between freemen and slaves ts not. As St. Basil remarks, ''No 
man is a slave by nature."•• Slavery only came into existence 
subsequent to the fall. The distinction between male and 
fennale, by contrast, existed prior to the fall and is inherent in 
hutnan nature as originally created by God ( Gn 1: 27). Fur­
thermore, several fathers, most notably St. Gregory of Nyssa, 
inv-eighed vehemently against slavery as an evil-a necessary 
evil, perhaps, yet an evil noneU1eless. 16 But not a single 
father ever spoke of the limitation of the priesthood to men 
as a necessary evil. As Fr. John Saward rightly concludes, 
"The argument from the example of slavery will not stand 
up to close examination. "16 

( 3) On many minor details of church life, so i!. mig!?t _be 
argued, 0'!!._ Lord perhaps gave no S£~iDc instructions, leaving 
laber generations free to resolve these matters as they think 
bes:t. But-and this is our third presupposftioo=-the aclmisSion 
of women to the priesthood is not a minor detail. It vitally 
~ffects our understanding both of .e!i~thood and ofhuman 
nature. If women can and should be priests, then their exclu-
sion for two millennia is a ~rl!ve in"ustice a tra ic error. Are Anrr •f1 
we to attribute a mistake o t magnitu e to the fa ers and I \IC-"'"' ' 
the ecumenical councils, to the apostles and the Son of God? 

' An; Argument from Silence? 

Sometimes it is claimed that the appeal to tradition is 
nolthing more than an argument from absence or silence, and 
therefore lacking_ in ~~ It is true, so tbe argument runs, 
that there is nothing in scripture and tradition that explicitly 
commands the ordination of women to the prjesthood; yet 
at the same time there is nothing that explicitly forbids it. 

140n the He>ly Spi,it 20:~1 (PG ~2:1600). Compare John OuysostoJD, 
Homily 22 on Epb~IittnJ 1 (PG 62:U' ). 

15Homily 4 on E.cclesi.st~s (PG 44:664C-668A; ed. J•eger-Alexnnder, ~34-
8). 

10T he Case againJt th1 Ordination of 'Women (London: The Church 
Literature Association, 19n) 6. 
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The question was never seriously posed until our own day, and 
thus remains open. ~ 

To this jt mySt l;te_an wered~_fi!.sj/that we f!eed to listen 
not only to the words but to the silence of scripture and 
tradition. Not everything is outwardly defined. Certain doc­
trines. never formally deti'iied, are yet helO br_ the Church 
with an unmistakable inner conviction, an ~ uniiiiJ:o-:- ' 
ity, which. is just as binding as an explicit proclamation. 

~ond!yl it is not in fact correct to say that until our own 
day the matter was passed over in silence. On the contrary, 
it was often discussed in the earlf Church. The Apostolic 
Church o,Jer, as we have seen. directly states tha't women 
are not to officiate at the euc;ha.cist, A hundred years earlier, 
Tertullian (d. c. 225) was equally definite: "It is not per­
mitted for a woman ~ak in church, nor yet to teach, nor 
to anolnt, nor to make the offering, nor to claim for herself 
any office performed by men or any priestly mln.istry."n The 
~postolic Constitutions (late fourth century) discuss the 
ministry of women in some detail, and in the same terms as 
Tertullian. Women are noLto pread! or Q~_tize, and_a fortiori 
it is implied that they do not celebrate the eucharist. The 
reason given is, specifically, faithfulness to dirist's example: 
he never entrusted such tasks to women, although he could 
easily have done so, and thus the Churcb has no power to 
commission women for. work of this klnd.u 

Nor did the question of women priests remain meJI'ely 
hypothetical in the early history of the Church. Various 
~gilitnatic groups in the second and fourth centuries lhad 
women as _priests and bishops: the gnostic Marcosians. for 
exarnple,1

• the M"ontaruSts10 and the Collyridians.•s Referring 
to the latter, St. Epiphanius (d. 403) examines at length the 
possibility of women priests. "Since the beginning of time," 

"On t.b~ Veil inK of Virgitu 9:1 (CC 2:1218-9). 
uApostoU~ Cotuti1111iom 3:6:1!·2 and 3:9:4 (ed. Funk, 191, 201); ci 

8:28:6 (530). 
nJrenaew, lfgain!l the Heresies 1:13:2 (eel. Harvey, 1:116·7); cf Tertul· 

lian, Th~ Pruc;>iptiort of Heretics 41:5 (CC l:221). 
20Epiphanius, Panqrion 49:2:2, 49:2:5, 49:3:2 (ed. Holl, 243-4). 
*'Ibid., 79:1:7 (ed. Holl, 476); d 78:H:4 (473-), on the Antidilroma.. 

riam.itae. 



Man, Woman and the Priesthood of Christ 19 

he states, "a woman has never served God as priest."0 (He 
metans, of course, in the Old Testament; be knew that there 
were priestesses in the pagan fertility cults.) In the New 
Testament, although we find female .£!O~<:!'s (Lk 2:36; Ac 
21 :9), no woman is ever an apostle, bishop or presbyter. 
Christ had !!?._any wo~en among his immediate followers­
Mary his mother, Salome and others from Galilee, Martha 
and Mary the sisters of Lazarus-~.u>.t:t no~ of them did be 
confer the apostolate or J>!iesthood . "That there exists in the 
Church an Q.r;der of deaconesses js undhputed; but they are 
nolt allowed to perform any priestly functions." Besides 
deaconesses, the Church also has orders of wiijQWS and old 
WOI:l"Wl; but we never find "female presbyters or priestesses." 
"Alter so many generations" Christians cannot now start 
ordaining priestesses for the first time. Such, then, is Bpi· 
ph:anius' conclusion concemin$ women and the ministerial 
priesthood: "Goo never appomted to this ministry a single 
woman upon earth.''11 

Most Orthodox today would find Epiphanius' treatment 
of the subject both convincing and sufficient. The ordina.tion 
of women to the priesthood is an innovation. with no soul!d 
ba!;is whats.oever in Holy Tradidoa The evidence is explicit 
an(~ unam!DOUS and there is nothin further to be said. Jt 
na.s to e a rrutted, however, that this argument rom tradi­
~ s~em l!!adectuate to the majority of Christians in the 
est, even to many who are themselves opposed to the 

ordir?a'tion of women priests. It is not enough for them to be 
told that i! is not in trad:!_tion; they wish to know why it 1s 
not In the words of an Otthodox woman theologian, Mtne 
Elisabeth Behr-Sigel : "To those who ask from us the bread 
of understanding, it is not enough to offer only the stones of 
certainties hardened by negation. "14 We need in !!_et to advan~e 
b~~d an aE£eal to the external facts of tradition, and to 
1.0cr':!.i£e into_ its inner co~t. This will oblige us to conslder 
flie;(lellcate subject of priesthood ~its relation to ~e)CUcili.~ 

11Panarion 79:2::}. 
13Panarion 79:2:3-79:7:4 (477·82). 
""la femme dans J'];glise ortbodoYe. Vision c&este et bistoire," in 

Cor.rtacu 29:4 ( l977) 318. 
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a theme most Orthodox theolngian_s pr.efe.r to avoicl, for here 
it is dangerous to say too much. But then, it is also dangerous 
to s~y too little. J J 

F N f1r b , P<; rno() 
Royal Priesthood and Ministeri~l Priesthood 

J 

There are thr~· terdependent truths which need to be 
kept.!n balance: (1 One and one alone is iest: Jesus 
Christ, the unl9ue nf h priest 0 e new covenant, e "one 
mediator between God at:td men" (1 T 2:5), is the sdle 
true_~ele\?rant ~~£amental act. (2 All are riests: 
by virtue of our creation in_QOci's iffiage an __!!. eness, an so 
by virtue of the renewal of that image 1hrougli""'baptism and 
anointing with crutsm (western. "confirmation"), we are all 
of us, .der..gy and laity together, "a royal eiesthoo~ holy 
nation" (1 Pt 2:9), set apart for GOosservice. ~1"YJ1tiy ..rqg(e %* (lriests: ~ertain members of the Church a~e set 
apart m a more specdic way, through prayer and the laymg-oo 
of bands, to serve God in the ministerial priesthoocl 

lt is vitally important to preserve a proper balance and 
distinction between the second and the third fQ,rms of priest­
ho~d,. be.tween tb~~ar pr.testhood of s:zfj'Ciity and this minis­
tenal pr1esthood o order. Jg many of ~ arguments used to 
sup _port women pnests,' so it seems to the Orthodox, these 
two levels Qf ~estbood are unhappily Tnfused. For .instance, 
St. Paul's words in Galatiaos 3:28, " here is neither male 
nor female-, for you are all o~ Christ Jesus," are often 
cited out of context in favor of women priests. But in fact, 
as the preceding sentence .shows, Paul 1s thinking here of 
baptism, n9t_ ordination; this text refers to the royal priest­
h9od"bt th~~ie _pe~e of God, not to the ministerial p.dest­
hood of order. 

Women, to an equal degree with men., are created in God's 
~.1?.!-S~; to an equal degree w.ith men, they are ,;ecr~e<!_ in 
baptism and e_ndowe~i~h the charis.tns of the Holy Spirit in 
postbaptismal anointing. As regards the ~~ond leve~ o..f,.Btje~t­
h_ood, there~or~,, iliey are in every respect as mucli '1nngs and 
priests" (Rv 1 :6) as any man can ever be. 't_his royal priest-
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hood consists above all in the power possessed by each human 
person, made accord.log to the divine ima _ e, to act as a creator 
after the likeness of God the Creator. Ea is able to mold and 
faslbion the world, revealing fresh patterns and a new mean· 
ing in created things, making each material object articulate 
and spliitual. The royal e_riesthood is likewise expressed in 
the fact that each human person is a "eucharistic animal," 
capable of I?J_a!$i_n,g-~d gTorifying Goc.rfor ilie gift onhe 
wo.rld, and so of tw:ning each thing into a sacrament and 
me:ao.s of commUflion with him. ~ac4_ is capable of offering 
the world back to its Maker in thanksgiving, of presenting 
his or her own self, body and soul together, as a "Hvi.ng 
sacrifice" to the Holy Trinity (Rm 12: 1). 

·'Thine own of thine own, we offer to thee, on behalf of 
all and for all" (Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom). Such is 
the essence of the universal priesthood inherent in all human 
natu.te. In terms of this p,ieratic self-offeri.t.1g, both man and 
woman are ~q!lally_ priests of the created universe, by virtue 
of the common humanity that they share. At the same time, 
each exercises this priesthood in a distinct wax, for the differ­
enc:es o£ _:;exuality extend deep into our human nature and are 
by no means restricted to the act of procreation. 

The l1uman person who expresses most perfectly this royal 
and universal priesthood is not in fact a man but a woman­
the Blesse.Q Virgin _¥_¥}'. She is the supreme example not 
just of female sanctity but of human sanctity as such. In the 
wo.rds of G.K. Chesterton. " Men are men, but Man is a 
woman.'' ''Behold, the handmaid of the Lord" (Lk 1:38). 
At the annunciation, as throughout he~ life, the Mother of 
God exemplifies that priestly act of self-oifering which is the 
tnlif~ vocation of us all. This point has been well emphasized 
by the head of the Greek Orthodox Church in Britain, Arch­
bisbop Athena.goras of Thyateira: "God in his love sent his 
Son to be a man, whilst EL. r~tum humanity oifered Saint 
Ma.ry the Virgin to be the cleansed and perfected vessel in 
which humanity and divinity meet in the God-manhood of 
Chxist. "n 

115"Tbe Question of the Ordination of Women," in Th1 Orthodox Herald, 
no. 12,·6 (May-June t9n) 14, 
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It .is significant that the mo_;r~nt for th~ or~atio'!_ of 
women should .first bave ~D!er.ged in those Cbr~tian com­
mliDities that tend to nglect the Holy Virgin's place in ·-~ttr 
Christ's redemptive work. "There is no doubt .in my mind," • 
says Fr. John Meyendodf, "that the Protestant rejection of the 
veneration of Mary and its various consequences (such as, 
for example, the really 'male-dominated' Protestanj worshlp, 
deprived of sentiment, poetry and intuitive mystery-percep­
tion) is one of the psychological reasons which explains the 
recent emergence of institutional feminism ..... 

The example of the Mother of God shows us bow im­
portant it is to differentiate between the second level of P.riest­
hood and the third. She-in whose person we see perfectly 
expres~ed tbe royal priesthood of the Christian believer-was 
never a priest in the ministerial sense. Speaking on the level 
of the royal priesthood of self-offering, the A..IJ.ol toli§_Con!Jitu­
tions are able to affirm, "Let the widow realize that she is 
the altar o1 God."" But the very same passage excludes the 
possibility that the widows, or aay other women, could act as 
mjnisterW pdests. 

Two poi~bout the ministerial eriest.Q.ood need to be 
under!ineda First) the mir;ist.-y is not to be envisaged in ''pro­
fessional" teifus, as a "job" that a woman can carry out as 
competently as a man, and which sbe has an equal "right" to 
perform. Still less is the ministry to be conceived in terms of 
power and domination, as a "privilege" from which woman 
.is being unjustly excluded. "It shall not be so among you" 
(Mt 20:26) . The Church is not a power structure or a busi­
l!,CSS eoteprise, but the body of Christ; the ministerial priest­
hood is not a humao invention devised for purposes of 
efficiency, but a gift of God's grace. Far from being a "right" 
or "privilege;' the ministry is a call to service, and this call 
comes from God. In the Church, all is gift, alll is grace. When 
a man is called to the ministerial priesthood, thls is invariably 
~ _ ace from God, never a "ri~ht." 

Secon , the ministerial priest is not to be seen in seculjit 
and N~u o-dem_ocratic tetms, as a ~eputy or representative 

-rht Onbotlox Church (September 1975) 4. 
1'Aposlolic Co;wiJutions 6:6:3 (ed. Funk, 191). 
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merely exercising by delegation the royal priesthood that 
belongs to the Christian people as a whole. On the cont.tary, 
the: ministerial priest derives his priesthood not by delegation 
f!om the ~~le, but imme~~ely f:om Christ. As Justin the 
M~trtyr (d. c. 165) affirms, "The twelve apostles depend upon 
the power of Christ the eternal priest,"• and the same is true 
of their ~cessors the bis~ops. The royal priesthood and the 
ministerial prieSthood are oth ways ofsharing directly in the 
pti•esthood of Christ, and neither is derived by devolution 
th~ough the other. 

The Priesl as l•on 

But why, we ask, should the ministerial priesthood be 
limi~d ~. whereas the royaf priesthood ls conferred on ''' J(, t! 

. )lL alike? W~ sh~ld God- not call women to be priests? 
Th·e answellies--in the .. iconic" character of the minjsterial 
priesthood.!n the praytJ before the Great Entrance (the 
olfertory procession) at the Divine Liturgy, the priest ad­
dresses these words to Christ: "Thou art he who offers and 
be --L~ =- ~ae·ed" T .. :- r~...:_ .. hun· s·'c -'-- ·--· ' ,.., •l-e wuv !.:> vu J. • J.L lll ~U.U;:>l .1 t:U WDU ma.K_, ._ .. 

eucharistic offering. As the deacon. states at the very beginning 
of the service, "It ls time for the Lord to act." "Our Lord 
and God Jesus Christ," says St. Cyprian of Carthage (d. 258), 
"is himself the high priest of God the Father; he offered 
himself as a sacrifice to the Father and commanded that this 
should be done in memory of him; thus, the priest truly acts 
in the place of Christ [ flice Christi]."" "It is the Father, the 
Sonr and the Holy Spirit who perform everything," teaches 
St. John Chrysostom (d. 407); ·~t the priest lends his tong_ue 
aodl supplies his haod."so "It is not man who causes the bread 
andl wine to become Christ's body and blood: this is done by 
Clu:ist himself, crucified for our sakes. The priest stands 
before us, doing what Christ did and speaking the words that 
he spoke; but the power and grace are from God."11 

"Dialogue with Trypho 42:1 (ed. Otto, 140). 
1DLell,-r 63 14 (cd. Ha.rtel, 713). 
10Homily77 o11 John 4 (PG ~9:472). 
110n the Treach~ry of /llfliiS 1:6 (PG 49:380), Cf the Comm"'lllf1 011 
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The p.desthood, then, is always Christ's and not ours. The 
priest in Cfiurcb ts not "another" pnesCalongsTcte Cfu1st, and 
the sacrifice that be offers, in union with the people, is not 
"another" sacrifice, but always Christ's own. Jhe ministerial 
priest, as priest, possesses no identity of his own: his priest­
hood exists solely in order to make Christ present. This under­
standing of the ministerial priesthood is clearly affirmed by 
St. Paul: "We come therefore as Christ's ambassadors; it is 
as jf God were appealing to you through us" (2 Co 5:20); 
"you welcomed me as an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus" 
(Ga 4:14). St. lgnatius of Antioch (d. c. 107) speaks 
similarly: "The bishop presides as the image of God."" In 
the words of Antiochus the Monk (seventh century) : "The 
pdests should be imitators of their high priest (i.e., the 
bishop], and he in his turn should be an imitator of Christ 
the high priest.''" In the consecration service of ao Orthodox 
bishop, the chief officiant prays: "0 Christ our God ... who 
hast appointed for us teachers to occupy thy throne ... make 
this man to be an imitator of thee the true Shepherd." 

The bishop or priest is therefore an imitator, im~ or 
~ign of Christ the one mediator and high priest. In short, the 
aiitusterial nriest is an .icon. ''Standing between God and ..... __ -K ..-.-
men," writes St. Theodore the Studite (d. 826), .. the priest 
in the priestly invocations is an imitation of Christ. For the 
Apostle says: There is one God, and one mediator between 
God and men, the man Christ Jesus' (1 Tm 2:5). Thus, the 
priest is an icon of Christ. "ac 

This notiQD.. Qf the priest as an icon has far-reaching 
~m.elications. First.~£ all, there can be no question of any 
1den1ificatioo between the priest and Christ, for an icon is 
in~ ~en.s~dentical with that which it depicts.• 

j :ecood!il an icon is not the same as a photograph Oi a 
realistic portrait; and so, when the priest is considered as an 

GalAtianr 3:28 (PG 61 :663), on the sacrament of baptism: "the 'Words of 
God ru:e spoken through the pri~t" (not by him). 

uro Jbe Magntsians 6: 1; d To the Trallhmr 3:1; To the Smyrnemu 8:1. 
35Romily123 (PG 89:1817C). 
84Seven Chapters agahw Jhe Juorzoclam 4 (PG 99:493C); cf Theodore, 

Letter 1 11 (PG 99:94~C). 
810 Ware and Davey, .Anglican.Orthodox Dialogue, 74. 
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icon, this is not to be understood g10ssly, in a literal or 
naturalistic sense. The priest 1s not anactor on the .stage, 
"made up_: to look like Christ. 

'f~4Jy~ according to the principle enunciated by St. Basil 
and used in the iconoclast controversy, "The honor shown 
to the icon is ~erred to the J?!Ototype. "" When we venerate 
the kon .9£ tQ~vior, we do not bonor wood and paint, but 
through wood and paint ~~ hQnor Christ Q.imself. The same 
is true of the priest as an icon. He is not honored in and for 
himself-all the honor is referred to Clllist. In terming the 
priest an icon, we do not thereby attribute to him any special 
kind oF ig.ti.tp.sic personal sanctity; we do no~ set him, as a 
human being, on a higher level than others. The greatest in 

I the kingdom of heaven are nQt the clergy but the sainJ~. Here, 
as always, a careful distinction must be made between .tot~ 
priesthood and lllinisterial priesthood, between the personal 
prlesthoa of sanctity and the iconic priesthood of order. 

Fourth! it is the function of an icon to make present a 
spintu re "ty that surpasses it. but of which it acts as the 
sign. As an icon of Christ, th.erefore, the priest is not just a 
deputy or legal delegate of the people, and neither is he the 
vicar or surrogate o£ an alHent Christ. The purpose of a..1. 
icon is not to remind us of someone who is absent but to 
rtt_nder that p~s_orz present. Christ an_l his saints are present 
as active participants in the liturgy thro~ their Icons in the 
church; and Christ is likewise present in the liturgy through 
his jc.&n..tbe priest. 

FifthL~and finally, as ~ icon Qf th_Luqique gigh pr~t 
Christ, the ministerialE~s.t,must be male. In the words of 
Fr. Alexander Schmemann, "Jl the bearer, the icon and the 
fulfiller of that u.oique priesthood, is man and not woman, it 
is because Christ is man and not woman. ,,. "For the Eastern 
Orthodox," writes Fr. Maximos Aghiorgoussis, "it is impera­
tive to preserve the symbolic correspondence between Christ 
as a male and the ordained priest. . . . The ordination of 

110n th• Ho/1 Spirh l8:4S (PG 32:149C). Basil is speaking here about 
trioitarian relationships, not about iconography; but in the disputes of the 
eighth and ninth centuries his words were applied to the holy icon.s (see 
John of Damascus, On the Holy Icons 1:21; ed. l(otter, lOB). 

~'~"Concerning Women's Ordination," in l utge, 14-5 . 

.. 
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women to the Holy Priesthood is untenable since it would 
di_sregard the symbolic and iconic value of male priesthood, 
both as representing Christ's malehood and the fatherly ..role 
of the Father in the Trinity, by allowing female persons to 
interchange with male persons a ..role which cannot be inter­
changed.'' .. 
Th~~e ~o points im_Elicit in these words of Fr. Maxi­

mos.l.:tirst,)he speaks not only of Christ's ·:manhood" but of 
his '\nalehood." At his human birth, Christ not oOly became 
man in the sense of becoming human ( av{}pwnoc;, homo)' 
but he also became man in the sense of becoming male 
( <hti)p, 11ir). Certainly Christ is the Savior of all humankind, 
of men and women equally; at his incarnation he took up .into 
himself and healed our common humanity. But at the same 
time, we should keep in view the particularity o£ the incarna­
tion. Christ was bom at a speciJic time and place, from a 
specific mother. He did not become human just in an abstract 
or general.ized sense-he became a particular human being. As 
such, he could not be both a male and a female at once, and 
be was..in...{_act a male. 

Second!», men and women are not interchangeable, like 
coUhcetS a/identical machines. The difference between them, 
as we have already insisted, extends far more d~I);ethan 
the ehys.ical a~ of procreation. The sexuali.Jr of hum~_ings 
fs not an aCCI ent, but ilfeCts them fn Theu very identity and 
in their deepest mystery. Unlike the differentiation between 
Jew and Greek or between slave and free-which reflects 
man's fallen state and is due to social convention, not to 
nature-the differentiation between male and female is an 
aspec~f_humanity's natural state bef~re th_e fall. The life of 
gtace m the Church is not bound by social conventions. or 
the conditions produced by the fall. But it does conform to 
the order of ~ in the sense of unfallen nature as created 
by God. Thus, the distinction between male and female is 
got abolisheQ_ in the Church. 

We are not saved f!.om our masculinity and femininity, but 
in them; and to say otherwise is to be gnostic or Marcionite . .. 

uwomtn Priensl (Biooldine, Mass.: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1976) 
3, 5. 
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We: cannot repent of being male and female, but only of the 
wa}l in which we are these thlngs. Grace cooperates with 
nat1Ure and builds upon it; the c;_hurch's task j~ to sanctify 
the n~ order, not to repudiate it. In the Church we are 
male and female, not sexless. Dedicated !,irginil within the 
churcli community ts no t the rej~ction of sex, ut a way of 
consecrating it. In the words of Fr. Meyendorff, "The Chris­
tiarl faith, as held by the Church, is not a negation of nature 
but its salvation. The 'new creation' does not suppress the 
'old,' but renews and transfigures it.''"' He goes on to quote 
the words of an Orthodox statement~ an ~glican-Orthodox 
consultation held in America in 1971;' "God created men as 
'matle and female,' establisning a diversity of functions and 
gifts; these functions and gifts are complementary but not 
at all interchangeable . . .. There is every reason for Christians 
to oppose the current trends which tend to make men and 
women interchangeable in their functions ana roles, and 
thus lead to the dehumanization of life." CS. Lewis saw tills 
danger many years ago: "As the State grows more like a hive 
or an aothill it needs an increasing nurober of workers who 
can be treated as neuters. This may be inevitable for our 
secular iife. But in our l'oristian life we musi rerum to 
rea Uty. " 40 

Such, then, is the Orthodox understanding of the minis­
ter.ial priesthood. 'f!le priest is _s.e_ of ..Quist,; and since 
the: incarnate Christ became not only man but a male-since, 
furthermore, in the order of nature the roles ot male and 
fet:nale are not interchangeable--:it is necess~ fbaUhe prie§t 
sh<>uld be male. Those Western Christians who do not in 

1 1ac:r.regard the priest as an icon of Christ are of course free 
to ordain women as min..isters. They are not, however, creat­
inpr, women priests, bot disJ;p:OS~ ~esthoo~altogether. 
,, """"- ' r,, -r ===- . ~ 

• " llf'i ; t (I 
""Tht Orthodox Church (September 19n) 4. 
40"Pricstes:ses in the Church?," from God in th6 Dock, ed. W. Hooper 

(Grand Rapids, Mich.: .Eerdtnans, 1970) 238 (Jrom an utide origintlly 
published in 1948) . 
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The Value of Symboli 

Some will remain unconvinced by this argumel!t from the 
iconic character of the priesthood, because it involves an 
appeal to symbolism. ''Do not offer us symbols," they will 

·object, "but giy~ us proof, ba.§ed on logical reasoning." In 
answer, it must be at once admitted that the rightness of our 
symbols is not something that can be locf.ically d~E.!£Dstrated. 
A sy~ol can be verified~ ~. ~-Eut not -..P.r?jed/' 
Church life, however, is not to ne -reduced to Eucli<lean 
geometry; while our !.easoning powets should be employed to 
the full, we cannot grasp spiritual truth exclusively through 
syllogisms. Symbols and archetypes p.ravide a vital key for 
the comprehension of literature and art, and they are tto less 
important in religious faith and prayer. A symbol has the 
advantage of being far easier to understand than a verbal 
eJC_Elanation, while at the same time conveying truths too 
profound to be formulated in words. In worship, as in family 
life, there js a "deep symbolism of actions and things,''"' 
reaching down to the bidden roots of ou.c being. I£ this 
symbolism is ignored or outraged, our relationship with both 
God and with other humans alike will be fatally impoverished. 

ln our subconscious there are certain symbols and arche­
types that are not invented but given. The same is true of 
the symbols revealed in Holy Scripture and used in Christian 
worship. We cannot "prove" these symbols; all we know is 
that God has set his seal upon certain images and not upon 
others. We have been taught to say "Our Father who art in 
heaven," and not "Ou.r Mother who art in heaven"; the 
second person of the Holy Trinity is God the Son, not God 
the Daughter; Christ is the new Adam, not the new Eve; he 
is the Bridegroom and the Church is his bride-the relation­
ship cannot be reversed. '{hese symbols are "given," and they 
are absolutely fundamental 

Needless to say, our symbolic theology must be balanced 
by the use of a~phatic or ne~tiveJ!leoiogy. God in himself 

1 is neither masCu.llrte nor feminine, since he infinitely trans-

411 take this phrase from the decree lnter Imigniores ( crs Do 494, p. 11). 
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ceodls any such categories. Yet it does not therefore follow 
that we are free to apply to him whatever symbols we please. 
On the contrary, if we were to substitute a Mother Goddess 
for God the Father, we would not simply be altering a piece 
of incidental imagery-but we would be replacing Christianity 
witfl a new kind of religion.~ The _male character of the 1 1 

_priesthood forms an integral element in this pattern r' (t.<: I 
J:evealed, God-given syroboGsm, which is not to- be ~am- f1 • ') ''"..,. I 
~·d with. Christ is the Bddeg~oom and the Church is ~ his 
f>ock' And how can the fiVmg iCon of the Bridegroom be 
O!fiier than a man? • r.), i ... 1 • i t 

• lii 
'lt.Ufi 1D, llr 

Dit-tersities of Gifts 

If our conclusion thus far has a negative appearance, this 
is because the wrong question was posed in the fust place. 
Rather than ask, "can women be priests?" we ought to be 
asking, "what a.re the distinctive gifts conferred by God on 
wo[men, and bow can these gifts be expressed in the Church's 
ministry ?" Instea<i c} trying to ordain women as oriests, 
Ch(isti_ans today nee to exE[ore ana clevelC2£ tl:ie ""'speaaf 
forms of service in the Church that women are best able to 
pci;foo);. The questlon'Ts not •To women ha~ a role of lead: 
ership in the Church?" but "what is the ~ature of that role?" 

It is one of the chief glories of human nature that men 
and women, ~though equal, are not interchangeable. To_gether 
tbc:y exercise a common ministry that neither coUld exercise 
alone; for within that shared ministry each has a partkular 
rolle. There exists between them a certain order or bierarchX, 
with man as the "bead" and woman as the partner or ·~.lper ' 
(Gn 2~18) , and'yet this differentiation does not imply any 
fund~ental in~aft? betwe~ them. Within the Trinity, 
~:>d The Father 1s e source ancr"head" of Christ (1 Co 
11 :3), and yet the three persons are essentially e<:jual. The 
same is true of the relationship between man and woman. 

''Very occasionally in the Christian tradition, feminine imagery has been 
apjplied to the deity, in particular to the Holy Spirit (ne below, note 60). 
But this is the exception; a!J the main symbols "given" to Wl ate masculine. 
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The Greek: fathers, although often negative in their opinion 
of the female sex, were on the whole absolutely dear about 
the bas_ic humap eguali!J of man and woman: both alike ate 
created in God's image. The subo~dination of woman to man 
and her exploitation do not refiect the order of nature created 
by God, but the contranatutal conditions resulting from 
original sin . .- Equal yet different according_ t9 .Jhs.£1"..2~ of 
nature, man and woman complete each other through their 
free cooperation. And this complementarity ls to ~ respected 
on every level-when at home in the circle of the family, 
when out at work, and not least in the life of the Church, 
which blesses and transforms the natural order while not 
obliterating it. 

Much current propaganda for the ordination of women 
priests seems to envisage the priesthood as virtually the only 
possible form of m.ioist.ty in the 010rch. It is assumed that, 
because women are not allowed to De priests, they are in 
consequence left with no _proper role to play in church life. 
The diversity of minis~ries-sucb as we find, for example, in 
the Apostolic Church OifJeF-is all too often overlooked. The 
present campaign for women priests may thus be seen as "the 
bitter fruit of t,e clerkalization of the Church,"" "a typically 
westecn and medieval form of clericalisai."0 Women are - -- - --being wrongly led to seek priestly ordination because other 
forms of ecdesial service have been neglected. But this point 
has a relevance for men as well: often men assume that, if 
they "have a vocation," it must be to the priesthood, because 
they do not think in terms of any other type of ministry. \Ve 
need to recovei the full Pauline vision of the Church as unity 
la diversity. 

Among the Orthodox thinkers who in the recent past 
have written about the distinctive gifts and ministry of women 

"See. for enmple, Cement of Alenndria, Strom1111is 4:8 (ed. Smehlin, 
27', 2lff); John Cluysostom, Swmon 2 2 o.nd Sermon 4 1 on Gnesis (PG 
S4:589, 593-4); Homily26 on 1 Corinthi6ns 2 (PG 61:214-5); Ps.·Gtegory 
of Nyssa, On Jbe Cre4Jiol1 of M4n ( PG 44:276A; ed. Htsrner, H. Sff); Basil 
of Seleucia, Or4Jion 2 (PG s:;:«A); Procopius of Gua, On Genesis 2:18 
(PG 87(1):172A). 
~- Oment, QIU!slions sur !homm' (Paris 1972) 119. 
~Fr. John Meyendorff, in The Orthodox Chwrh (September 19n) 4. 
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are Nicholas Berdyaev, Fr. Lev Gillet, Olivier Clement and, 
above all, Paul Evdokimov.~8 Their views have been carefully 
summarized in a recent article by Mme Behr·Sigel, who wisely 
wams a.galnst the danger of thinking in terms of ";uitural 

I 
stereotypes ."~· Certainly, the whole subject requires mudl 
Hillre thorough investigation on the Orthodox part. We need 

J I to 1?-ear the voice not only of jhe t]lale t2_eologgns but of_The 
V Orthodox women themselves. An encouraging start-but no 

more than a start-was macle by the Consultation of Orthodox 
~~n, held at Agapla, Romania, on September 11-17, 
1976. 
-- tie£ mention may be made of four among the ministries 
that Orthodox women ate, or could be, fulfilling. 

(1) Although in the New Testament no woman was 
chosen to be an apostle, the Orthodox Church recognizes a 
number of women as tcran6cr'tOAO<;, ·~ual to the apostles." 
Among them are, foJ; instance, St. lcy Magdalene; ilie 
martyr Thekla; St. Helena, mother of the Emperor Constan­
tine; and St. Nin.a, the mjssionary who converted Georgia. 

(2) \Vomen ''equal to the apostles," acting as_prea~h_7_rs 
and missionaries, have never been common in the past. But 
there ls 2. more bidden form of ministry that Orthodox WOID.$P 

have never ceased to perform: lhat of the priest's wife. 
Within Orthodoxy the parish priest is in principle always a 
married malil. If for special reasons a parish ls put i.o. chatge 
of a monk or a celibate priest (there are in fact extremely 
few unmarried clergy who are n:ot in monastic vows), it 
is definitely to be regarded as an exception to the standard 
rule. The fact that the parish priest has a wife is not to be 
seen as merely accidental or' peripheral to his pastoral work; 

·"Sc:e Berdyaev, "The New Midd!t: Ages," ln Tht: EtuJ of Our Time 
(London 19~3) 117·8; Un Moine de l'Eglise. d'Orient {Gillc:t], Amour sans 
Jimiles (Chevetogne 1971) 96; Clement, Queuions sur l'homme, U4,2t 
(bri.ef, but bigbl,y perceptive) ,; and Evdoklmov's important stud}' La femme et 
Je J'alut ilu monde. E111de d'aflthropologie ~hrhie.nne sill' les chadrmes du 

1 femme (Tournai/Paris 1958)-not }'et (alas) translated into English, and 
' long since unobtainable in the French original. 

'47"La femme dans l'Eglise orthodoxe," 303·9. 
'"See the report Orlhodox W s:men: Their .R'()le ant! Participation in the 

Ort.bo.dox Chilrch, published by the Wprld Council of Churches, Sub-Unit on 
Women in Church and Society (Geneva 1977) . 

I 

j( 
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nor should the priest's wife merely be someone who happens 
to have married a future clergyman. Her status in the patish 
is indicated by her title: in the Greek Church the priest is 
c~ll~ presbytero~ or pap pas, and hi~ wlf.e P;;~sbyte?"a or eaepa­
dtaj m the RusSian Church the pnest lS little tather cva­
tmhka), and his wife is "little mother" (matushka). If the 
woman in the home ads as giver and protector of life, the 
J'ti«:_St's wife is called to do this throughout the parish. Just as 
the priest is- ratlle:r i:ioTio fiis own Children alone but to the 
entire community, so the priest's wife is called to be mother 
alike in her own family and in the parochial family as a 
whole. Yet she is not ordained £or this task, but is simply 
exercising in a particular manner the royal priesthood that is 
the common inheritance of all. Her maternal vocation has to 
be exercised with the utmost discretion, not so much through 
anything she says or does, as through what she is. 

(3) There is, however, one form of the ordained ministry 
to which women are certainly called, and that is the tninistry 

...2t, deqconesses. The members of the Ag~a ConSUltation 
pleaded for a "reactivation" of this ancient order, whidlin 
~he Or~hodox Churrh has 'Pllen into tli.c:use since tht> twelf~h 
century. They spoke of the ministry of the deaconess as a 
''life-time commitment to full vocational service in the 
Church ... an extension of the sacramental life of the Church 
into ·the life of society."" Already in the Russian Church 
before the 1917 revolution there were several schemes for a 
full rest~ration of the order ~f d~esses, although in the 
end nothing was done."0 And smc~~j>the Church of Greece 
has had a &hool for Deaconesse~e present building was 
opened in 1957-iliougli the members are not actually or­
dained. I am told, however, that ordained deaconesses exist 
within the Coe_tic Chu!ch_ of Egypt. 

Ther.e is a difference of _£pinion among contemporary 
Orthodox as to the exact status · of deaconesses in the early 
Church. Some regard them asessenbally a "lay" and not an -

""Orthodo;c Women, 50. 
"

0Se«! Fr. Sergei Hackel, "Mother Maria Skobtsova: Deaconess Manquee?" 
in &lertl Chur•heJ Review 1 ( 1967) 264-6. 
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"ordalue!.l" ministty.5
' But...oth~.point' out that the liturgical 

rite for ~e l~ing-on of bands received 'by deaconesses is 
exactly pariflel to that 'for aeacons-whkh implies that dea, 
con•~sses receive, as do deacons, a genuine sacramental ordina­
tion: not just a XElpo{}eo(o: but a XELpo-rov(o:.u All Ortho­
dox are agreed, however, that there is a tar/ dis§ mon 
betvveen the diaconate and the priesthood. T e eacon, and a 
fortiori the deaconeSS, aoes not perform the consecration at 
the eucbarist, does not bless. the people and in geneul does 
not act as a liturgical icon of Christ. There is a special funeral 
office for priests> but when a deacon dies the purial !etvice 
is the same as that for a layman. The existence of deaconesses 
within the Church is thus in no sense a justification for women 
priests. As the Agapia Consultation ifisiste'd, ''The-office of 
deaconess is distinct and not new, nor can it be considered 
as a 'first step' to the ordained priesthood."$* 

ln the Teaching of the Apost!et, a Syriac work oftbe early 
third century, it is sugge11ted that the deacon has a special 
link with the second person of l:he Holy Trinity, and the 
deaconess withtlle third ,terson: ''The deacon stands in the 
place of Christ; and do you love him. And the deaconess 
shall be honoured by you in the place of the Holy Spitit.''~4 

The implications of th~ idea have been developed, in a 
fascinating 'but somewhat..,speculative m~e£, by Paul Evdo­
Jcim,:>v ;55 a similar line of thought can be found in an artlde 

11'Tbis is the view of the Romanian theologian Prof. Nicolae ChitesQl; 
see his article in the World Council of Churches pamphlet Concerning tbe 
Ordir.ur1ion of Wome11 (Geneva 1964). 

u iSee the .article by Prof. E-.,angelos 'I'heodo~ou of Athens University, "The 
M:inis:try of Deaconesses in the Greek Otthoclox Church," in Orthodox Women, 
37·43; also )Ylilitsa Zernov, "Women's MiAistry in the Chutch," in E.aJJern 
Chrmrhe; Review 7 (1975) 34-9. 

Prof. Panagiotis Trempelas considers th~t deaconesses in the early Church 
"received, not. just a laying-on of hands (XEtpo6Eoia) but a .reu ordination 
(X~tpo-rovla), being placed on a level somewhat low.er than the deacon, but 
higher than the subdescon.'' t..oyf!aTlKTJ -rijc; 'Op9oo6f:ou KaeoA.tK~<; 
'EKKAT)O{a<; 3 (Athens 1961) 291-2; French trans. by P. Dumont, Dog­
m.t~ique de /'Eglise ortb-odoxe ct#holique 3 (Chevetogne 1968} 309. 

58 0rthodox Women, 50. 
04iDidasc:zlia Apostolorum, ed. R.H. Conoolly (Oxford 1929) 25 (p. 88); 

cf .dpqsJo]i( Conuiltllion; 2:26;5-6 (ed. Funk, 105}. 
"''Les charismes de la ffJilllle," in Lrz '1opye(l:ute 4e l'Espr#, Spi.titualitf 
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by Fr. Thomas HOpko ... While it would be unwise to base 
too much on this one passage from the Teaching of the 
Apostles taken in isolation, we certainly have_heru theme 
to be explored more full.f-when considering the chari~of 
woman. In early Syriac sources, and very occasionally in the 
Greek tradition, the Holy Spirit is pictured in f~e 
symbolism: the SYJ:ac author Aphrahat (early fourth century), 
for example, spea s of the Chdstian"'s relationship with "God 
his Father and the Holy Spirit his Mother. "11 If man serves 
in a special way as an icon of the Savior, has not woman a 
distinctive role as an icon of the Paraclete? 

( 4) Much has been said in recent years about the import­
ance in the Orthodox tradition of the spiritual father, of the 
ch~smatic "abba" or "elder," styled ye.pmv by the Greeks 
and sta1'ets by ffie "Russians. Bat is there not a place also for 
fflrJ!ut~Lma1h«ho.mi? The role of spiritual guide is closely 
· ed to the gifts of intercession and prophecy. And these, 

as we noted at the outset, are in a special sense the charisms 
of woman. 

The idea of spiritual motherhood, after all, is not new. 
Tn fhe Gerontikon or "Sayings ottne Desert Fathers," along­
side some 127 spiritual fathers there are three "aromas" or 
spiritual mothers-Theodora, Sarah and Synkletika-and these 
"aromas," although in a minority, are set upon an equal foot­
ing with the great "abbas" such as .Aotony, Arseoios or 
Poemen. The monk Isaias, around the year 1200, even com­
piled a Meterikon or collection of the "Sayings of the 

Oritntalt, 20 (Bdldontaioe 1977) 245·8; cf lA ftmmt 11J le .r.d111 a11 monJt, 
16, 211. 

""On the Male Cha.ractu of Christian Priathood,'' origi.n.ally published 
in St. Vladimir'.r Theological Quarurly 19:3 (197S) 155-6; reprinte<:! below 
(see pp. 104·7). 

110n Virginity againJJ tbt Jervs 18:10 (ed. Puisot, col. 8:l9). Cf also 
The Gospel auordirtg to the Hehrtu~r, io M.R. jame, The Apocryphal N11w 
Ti!.rlt~mtnl (Oxford 1924) 2; The Aas of Thomas 7, 27, 39, SO Oame, 
368. 376, 384, 388); Gregory of Nyssa, CommmJary on th11 Song of Songs, 
Sermon 6 nnd Sermon U ( ed. Langerbeck, 183, 468); Macarlus, Homily 28 
4 { ed. Dllrries, 23 3), c!tc. I o the West, "Mother b.nguage" is applied to God 
by Julian of Norwich. These passages should not be overemphasize<:!. ln Sytia, 
after tbe middle of the fourth century, references to the Spirit as Mother 
become very rue; in the Grcelc tradition, such references are always aceptional. 
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Mothers," parallel to the Paterikon or "Sayings of the 
Fathers."~1 

There is no lack o£ material for such a work. Indeed, in 
the history of monasticistn it was the women who acted as 
pioneers rather than the men. It is customary to treat St. 
Anfony o'f Irgypt as the father of Christian monasticism. 
Ye:t we read that, when he first decided to give up his posses­
sions and to embrace the ascetic way, he entrusted his younger 
sis1ter to the care of a napaEvG>v, a "convent" of virgins." 
Long before Antony had settled in the desert as a hermit, 
and long before his younger contemporary Fachomius had 
established the first ceoobitic monasteries for men, fully 
organized co~muni~for~en w~~ alrea~ in existence. 

The starets or spiritual father in the Christian East, while 
commonly a priest-monk, is not .always m priestly orders: the 
grc:at Antooy himself, like most of the early desert £athers1 

wa.s never ordained. From this it is clear that the ministry of 
spiritual direction, although linked closely to the ministerial 
priesthood of order, ls basically an expression of the royal 
priesthood of sanctity. It is therefore a calling that can be 
exc~rcised by lay men-and if by lay men1 then equally, yet in 
a different way, by lay women. In the Anglican Church, 
Evelyn Underhill (1875·1941) forms a notable-instance of a 
lay woman invested with this ministry.• If the order of dea­
conesses were revived in Orthodoxy, no doubt many of them 
would act as spiritual mothers. Still, the role of motherhood 
in Christ should oo.t be limited to them or - to any other 
spi!cific form of the ordained ministry. 

Throughout the contemporary Christian wodd there is 
a thirst for ~iritual guidance, and at the sam.e time a severe 
d~a.rth of persons blesse(lby the Holy Spirit to serve as guides. 

11 As yet unpublished in Greelc, this Mtt"iRon was tnnslated into RtWian 
by Bishop Feofan the Recluse and published in at least ~ editions. See 
I. Hausheu, Dil'ulion s~iritutll• en o,itnl t~~~lr,ois, Orientalia Christiana 
Arutlecta, 144 (Rome 19})) 267. 

"Athanasins, lif~ of Amony 3. In terming Antony the "father of monu­
ticinm, .. one should not forget Syria ! 

10lncidentally, sbe did pot favo.r giving the priesthood to women. See ber 
essa.y, '"The Ideals of the Ministcy of Women," in Mixed. PMttJns (l.ondon 
1933); cited by V.A. Demant in Wh1 1ht ChriJiiart Prim hood ir MAlt, 2d 
ed. (London: The Church Literature Association, 1977) 20-1. 
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It is disappointing that in such a situation ve.ty little thought 
is being given to the cultivation of spiritual motherhood. The 
Jlnh~_py controversy about worn~ priests is distracting our 
thought from the Lea1 questions. 

The above, then, are four ways in which the ministry of 
women exists or .!!llght_huu.tth~~.cl.o,ped in the Orthodox 
Church today. Many more examples could of course be given, 
but enough has, I hope, been said to indicate how riCh are 
the possibilities. In conclusion, let us simply end with two 
j?.ictures, the first from Greece and the second from Russia. 

Often in his writings, Alexander Papadiamantis (1851-
1911) describes the characteristic festivals held in remote. 
chapels in the Greek countryside. Without the patticiJ?ation 
of r.he women, these festivals could scarcely be held . It is they 
who "prepare and constitute the physical flesh for the cosmic 

j liturgy." 81 They ~e the loaves for tEe eucliarist; they bring 
with them the wine and oil, the incense and the candles; they 

I 
decorate the church and do the singing at the service. Without 
them the celebration could not take place, just as it could not 
take place without the priest. Here, in the offering of the 
euchacist, man 3-11d woman are seen cooperating together, 
and the role QP each is essential. 

Alexander Solzhenitsyn speaks likewise of the role of 
women in his piece "The Easter Procession." Surrounded by 
hostile, jeering crowds, the paschal procession makes its way 
round the outside of the patriarchal cathedral in Moscow at 
Easter midnight. First come two laymen, clearing the way; 
then follows the churchwarden, carrying a lantern on a pole, 
"glancing from side to side with apprehension"; and after 
him come two other men with a banner, also "huddHog 
togetller from fear." At the end of the little processi9n come 
the priests and deacons, and they too, in their £ear, are 
"bunched together, walking out of step," hurrying by as 
quickly as they can. But between the banner and the clergy 
come the !{Q_men, ten of them, walking in pairs, holding 
thick, lightecf'"Candles. They have a tranquilil.y that the 1nen 

•~t .borrow this phrase from Prof. Christos Yaonaras, to whom J owe. the 
ideas in this para~ph. ' -
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ladc " . . . elderly women with faces set in an unworldly gaze, 
pre,pared for death if they are attacked. Two out of the ten 
are young girls, with pure, bright faces .... The ten women, 
walking in close formation, are singing and looking as solemn 
as !though the people round them were crossing themselves, 
praying and falling on their knees in repentance. They do not 
bre:'!_l:he the cigarette s.tnoke; the.i.t ears are deaf to the vile 
Ian,guage; the soles or the-ir feet do not feel how the church­
yar1d has been turned into a dance-floor.''6~ 

These ten, walking in the Easter procession, exemplify 
the women of Russia who, .fuL_wo.re thaq the men, have 
through their courage kep! alive the faith during sixty years 
of persecution. They prove to us that in God's Church womatl 

I is called to be not passive, not subordinate, but resolute and 
creative, as the Virgin Mary was at the annunciation. 

enMatryotJa's Hogse dtul Other Stodes, tr. M. Glenny (Harmondnvorth, 
Eng. : P~guin Books, 1975) 106-7. 





Women and the Priestly Office 
According to the Scriptures 

By GEORGES BARROIS* 

The subject is one of burning actuality. What is the 
spcdnc function of women in the life and worship of the 
Church? To put it bluntly, how shall we answer the question 
wh ~·thcr women ~hould ~e ~rdained,t~ the pri~st~ood, ac~o!d­
ing to the meanmg of pnesthood m the b1blical tradttton 
of l e Old and New Testaments? The epistle to the Hebrews 
rec<)gnizes Christ, the new Adam, as the eternal priest accord­
ing to the order of Melchizedek. Now, does the Theotokos, 
the new Eve, share in the priesthood of her son, and in what 

;;:-=='me:~aur~? The Old Testament priesthood was a figure of the 
~iUtian priesthood, and both the type and its realization 
deljr,e all their substance from the person and tl1e historic 
WOJrk of Christ; only in relation to the latter can we ascertain 
the part of women in the ongoing economy of salvation in 
andl through the Church. 

The search for a definition of the religious status of 
d~nen in the Judeo-Chris6an religion is made singularly 

· cult today, as it takes place in an atmosphere disturbed 
by stormy discussions on sexuality and an obsessive concern 
abdut the place of the woman in modern sodety. It amounts 

~·GeoQcs A. Barrois, Professor Emeritus of Old Testament at St. Vladimir's 
SelnJioary, is now retired and living in Princeton, where he taught Scripture 
for ~~}' years at the Divinity School. His latest works include Th' Pace of 
Clm11 •• tlu OIJ Tutamnrt and ]mu Christ 4nd the T6mple, both published 
by s;vs PreN. "Women and the Priestly Office according to the Scriptures" 
waa originally published in St. VlaJimirs Theological Qu,merly 19:3 (19n) 
174-92. 
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often to passionate protests, diversely justified, 
protests of the Athenian women in the plays oj 
but without the healthy truculence. 

As a matter of fact, a certain discriminatit 
"devout female sex" -quoting &om the Latin 1 
be denied, if we scan the documentary eviden< 
us through biblical and historical data. It may 
ever, he more apparent than real. especially ll 
the problem as a whole, and not from the narro 
which it is too often examined and which disto. 
We should re3d in its proper context the Synago1 

at the daily morning service: ":Blessed art t 
Elohenu, Icing of the universe, in that thou bast 
a woman,"~ for which women substitute tbt 
"Blessed art thou .. . in that thou hast made me 
thy will." Nor should we read out of context or 
necessary exegesis the precept of the Apostle 
women keep silence in the churches" (1 Co 1 
which, quoted in Latin, has been turned into a t 
taceal mulier in ecclesia.• 

The views taken in our days by churches and ot 
bodies with respect to the ordination of women .., 
inasmuch as they are not ln agreement on the esst 
ing and significance of the ministerial order. T. 
much of a problem as far as most Protestant der 
are concerned, especially those of the Evangeli 
(Baptist, Methodist. and the like). The focus was sl 
the altar to the pulpit. Sacraments were, in fact, c 

a secondary rank in popular estimation and prad 
number of Protestant theologians gradually came 
them as mere "audio-visual aids," useful to the fait 
power of suggestion, not for their sacral substo 
sacramental minimalism} which originated amon.!l 
wing sixteenth-century reformationists, gained n 

'No humor intend~impJy the bWei that some day 1. n 
would be m.anifeted as the Messiah. By the sa.rne token, e, 
woman could have hope of being chosen by God as the prospecti\ 
the Messiah. 

'The Vu.lgate, like the Greek, .retds in the plural: muli"et 
lt«tlt#l. 
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Women and t)Je Priestly Office 

during the so-called Age of Enlightenment, and still 1 
in most contemporary churches and sects, which cono 
some of them exclusively, on preaching, teaching, cou 
and social action.8 Accordingly, the theological concepl 
.rokt.isterial priesthood was reduced in fact to that of 2 

missioned worker," and if ordination to the priest! 
made synonymous with appointment to a church offic 
it is difficult to see why properly qualified women co1 
be inducted into such an office, with or w.ithout tenur 
true that some judicatories of Protestant churches, es1 
on the Eutopean co.trtinent, were and still are extreme 
tious with regard to the ordination of women and re 
to install them as pastors ot entrust them with a pu 
with the celebration of the Lord's Supper. There is l 
obvious inconsistency, which can be justified only i 
ostracism is motivated not by way of principle, but temp 
with regard to local conditions or the feelings of a co1 
tion slow to accept changes and adopt new ways. Hun 
ture being what it is, a certain amount of "male cham 
may be expected in these matters, even when it is theor 
reproved. 

The nominalism that affects the sacramental theolo 
the ecclesiastical ordinances of Anglicanism and amo1 
some instances to a cultured ambiguity, doubtfully suf 
by the branch theory and the notion of comprehensi 
makes it extremely difficult to de1ine clearly the positiot 
by the Church of England and some of her daughter o 
churches on the ordination of women to the p.desthc 
the fust place, what is meant here by "priesthood"? I1 
ministry as it was "protestantized" in the time of the 
from Rome while retaining the hierarchical organizai 
the Catholic Church? Or is it the priesthood as teoi 
rehabilitated to bring it back to some degree o£ confo.rt 
least in externals and to a measure in spirit, with the 
tional priesthood of the Orthodox and Roman cotnmc 
Or is the tettn used in a mere descriptive sense, with 

•symptoms of a rever.~al of the~e t rend$ can be ohserved in a 
perhaps as the by.product of ecumenical conversations, or because l t 
Protestants feel t}l.at they are missing an essential element of Cluis 
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sistence on its theological content? On the specific problem 
of the ordination of women, the Anglican hierarchy has gen­
erally pronounced itself for the negative, to the dismay of 
militant feminists. It is not altogether dear, however, whether 
the bishops did so on dogmatic grounds or out of respect for 
what has been the age-old practice of the Church, and whether 
they considered their decision as eventually negotiable. A few 
women, braving the official interdiction, found bishops willing 
to ordain them, and weekly magazines printed pictures of the 
avant-garde priestesses in full eucharistic vestments. Whether 
or not women so "ordained" will be authorized to exercise 
their "priesthood," especially with regard to the eucharist, 
remains to be seen.~ At any rate, decisions by ecclesjastical 
courts, while making precedents, will not necessarily solve 
the basic problem, which is theological in nature, not juridical. 

These novelties have aot yet been seen in the Roman 
Catholic Church, nor are they expected to happen in any fore­
seeable future, but the pressure of "women's lib" and the 
reckless theorizing of lar-out scholars has prompted the 
hierarchy to appoint commissions of theologians and canonists 
to study the problem, rather than uttering a blunt non licel. 
Neither is the Orthodox policy likely to be reversed It remains 
that the problem is worthy of careful examination in order to 
determine on which grounds ministerial priesthood must be 
conferred on men only. The grounds are complex, and the 
solution of the problem depends on a number of factors 
diversely interrelated, but none of which .is determining with 
.finality. Cultural factors admlt of a certain (limited) plasticity 
and belong in tradition without having its normative author­
ity; historical and social factors are subject to temporal and 
geographical conditioning; biological factors are the most 
permanent of all ; and theological factors are rooted in the 
revealed dogma. 

A warning is in o.rder at this point. Simplified views of 
the changing status of women from early biblical times onward 
have been offered repeatedly, so often in fact that we have 
some trouble in approaching our problem from tab11la rasa. 

4 [Editor'.s oot~: As this article was wdtteo in l97S, it doa not take into 
account all the recmt developments in this area.] 
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It has been argued that Old Testament women shared in the 
as:sumed condition of inferiority of the woman in the ancient 
Near East and were gradually lifted up and emancipated 
tblrough Christianity-a sweeping statement, which demands 
to be qualified! To begin with, the condition of women in 
antiquity was far from uniform and varied from country to 
country.$ Furthermore, the idea of a continuous progress im­
putable as a whole to the rise and development of Christianity 
is a gratuitous assumption and at best a comforting, but often 
dl!ceptive, generality. Finally, differences of activities or func­
ti•:>ns between men and women do not automatically determine 
a superior or inferior status. 

My own task is presently to examine the biblical data in 
it:) historical context. Wbat do the scriptures say, and how is 
what they say to be theologically interpreted? This article, 
therefore, is admittedly limited in scope. I£ I seem at times to 
venture "out of bounds," I shall do so at my own risk, leaving 
tbte formulation of final conclusions to my fellow theologians 
and ultimately to our hierarchs. All this being said, 1 am 
conscious of being unavoidably biased-for I am a man! 

Feminine personal names offer valuabie, though limited, 
hiints as to the status of women in biblical culture and espe­
cially in relation to the religion and cult of Yahweh. The 
following list is given merely for the sake of illustration and 
does not claim to be exhaustive.' We shall use the spelling 
of the Revised Standard Version and give in parentheses an 
approximate transliteration of the original Hebrew, whenever 
tbis appears needed. The interpretation of these names is 
OJaly tentative, inasmuch as their components have frequently 
bceen modified or as some incertitude remains on the roots or 
forms of verbs entering into their composition. 

10oe or two examples .may suffice: the condition of women as reB.ected 
in the Middle .Assyrian Jaws of the eleventh century B.C. i.s by far inferior 
to that of Baby Ionian '\VOmen in the time of Hanununabi (eighteenth century 
B.•c.); and until the recent feminist revolution, the freedom of Moslem 
WIOmen. in cities was more restricted than that oi Bedouin women, who 
retained a considerable Initiative within the circle of their ta~k.t in tent·life. 

'For a complete survey, see Max LOhi, Die Stellung dts W11i6eJ %11 

ft~iJI!e-Rtligion uttd KNit, Beitriige zur Wissen.schaft vom .Alten Testament, 4 
(l:.ei pzig 1908) • 
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(1) Theophoric names built with the element "Yahweh" 
or the abridged form "Yah." Abijah ('A.biyab, 2 Ch 29:1), 
mother of Hezelciah, ''Y ahweh is my father"; the parallel 
passage (2 Kg 18:1) gives the diminutive Abi ('Abi). Jeco­
liah (Yekolyabu, 2 Kg 15:2), mother of Azariah, "Yabweh 
is capable." Athaliah ('Athaiyah, 2 Kg 11: 1), mother of 
Abaziah, of uncertain meaning. Zeruiah (Tserayah, 1 Ch 
2:16), sister of David, also of uncertain meaning. Noadiah 
(No'adyab, Ne 6:14), a prophetess, according to the Hebrew; 
however, the LXX and Vulg. read in the masculine: -r4) 
Noo:M~ -r4) 1tpo<J>~TU. Noadiae propheJ,ae; d Ezra 8:33: 
"No'adyah son of Binnui, a Levite." To these names we 
should probably add that of Shimrith {2 Ch 24:26), mother 
of a murderer of Joash. Her name is the feminine form of 
Shimri (1 Ch 4:37), which is probably an abbreviation of 
Shemaryah, "Yahweh has kept." 

(2) Names built with 11Yeh0" (Yahu) or 11Yo" (Yau). 
Jehoaddin (YehO'addi.n, 2 Kg 14:2), mother of Amaziah, 
"Yahweh gave joy." Jochebed (Yokebed, Ex 6:20), mother 
of Aaron and Moses, " Yahweh is mighty." 

(3) N4mt:.r built with "El." .A!: £~r as we are aw.are, the 
only example of a feminine name in this category is Elisbeba 
('Elisheba', ·EA.lo6:~E9, Ex 6:23), wife of Aacoo, "My God 
has sworn." 

( 4) Names in which a term indicating a degree of kinship 
is subsJituted for a divine name. Abigail (1 Sm 25:3) , wife 
of Nabal and later of David, ''My father [or, the father) 
has given joy," and the variant Abigal (2 Sm 17:25), sister 
of Zeruiah and mother of Joab. Abihail ( 1 Ch 2 :29), wife 
of a Yerahme'eli, also a niece of Davjd (2 Ch 11 :18), "My 
father [or, the father] is valiant" Ahinoam (Ahino'am, 1 
Sm 14:50), wife of Saul, also a wife of David (2 Sm 2:2), 
"My brother [or, the brother] is gracious ... , 

The names included in the first two categories above raise 
the problem of the relation between the vuious forms of the 
divine names. More precisely, the question is whether Yahweh 

7Cf the Hebrew n6~am, ''loveliness," "grace," from the vetbal root n-'-m; 
and the personal name Na'11man or No'aman, an epithet of .Adonis-Tammuz. 
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(Y-h"'Ui-b) is properly a name revealed to Moses from withln 
the burning bush-as the J document and the priestly reLation 
would have it-or whether it is meant as an identification of 
t:he mysterious Being with the God of Abraham, whatever 
t:he exact fotm of his name may have been-as the Elobist 
$eerns to assume. In the latter case, the revelation to Moses 
would not be the revelation of a new naOJe, but 1:ather ·the 
interpretation of a divine name already known to the patriarchs. 

What presently interests us is that most Y ahweh or Y eho 
theophoric names of men aod women appear in the literature 
relative to the history of the kingdoms. This may be a reaction 
against Ba'alist influences-personal names formed with Ba'al 
having been artificially expurgated or derogatively interpreted 
by the Temple scribes. The Phoenidao god B'J z-b-1, ''Ba'al 
of the land," may very well hide under the name of Jezebel 
('fzebel), the hated daughter of Ethba'al of Sidon (1 Kg 
JL6: 31), while the Hebrew scribe indulged in a scatological 
play of words oo zebel (in Arabic, dung, refuse) , by alluding 
t:o the obscene spectacle of the co.tpse of the queen tom by 
the dogs, her remains scattered '' like dung [Hebr., domen] 
in the :fields of Jezreel" (2 Kg 9:37). 

More important still is the fact that a number of Hebrew 
women shared with their husbands the hono.r of being named 
for the divinity. Thls invites us to discount the theory accord­
ing to which biblical Y ahwism was essentially a religioa for 
men only. However, mere statistics of names give no lndica­
tion of what part· the women took in the cult, if they took 
any, and it remains, as we shall presently observe, that the 
ritual of the Hebrew sanctuaries regarded the priestly func­
tions as a prerogative of men. 

Biological factors bad a large part in determining the 
sodal and religious condition of women and the role they 
played in the Old Testament community. We are reminded 
o£ them in the very first chapter of the Torah: the lirst human 
beings were created male and female (Gn 1:27). This, of 
course, ls not a Hve record of facts. What the account of the 
six days of creation · reilects is rather the thought and the 
faith of the Hebrews, constituted as. a nation under the· pro-
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tection of Yahweh, with the date of the ninth century B.C. 

being generally accepted by modern critics for the earliest 
source of the Pentateuch. Under the biblical imagery, one 
fact is clear: the polarization of the sexes, which will impose 
itself all along the development of the species and which 
cannot be ignored or tampered with, short of unnatural and 
often disastrous consequences. By biblical charter, the woman 
is normally thought of as the companion of man and the 
mother of his children. Accordingly, the function of the 
woma.n as mother shall take exclusive precedence over l!Ily 
secondary avocation or individual circumstances. The motives 
or the incidence of apparent exceptions shallln no way invali­
date the primacy of motherhood. "Adam called his wife's 
name Eve (Hebr., Hawwah, ZG:>~] because she was the mother 
of all living" (radical h,y-h, but in Aramaic h-w-h; Gn 3:20). 
And when she gave birth to a son-the first man to be born 
of a woman-she called him Cain (Qarn), for she said: "I 
ha"Ve gotten a man [qanttbt] through the power of Yahweh" 
(Gn 4:1).1 

Fetninine activities in Hebrew culture had their normal 
center in tent life and in the village house. Polygamy brought 
about a number of modaiities in the constitution of the Hebrew 
family that would affect the role of women, inasmuch as the 
mother was the natural protector of the children of her womb 
(so-called ''uterine groups" within the patriarchal family). 
Her first-born son felt responsible for his cadet brothers and 
sisters; similarly, the maternal uncle, ~am, had a great influence 
ln the relations between allied families. The social impOrtance 
of the woman for the constitution of the tribe8 was recoghized 
in the authentic determination of a point of law by Moses 
himself, .in the case 6£ the succession of Zelophehad, of the 
dan of Machir m East Manasseh, who had died vvithout sons. 
His daughters were habilitated to inherit the estate of the 
father, which would pass on to their prospective descendants, 
lest a house would be dosed in Israel (Nb 27:1, 36:11). 

Urban civilization, with its complex way of life under the 
1 Hebr., 'Jth Y-h•w-h, literally "with Yaliweh"; 1XX, faO: TOO eEoO; Vulg., 

per dominum. 
0Short of any har,~rdous hypotheses on a primitive ·matx:iatthy. 
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Hebrew monatchy, obscured and often disturbed the simple 
pattem based on the primary role of the woman as mother, 
a biological "fix" (which could be controlled to some extent, 
but not essentially altered). Home arts and crafts, which 
tog;etber with the care of children filled the life of women, 
catlle to be practiced commercially in the bazaar, and the free 
ways of the camp or of the village were gradually replaced 
by a more polished code of behaviot-not necessarily more 
ethical, but still a far cry from the Moslem or Hindu purdah-. 
The~ evolution of American life within the space of a few 
generations offers a stciking illustration: from immigrant 
settlers and colonists, the frontier, the homestead, to the 
megalopolis and the suburbanite clusters. 

A certain emancipation of city women was bound to take 
place in Israel, hastened by the circumstances of the postexilic 
.resettlement and the invasion of Hellenism. We need not, 
however, regard the encomium of the ideal house mother 
(Pr 31: 10-31) as a realistic picture-it is rather an exercise 
in style by a scribe not a little proud of his literary skill. In 
the New Testament, we catch a glimpse of a career woman: 
lydia, St. Paul's ho5tess at Philippi We would like to know 
mo.re about her. A Gentile from the Hellenized city of Thya­
tira in Asia Minor, where she may have 'been in contact with 
the Jewish community, she carded on in continental Greece 
wha.t seems to have been a prosperous business in Tyrian 
purple (Ac 16:14). 

iBy and large, however, the biblical writings. both Old and 
New Testament, offer to us the picture of a man's world.'' 
Pub.lic life is a masculine prerogative and burden: ''Man goes 
fo.rtlh unto his work and onto his service till evening" (Ps 
104:23), in peace, and especially in time of war. We do not 
see any Amazons, unless we count as war heroines such 
exceptional characters as Jael, wife o£ Heber the Qenite, who 
mur.dered the defeated Sisera as he sought to take shelter in 
her tent (Jg 4:17-21); or the woman of Thebez who cast a 

"'Women rulers were not uncommon in Hellenistic times, especially in 
Egypt, where the example ol Hatsbepsuth (eighteenth dynasty) could be 
regarded as a pieCedent. However, stRtues of the queen rt'present her as 
sporting the postiche Osll:ian goatee. 
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millstone on the head of Abimelek and cracked his skull 
while he made ready to storm the rampart (Jg 9:52-54); or 
"the wise woman" who tossed the head of the rebel Sheba ben 
Bichri ovet the wall of Abel .Beth M a' achah during the skge 
of that city by Joab (2 Sm 20:16-22) .11 As for Judith, "the 
Jewess," she belongs in what seems to have been a patriotic 
"short story" rather than a historical narrative. 

Thus far, scriptural evidence does not support the thesis 
of a radical inferiority of women in biblical culture. They 
have their own sphere of activity different from that of men, 
and except for a few activities common to both sexes, these 
spheres are not interchangeable. But the personalities and 
specific activities of a man and hls wife (or wives) are not 
to be adjudged as of unequal worth. Eve was created as 
Adam's partner, his "opposite number," kenegdo (Gn 2:18), 
as bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh (Gn 2:23). But 
the delicate balance w_as compromised by. the sin. of the first 
hutnan couple, to which outbursts of wild passwn and the 
eventual tyranny of husbands is traced (Gn 3:16). The usual 
interpretation of the Hebrew correlatives bdal and be'ulah, 
"lord over the wife" and "under matitallordship," is generally 
n1lPrrinne· Hu• "'"JmC1",..:,., 1 allt"to~A•:~~ 15. ~ ··- '--,--~ •at" Lu''" rn'--~ ........... ...,_. ' u....v "'"/ • J. .a.vo.a.~U.J.. \,.~O...UVU. UJ.1Uj1,U.)1 i:1 !"" 

correct English and would be something more like ''husband" 
and "husband-ed." This does not mean much more than the 
ancient Roman formula: "Where you will be Caius, I shall 
be Caia.'' What 1s basic is the complementarity of the sexes. 
Husband and wife are in partnership with regard to family 
life and eventually for occupations in or outside the bome. I 
am thinking here of Aquila ¥ld Pr.iscilla, the devoted hosts of 
St. Paul in Corinth ( Ac; 1'8: 2) . 

The scriptures record several instances of women endowed 
with charismatic power, the exercise of which follows no 
established pattern, depending solely on Vte Spitit which 
moves them "where it listeth" in circumstances ultlmately 
determined or controlled by God. The gift of prophecy is 
not uncommon. The prophet-nabi ( fem., nebf' ah), 1tpoq>~­
Tl1<; (fem., 1tpoq>ijnc;), JWopheta (fern., JWophetis, prophe-

~1In the latter .two episodes, the fate of the. vittims is aggyavated by the 
irony of being slain by womeo.. 
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tisr.a)-is essentially a person called by God to proclaim his 
message to men. Through the prophet, God makes known his 
sea:ets? warns of punishment, encourages through exhortations 
andl promises of grace~ and occasionally discloses what is 
go.Ung to pass in the future. We seem to have retained only 
the latter aspect and neglected or fo.rgotten the religious and 
ethlical substance or the requirements of prophecy. The mes­
sag'e was often reco.rded in rhythmic prose, either by the 
pro_phet himself o.t by sotne of his disciples. A study of the 
fo.rtn and technique of a given message tnay help us to decide 
on that either/ or, but it would be most .imprudent to deduce 
from this a radical distinction between old-fashioned prophets, 
those who do not wtite, and the pwphet-writers like 1salah 
or Jeremiah and Jeremiah's secretary Baruch. Obviously, the 
wo.rds prophecy, p.rophet and prophetess a.re not to be under­
stood univocally, but with some elasticity, as suggested by 
the context and the contents of the message. As a matter of 
fact', the Bible does not distinguish sharply between prophetic 
and poetic inspiration. Poetry is also a gift of God, who 
speaks through the poet; the poet is not a mere maker of 
rhymes .or aligner of meters, a cheap versifier. A genuine glft 
of true poetry has been observed frequentiy among uncul­
ture:d Italian, Romanian or Greek peasant women, seized by 
the emotion of a funeral wake. 

The Bible did not fail to record the paean of victory after 
the mlrarulous crossing of the Sea of Reeds, when "Miciam 
the prophetess took her timbrel in her hand, and all the 
women went out after het with timbrels and with dances, and 
Mir.iam intoned: 'Sing ye to the Lord, for he has triumphed 
glo.dously; the horse and the rider has he thrown into the 
sea'" (Ex 15:20-21). Miriam's words are the refrain of the 
canticle credited by the Yahwist to Moses (Ex 15:1-18)u..­
the theme of ou.r first ode at Matins. In the critical days of 
the settlement in Canaan, when the immigrants had to face 
the reaction of the indigenous populations they had overrun, 
there arose a "woman prophet" ('ishah nebi' ah, yuvi] 
Ttpocp~·n~), who led the choirs of the I~raelites after their 

'
2:Miriam is the sister o£ Moses and Aaron (Nb 26:59); Mo5es is the 

prototype of all prophets (Dt 18: l5; l{o 12:13 ) . 
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victory by the river QishOu (Jg ':I-31): "When in. Israel 
they untie their hair (Le., set out to holy war], when the 
people willingly rise,~' bless ye the Lord! Hear, 0 kings, give 
ear, 0 princes, I , even I, to Yahweh will I sing!'' Debo.cah's 
war song extols Jael the Qeoite and stigmatizes those who 
had not joined in the common struggle for independence in 
the name of Yahweh. For the charismatic office of Deborah 
is not merely that of a prophetess and choir leader. The book 
of Judges ( 4:4-5) describes by way of introduction how "she 
judged the peopfe in those days, as .she sat under the palm­
tree which was named for her between Ramab and Bethel in 
the highlands of Ephraim, and the Bene Israel came up to her 
for aJl judgment." Her horizon is not li.mited by the clannish 
outlook of villagers snug in their valleys; it extends to all 
the tribes. Her function is that of a sh6phh, a Hebrew name 
for the charismatic chieftain who sits in counsel, hears the 
causes of God's people and leads the tribes in time of stress. 
These shOphetim of the book of Judges ,must be distinguished 
from the sh6phetim o£ Carthage, who were .regular office 
holders of what we might call the "establishment." 

In the eighth century B.C., Isaiah referred to his wife as 
"the propbetess," who bore him several children called by 
symbolic names (Is 8: 3-4). This does not necessarily mean 
that she had prophesied in her own tight; it is generally 
agreed that in this instance, prophetess means simply the 
wife of the prophet, as we refer familiarly to the wife of a 
Greek priest as the npEa~UTEpa. But women prophets did 
continue in the period of the kingdoms. During the reign of 
Josiah, king of Judah, a prophetess, Huldah, consulted by a 
delegation of priests and officers of the kingdom, authenticated 
the book of the Torah recently discovered in the Temple,1' 

confirmed in Yahweh's name tbe verdict against an unfaithful 
nation and predicted that the king would be "gathered to his 
fathers" before the punishment would take place (2 Kg 22: 
14-20; 2 Ch 34:22-28). 

1~rom the Hebtew; cf Vulg., qu; sponJe obtulistis de Israel animas veuras 
ad perirulum. A diJferent reading is in the LXX: d1t£KaAt11p&r] clmoKcX­
~U!J.!-la. 

''Believed to be the original nucleus of the book of Deuteronomy. 
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TI1e age of the Old Testament prophecy came to an end 
witlh the announcement by Joel (2:28-32; cf Ac 2:17-21) 
that, .io the days of the Messiah, "your sons and daughters 
shall prophesy," for Y ahweh will "pour out his spidt ovet all 
fles.h"-a prophecy realized literally in the days of the early 
Christian Church, when St. Paul listed aruong the gifts of 
the Holy Spirit the charism of prophecy, bestowed on men 
and! women alike (1 Co 12:28), and of which the four virgin 
daughters of PhiUp the Evangelist were favored (Ac 21:9). 

But there were also false prophets and prophetesses. Some 
of 1tbem could better be described as inspired by a spirit of 
deceit (1 Kg 22:20-23), whereas many were dowruight fakes, 
like those bitterly denounced by Jeremiah. The witch of Endor 
is at notorious example of the former category (1 Sm 28:7 
:ff), whereas Noadiah, the propbetess11 who opposed the 
restoration of the walls of Jerusalem under Nehemiab, be­
lon,gs to the latter (Ne 6: 14). 

Biological factors play no part in the exercise of the 
prophetic charism qQa charism, because it draws its origin 
not from the will of men but from the Holy· Spirit. As we 
have tried to show above, the role of female prophets in the 
reli,gious history of Israel has been prestigious. The lesser 
incidence of prophetic manifestations through. women, com­
par•ed with the greater number of male prophets, is imma­
terial, depending as it does on divine economy and on the 
fact that scriptural records were the work of male scribes of 
the palace or of the Temple. 

On the other band, the difference of sexes was a deter­
rnin1lng element in the organization of Hebrew worship 
through human agendes: patriarchal customs, and rules codi­
fied by Moses. To recall at this point the pieces of advice he 
received from his father-.io-law (Ex 18:13-27) may not be 
totaUy irrelevant, although the attempt to trace back the 
Mosaic institution wholesale to Midianite or Qenite origins 
remains an overdone hypothesis too farfetched for plausibility. 
Th'~ biological conditioning o£ the c:ultic requirements of 

111Acrording to the Hebrew aod the Vulgate. But the LXX, u noted above, 
reads a masculine; the theopbork name suits a man or a womao equally well. 
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Y ahwism is nowhere more clearly manifested than io the 
laws on the dean and the unclean, respectively tahOr and 
fam.e' (Lv 15). The .final enactment of that casuistry is indeed 
late; mode eo critidsrn dates Leviticus to the postexilic period, 
in possible connection with the reorga.ni:tation of the cult 
under Ezra and Nebero.iab. But it barks back to precepts edited 
by Moses and Aaron, and these again must be evaluated 
against a background of common Semitic practices, rites and 
.religious taboos to which they are related in form and spirit, 
or against which they ,react. There is an evident relationship 
between ritual purity and bodily cleanliness, but this relation­
ship is left undefined, even though ritual transgressions and 
offenses against persons or against the community call for 
different kinds of expiatory sacrifices.11 

Crucial in this complex development is. the ancient idea 
that the soul of man is io the blood, as the fluid of life, and 
life belongs exclusively to God (Lv 17:10-14). Hence, any­
one who sheds blood in violation of Y ahweh' s precepts, 
except ill the specific instances spelled out io the Torah, is 
barred from participation in the rE:ligious life of the com­
munity until adequate satisfaction is offered for the removal 
of the impurity thus contracted. Similarly, everything that is 
related from near or far to generation, i.e .• infusion of life, 
is bound to affect the state of ritual purity of men and, more 
so, of women. Their menstruations make them periodically 
impure (we might say, taboo) , as do the processes of child­
birth, or any pathological condition resulting in hemouhages 
and the like. The law prescribes a detailed ritual for readtn.it. 
ting a woman after the impurity contracted in childbirth (Lv 
12) - a ritual to which the Theotokos herself submitted, 
"when the days of theit purification were fulfilled" (Lk 2:22 
ff) ." 

Biological factors determine clearly the status of the 
Israelite woman in relation to the Aaronic priesthood. The 
fact that some of them are chosen to be the wives of priests 

••See R. de Vaux, Ancimt lmul 2 (New York; McGraw-Hill, 1961) 
4Z9f. 

'"Note the reading: "for their purification." The infant Jesus had to be 
.redeemed, according to the law of tbe Jirst-boro. The cburching of women 
1s the ChtistiG.Q adaptation of the Old Testament rite. 
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does not confer on them any privilege, bot rather obligations. 
A priest's daugbller who sins publicly must be put to death 
by fu:e (Lv 21:9), and a priest's daughter who has married 
a sltra.oger will be rea~tted to the family table only after 
she has become a widow or has been repudiated by her hus­
band; then she will be permitted to partake of the portions 
allCJtted to the prjests for their meals (Lv 22:12-13). 

As a rule, women were, so to speak, kept on the outskirts 
of tj)e sanctuary. The book of Exodus relates how they con­
tributed gifts of jewelry and in weaving and embroidering 
the veils and curtains of the tabernacle and the vestments of 
the pr.iests (Ex 35 :20-29). However, the custody o£ the sacred 
ornaments, vessels and utensils had been reserved to the sons 
of Kobath (Nb 4:4). No feminine names appear in the 
Chronicler's Lists of Levites in charge of the musical service 
and choirs of the Temple, with the possible exception of the 
thrc:e daughters of Hetnan, who sang under his direction 
togt!ther with their fourteen brothers ( 1 Ch 25: 5-6) :• 

Obscure mentions are made of women on guard duty at 
the entrance of the so-called "tent of meeting" (Ex 33 :7) 
and at the gate of the sanctuary of Shiloh (1 Sm 2:22). The 
iatter passage relates the misconduct of the sons of Eli, who 
abu.sed some of these women. It is possible, though improba­
ble, that we have here an allusion to a regular case of "ritual 
prostitution," discretely .amended by the scribes. At any rate, 
the exclusion of Israelite women from the sacred precincts 
of the Temple became stricter as a reflex of defense against 
Ba'alist contaminations during the entire perlod of the king­
doms. The books of K.ings and the Chronicles tefer to the 
valiant but not very successful efForts of some reformers to 
eliminate once and for all the prostitutes of the Ba 'alist cults, 
"under every green tree" and even in the halls of the Temple. 

The postexilic speculations on .ritual purity are best illus­
trated in Ezekiel':s vision of the ideal Temple of Y ahweh, 
whkb was to 'be archjtecturally transposed into Herod's 

11The Annals of Soeonacherib, d.escriblng the campaign against Hezekiah, 
mentions the tribute sent by the king to Nineveb, which 1nduded, among 
other vo.luo.bles, concubines and male and female singers. See J. Pritchard, 
Anch,nt Ntar &sttffl Texts {Prlnceton: Princeton University Press, 19,0) 
288, 
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Temple, where a series of courtyards "filtered" the worsbip­
ers according to the degree of their consecration to Y ahweh. 
Women were assigned the eastern courtyard, which they 
shared with male Israelites temporarily or permanently im­
pure. They were not allowed to proceed to the inner court­
yard, or ''Courtyard of Israel.'' In late Judaism, women had 
in synagogues their reserved section, usually some tribune or 
upper gallery, according to an exegesis of the Talmud of 
Babylon (Sukk.oth V, 1:55b). 

The epistle to the Hebrews is the locus for the theme of 
Christ as the priest of the ete.cnal covenant. It provided west­
em medieval theology with prooftexts for the doctrine of the 
"priestly office" of Christ, and the Eastern Church with the 
epistle readings for the liturgy of the Entrance of the Theo­
tokos into the Temple-the Hypapante, when the infant Jesus 
was met by Sirneon and Anna11-and the third, fourth and fifth 
Sundays in Lent, preparatory to tbe Passion and to Pascba. 
Thus, we should be prompted to rellect on how the title of 
priest came to be attributed to Christ. It is not because he was 
compared to the human priest, 'but quite the reverse: the 
eternal priesthood of Christ is the root of the analogy im­
plicitly recognized by our uturgists and elaborated by the 
scholastic theologians. 

As a matter of fact, the office of Christ in the general 
economy o£ salvation is always contrasted with the service 
of Aaronic priests io the Temple. It is eternal, versus tempo­
rary; universal, versm naHonal. The Aaronic high priest 
entered once a year into the "Holy of Holies"; our high priest 
entered once and for all into the sanctuary of heaven, with 
his lifegiving blood, not with the blood of victims, and hav­
ing trampled down death by death, he rose from the grave as 
a conqueror. An Aaconic priest served in the Temple at the 
turn of his class; but the obedience of our high priest encom­
passed the entire course of his human existence. In order to 
describe it, we may borrow the words of our liturgical anam-

U'fbe Feast of the Entrance is better knoWD in 1he West as the Presenta· 
tion of the Vugin Ma.ry, and the .Kypa.pa.nte <~~ the Puri6cation of the Virgin, 
also alled Candlemas ( /11 Ch~t11dtle11r) , when beeswax candles are offered at 
mass for the service of the alt~. 
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nesis, "remembering all those things which have come to pass 
for u:s: the Cross, the Tomb, the Resurrection on the third 
day, the Ascension into heaven, the sitting at the right hand, 
and the second and glorious coming." 

To sum up, the Aaronic priesthood was but the imperfect 
foreshadowing of the service of. Christ, whose resurrection 
would consummate and manifest the reality of his priesthood. 
For the author of Hebrews, the comparison between Aaron 
and }esus Christ ends in an irreducible opposition, and the 
authentic type of the one eternal priest is to be found in the 
mysterious .figure of Melchizedek. He is mentioned first in 
tlle fourteenth chapter of Genesis, which narrates bow he met 
Abraham returning victorious from his battle against the 
four kings. King of Salem'0 and priest of 'Ei-'Etyon, the Most 
High-one of the names given to him whom oo name can 
describe-the personality of the king-priest is as much of a 
.riddle as his origins: "without father, without mothet, with­
out genealogy, having neither beginning of days, nor end of 
life," writes the author of Hebrews (7: 3). In other words, 
he appeared on the stage of history, but he is not of history, 
and be transcends the limitations of the human predicament. 
His role js prophetic through and through. David saw in him 
the type of the Messiah, "priest forever according to the order 
of Melchizedek" (Ps 110:4). Thus, the author of Hebrews 
and the entire tradition after him hail Jesus Cbrist with the 
words of the Psalm. 

Nobody would deny that the Theotokos was associated 
in the process of our salvation in some way, but which way? 
The rhetorical argument of some fathers, namelyJ that smce 
Christ is the new Adam, tbe.n Mary must be the new Eve, is 
not sufficient. Neither scripture nor tradition, not even the 
hyperbolic acclamations of the Akathistos hymn, attribute to 
her any participation in the eternal priesthood of Christ. 1£ 
a few well-meaning but ill-advised opinions seem to open such 
a prospect, they belong nther in baroque or romantic litera­
ture and have little or no doctrinal foundation. 

••saJem was ideniliied in Jewish tradition with JeruSII.lem, and thjs iden­
tification has generally b«n accepted by the fathers. It hu DO essential bearins 
OD the theological signilicance o£ the nauative. 
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The dignity of Mary was in the consent she gave to the 
angel of the annunciation to being the maidservant of the 
Lord, and she was that maidservant to her last breath-the 
mother of the eternally begotten, who had need of her to be 
born a man, to be fed and anxiously brought up by her dur­
ing his childhood. She wondered about him, could not under­
stand the mystery hidden in her son-who does? At Can a of 
GaWee, she made no miracle, but uttered a prayer. When 
Christ offered himself in the unique sacrifice of which be was 
both the priest and the victim, Mary stood by the cross, 
recapitulating in herself the suffering of all the tragic ngures 
of Old Testament women: Hagar in the desert, where she 
was d.r;iveo with Ishmael through the jealousy of Sarah ( Gn 
21:14-16); the voice that was "heard in Ramah, wailing and 
loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children, and she 
would not be comforted, because they are no more" (Jr 31: 
15); Rlzpah keeping watch over the bodies of her sons and 
chasing away the birds and beasts of prey ( 2 Sm 21: 10) . 
One of the last words of Jesus was for entrusting Mary to 
John, the chosen disciple, unto whom she would be a mother 
(Jo 19:26-27). 

The Latin Chutch, On the Friday beioreRoly week, com­
memorates the "Compassion" of the Virgin, and the station 
is in the church of "St. Mary of the Mactyrs:·s~ We are 
reminded in the office of the day that all the pains Christ en­
dured in his agony, she bore in her heart,11 and she could 
rightly appropriate the words of the fust Lamentation ( 1 :12) : 
"All ye who pass by, behold and see if there is any so.crow 
like unto my sorrow."'' More than any other human being, 
Maty suffered with he.r son, yet it ls in no way suggested that 
in this she made an act of a priest. The Creed goes on: "And 
He rose from the dead and ascended into heaven," his sacrifice 
being presented to the Father on "the altar on high, before 
the face of the Divine Majesty."" The Orthodox Church has 

"Durin8 Advent and Lent and for certain feasts, the liturgical service 
in the diocese of Rome is perfoaned in a different church every day, with 
the Pope Qr some high dignitary officiating. 

D'fhe reference is to an anti ph on of the first Vespers. 
12Lesson 1 at Matins. 
"Eucharistic Canon of the RoiD3.0 Mass. 
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always been extremely reserved in interpreting the association 
of Mauy to these glorious mysteries. It does not wish to 
speculate on her bodily assumption into heaven, which remains 
a pious belief not, howeveJ:, unanimously or unambiguously 
backed. by tradition., It prefers to speak of the "sleeping in" 
of the Virgin, whose soul, under the appearance of a diminu­
tive feminine figure, is represented in some icons as arising 
from the body which lies on the bier. We might recall here 
the mention that is made after the eucharistic epldesis of 
"our most holy, immaculate, most blessed and glorious Lady 
Theotokos and ever-vugin Mary," the fust to be .remembered 
among "those who have gone to their rest," and for whom 
we offc!C the rational worship, of which Christ is the ,priest. 

Thoe New Testament writings leave us dramatically short 
of info•rmation on the organization of the Church during the 
decade.s immediately following the resutrection. The Acts of 
the Ap•ostles refers to a communal worship of the btethren, 
who pt:ayed in the Temple at the appointed hours and assem­
bled k1 private houses (Ac 2:46). The house of Mary, the 
mother of John Mark, was a preferred place of meeting ( Ac 
1 ..,' 1 2) , .. -·~~ .. _ L.~come .. t._ "LT-'- 7 1'on --LL-- _c all 
"-"" .,&. • . H Wet.> lU UC\.. WC JJUlY ~ , WUWCI" UI • 

church1!S." But we know precious little of the regime of the 
assemblies, who would lead in prayer and who would preside 
"at the: breaking of the bread," prior to the institutionaliza­
tion of the Church. We can but use the dues scattered in the 
descriptjons of the Christian communities visited by St. Paul 
in Asia Minor and in Greece, and compare them with what 
we know of the organization of the synagogues in the Jewish 
diaspora, since most of the earliest churches developed in a 
Jewish setting. 

This would partially explain why the officers of such 
churches were invariably men, and bow one of them was 
chosen to preside over tbe assembly for the daily prayers and 
at the eucharistic meal. The apostles, singly or in a group, 
were influential in approval or confumatioo of such choices 

J~:~The bodily !lSSumptioa of Mary was defined in 19SO by Pope Pius XU. 
The argu.ments in support of the definition ate based on the previous defini­
tion of !:be !tru:naculate Con,ception, which involves contestable theoties oa 
o.rigina.l uin. 
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and io the advice or admonitions they could give to com­
munities visited, but it is coinddehtal that some of their 
number, like James and (later) Peter, became heads of local 
chUiches. Apparently St. Paul never was. 

The late epistles, especially the first to Timothy and the 
lettet to Titus, go one step further and witness to the rise 
of a clergy in a more advanced phase of the apostolic age, 
among Christian communities increasingly open to the Gen­
tiles, and in which ethnic differences were gradually obliter­
ated. The Church was on its way toward a hierarchk organ· 
ization: the bishop, SUirounded by his presbyters and a corps 
of deacons who served at first at menial tasks-cf the institu­
tion of the "seven" {Ac 6:1-6)-but were later aggregated 
to the clergy and entrusted with liturgical functions." 

It was felt, on doctrinal grounds, that the central place 
of the eucharist ln the life of the Church and its direct con­
nection with the self-oblation of Christ on the cross and his 
resurrection demanded that the consecration of the bread and 
the wine be reserved to those constituted .in priestly office and 
made partakers of the priesthood of Christ. Other parts of 
their ministry could eventually be shared with subaltern 
clergy, laymen or wnrnen, but eucharistic functions beionged 
exclusiveJy to the bishop and the presbyteral college. The 
Theotokos bad not been called to offer the sacrifice on Cal­
vary; neither would women be admitted as members of the 
Church's sacred priesthood. Early Cluistianity knew nothing 
of women priests. This does not mean that women were 
regarded as second-class members of the ChUich. It must be 
admitted that personally St. Paul never gave women more 
than what he esteemed was their due, and in this he was 
certainly not lavish. He reacted sour against untimely charis­
matic manifestations, but his chief concern was to keep order 
in the assemblies of the Church and restore among the faith­
ful a sense of .relative values by ousting quacks and preventing 
a display of untested spirits (1 Co 11:2-16, 14:34). 

Two categories of women may be singled out which came 
to be recognized very early io the Church, with a marked 

14It is oot within the scope of th is paper to discuss the oature of the 
pre!byteral institution in £elation to the epillcopate. 
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tendency to institutionalization. The first is that o£ the dea­
conesses, whose functions were at first casual, but who later 
wete inducted into the standing personnel of the churches. 
Tbe.ce was obviously a place and a role for women in the 
daily life of the local community: visiting and help.ing women 
falle:t in sickness and indigence, "alone .in the world,'' assist­
log m the baptismal immersion of women, and the like. St. 
Paul, wrjting to the Romans, recommended Phoebe, who was 
"a deaconess of the church which is at Cenchreae, a helper 
of m:a.ny, and of myself as well" (Rm 16:1-2) .11 The second 
categ•::>ry is that of the widows, who were particularly quali.fied 
for those Labots of love, on account of the discretion one 
would expect of mature women ( 1 Tm 5:3 ff) ." 

That these offices, entrusted to women with reservations 
we may deem excessive, can and should be expanded as boldly 
as shall prove expedient, nobody would deny. But the priest­
hood, in the sense of the sacramental, eucharistic priesthood, 
is by no means synonymous with that common ministry in 
which we all share,u as we are "built up into a spiritual house, 
to be a holy priesthood to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable 
to God through Jesus Christ" ( 1 Pt 2: 5). 

AJU the observations we have made by scanning the Old 
and the New Testaments, cumulatively taken, are enough to 
authorize a prejudgment against the accession of women to 
the hf:erarChk priesthood. Presumption, however, is not con­
victio•~· A mete survey of biblical evidence is not sufficient for 
solving the problem conclusively, for the scriptures ate not 
to be read independeotJy of tradition, the 1tCXpcXOool<;, which 
is the organ of divine revelation, and lives in the traditions 
of the Church. Tradition is necessarily influenced by historical 
and cultural contingencies; if it were not so, our teaching 

arThe periphra.se Ouaav I>LcXKOVOV may indicate Cl besitatfon on the part 
of the ·writer. The noWl, in spite of its masculine ending, is used for both 
genders~ it does not necessarily designate a specific title. The Vu]&ate reacb: 
qu11e es.r in minlsr~rio ercleritte qual 111 ip Ceruhris. 

11Tnformatioo on the status of these persons can be Eound in commentaries 
on the Pauline epistles, especially in C. Spicq, Les eptlreJ pasttH'alts (Paris 
1969) :nvn-xwm of the Inttoduction. 

'"A 'deacon may be listed a.s "clergy" and receive communion at the altar, 
but it is ~igniJicant that, when he dies, the office of burial is that of laymen. 



60 W'OMilN AND 'IHl! PRIESTHOOD 

would be a gratuitous ideology resting on shaky foundations. 
It is true that cultures have a life of theit own: history 
records theit bicth, their growing to maturity, their eventual 
obsolescence and their extinction. Yet they are an integral 
part in the very texture of chUich tradition and must not be 
forgotten or brushed aside. The life of tbe Church may c:all 
for new forms, but these shall have no chance if they are 
not traditionally rooted. This is why, lf I am asked bluntly 
whether, in my opinion, women should be ordained to the 
priesthood, I will, even if I seem to overstep the limits of 
this essay, give an equally blunt answer: no! 



Preshytides or Female Presidents 

Canon 11, Council of Laodicea 

By NICHOLAS AFAN.ASIBV* 

"There shall be no appointment of so-called presbytides or 
female presidents in the Church." This puzzling canon is no 
less enigmatic than the Council of Laoclicea itself, about which 
we know neither the exact date nor membership. In a short 
preface to the canons i t is stated: "The Holy Synod of various 
provincc~s of Asia, assembled at Laodicea in Phrygia, estab­
lished the following canons." This note does little more than 
restate the council's name, since not even the specific provinces 
represented are mentioned. We are CCJUally uncertain about 
the cow1dl's date. Usually it is assumed that it took place in 
the second half of the fourth century, after the Council of 
Nicea. These unknowns do not exhaust our difficulties. There 
is no coJmplete text of the Laodicean canons. We must rely on 
a type of synopsis, as the canons have come down to us in 
ibbreviated form.' Although there is no reason to suppose that 
the abbreviation was rendered carelessly or unskilfully, a 

•• Nich•llaS .Afanasiev was Professor of Canon law at the St. Sergius Theo· 
logical Irutdtute in Paris from 1930 untll bis death in 1966. Born in Odessa 
in 1893, ~1e served for many years as a prieSt in the Russian Orthodox Church 
a.nd autho•red numerous books and artides, mainly on ecclesiological issues. 
His major work, in addition to T h11 Table af the Lord and T be Mi nislt'y of 
Lay P11opl11 in the Church, was his doc;toral dissertation, The Ch1mh of th• 
Holy Spirit. The present article was originally published in Russian in VmniR 
RKbD, no. 2 (1957) B-24, a.nd was translated into English by John Jillioos. 

~For the text, see Maosi, Sttcr()l'um condliorum 2:564-74; and the critical 
text in J .B. Pitra, /11ris 6Ctilsiruthi graecon~m biuqria .z monummta 1 
(Rome H162) 495-504. 
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complete text would no doubt make canon 11 less enigmatic. 
Wha:t is this canon re£ erring to? Who were these presby­

tides or female presidents? Historians and canonists have yet 
to agree on answers to these questions. This is ,oot at all 
surprising, since we have no direct information about pres­
bytides or fe,rnale presidents from sources other than canon 
11. All that can be clearly stated is that this canon refers to 
persons appointed by the local churches to fulfil a specific 
ministry. In his commentary on this canon, the twelfth-century 
ca.nonist Zonaras writes: "The ancients had a number of 
customs that either changed over the course of time, fell out 
of use or came to be forbidden by canons. One such custom 
was the appointing of several elderly women in the church 
to be presbytides and calling them 'presidents.' They watched 
over the women who came to church, and like teachers 
instructed them in church order, showing them where and 
how they ought to stand. Thus, the canon prescribes that 
these positions should not exist, nor should women be called 
such."' Balsamon almost repeats Zonaras: "In ancient times 
certain venerable womea, who held the position of presbytis 
in the cathedral churches, took care that the other women 
kept good and modest order. But from their habit of abusing 
this good office, either through their arrogance or through 
base self-seeking, scandal arose. Therefore the fathers pro­
hibited the existence of any more such women called presby­
tides or presidents. "8 

These commentaries add nothlng to our understanding o£ 
the canon, since it is apparent that besides the text of the 
canon neither Zonaras not Balsamon had any further informa­
tion about presbytides. It is noteworthy that neither of these 
writers mentioned deaconesses. It follows that they did not 
equate presbytldes with deaconesses. They evidently knew 
that the institution of deaconesses had not been forbidden in 
the fourth century or ev~n in their own era, although by that 
time the office of deaconess had become simply a position of 
honor, and not an active ministry. For this teason we must 
reject the frequently heard supposition that presbytides were 

1Co!IL!llentary on canon 11 of Laodicea. 
3Commentary on the same canon. 
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deaconesses, or at least the eldest of the deaconesses. No facts 
exist to support this supposition. Just as unlikely is the 
hypothesis that presbytides were "archdeaconesses" who 
supposedly presided over the deaconesses.• Besides being un­
likel[y, this hypothesis does not help clarify the problem, since 
it simply replaces one obscure term with another, 

Judging from what we already know about the minist.cy 
of women in the early Church. we can postulate still another 
hypothesis. Was it not chw:ch widows that the Laoclic.ean 
council had in roind in its eleventh canon, referring to pres­
bytides or presidents? To support this idea we can cite a 
comment by Epiphanius. He noted that the eldest among the 
widows were called presbytides. He wrote about this in refer­
ence to the heresy of the Collyridians, affirming, however, 
that the Church had never appointed presbyteresses or priest­
esse!S.' We have no reason to doubt Epiphanius' information, 
rega.rdless of the polemical character of his comments. There­
fore, on the basis of hls testimony, we can say that presbytides 
exisl~ed in some churches at the very least. 

This conclusion is in part supported by the Teslamenl of 
oltf Lord Jesus Chrisl, a Syrian document of the fifth century. 
In addition to widows and deaconesses, the composer of this 
document mentions presbytides (if we follow the Latin trans­
latic'n of this work), but nowhere does he speak of their 
func:tions or bow they are appointed. Also, what is more 
astoJnishing, he does not mention presbytides in describing 
the arrangement of participants during the church assembly 
or ill the order of communion.' 

The most likely explanation for this omission, assuming 
that the mention of presbytides in the Testamenl is not an 
intet:polation, is that presbyt:ides were the eldest of the widows 
and therefore were included under the rank or number of 
widows. In othei words, the term "presbytis," as it is used 
both in the Testament and by Epiphanius, did not denote a 

•s:ee V.V. Bolotov, Lektsii po htorii drevMi tserkvi, 3d ed. (St. Ptters­
burg 1900) 15 7; Hefele-Leclercq, HisJoir11 de~ Concilu 1 (Paris 1907) 
1003-<4. 

4E'at14rioll 79:4. 
'I.E. Rahmani, ed., Ttstament~tm Domini Noslri fesu Chfisli (MaiJu 

1899) 37, 47. 
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specific function but was a term of honor ascribed to some 
of the widows. The term "female president," meanwhile, is 
not found in either of these sources. If this tettn had existed 
in the Syrian Church, then the compiler of the Testament 
would certainly have used jt, given his tendency to promote 
widows ahead of deaconesses. Aithough the T estammt states 
that widows supervised the deaconesses, it should not be 
concluded that widows were presidents. As we shall see, this 
term did not refer to someone who was the head of some 
group of church members, such as deaconesses, but denoted 
persons who held a special place in the church assembly. 
Although widows bad a distinguished position in the cburch 
bierardiy, according to the Testament, they did not stand 
higher than deacons and did not occupy the :first place in the 
church assembly. For this reason it js completely unlikely that 
the widows and ptesbytides of Epipbanlus and the Testament 
can be equated with the presbytides and presidents of the 
Laodicean council. 

Thus, we must conclude that the eleventh canon refers to 
some totally unique ministry that perhaps was similar to the 
ministry of widows but not identical to it. In order to define 
this ministry we must begin with the canon itself, or more 
exactly, with the terms that designate this ministry. The term 
1tp€crJ30nc; itself tells us almost not:h:ing. In the letter to 
Titus 2:3-5 , as in other canonical documents, it means an 
elderly wotnan.1 It continues to have this me.aning in later 
canonical documents. Accotdingly, in the Apostolic Constitu­
tion; the terms "presbytis" and "preshytera" signify an 
elderly woman in general, or a widow at least sixty years of 
age and under the care of the local church.' In and of itself, 
this term, like its male counterpart ''elder'' (TipEO~Ll"tllc;), 
does not indicate a specific ministry. As we have already seen 
in the Testament of our Lord fesus Christ and in Epiphanius, 
"presbytis" refers to the oldest of the widows. The ministry 
of these honored widows was not defined by this term but 
by the ministry of widows themselves. 

The key to the riddle of canon 11 of Laodicea must be 
1C. Spicq, Les epitros pauorales (Paris 1947) 250-1. 
'Apostolic Constitutions 2:28, 57; 3:5. 
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sought in. anothe.r term used therein: presbytides are also 
called ''presidents." Apparently the term 'l'tpoK<l'fr~(.!EVal 
(female presidents) is unique to this canon, but the masculine 
version (1tpoKa{hl(lEVOl) is not only common in early Chris­
tian writings, but has a well-denned, quite unambiguous 
liturgical meaning. From the very beginning the euchadstic 
assembly had a definite order for the arrangement of par­
ticipants (see Jm 2 :2-4; Rv 4:2-4). With the discontinuation 
of thte special ministries of the apostolic age and the rise of 
the clergy this order was gradually modified, but it remained 
fundaunentally the same. 'rhe Apostolic Constitutions paint 
the following picture of the eucharistic gathering: "In the 
centeJ: (i.e., in the center of the building] should be the 
bisho]p's throne with the presbyters sitting on either side of 
him; standing on either side should be the deacons, agile and 
simply dressed, for they can be compared to seamen who 
stand on either side of a ship and oversee the oarsmen; in 
.accord with the deacons' instructions, the laity should sit in 
another part of the church keeping silence and good order, 
but the women separately and keeping silence."' The Testa­
ment of our Lord Jesus Christ gives an even more detailed 
pictu.te of the arfangement: the bishop's place is in the 
center, with places for presbyters on either side; widows are 
on thte leftJ behind the presbyters; deacons, readers and sub­
deaco.ns stand in order on the right, behind the ptesbyters.11 

The places in the eucharistic assembly were not designated 
haphattardly or according to the personal worthiness of the 
participants. One's place in the eucharistic assembly was con­
nected to one's ministry; conversely, one who performed a 
particular ministry had his own specific place. "Presidents" 
were ttbose who occupied the fust place in the assembly. This 
place was an expression of their ministry: as those carrying 
out the ministry of leadership, they st0od at the bead of the 
local t:burch. Since apostolic times the "presidents" had been 
presbyters, one of whom was the bishop. Since he held the 
central place among presbyters, he stood in front of the 

•A,p,cu~o/ic Corwhutio11r 2:57. See also Gregory D ix, Th~ Sbapt of th• 
Ul11rf<1 (London: Dacre Ptess, 1945) 24. · 

"'Tntarf1111t11m, 47. 
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whole church, as her bead, during the celebration of the 
eucharist-i.e., he was her presiding officer. And since place 
expressed ministry, no one except the bishop and presbyters 
could hold the first place, oo matter what their own import­
ance, including prophets and teachers. The Shepherd of 
Hermas condemns those prophets who sought to have the 
"first place" in the church assembly.u This indicates that 
some prophets tried to usurp a place among the presbyters 
on the strength of their prophetic ministry, or- even more 
likely-they sought to be appointed presbyters. Hermas him­
self refused to occupy the rust place, pointing out that it be­
longs to the presbyters, and only accepted it after the repeated 
order of the "aged woman" in his vision.11 For him, as for 
other Roman Christians, there was no doubt that the first place 
belonged to the presbyters. 

There can be no other meaning for the feminine form of 
"president." Female presidents could only have been those 
who held the first place ln the eucharistic assembly. If pres­
byters were presidents, then female presidents must have been 
female presbyters, for only on the strength of that ministry 
could they occopy the first place. We must immediately 
qualify this by saying that these presidents did not necessarily 
have liturgical duties. This is not the place to discuss the 
much debated question of whether presbyters held the minis· 
try of priesthood from the start; however, independent of this 
question, it is a fact that the first presbyters had no liturgical 
functions. They .formed the ' 'presJ,yterium," that is, the 
council or, as St. lgnatius of Antioch expressed it, the 
synedrion or "senate" of the church. This body administrated 
the church jointly with the bishop. Presbyters were permitted 
to celebrate the holy mysteries if the bishop specially charged 
them to perform the eucharist. But this took place in excep­
tional circumstances, since the bishop himself celebrated the 
eucbarist as the natural expression of his leadership whenever 
he was present at the assembly. In the second half of the 
third century, presbyters who headed church assemblies at 
secondary liturgical centers within the jurisdiction o£ the 

"See manclt~tc 11. 
11Scc vision 3. 
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local church or, anachronistically, who headed "parishes," 
were §~ven clearly defined lihugkal functions. However, this 
does IJtOt mean that every presbyter who joined the presby­
terium performed the sacraments. Those who did not have 
"parishes" continued simply in the performance of their 
previ011J.S ministry, i.e., the rn.injstry of leadership which the 
whole presbyterium shared under the headship of the bishop. 
Therefore, if local churches-we are speaking of orthodox 
churches-had the lcind of presbytides or female presidents 
that the Laodicean council describes, then it would be ex­
treroe~v unlikely that the bishop would have charged them to 
perfonn any sacraments. Christian consciousness, as in Juda­
ism, fi1rmly refused to recognize a priestly dignity 1n women. 
To be tCOnvinced of this it is ehDugh to recall what Epiphanius 
wrote i1l tefetence to the Collyridian heresy. If they existed, 
"female presidehts" could only have continued in that capac­
ity before the middle of the third century, while the teaching 
about 1the presbyterial ministry was still developing. 

Analyzing the terms of canon 11 of the Council of Lao­
dicea, we are led to the following conclusion: presbytides or 
female presidents were female presbyters who apparently did 
not ha-ve defined liturgical functions. This situation could be 
compaJred to that of deaconesses, who were female deacons 
but had extremely limit~d, strictly ancillary liturgical func­
tions. However, the .riddle of the canon is not solved by this 
explanation. If female presidents existed-and it seems they 
did an:ording to the LaoP.icean council-and if they were a 
Churcht-wide phenomenon, then we should have evidence 
about them in at least several other church documents. The 
absence of such documentation is what is so puzzling. 

Pos:sibly, we might cite as evidence Romans 16:1-2: "I 
commend to you our sister Phoebe, a deaconess of the church 
at Cenchreae, that you may receive het in the Lord as befits 
the sai.nts and help her in whatever she may require frotn you, 
for she has been a helper [rrpocr-r<Xnc;] of many and of myself 
as well." Could Phoebe have been one of these female presi­
dents of •a church, as the tenn rrpoo"tanc; might indi­
cate? 'Ibe masculine rrpoOL~<; had a variety of meanings: 
someone in front, and, by extension, one who stands in front 
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of a mobilized detachment of soldiers; later, it meant some­
one in a democratic government who was the bead of a party. 
This tean also denoted a protector or defender, in particular 
.a protector or patron of foreigners in Athens. Finally, in the 
religious sense 1tpocn:a-rl")c; l!eferred to a man who stood 
before the altar. In a mote limited sense, Flavius Josephus 
used the term in reference to the emperor. lp Egypt it was 
.associated with the head of a religious society.11 

That the apostle Paul used the feminine npoa-ranc; in 
:this last sense, meaning that Phoebe stood at the head of the 
church at Cenchreae, is a totally wilikely hypothesis. Such 
use of the term would contradict his views on the role of 
women in the church, and would also be inconsistent with 
the context of the verse. It is not because Phoebe was presi­
dent that Paul asks for help on her behalf, but because she 
herself had given help to many, including Paul himself. I£ 
she bad been president of the church, then Paul would have 
secommended her as such. This he did not do. Instead, 
he points out that she is a sjster and deaconess of the church 
.at Cenchreae, but be asks that Phoebe be helped because she 
was a 'ltpoo-rexn c; without specifying a church. Fr. M.-J. 
Lagrange, in his commentary on the epistle to the Romans, 
:assumed that npo<1"r<hl<; meant protector or patron, and 
proceeded with his exegesis on that basis. He believed that 
Phoebe occupied the kind of position that allowed her to 
take action on behalf of Christians, especially foreign Chris­
tians.'• Accordingly, in Lagrange's opinion, those outside the 
church saw Phoebe as a patron, while to those within the 
church she was a "deaconess." 

This exegesis of the term npo<1"r6rnc; a.s it occurs in 
Romans 16:1-2 gives rise to several doubts. First, since Paul 
was a Roman citizen he had no need of protection. Secondly, 
we do not even know if women performed the role of patron 
which Lagrange ascribes to Phoebe. I think it necessary to 
modify somewhat Lagraoge's exegesis. We know that Paul 

11See A. Kalsbacb, Die ~tltkirchliche emrichtung dw dlakoniuen bi1 
::u ihrem ErliJirhm (Preiburg 1926); W. Bauer, Grie&hisch·D4uJsches 
Woerterbuch (Berlin 19,2) col. 1308-9. 

·!•M.-J. Lagranse, S. Paul, Epilre awr Rammni (Paris 1922) 363. 
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especially valued those who offered hospitality to him and 
to other Christians, .fartlcularly so if someone offered his 
house for the euchanstic gathering. Gaius is mentioned as 
one of the latter in this same epistle (Rm 16:23); Nympha 
was probably another (Col 4:15); perhaps also Philemon; 
and likewise Prisca and Aquila, of whom Paul speaks with 
special love and gratitude (Rm 16:3-5). Based on this evi­
dence, would it not be more accurate to consider Phoebe a 
npoo-rernc; in the sense that she welcomed Christians into 
her home, including Paul himself? This of course supposes 
that she assisted them whenever they were ln need of any­
thing. Therefore, her ministry was the offering of hospitality 
to strangers, caring for those who accepted her offer and, 
generally, assisting newly arrived Christians with whatever 
they needed. Consequently, everything that Paul says about 
Phoebe in 16:2 is an elaboration of the term ouxKovoc; 
in 16:1. If Paul had used npoo-rernc; in connection with 
Prisca and Aquila, in whose home ("house church") Chris­
tians gathered to celebrate the eucbarist, then we would have 
bad some basis for considering these persons church presi­
dents, for the presiding officer was very often the person who 
had offered his home for church gatherings. All this leads us 
to conclude that there is no evidence of female presidents 
.during apostolic times. Furthermore, there is no evidence of 
female presidents in the canonical literature prior to the 
second half of the fourth century, or, more precisely, before 
the Council of Laodicea. 

Nevertheless, we do bave some indirect references to sup· 
port the evidence of Laodicea. These can be found not in 
church writings but in anti-Christian literature. Porphyrius, 
iin his work Against the Christians (c. 274) vehemently ells­
approves of the l'Ole women played in the life of local 
churches. He reports that they formed a ''senate" which had 
even been responsible for staging plays during church ser­
,dces.15 Porphyrius was well acquainted with the life of 
Ouistiaos, so we have no basis for doubting his information, 
t:hough of course he may have been inaccurate io some de-

11
}.. Harnaclc, Porphyrhts, "Gep.n ale Christm," U Blkh". Ze•gniue, 

J'lt-t~gmn~te NnJ R"eraJe (Berlin 1916) fragment 97. 
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tails. How should we understand the "senate" which Porphy­
rius mentions? Does it refer to the presbyterium, which, as 
we already know, was termed the synedrion by St. Ignatius 
of Antioch? We can assume that this ''senate" was composed 
of women who held a special ministry and could be thought 
of as a women's presbyterium. According to this hypothesis, 
the women's presbyterium would have managed the female 
members of the local churCh and probably deliberated about 
candidates for the orders of deaconesses or widows. Mem. 
bees of the women's presbytetium natu.rally must have occu­
pied the first place in the church assemlbly on the same level 
as presbyters. For this reason they could be called presidents, 
just as the presbyters were called. 

This is perhaps the most credible explanation of Porpby­
rius' evidence, hut other explanations are not excluded, par­
ticularly since it has several faults. If in fact a special "senate" 
made up of women existed, it would have meant that two 
parallel bodies existed in the local church: one presbyterium 
of presbyters for the male half of the congregation, and 
another presbyterium of presbytides for the female half. 
Consequently, we cann.ot exclude the possibility that rthe 
"senate," or synedrion, or presbyterium~ was composed not 
only of presbyters but presbyddes as well. In the absence of 
any other facts, it is difficult to support either one of these 
hypotheses decisjvely. This, however, is inconsequential. What 
is important is the fact that the existence of presbytides as 
female presidents can to some degree be substantiated io the 
second half of the third century. The testimony of Porphyrius 
now acquires a meaning of prime importance as background 
to the testimony of the Laodicean coundl. 
_ The absence of any evidence apart from the Council of 
Laodicea, however, forces us to conclude that the institution 
of presbytides or female presjdents was not a Church-wide 
phenomenon but was limited to an apparently not very sizable 
circle of several local churches. Porphyrius was a native of 
Palesdoe and evidently knew Palestinian church life quite 
well, especially since be had been a Christian, or at least a 
~techumen. He had traveled a great deal and bad possjbly 
been to Asia Minor; however, we cannot be sure of this, so 



Presbyti.des or Female Presidents 71 

we mu:st rely on Laoclicea canon 11 to tell us where female 
preside;nts existed. If they were to be found anywhere it 
would have been in Laodicea itself, or within the borders of 
Pbrygia1. This geographical due is extremely important. 
Phrygi21 bad been the birthplace of Montanism, which, after 
fumly establishing itself, had spread to neigbboring provinces. 
We know that in Montanism women played a very important 
role, a role which the death of the first Montanlst prophet­
esses dild not diminish. Epiphanius recounts bow processions 
of youotg girls dressed in white majestically entered Montanist 
gathe.tiugs to call the people to repentance. Furthermore, 
Epiphao.ius maintains that women were appointed as clergy, 
most likely presbyters and deacons ... 

Although the Church resolutely fought against Montaa,­
ism, its .influence on the life of the catholic Church was very 
significsLnt, especially in Phrygia. We can easily assume that 
women were appointed as presbyters in a number of churches 
influenced by Montatllsm. This could! have been readily ac­
complished since orthodox churches had widows, deaconesses 
and, in some cases, presbytides as the eldest of the widows. 
We already know that according to the T estammt of our 
Lt>rd Jesus Christ these presbytides occupied the piace imme­
diately behind the presbyters. It was only necessary to move 
them ahead slightly to place them together with the presby· 
ters. Tbds could have happened by way of imitation, or w.itb 
tile intention of keeping the more active women within the 
orthodox Church-for if they had found no use for their 
activism within the orthodox churches, these women may well 
have be·en drawn away by the Montanist preachers. F.inally, 
oikonomia may at first have prompted church authorities not 
to prev1ent female presidents from serving as presbyters in 
those Montanist communities which had come back to the 
catholic Church. In the second half of the fourth century, 
then, members of the Laodicean council from other provinces 
were able to call the council's attention to the existence of 
female presidents-someth.ing their own churches did not 
have-a1nd to insist that they not be appointed in the futu,re. 

Porphyrius, consciously or unconsciously, could of course 
11P1111wion 49; 2. 
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have easily confused orthodox churches with Montanist com­
munities. I t is probable that the Montanists moie readily drew 
the attention of pagans-particularly polemists, since they gave 
them more ammunition for criticizing Christianity. It is also 
possible that Lucian's satire of Christianity, On the Death of 
Peregrinus, depicts life in a Montanist and not an orthodox 
community. According to Lucian, after Peregrinus became a 
Christian he was made a ' 'physiarch," synagogeus and 
prophet among the Christians. According to Labriole, we 
cannot be certain that the first two terms (physiarch and 
"leader of the assembly") can be equated with "bishop."'1 We 
can eliminate this doubt l£ we assume that Lucian is speaking 
not about an orthodox but a Montanist community, where 
these terms would have been completely appropriate. The 
third tenn (prophet) is even more ln keeping with a Montan­
ist collllllunity rather than an orthodox church. That a prophet 
would have stood at the head of an orthodox church in the 
second .half of the second century is almost inconceivable. 

The Montanist roots of "female presidents" would appear 
to be unquestionable. Of course, this is a hypothesis, but it is 
a very credible one. In any case, it expLains the reference we 
couid not otherwise understand in the eieventh canon of 
Laodicea. Aside from this, it also explains the even more 
curious fact that we learn nothing about these persons from 
other cht:t.rch doru,ments. Female presidents .first appeared not 
in orthodox churches but in Montanist communities.'' One 
way or another, they made their way into several orthodox 
churches within a very limited geographical circle. 

Church conscience refused to accept a women's ministry 
of presbyters because it entailed the danger of allowing women 
to perform sacraments, a function that belonged to presbyters 
in the second half of the third century. This danger was quite 
real. Several indirect references indicate that deaconesses and 
widows aspired to widen their liturgical functions, which had 
been limited entirely to giving assistance when bishops or 
priests celebrated baptisms. The compiler of the Apostolic 
Constitutions remarks : "The appointment of women priests 

11P. de labriolle, La r~action paienne (Paris 1934) 104. 
11See the R~a//exikon fiir Antike 1111d Cbriitentum 3:924. 
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to standi before goddesses is a delusion of Hellenic godless­
ness and not a decree of Christ." He adds, referring to women 
performing baptisms: "If it would have been fitting to be 
baptized! by women, then of course the Lord would have been 
baptized! by his mother and not by John; or, having sent us 
out to baptize, he would have sent women as well. But he 
never commanded any such thing . . .'tJt In the pseudo­
decretals of Pope Sotirius (166-174), deaconesses are for­
bidden l:o touch the sacred vessels or cense the altar, as the 
vestal virgins had done. The fact that this decretal is spurious 
and obv.iously does not date from the second half of the sec­
ond cenltury is not important for us; what 1s important is the 
subject. This decree of the Western Church is echoed in an 
even later document of the Eastern Church. The Alphabetical 
Syntagma of Matthew Blastares (fourteenth century) includes 
the following reference: "Deaconesses are forbidden to cense 
before the all-pure mysteries, or to take in their hands the 
sacramentaL fans, which is the deacon's fuoction."20 These 
.instructi•:.>ns are evidence that deaconesses tended to totally 
identify their ministry with the ministry of deacons; also, they 
show that perhaps in several locales deaconesses actually 
usw:ped the ministry of deacons. We can see these same 
tendeodes among deaconesses in regard to teaching. While 
church ;authorities did not forbid deaconesses to teach in 
special circumstances, such as in preparing women cate­
chumens , they were not allowed to teach during the church 
assembly: "We do not allow women to teach in church, but 
only to pray and listen to the teachers."11 

If dt:aconesses sought to take oo the full ministry of 
deacons, and even to expand it, then how much greater would 
the danger have been if the church authorities had recognized 
the ministry of women presbyters who had left Montanism. 
They, in a sense, had even more right than deaconesses to 
lay clain1 to performing sacraments and teaching. While the 
church from the very start admitted women to social work 
in the widest sense of that word, it firmly tefused to recog-

"ApoJ~olit ConJtltulionJ 3;9. 
110 AJphabllkal Syntagma, chapter tt, letter r. 
ti Apo!lo/i( C()fiUi/11/ioru '; 6. 
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nize in them a priestly dignity, which included teaching in 
the church assembly. In the words of Epiphanius of Cyprus, 
"The Church never appointed women presbyters or priests.'' .. 

liiPacarion 79;4. 



The Characteristics and Nature 
of the 

Order of the Deaconess 

By KYRlAKI KAluooYANES FrrzGERALD* 

The question of ordaining women to the holy prie~thood 
is a theological one that has already been addressed within 
the life of the Orthodox Christian Chutch.1 Reflecting the 
teality of the divine self-clisclosure, Orthodox Christianity 
sees the Church, the world and humanity differently from 
other .celigions. Therefore, from the Orthodox perspective, 
the questions related to ministry in the Church must he under­
stood in terms of our participation in the life of the triune 
'"'o· a' an 3 __ ._--'-'-m· ·oa·-' -- ---~ --11'ti'c,,, _. __ A n-~~t IJ , U llV[ :iUH:lY ~ i:U UL t:"VCU pv 'Cu u;uu;:,. ~ L!;;;)CJ.J 

trends within Western Christianity and society, as well as 
legitimate pastoral needs, however, compel us to reflect more 
deeply on the nature of ministry within the life of the Church. 
Such reflection should examine the nature of both ordained 
and nonordained ministries as they have existed within the 
Orthodox Church. 

•Kyriaki Karidoyanes FltzGemld is a recent graduate of Holy Cross Greek 
Orthodox School of Theology in Brookline, Mass. She has studied at the 
Theologicatl Faculty of the Universlty of Tbessalonilci and is now completing 
her doctorate at &ston University. Mrs. Karidoyanes is an active participant 
i111 m~g• on women in the Cllurch. 

'See Jobn Ka.rmi.ris, •H 9tatc; Kat l'J f.taKOV(a TQV fuvatKQV b 
Tij '0p9oo6~G? 'EKKAYJO(t;'( (.Athens 1978) esp. 7-46; Maximos Aghior­
gouuis, JWomen Priem7 (BrooiWoe, Mass.: Holy Cross G~ Orthodox 
Press, 1976); Thomas FitzGerald, ".An Orthodox View on the Ordinat.ion 
Question," The Li11ing Chur(h (February 8, 1976) 9-14; and, of course, the 
articles i.n th«: pesent volwne. 
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Our purpose is to outline some of the characteristics of 
one of these ministries-the order of the deaconess. We will 
describe the major practical aspect of her ministry and discuss 
!the spirit behind it. While reference wHl be made to a cumber 
of documents dating from the :first m.illennium, our primary 
sources will be the Syriac Didascalia and the Apostoltc Con­
stitutions, which date from the third and fourth centudes, 
respectively. While no extant document gives a thorough 
analysis of the variety of ministries that were exercised in the 
early Church, these documents give us the most complete 
insights into the organization of the ecdesial ministries of 
that period and are consistent with church practice. 

Early Development 

It is difficult to outline the exact historical development 
of the order of the deaconess, as the documents that mention 
the deaconess ar~ not comprehensive, and there were differ­
ing practices in the early Church. While the order B.ourished 
in the East until the Middle Ages, it was generally discouraged 
in the West and never received the same prominence and 
.recognition as it did in the East.• While we right wish there 
were more uniformity, the fact remains that the responsibili­
ties, position and qualifications of the deaconess dUfered from 
place to place and from period to period. There was no estab­
lished and universal practice. 

We do know that the order can trace its origins to the 
time of the New Testament. St. Pboebe is tnentioned by St. 
Paul in his epistle to the Romans as a diakonos of the church 
of Cenchreae. 

I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a deaconess 
(BtCn<ovov] of the church at Cenchreae, that you may 
receive her in the Lord as befits the saints, md help 
he.r in whatever she may require from lou, for she has 
been a helper of many and of myself as well. (Rm 
16:1-2) 

'Mary McKenna, Wom1n of 1h1 Church (New York: J.P. Ktnnedy and 
Sons, 1967) 121. 
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While some may argue that the term diakonos should be 
undersltood as helper or minister, the subsequent tradition 
does not support that position. In the case of Phoebe, the 
title refers to a specific service and not to service in. general. 
Thus, Origen says: 

Tbiis text (Rm 16:1-2) teaches with t:he authority of 
the Apostle that even women .are instituted deaco,ns in 
,the Chu.tch. This was the function which was exercised 
in lthe church of Cenchreae by Phoebe, who was the 
objtect of high praise and recommendation by Paul. 
He enumerated her outstanding works; she assisted 
everyone, he said-ie., sbe :hetped them in their 
needs-she also helped me 1n my needs and my 
·apc•stolic work with a perfect devotion. I readily com­
pare her action with the hospitality of Lot, who never 
failed to welcome guests who p.resetrted themselves, and 
the.reby deserved one day !to grant his hospitality to 
angels. In the same manner, likewise, Abraham, who 
<~lways came forward to greet his guests, deserved 
.to have the Lord with his angels visit him and stay 
under fiis tent. Also this pious Phoebe, while giving 
assj:stance and rendering service to all, deserved to 
assiist and to serve the Apostle himself. And thus this 
teXJt teaches at the same time two ·things: that there 
are, as we have already said, women deacons in the 
Church, and that women, who have given assistance 
to so many people and who by their good works 
deserve to be praised by the Apostle, ougP't to be 
awepted in the diaconate. He also exhorted that those 
{ WlDmen] who are active in good works in the Church 
ree~eive likewise in retUrn from their brethren con­
sidc!ration and be trea:ted with honor, in whatever 
matter is necessary, even in material services.' 

Similarly, St. John Chrysostom, in his commentary on 
Romans, refers to Phoebe as a deacon of the church of 
Cencht:eae.' He praises Phoebe for her goodness and sanct-ity. 

8Comrmentary on R()mans 10:17. 
"Homily 30 011 Romans. 
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Mmeove.r, St John commends both men and women to imitate 
her. It is also important to note that St. John interprets 1 
Timothy 3:11 as referring not to women in general but to 
women deacons. Speaking of .this passage, he says: 

Some have claimed tba:t this [passage] is said of women 
generally, but it is not so, for why should he [St. 
Paul] introduce anything about women .to interfere 
with his subject? He is speaking of those who bold 
•the rank of Deaconess . . . For that order is necessary 
and useful and bonorable in the Church.' 

Holy Tradition looks to Phoebe as the protdtype of the 
deaconess, the fust deaconess of the Church. The second of 
the ordination prayers to the female diaconate compares the 
woman being ordained to Phoebe. The prayer imp1o.res God 
to help her "fulfil the grace of your minist.cy, just as you 
gave the grace of your ministry to Phoebe, whom you called 
to the work of ministty. "' 

Another example of the 'Significance of Phoebe is to be 
found on a fifth-century Byzantine tombstone on the Mount 
of Olives. This epitaph draws a parallel between Phoebe 
and the deceased deaconess. It ~y~ "Here lies the servant 
and bride of Christ, Sophla the deacon (~oq>la ~ f>L<XKO· 
voc;], a second Phoebe, who fell asleep in peace on rt.be •twenty­
first day during the month of March."' 

Certainly, we cannot neglectt ~e f-act t:hat the Orthodox 
Church commemorates a number of women saints who were 
deaconesses, beginning with St. Phoebe, whom we commemo­
rate ·On September 3. St. Mac$a (July 19) was the sister 
and teacher of Sts. Basil the Great and Gregory of Nyssa. 
Mter helping raise and educate her brothers and sisters, she 
founded a monastery on the Iris .ruver in Pontus. St. Nonna 
(August 6), wife of Grego.ry o£ Ncianzus J!he elder and 
mother of Gorgonia and Gregory the Theologian, helped 

'Homily 11 on Timothy. 
'See 'the text of the ordination service below (pp. 94-) ). 
~.Evangelos Theodorou, 1ipc.lttlec; tijc; XpLOTLavLK~c; "AyCmr)c; 

(Athens 1949) 79. 
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guide her husband's conversion to Christianity. Her son, the 
great theologian, praises her in his writings and remembers 
her life of prayet and sacrifice. St. Melania (December 31) 
Jjved during the fourth century as well. The granddaughter 
of St. Melania the elder, after the death of her two duldren, 
she and her husband gradually gave their immense wealth to 
the poor and to the Church. Later, they traveled to Jerusal~ 
wht~re they each became monastics, and she later founded a 
bosjpice for pilgrims and established a monastery for women. 
St. 'Melania dedicated her life to instructing her nuns, study­
ing the Holy Scriptures and copying books. She also converted 
many women and men to Christianity. St. Theosebia (January 
10). the wife of St. Gregory of Nyssa, was ordained a dea­
coness right after her husband was consecrated a bishop, and 
she remained wit:h him as his sister-wife. At her funeral 
oraltion, St. Gregory the Theologian praises her as being "the 
boast of the Church and the blesslng of our generation." St. 
GoJ:gonia (February 23) was the only daughter and eldest 
chlJd o£ Gregory of Nazianzus. After raising her family, 
sbe was bapti2ed and opened her house to the poor. St. Olym­
pias (July 25) was tthe closest friend of St. John Cbrysostom. 
.A.ft•e.r the untimely death of her husband, she gave her riches 
to t:he poor and founded a hospi,tal and female monastery in 
Constantinople, where she served as abbess .and deaconess. 
She· was often consulted by St. John Cbrysostom on ecclesial 
maltters, and was later exiled from the city because of her 
loyalty to him. St. John wrote St. Olympias seventeen lettets 
from his exile. St. Apollooia (February 9) is one of the few 
dea.conesses who is commemorated in the Roman calendar. 
She~ was an aged deaconess in Alexandria during the third 
century, who was attacked by a crowd of unbelievers, had 
her teeth knocked out and was also thteatened with fire. St. 
Xenia (January 24) was the only daughter of a Constantino­
politan senator of the fifth century. In order to avoid a forced 
marriage, she Bed to Cyprus with two of her maid-servants. 
Sbc! was then sent tto Alexandria by St. Epiphanius, where 
she! was ordained a deaconess by Patriarch Theophilus. Later, 
St. Xenia founded a monastery named after St. Stephen the 
Deacon and Protomartyr. She was often consulted as a 
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''spiritual mother" by many people in the towns near the 
monastery.• 

The Position and Functions of the Deaconess 

Of 1the various fetnale ecclesiastical vocations, the dea­
coness holds a position tha:.t is unique in both the Didascalia 
and the Apostolic Constitutions. While these documents dis­
cuss the office of widow and the office of virgin, neither of 
these appears ·to have the same dignity as the order o£ the 
deaconess. Both the widow and 'the virgin are viewed as part 
of the laity and not the clergy. While both are to be honored 
in the assembly, neither engages in any aspect of public 
ministry apart from that expected of all Christians. While 
l:>oth enter their office with the blessing of the bishop and 
have distinct obligations, neifuer the widows nor ·.the virgins 
ate viewed as being ordained. 

The deaconess, on the other h'and, is viewed quite differ­
ently. Her responsibilities are discussed within ·the satne con­
text as the deacon, the presbyter and the bishop in the 
Dit/ascaiia, • while in the Apostolic Constitutions her responsi­
bilities -are discussed together with t!hose of ,fue subdeacoo 
and doorkeeper.'0 Clearly, this reflects some ambiguity with 
regard to ·the exact position o£ the deaconess within the 
ecclesiastical hierarchy. Yet, it is important to note that the 
deaconess is not djscussed within the context of the widows 
and the virgins. Although the widows .and virgins receive 
the blessing of the bishop, they are considered to be lay­
persons. The deaconess, however, is ranked among the clergy 
in both documents. · 

'Elisabeth Bebr·Sigel, "The Meaning of the Participation of Women in 
the Life of the Church," Orthodox U'7 omen: Thei!' Role arul ParJiciptl!io.n in 
the Orthodox Church, eds. Constance 'rarasa,r and uina IGrlllova (Geneva: 
World Council of Ch~ttcbes, 1977) 17·29; Victor Matheou, eel., '0 Meyaq 
1:uva~apLOTTJ<; Tijc; 'Op6oo6~ou 'EKI<AT)a(ac; (Attica, Greece 1956); 
McK!!nna, 83·93; Tbeodorou, 'HpG>toec;, 62·80. 

'Syria.· Di4~trralia 9:2:28, followjog the Did~trcalia AposJolortJrn, ed. 
Robert Connolly (Oxford 1929). See also Johannes Quasten, Patrology, vol. 
2 (Uttecht 19'53) 147-52. 

10Apouo1ic Cqmtitutions 2:4:25. 
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Further support for ·this observation can be found in the 
ecclesiastical and the civil legislation o£ approximately the 
same period. Evangelos Tbeodorou maintains that the Byzan­
tine )legislation consistently includes •the deaconess within 
the tatnks of the clergy and not the laity. Canon 15 o£ Chal­
cedon, for exatnple, notes that deaconesses should not be 
ordained (XElpo-rovc'l0'{)-aL) Utltil the age of forty. Similarly, 
the Novels of Justinian always count the deaconess as part 
of the: clergy. The famous third novel, for example, stipulates 
the number of clerics serving at Bagia Sophia. Among the 
425 clergy, there are supposed to be forty deaconesses. In the 
sixth movel, moreover, the emperor speaks of the ''hierosyne" 
of the deaconess.u 

Both 'the Didascalia and the Constitutions agree that the 
primary function of the deaconess was to assist the bishop in 
baptizing women.12 But on closer inspection jt appears that 
her nll.niS!try encompassed much more. According to the 
Didaualia, much of the ministry of the deaconess to women 
parallded the ministry of !:he . deacon to men. Both were 
assistants to the bishop and each had to answer to him.15 The 
deacotless also exercised other significan·t functions ~ociated 
with the liturgical services. She exchanged t'he kiss of peace 
with the women in the assembly during the eucharist. More­
over, :she was the keeper of the doors, responsible for the 
female~ part of the congregation. Jt was her responsibility to 
keep the women in order and to receive female visitors into 
the worShiping communiJty ... Acting under the direction of 
the b~;hop, who was the father of the community, 'the dea­
col,less was the leader of the female segtnent of .the congrega­
tion. It is :interesting to note that no woman was permi~ted 
to speak 'to the bishop, or even the deacon, without first 
speaki11g l:o the deaconess.15 

11Evangelos Theodorou, 'H "XetpoTovla" fl "Xelpo9eo{a'' 1:GSV t.1a· 
KOVlO'O'G~V (Athens 1954) 44. 

12Dia!ascdia 16:3:12; Apostolic Constitllt.ionr 3:2:15·6. 
18Dia1asr:alia 16:3 :12. 
16Apcwolic CotzsJiJ!Jiimu 2:7: 57·8, 
15Apmlolic Constitutions 2:4:26. The deaconess also took communion to 

women who were ill -and otherwise could not come to the eucbarist. See the 
Tmame1,1ttJtn Domhzi No.stri fesu Christi 2:20:7. 



82 WOMEN AND THE PRIESTHOOD 

The deaconess had important catechetical and charitable 
responsibilities as well. She was expected to instruct the 
newly baptized adult Christian women on how to live a holy 
and pure life, becoming in effect their spiritual mother. 11 The 
deaconess distributed the charitable donations of the Church 
to the women in the congregation, including the widows.1

' 

She visited and ministered to the sick. The deaconess was sent 
by the bishop into the homes of Christian women living 
in heathen households in order to mlnister to them.11 What 
specific functions this ministry entailed, however, are not 
elaborated, but we do know that both documents affirm the 
fact that the deaconess was required to do many things.u And 
it was expected of the deaconess to minister to women just 
as a deacon would mlnister to men outside of the liturgical 
setting ... 

The Didascalia draws a parallel between the deaconess 
and the pious women who were associated with our Lord. 
After identifying some of the activities of the deaconess, the 
Didascalia states: 

For this cause we sav that the ministrv of a woman 
deacon is especially ~eedful and impOrtant. For our 
Lord and Savior also was ministered unto by women 
ministers, Mary Magdalene and Mary, the daughter 
of James and the mother of Jose, and the mother of 
the sons of Zebedee, with othet women besides. 

Then, speaking to the bishop, the text says: "And you also 
have need of the ministry of a deaconess for many things.''12 

Both the Didascalia and the Apostolic ConsJitutiom clearly 
express the fact that the ordained ministry exists within the 
life of the Churcb.u As a consequence of this, every o[det of 
ministry has qualifications and limitations that are fixed by 

11Didaualia 16:3:12. 
17 Apostolic ConS/it111ions ~: 1:14. 
liDidt~~calia 16:3:12·3. 
11Didtt.rcalia 16:3 :12; Apostt>lic Consli111tions ;:t:U. 
111Dithscalia 16:3:13. 
11Dithscalia 16:3 :12. 
DDidtt.rcalia 9:2:26; Apostolic Constiftllions 2:4:26. 
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the Church. The deaconess, according to the Apostolic Con­
stitutions, must be faithful and holy. With the deacon, the 
deaconess must be "ready to carry messages, to travel about, 
:to minister and to serve."13 Like rthe deacon, the deaconess 
must know her proper place and must not pe ashamed to 
ministe~r to those who are in need. The hallmark of the order 
is loving service to others. M 

B'ot:h male and female deacons are assistants o£ the bishop 
and at1e chosen by him from within the community and or­
dained by him for the service of the community.:&$ However, 
there i:; in the documents a clear differentiation between the 
male rund the female deacon. One is tempted to say the order 
of the diaconate exists in two· modes, a male mode and a 
female mode. While many of the responsibilities of the dea­
coness and the deacon are similar, they are not interchange­
able. Both the enumeration of responsibilities and the ordina­
tion prayers bear witness to the fact that men and women 
are different. Consequently, !:'he responsibilities of the dea­
coness are not as extensive as ~hose of the deacon. The deacon­
ess, for example, does not assist at the eucharist, as does the 
deacon.. Althou11:h both documents instruct the faithful to 
honor the deaco'j;ess as a type of the Holy Spirit, she does not 
engage in any task that is priestly!a In delineating the respon­
sibiHties of the male and female deacon, the Didascalia and 
Apostolic Constitutions reflect the fact !!hat sexuality is neither 
irrelevant nor inconsequential. 

The: Apostolic Constitutions provide us with a prayer for 
the ordination of a deaconess, contained ln the text after the 
ordinabion prayer for the deacon and before the prayer for 
the subdeacon. The style of the prayer is very similar to the 
ordinabion prayer o£ the deacon, and the content of the prayer 
<rontains references to women of the Old Testament and to 
the Theotokos. The text says: 

0 Etemal God, the Father of Out Lord Jesus Christ, 

21ApoJrtolic ConsliJSJtiom 3:1:15. 
~<ApoJrtolic ConstitSJtions 3:2:19. 
l$Di4~tmrlia 16:3:12, 
so ApoJrtolic ConsJiJSJtions 8:3: 28. 
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the Creator of man and of woman, who did replenish 
with the Spirit Miriam, and Deborah, and Anna, 
and Huldah; who did not disdain that your only­
begotten Son should be born of a woman; who also in 
the tabernacle of the testimony, and in the temple, did 
ordain women to be keepers of your holy gates, look 
down now upon this your servant, who is to be or­
Jained to the office of deaconess, and grant her your 
Holy Spitit, and "cleanse her from all defilement of 
Jlesh and spirit," that she may worthily discharge the 
work which is committed to her to your glory, and ~he 
praise of your Christ, with whom glory and adoration 
be to you and the Holy Spirit for ever. Amen}' 

The Ordination Issue 

Contemporary Orthodox theologians are divided in re­
gard to the ecclesiastical position the deaconess once had. 
~hould the deac{)ness be considered as part of the "major 
orders," as was and is the deacon? Or, should she be con­
sidered as part of the "minor orders," as was and is the 
subdeaton? The question hinges not primarily upon the 
analysis of the functions of the deaconess, but rather upon 
whether the deaconess received an ordination (XELpo-rovta:) 
or whether she received an appoi.nttnent (Xclpo&e.o(a). 

A principal proponent of the XE.lpo&e.o(a position is 
John Karmiris. Professor Karmiris emphatically affirms the 
"priestly'' character of the diaconate, counting the diaconate 
as the third level of the ordained pr.iesthood.24 His position 
is based upon the theological understanding that the ordained 
priesthood is a special ministry of the Church, to which only 
certain tnen ate called. 

Kartnicis believes that there should be a clear distinction 
between the deacon and the deacone$$. He sees the ministry 
of the deaconess as being a "clearly auxiliary institution in 
the work of l!he Church." It is not to be confused with the 

11 Apouolit: Comtitutions 8:3:20. 
"K .. 4 arrnms, 7. 
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tnfu.istry of the deacon, which, according to him, is a "purely 
priestly ministry." For this reason, he maintains that it is 
abusi•ve to consider ·the deaconess as being ordained. In order 
to support this position be dtes the ambiguous canon 19 of 
Nicea:. He also states that the term XELpo-rov£lo6m, used in 
canon 15 of Otalcedon, should be understood as xapo{}E­
"t"Elo{}aL. According to Karmiris, "in every instance in the 
andent Church women did not in fact exercise any purely 
priestly ministry."" But while he refuses to consider fue 
deaconess as having been ordained, he very much affirms the 
various ministries that were performed by the deaconess 
within the life of fue Church. •• 

Karmiris discusses at length the fact that womeo were 
valuable coworkers of the apostles in the task of spreading 
the Cl~ristian faith.11 He affirms, furthermore, that this activity 
of W()rnen has continued through the ages. He says that 
women "are equal members of ·the body of Christ." 

. . . women have an equal place, the same duties and 
rights in the Church as do men, performing an equally 
serious arul accountable fu.rKtian. in it, however differ~ 
ent from the sacerdotal .... Women are complete and 
conscious and active members of the Church, having 
th•e same mission and responsibility both within and 
th:rough the Church as do men, with the only differ­
ence being that they ace excluded from the priest­
hood." 

Karmiris is a proponent of the ministry of laywomen in 
the Church. He reminds us that the women in the Bible and 
others in subsequent generations developed a vibrant mission­
ary ac:tivity, Some of these women were even canonized as 
.. Equal to the Apostles." This fact "gives force to the general 

•Ibid., 47·9. 
"Ibid., 48·50. 
11Jbid., 50. The S<:ope of Professor Karmiris' study concerns the ministry 

of women jn the Church in general. While he focuses considerable attention 
on the odeaconess, his primary concern is to identify the many way3 ln which 
women :have served tbe Church. 

"KA.rmiris, U. 



86 WOMEN AND THE PRIESTHOOD> 

spiritual priesthood of the laity and the beginning of the 
unity and equali.ty of the members of the body of the Church." 
He goes on to say that this gives correspondingly greater 
opportunities for the contemporary Orthodox woman to serve 
the Churcb.u 

A strong opponent of "clericalism," this distinguished lay 
theologian is especially sensitive to the important responsi­
bilities and ministries that can be exercised by laymen and 
woinen. :He very much recognizes "the essential equality 
among all of the members." Furthermore, he says that "all 
of the memlbers of the body of the Church are equal and 
equally respected by each other, being different only according 
to the reception of the vatious charisms." He maintains that 
the "differentiation of the charisms of the Holy Spirit among 
the members of the body of the Church is not essential 
[ovroJ..oyLKyt] , but functional [l..e.LToupytK~).''s. 

A proponent of the XELpo'tov(a position is Dr. Evangelos 
Theodorou. He reaches the conclusion that deaconesses re­
ceive a genuine ordination after a thorough examination of 
early Christian and Byzantine writings, legislation and liturgi­
C""41 texts. Fundam:!&~tal to his conclusion is the ser,rice for 
the ordination of t'he deacooes$, which dates frotn the Middle 
Ages. After his study of the texts, he concludes that the 
ordination was a genuine ordination, and the term XE.Lpo­
·rov(a should be used to describe the setting-apart of the 
deaconess. For example, Theodorou observes that the service 
takes place during the eucharist, after the epidesis, as is 
characteristic of ordinations for the higher clergy. The ordina­
tion takes place within the sanctuary, before the holy altar. 
The service begins a.t the Sa.qte time as the ordination of the· 
deacon, and is carried out in the same way, with only a few 
notable changes.• The deaconess, like the deacon, received 
the orarion .after being ordained and took holy communion 

131bid,. 21·2. 
"Ibid., 26-7. 
85For example, during the ordination, the deaconess stands, rather than 

kneel on one knee ·u does the deacon. Neither does the deaeon.ess take the 
sacrament out to the congregation for the faithful to receive communion, as 
does the deacoa. Instead. the deaconess replaces the chalice by herself upon 
the altar. 
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aJt tlhe altar. Theodorou believes that all of l:hls signifies that 
she was ordained.~0 

'Theodotou affirms that the deaconess performed a nwnber 
of 'Valuable liturgical, catechetlcal and charitable functions . 
He discusses the responsibilities of the deaconess that are 
~epmted in the Didascalia and the Apostolic Constitutions. 
But,, tnore than this, he also discusses ·the references to the 
deaconess that are scattered through other Christian docu­
mel1tts. In addition to the responsibilities we have already 
discussed, Theodorou has identified a number of other tasks 
!!hat characterized her ministry. For example, the deaconess 
received communion at th.e altar with the clergy.17 She was 
also responsible for bringing holy cot:ntnunion to women who 
were ill and not able to come to the euchatist. An equally 
l.itw:gical and pastoral responsibility of the deaconess was to 
visit homes of Christian women who had died. Here, she 

· also• assisted in the prepara!tion of the bodies and in their 
b "al s• Utl . 

Because of her catechetical activity, the deaconess is con­
side·red by Theodorou to be a teacher of the fa,ith. Her actions 
hrnntthfo 1Tl~i'l17 1"\Qt't~n urnrru~n '!lnrl rnJ:an ~ nl-n 1-hA rhnf"rh ~h,:~o 
IJA..._,,_..o..,•~ ........,._.,.,.} rwro-..a..a. .. , _,......,,... ... ,. _,....._'"' -£.&-a .... .-.a ~·~-- ~·- ~.I..&UJ.""&..&• UJO.A.W 

was also responsible for the religious education of the women 
in the congregation, including mothers and unmarried women. 
The: deaconess also taught children and especially orphans." 
We cannot neglect the important impact that deaconesses 
such as Sts. Macrina, Olympias, Xenia and Melania bad upon 
thos;e around them. 

According to Theodorou, much of the ministry of the 
deaconess encompassed what we call today Christian social 
work. She was obliged to visit the homes of those in need. 
Thi:s included an outteach to those in hospitals, old-age 
homes, orphanages and jails!0 Some deaconesses were en­
trusted with being the heads of houses for unmarried women 

1"Theodorou, 'H "XE,po'tov(a," 40-6~. See the text of this service at the 
end of this article (pp. 93·5 ). 

81Theodorou, 'H "XEtpotov[o:," ,6, 63. 
~'Ibid., 91·2. 
Sl'fbid., 79·80. 
m.rheodo.rou, 'Hpc.>tf>Ec:;, 57. 
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and houses where other deaconesses lived in community!' 
Tbeodorou calls the ministry of t'he deaconess a "work of 
love" and considers them "angels of mercy.".a 

While the deaconess received a genuine ordination, this 
still did not imply that she had any "priestly" responsibilities. 
Theodorou emphasizes that this was not an ordination to the 
sacramental priesthood, but an ordination to diak01lia. Its 
focus was essentially service to the Church.0 At no time were 
women called to the ordained priesthood or admitted to it by 
the Orthodox Church. Theodorou alfums that the female 
diaconate was not viewed as a "step" toward the priesthood 
or episcopacy. "Although deaconesses were regarded as 
clergy," Theodorou maintains, "they were a special class. 
There was no other female clergy, either with higher or with 
lower status. Deaconesses were the only class of female 
ministers in the Church." Furthermore, he states that .. in the 
hierarchy their status was just below that of deacons, between 
the deacons and the subdeacons. Tbey were thus a branch 
of the ministry of deacons wit!h special responsibility for 
diakonia among women."" 

Both Karmiris and Theodorou credit the rise of infant 
baptism as the principal cause for the decline of the order. 
The deaconess was not needed to instruct or assist at the 
sacrament as before... They also note that abuse of the 
privileges of the order may have contributed to its decline!' 
Both Karmiris and Tbeodorou agree that by the eleventh 
century the deaconess was confined primarily to the monastery. 
Theodorou, however, notes tha.t there were certain exceptions 
to this, even up to the end of the Byzantine era."7 

41Bvang~los Theodorou, "The Ministry of th~ Deacon~ in the Greek 
Orthodox Church," Th1 Deacogess, World Council of Churches Studies, 4 
(Geneva 1966) 29. 

"Tbeodorou, 'H "XtHpcrrovta," 79. 
4'Theodorou, 'Hp(t)tf>E'- 5 5·6. 
"Th~odorou, "!he Ministry of the Deaconess," 27. 
"'Karmiris, 50; Tbeodorou, 'H "XElpoTovla," ~6. 
"Other scholars would add that the increased responsibilities of the lower 

dergy and the added priestly responsibilities of the male diaconate also helped 
weaken the position of the deaconess. See, for example, ]. Davis, 'Deacops, 
Deaconesses and tbe Minor Orders in the Patdstic Period,'' Journal of 
F.ulesia~tical History 14:1 (1969) 1·12. 

67Tbeodorou, 'H "XElporov(a,'' 36. 
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At the heart of the diffe.rence between Karmiris and 
Tbeodo.r:ou is the nature of the diaconate. While both recog­
nize that the deaconess once performed invalru1ble service to 
the:: Omrch, they disagree with regard to her ecclesiastical 
position. As we have seen, Karmlris understands the diaconate 
to be the third level of the ordained priesthood, whiCh is a 
ministry to which women (and most men) are not called. 
Although acknowledging the distinctive privileges the male 
diaconate held, which the female diaconate did not hold, 
Tbeodorou does not see the diaconal ordination as an ordina­
tion to ~he ptiesthood-it is an ordination of ministry ( dia­
konia) 'to the Church. According to this perspective, the 
diaconate Is an order of ordained minlsb:y that has an integ­
rity and a meaning in and of itself. 

Efforts to Restore the Female Diaconate 

The issue of reviving the order of the deaconess has been 
seriously considered several times since the late nineteenth 
centu:rv. Not long after the death of Tsar Nicbolas I io 1855, 
the G~d Duchess Elena Pavlovna, his sister, initiated efforts 
to revive the order of the deaconess in Russia. Acting on 
her behalf, Fr. Aleksandr Gumilevsky published a proposed 
mle for a community of deaconesses in 1860. This effort 
continued through the decade, until the death of Fr. Alek­
saDdr.4a The effort was resumed in 1905-1906. Among 'the 
supporters of the reactivlrtion of the order were the abbess, 
Mother Ekaterina of Lesna; Bishop Stefan of Mogilev; Pro. 
topresbyter Aleksii Maltsev, the Russian chaplain of Berlin; 
ruJd Bishop Evlogy, who later became Metropolitan of Vol­
hynia and subsequently the exatch of the Ecumenical Patri­
rurchate for Russian parishes in W estem Europe. The efforts 
were continued by tbe Grand Duchess Elizaveta Fedorovna, 
whose proposal was seriously considered by the Holy Synod . 
. Although no action was taken, she founded the Martha-Ma.ry 
Monastic Community in Moscow. This was a monastic-nursing 

.. Sergei Hackel, "Mother Maria Skobt5ova: Deaconess M:anquee?" &Jt~m 
Cb111'clm Rwi.w 1:13 (1967) 26,, 
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community in which she served as 'llbbess. She and other 
members of her community were martyred during the Bolshe­
vik Revolution." 

Similar efforts to revive the order 'Of the deaconess also 
occurred in Greece. For example, St. Nektacios ordained a nun 
into !be diaconate on Pentecost Sunday in 1911. Tbeodorou 
relates that the ordination took place 

during the Divine Liturgy with the laying on of bands, 
following the same order of prayers ·as the ordination 
of the deacon, including the prayer of the bishop 
saying al'Oud, "the Divine Grace ... "The woman who 
was ordained wore a stkharion to about the waist, 
but not reaching the feet, with the diaconal orarion 
and diaconal cuffs. This same woman, who later be­
came the abbess, accepted another deaconess, who was 
also ordained by St. Nektarios, into the monastery. 
Because certain people were scandalized with her "or­
dination," St. Nektarios gave an explanation to the 
then Archbishop of Afuens, Theoklitos, emphasizing 
that the action of appointing them probably had more 
characteristics similar to that of the subdeacon and that 
they were needed by the monastery, especially during 
the absence of ordained clergymen." 

A few years later, Archbishop Ouysostomos of Athens 
appointed "monastic ·deaconesses,' who were nuns actually 
appointed to the subdiaconate." They had the right, according 
to Theodorou, to "wear the diaconal orarion, cense, decorate 
the holy sanctuary and, when an ordained clergyman was not 
present, to read the gospel pericopes during the divine 
services and to bring the presaoctified ·holy gifts to the nuns 
who were 111.'' .. Writing jn the year 1954, Theodorou states 
that at that time there were a few monasteries in Greece 
where certain nuns bad been ordained as deaconesses. 

More recently, this issue was seriously discussed a.t the 

t.tJbid., 265·6. 
"Theodorou, •H "X£tpotovlc:x," 96. 
111bid. 
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Consultation on the Role and Participation of Women in the 
Orthodox Church, held in Agapia, Romania, during Septem­
ber 1976. lt was recommended that "the office of the dea­
coness be studied and considered for 'reactivation' in churches 
where the needs of society could be met more effectively by 
such a service."" A similar conference, sponsored by SYN­
DBSMOS, was held at St. Vladltnir's Orthodox Theological 
Seminary in New York during the summer of 1980. 

In tht~ year 1952, the Church of Greece, through the 
Society of the Apostolic Diakonia, established a school for 
"lay" dea.conesses in Athens. The candidates for study must 
alteady have theological degrees from the School of Theology 
of the Ur,1iversities of Ailiens or Thessaloniki The curriculum 
includes more advanced studies in theology, social sciences 
and social work. Theodorou maintains that: 

The purpose of thls College is to train deaconesses 
,and social workers of the Church of Greece to become 
direct assistants to pastors in carrying out their pastoral 
work in families and to undertake social welfare work 
in accordance with the Orthodox Church ... they are 
working in parishes of the Archbishopric of Athens 
as la}r deaconesses; they have not been ordained and 
do not wear a uniform. It is hoped that in the future 
the Church o£ Greece will be able to have ordained. 
deaconesses not only in convents but in parishes also." 

Conclusi,on 

Clearly, more serious thought has to be applied to the 
study of the true nature of the diaconate." Since the time of 
the Didascaiia, the priestly-liturgical xesponsibillties of the 

120rthodox W otmn, 50. The same report also emphasized that the character 
of the ministry of the deaconess concerned dlakonia, and not "priestly" minis­
try. lt further stated that "tht office of the deaconess i$ distinct and is not 
new, nor can it be considered as a 'first step' to the ordained priesthood." 

"Thcodoz:ou, "The Mini.rtry of the Deaconess," 30. 
"For a.n intezesting discussion on the nature of the dillcooa!e, see Louis 

Bouyer, W'omen in the Church (San Francisco: lgM.Uw Press, 1979) 82·7. 
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male diaconate have gradually increased through the ceoturies. 
However, although some mate deacons may be called to pass 
to the order of the presbyterate and the episcopacy, the diac­
on-ate is not necessarily a "stepping stone" to higher orders. 
Unfortunately, the deacon is frequently viewed as an incom­
plete priest. This attitude is especially prevalent in many 
Orthodox communities in America where tthere is a dire 
need for priests. 

Cturently, the functions that remain for the deacon are 
usually only liturgical, although there are some signs of 
progress in recognizing the full potential of the order." To 
separate the male deacon from working in both liturgical 
and ministedal functions is unnatural to the life of the 
Church. Similarly, should the order of the female deacon be 
revived, this fact would apply as well, ''in so far as it is 
fitting" to her ministry. The diaconate is very much -a vital 
part of the mission of the Church, and yet, as a recent state­
men.t of the World Council of Churches has said: 

[if rt] is to be rightly understood and practiced, it must 
be seen in its indissoluble connection with the life nf 
the Body of Christ. It may never be considered apart 
from worship and proclamation. What is expressed 
in words by preaching must be attested in deeds by 
activ-e service; as the congregation praises God in wor­
ship and is renewed through sharing in God's wotk, 
it is equipped for new service. The .relationship between 
worship and works of love must be especially empha­
sized." 

The order of the deaconess is very much within the 
memory and consciousness of the Olllrch. Since the time of 
the apostles, the order has been one of the many ways in 
which women have followed the Lord and have contributed 
to llie well-being of the ChurCh. Consistent with the Orthodox 
understanding of the triune God and of the Church, the 

"George Khodr, "The Diaconate in the Orthodox Church."' Th~ MiniJJry 
of DtAconr, World Council of Cburcbe$ Studies, 2 (Geneva 196,) 40. 

1"Tbe DeacoTIIIJJ1 10. 
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responsibilities of the deaconess have neither impinged upon 
the character of the ordained priesthood nor diminished •the 
legitimate· distinctions between and t'he charisms of mascu­
linity and femininity. As the example of the saints so dearly 
demonstrates, our Orthodox tradition bears a viable and val­
uable witJness to the world of the many ways in which women 
have served the Lord and his Church. The order of the dea­
coness has been an impo.rtant ·and significant one. And could 
not the Cbu.rch in certain places benefit once again from this 
ministry o£ love and service? 

T,he Ordination R:ite of the ByzanJine Deaconess 

Because of the significance of the service of ordio11tion of the dea.coness, 
we present • translation of the text included in Theodorou·s study ('H 
··xupo-rovla;· .5.5-6). This service dates from the eij!hth-tenth centuries o.nd 
is taken frcom the :Barberion codex aod the Bessarianos codex. 

After thc1 holy oblaticm is made, before the opening of Jhe 
royal ga1~es and before the deacon says ''Having commemo­
rated ail the saints .. .'' she who is to be ordained [~ ~£1..­
Xouoa XEtpo-rovEio9al] is bYought before the hierarch, 
and he r~rcites: 

The divine grace . . . ( whlch always heals that which is 
infirm and completes ·that which is wanting, ordains N. 
to the order of deaconess. Let us pray for bet, that the 
grace: of the Holy Spirit may come upon bet). 

Meanwhile, she bows her head and the bishop places his hand 
01J her J.1ead. Re makes the .sign of the cross three times and 
says the following prayer: 

0 God, the Holy and the Almighty, who has blessed 
woman through the birth in 1the flesh of your only-begot­
ten Son and ou.r God from the Virgin; and has given 
the ,grace and visitation of the Holy Spirit not to men 
only, but to women as well; look nowJ Lord, upon this 
your servant and call her to the work of your ministry 
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(Et<; -ro ~pyov -r~c; 8tCX:Kovlac; aou]. Send down upon 
her the .dch gift of your Holy Spirit. Preserve her in your 
Orthodox faith, that she may fulfil her ministry in blame­
less cooduct according to what is well pleasing to you. 
For to you (are due all honor, glory and worship, to the 
Father, and to the Son and ~o the Holy Spirit). Amen. 

After the "Amen" the deacon recites ~he following litany: 

In peace let us pray to the Lord. 
For the peace from above and for the salv~tion of our 

souls, let us pray to the Lord. 
For the peace of the wbole world, let us pray to the Lord. 
For our archbishop N. and for his priesthood, assistance, 

maintenance, peace, health, salvation and the work of 
his hands, let us pray to the Lord. 

For she who is now ordained deaconess and for her 
salvation, let us pray to the Lord. 

That God, who loves mankiod, will grant her a spotless 
and blameless ministry, let us pray to the Lord. 

For our pious and God-favored emperor, (let us pray to 
the Lord). 

For our deliverance (from all tribulation, w.ratb, danger 
-and necessity, let us pray to the Lord). 

Help us, save us, (have mercy upon us and keep us, 0 
God, by your .grace) . 

And while the deacon is repeating the litany, the bishop, Jtill 
keeping his hand in the same poJition upon the head of the 
woman being otdained, tays lhe following prayer: 

0 LOid and Master, who did not reject women who were 
willing to offer themselves, in so far as it is fitting, to 
minister in your holy houses, but who accepts them io.to 
;the rank of ministers (~v -r6:~EL AEL't'oupy&v], grant 
the grace of your Holy Spirit also to this your servant, 
who desires to offer herself to you and to fulfil the grace 
of your ministry, just as you gave the grace of your 
ministry (xaptv -r~c; BtCO<ov(ac; aou] to Phoebe, whom 
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you ouled to the work of ministry [E:pyov -rflc; AEl­
TOUp)I(CXc;). 0 God, grant that sh~ may blamelessly 
remain in your holy temples, diligent in her prop~r and 
prudent conduct. And prove your servant perfect, so that 
she, standing at the judgment seat of Christ (-re;> ~~­
lJ.<X't'l -roO Xpto-roO], may worthily receive the reward 
for her good conduct Through the mercy and love of 
mankind of your only-begotten Son, with whom you are 
blessed, (together with your all-holy, good and lifegiving 
Spirit, now and ever and unto ages of ages. Amen). 

After the "Amen," .he pats the diaconal oration on her neck 
under the omophorion, bringing the two ends forward. The 
deacon then stands on the ambon and says: 

Having commemorated all the saints, etc. 

After she has communed of the holy body and holy blood, 
the archbishop gives her the holy chalice, which she accepts 
and repla·ces on the holy altar. 





On the Male Character of 
Christian Priesthood 

By THOMAS HOPKO* 

The following considerations are presented as an attempt 
to give theological and spiritual reasons why only some male 
members of the Christian Church may be ordained to her 
sacramental priesthood. I frankly admit that the ideas pre­
sented here are not sufficiently developed. The issue is a new 
one and. is complicated by many factors. There are no specific 
sources dealing with it in church uadition, where the question 
is not treated even in the most rudimentary form. There is 
only the fact that while the orthodox, catholic Church has 
known women saints, martyrs, prophets, missionaries, mo­
nastics and serular rulers, even honoring some, such as Mary 
Magdalene, with the title "equal to the apostles," the Church 
has nev,er had women bishops or presbyters.1 

The question presented is this: Is there some theological 
and spiritual reason why the Church has ordained only certain 
of her male members to the sacramental offices of bishop and 
presbyter? Or is this merely a fact without reason, or perhaps 
with many reasons that are not theologically and spiritually 

*Thonnas Hopko is Assi5tant Prof~sqr of Do,gtn!ltlC 'l'heology at St. Vl;u!i· 
mir's Seminary. A parish priest for twenty years. and a member of the Faith 
and Orde~r Commission of the WCC, Fr. Hopko has written several popula.r 
books o.n Orthodox doctr:ine and life. His most recent books, published by 
SVS Press:, iodud.e All th1 P11ln•u of God and The 1Am1n Spring. "On the 
Male OuLractec of Christian Priesthood" fust appeared in St. Vladimit' .1 

Theologif,fl Qurterly 19:~ (1975) 147-73. 
1Amonl8 other women lacrn6otoAOI are the mutyr Thekla; Helen, 

the motbl!r of the Emperor Constantine; and Nin&, the missionary who 
converted the Geo.rgians. 
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justified and are no longer socially and culturally acceptable? 
The position that I will attempt to defend in these pages is 
that there are theological and spltitual reasons why only 
certain male members may hold episcopal and presbyteral 
offices in the Church of orthodox, catholic tradition and faith, 
and that when the issue in question is contemplated in the 
light of the traditional faith of the Church, these reasons 
become dear and convincing to those who believe, even 
though they may remain foolish to those who want wisdom 
and scandalous to those who seek power (c£ 1 Co 1:20-25). 
It is as a certain fides quaerens intellectum within the catholic 
tradition that I would like these reflections to be considered 
and criticized. 

Tbe Hoiy Tril#ty 

The Christian fa.ith, in its traditional orthodox, catholic 
expression, has always confessed the Godhead to be a Trinity 
of consubstantial, coequal and coeternal persons in perfect 
unity, confessing as well that true human life-salvation-
consists in man's union with God the Father through the Soo. =~l=l 
of God incarnate as a real mao in Jesus Christ, that by the 
power of the Holy Spirjt human beings might become by 
God's grace all that God is by nature.• 

The one, true and living God is God the Father. He is 
the Creator of heaven and earth, the lord of Israel, the Father 
of Christ. The one, true and living God is not, and according 
to orthodox theology cannot be1 "alone" in his divinity. If 
he were "alone" he would not be God, for his very divine 
perfection is such that he has with himself-eternally apd 
essentially, by nature and not by decision, by his being and 
not by deliberative Choice-his only-begotten Son, also called 
his personal logos and Image, and his Holy Spirit, who is the 
hypostatic personification of his divine activity and life. The 
Godhead is a Trinity of divine, eternal, essentially existillg 
persons who are not simply ''one" but a "union," who are 

*See V. Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Ch1mh (Crestwood, 
N.Y.: SVS Press, 1976) 114·28. 
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not simply a "unity" but a "community": the Father and the 
Son and the Holy Spirit.' 

The lma:ge and Likeness of God 

According to the same orthodox, catholic faith, humanity 
is create:d in the image and according to the likeness of 
divinity. Human nature is the created expression of the divine 
nature of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The multi­
personal, multihyp~static_ character of ~uman being ~d ~fe 
is the created mamfestahon and reflect10n of the tnrutanan 
character of God. Humanity, therefore, like divinity, is a 
community of coequal, coessential persons united together in 
exactly the same nature, whose essential spiritual freedom 
makes it reflective and expressive of God, but whose creaturely 
character-its open-ended temporality, incompleteness and 
lack of '"fulness"-b.inds it together in an unending process 
of growth and development in "deification": becoming 
through gracious communion with God in fteedom all that 
God is by nature in the superabundant fulness of his inex­
haustible and infinite trinitarian being and life.• 

8See Losslcy, Myuicdl Theology, 44-6.6; J. Meyendorff, ByzanJirze Theolog1 
(New Yo1·k: Fotdham, 1974) 180-9; S. Ve(bov-skoy, God tmd Mtm (in 
Russian, Nt~ York: Chekhov, 1956) 360-95. In general, in pattistic theology, 
to be .a pe.dect "union of many" is considered superior to being an isolated, 
undifferentiiated "one." This view applies to divine as well as htiinan being 
and life. 

4See J; Danielou and H. Musurillo, Prom Glory to Glory: 'textJ from 
GregbrJ oj' Nyuds Myuical 'Wf'iJing.J (New Yotk: Scriboers, 1961) 46-
71; L. Tbunberg, Microto.rm and Meditz~or: 'the Theowgltal Anthropology 
of MaximuJ the Confeuor {Lund: C.W.K. Gleerup, 1965) 52.67, 352-465. 
Wha:t is not developed by Gregory and Maximus in their view of the unending 
movement of the process of human deification is its application to human 
interpenon<~l and commurzdl relationships, the concenttatioo being on the 
inne.r spirH:ual life of the soul, and, in Maximus, on cosmological issues. 
Also, their views on hull)art sexuality are at best unclear and at worst 
incompatible with the biblical and sacramental witness of the Church and 
her_ dogmal~k and canonical ttadition, :since they both see physical sexual 
reproductio1n, if not sexual being itself, as created in view of man's fall 
into -sin, The interpretation of Maximus, bovever, which claims that he. 
teaches a Jinal androgyny is, in my opinion, incorrect, or at least highly 
debatable, I bQ.se my opinion on bi.s doctrine thllt the divisions (8tatpEOEtc;) 
to be o~ercome by hum.al) spiiitual meditation !llld growth in deilicatiell do 
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If it has not been specifically explicated and articulated 
in the past, it is the present task to show clearly that human 
community, as the created epiphany of the uncreated Trinity, 
is made male aod female so that it can realize and achieve 
the divine life given to it by Its uncreated Archetype. The fact 
that human nature, enhypostasized in a multitude of human 
persons, is created by God as male and female is undeniable. 
Why this is so, what is its meaning, and how are the sexes to 
interrelate to be reflective of thiS divine Prototype has not 
been sufficiently explained in Christian tradition. Perhaps the 
reason is that, historically, due to the actual conditions of 
human life, the "hour had not yet come" for this explication to 
be accomplished. Perhaps such an explication simply could 
not have been made in times past, even the ''past" of our 
parents' generation, because the conditions of life did not 
require or allow it. But whatever the case, the demand for a 
clear and distinct explanation of the theological meaning of 
human sexuaUty is with us now, and attempts must be made 
to meet this demand.5 

not destroy ontological di1f erences ( 5ta<j!opcx(). If humans must overcome 
sexual divisions, as well as the divisions between the sensible and intelligible, 
heuen and earth, God and man, it does not follow that the ontological 
differences between these divisions are annihilated in the process. If such 
were the case, those who hold that Maximus teaches androgyny oo the 
SttUal level should also bold that he teaches theantbropy on the theological 
level, which no one clo.ims or on claim. On this is<ue Thun~rg i.s MMt 

con•,incing when be says, interpreting Maximus, that "man as mediator Js 
called to annihilate divisions u !'llatp~OEl~ on the moral level, but not as 
5!aq>opat on the ontological level. In the latter sense, they ue preserved 
but kept together by him" (Tbunberg, ~9-60). On this issue see also H. Uts 
von Balthuar, lit11rgie Cosmiq11t (Paris 1947), who epigrams his study on 
the theoloJzy of Maximus with the one Chalcedonian adverb: d:ouYX6TGJ<; 
( unconfuscd )-i.e., union without ontological confusion or mixing of the 
members of the union. 

fTbe book by P.K. Jcwett, Mm 111 MA], 1111J Ptm.Ut (Grand Rapids: 
Eenlmans, 1975) is a concise analysis of human sexuality in the history of 
western theology. My main disagreement with the book is that i~ positive 
approach of viewing human sexuality in the light of tbe doctrine of humanity 
as i171ago triniwis is bound by the aypto-modalistic view of the Trinity that 
runs through wes te.m triadology from Sl Augustine to the present. Beotuse 
of this, the author, an "evangelical Protestant'' dialoging primarily with the 
theology of Karl Barth, does not see bow the "partnership" between maJe and 
female he defends can be reconciled with any hierarchical view of reality; and, 
as such, he "rejects the traditional view which affirms the headship of the 
man as the bearer of the image and glory of God" (171 11 pauim). In this 
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'Why is humanity male and female, and why (hypothetically 
at least) must it be male and female for it to adequately re­
fled: w1thin the created order the natute and life ot .tts t.rini­
tadan Prototype th.rough gracious communion with God? ls 
there ao explanation for this, at least one that will be mean­
ing£ ul for Christian believers? 

Some say that human sexuality was created by God in 
prevision and provision of human sinfulness and mortality 
and,, as such, is not essential to human being and life. Others 
say that sexuality is itself somehow sinful and the cause of 
mortality. Still others would hold that God made his human 
crea tutes sexual because of the necessary and natural stages 
of human growth and development through which humans 
must evolve, in such a way that the sexual nature of human 
being will be transcended and overcome through biological, 
spiritual, social and rultural processes of human maturation.• 

reject.ion, however, he fails, in my opinion, to present an image or ideal of 
maJe.Jemale relations, o.r to give MY sort of description about how the 
"partnership" between the sexes is to work lo actuality. Referring to the 
"Cteator's secret" (172) on the subject, be readily admits that he "has skirted 
the question of ontology in this study'' (178). It is, however, precisely in 
the asrea of ontology that the "Creator's secret" i.s revealed, if we. can refer 
to the: schoiastic dictum agen uquitpr esse: how a being is, .is bow a being 
ttm. ;My inclination is to accept the view of the "Creator's secret" In regard 
to tht: meaning o£ human sexuality and to say that this "secret" Is made 
koowsl in tbe life of the Church. On this point, I wonder if it is not pertinent 
to refer to another distinction in patristic theology, namely, that between 
Anygma and dogma, and to apply this distinction to the issue of human 
aexuatity in general lnd the male priesthood in particulac. Here, thf' point 
would be made that the Olristian preaching to those "outside the Church" 
is Jesus as Otrist :rnd Lord, risen from the dead; and only after one enters 
into the mystical life of the Church and is enlightened by the gift of the 
Holy Spirit is one able to urtdtrsland the "Creator's seaet'' about male.female 
relttic•ns "in the Lord." See I.. Ouspenslcy and V. Lossky, Th~ Meani11g of 
lcor/J (Boston: Boston Book and Art Shop, 1969) 14-24, also 208, 21S; also, 
for the s:une text, V. Losslcy, In the Image and Lil:cnus of God (Crestwood, 
N.Y.: SVS Press, 1974) 144-68. 

'See Jewett, 23-.50. At this point, a word about Galatians 3:28 and the 
comparison between the issues of seruality and slavery is in on:! er. BrieSy, 
the radical difference between the two issues, and nationalicy and sexuality as 
well, is that while beins male and female is an ontological reality in the order 
of creation, nationality and slavery are not. They are rather human conditiona 
which are th~ result of sin. They have no ontologiml, theological, sacramental 
or esc.hatological substance. They have no plaee h1 the sacramental structure 
and life of the Church. God dld not create humans to be Jews or GreekJ., 
nelthor did be make them to be slaves or freemen. He did 1112lce them male 
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Whatever the explanation, the fact is that none of the above, 
which most commonly appear, are adequate to the scriptural, 
sacramental and canonical witness of the catholic Christian 
faith. 

Catholic tradition, expressed primarily in the Bible, holds 
that "God said, 'let us make man in our image, after our 
likeness' .. . so God created man in his own image and like-­
ness, in the image of God he created him; male and female 
he created them. And God blessed them . . • and God saw 
everything that he made, and behold, it was very good" ( Gn 
1:26-31). The same tradition, in the "fulness" of its .realization 
in the Christian Church, has sacramentally, spiritually, doc­
trinally and canonically defended and upheld the essential 
goodness of human sexuality and its necessity for humanity to 
be expressive of the divinity, in whose image it is made. I£ 
sexuality is sinful, says the catholic tradition of Christian 
faith, then God is the sinner.' If being male and female is 
negligible to human being and life, then God has acted unrea­
sonably and without purpose, for he certainly could have 

and female, however, and although the spiritual and moral d!visjons between 
the sexes are overcome in Christ, the oniologlc:al differences ar-e not {;a; u. 4 
above) . Matthew 22:30 is nor pertinent bere because jt does not say that 
there wiU be no sexual dHfetencres .. in me resurrection." It r&tOO saya that 
"they neither marry nor are given in marriage" and are "like angels," not that 
they become angels. One cannot mamtaln that Galatians 3:28 teaches the 
ontological ilisappeatance o£ SCX\Ial djlferences in Christ and reconcile tbjs ln 
any way with the rest of the Pauline corpus or the canonical scriptures In 
general-unless, of course, one defends the opinion that "So far as he (Paul] 
thought in terms of his Jewish b~ckground, he thought of women as subordin· 
ate . . • But so far as he thought in cenns of the new insight be had gained 
through the revelation of God in Christ, be thought of the woman as ~u.l 
to man in aU things •.. [and] sensed th.at his view of the man.womtn 
.relationship inherited from Judaism was not altogether congruous with the 
gospel he preached" (Jewett, 112-3). I do not find this "solution'' convincing. 
The solution rather has to be, in my mind, the genuine compatibility between 
hiwdrchy and eg.11dlity in perfect spll:itual union of .human being and life In 
)o\'e, which I believe is the apostol.ic doctrine of the catholic iaitb witnessed 
in the scriptures and sacraments l()f the Ottholic Cllucch. 

'"God made nothing unclean, for nothing is unclean, except sin only. For 
that reaches the soul and defiles it. Other uncleanness is human prejudice ... 
God made child-birth and the seed of copulation . . . and the fornicator ia 
not unclean on account of the intercourse, but on account of the manner of 
it ... " John Chrysostom, H omily 3 on Tit11s. See also the canons of the 
Couna1 of Gang;a and the Orthodox ritual of marriage. 
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devised some manner of human being, made in his likeness, 
that w01uld reproduce itself in a way not requiring two sexes. 
(This, of course, presupposes that human d.Lsexuality has 
pbysica.l reproduction as us sole signi:hcance.) But if human 
sexualJty is spiritually necessary to pJoper human being and 
life beyond the need for the biologlC:a1 reproduction ot the 
species, then its reason and purpose must be d.lscovered and 
disclosed. 

The Meaning of Human Sexuality 

If we go beyond all the biological and cultural explana­
tions for tbe necessity of human sexua.lity-the procreauon of 
oHspring, the perpetuation of the species, the divisions of 
labor in presecvmg life, the distribution of roles for preserving 
social harmony-and turn to theology, l believe that we can 
discoveJ: reasons for the necessary extstence of human sexuality 
that radically surpass all purely pragmatic and utilitarian pur­
poses. These 1:easons are summed up, in a word, by the fact 
that mL'Lltipersonal, disexual spiritual existence is a necessity 
if huma.n nature is to partake of the nature of God and reflect 
divine e:xistence in the order of creation. For whatever human 
beings may do, they are, in their interpersonal and communal 
being and life, made in the image and according to the like­
ness of God. And what humans must do in community, and 
not as jsolated individuals, is to acquire and activate, ever 
more P'::rfectly, all of the spiritual and moral attributes of 
God. 

The:ce are no human spiritual attributes that are not, essen­
tially and perfectly, attributes of God." If the Godhead is a 
Trinity .of divine persons fully united .in a perfect community 
of one being, one .life, one wisdom, one truth and one love, 
then humanity also, within its creaturely conditions, must be 
-or rather, more accurately, must ever more perfectly become 
-the same. H divinity is a perfect interrelationship of many 

•see Gtegory of Nys~a, Homily 81 on 1h1 Song of Songs,· Macatius 
of Egypt, Spiritual HomilitJ 17; Max.imus the Confessor, Cenlll,in on Lo111 

2:,2; tlso Tbunberg, 196-216. 
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(three) distinctly existing persons, each with its own proper 
hypostatic characteristics and properties, none existing apart 
from the other and certainly not in opposition to the other, 
but each realizing and expressing that mode of divine exist. 
ence proper to itself in oneness of nature, being and life with 
the others, so humanity, within its own creaturely possibilities, 
must be the same. If the persons of the Trinity are not iso­
lated "individuals" but persons in relation with one another, 
each with its own proper manner of divine existence which 
is existentially, persona!ly and hypostatically different from 
the others, so humanity as well, according to .its own proper 
form of being, must be the same. • 

As we contemplate the Blessed Trinity as revealed to us 
in the comtnunity of faith of the catholic tradition of the 
Church, we see that God the Father is divine in a manner 
different from the Son and the Holy Spirit, just as the Son 
and the Holy Spirit are divine-in community with God the 
Fathet and with each other-each in his own distinct and 
specific way. The Father is the principium divinitatis, the 
uni9ue source of being and life of all that exists: of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit by his very divine nature, and of the 
whole of creation by his divine decision and wm:= 

The Son is the uncreated Logos and Image of the Father, 
the one by, through and for whom all things are made. He is 
the "re11ection of the glory of God," the "exptess image" of 

'Concerning the propriety of the fbree persons of the Trinity, the theo. 
logical conclusion normallY reached is that the t!Hee "'modes of existence'' 
{-rp6noL un6:pf,E(.o)<;) are neceuary for perfect "fulness .. of being and life, 
which is not possible for one or two "'modes of existence" to complete and 
reali;ze, whereas more than three would be impossible and unnecessa.ry. See 
Lossky, Mystical Theology, 47; and In the Image and Likeneu of God, 
86. This has an application, I think, to human sexuality being dual (and 
not one or more than two), since t.he male and female forms of human 
existence Jind their 1nu~al fulfilment and fulness in the "'thir9··: God. For 
such a speculation, see John Chrysostom, Homily 20 on Bpbesians. Fo1 a 
summary of the traditional teaching about the hypostatic characteristics and 
properties of the persons of the Tri!)ity, see John of Da~nascus, On thi! Ortho­
do~ F(Jitb 8. Conceming real "differentiation·• in the Godhead, see Diooy$iU$ 
the Areopa8ite, On tbe Divine Namu. 

10S<!e G. Florovsky, "The Concept of Creation in Saint Athanasius; · 
Smdia P.ttristica 4, part 4, Texte und Uotersuchungen, 81 (Berlin 1962) 36-,7; 
and "The Idea of Creation in Christian l'hilosophy, .. The Eastern Churtlm 
Quarter/J 7 (l949) '3· 71. 
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the Father's '"hYPostasis" (Jn 1:2; Col 1:16; Heb 1:3), who 
"for us men and for our salvation ... was incarnate of the 
Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became man" (Nkene 
Creed). He is the Messiah of l srael who, in "human form" 
(Ph 2:Sl), was crucified under Pontius Pilate and .rose from 
the dead on the third day, granting life to the world. He is 
the final Adam in human flesh (1 Co 15); the sole ''high 
priest of our confession" (Heb 3: 1) ; the "pastor and bishop" 
of our souls (1 Pt 2:25); the head of his body, the Church 
(Epb 1 : 23; Col 1: 18, et al.) ; the husband of his "pure bride" 
(2 Co 1.1:2; Eph 5:21 ff). 

The Holy Spirit is "the Lord," with the Father and the 
Son, the "giver [or creator] of life" (Nicene Creed). The 
Holy Spirit "proceeds from the Father a.bd rests ln the Son;· 
and acc:omplisbes all thlngs willed by the Father and per­
formed by the Son.11 The Spirit is the one who inspires the 
law andi the prophets to be and to proclaim the Word of God; 
who "scearches the depths of God" (1 Co 2:10) and rests 
oo Jesus, anointing him as the Christ; who dwells in all who 
believe, making them to be "one spirit" with God (1 Co 
6:17). By the personal power of the Holy Spirit, human 
beings become .. gods by grace" and expreSs the spiritual 
attribut<es that belong to God ... 

Fot our present purposes, we must recognize that although 
it is tht! Son who is the "image of the invisible God" (Col 
1:15; 2 Co 4:4), the incarnate Lord, the last Adam, the one 
high priest, the pastor and bishop of the Church, its husband 
and be.ad, and not the Holy Spirit, this in no way detracts 
from the divinity of the S~irlt or degrades the Spirit as one 
o£ the coosubstantial Triruty. Simply put, because the Holy 
Spirit i:s not the Father or the Son but the "third person" of 
the Holy Trinity, and because the Spirit does not do what the 
Father and the Son do, this in oo way lessens the dignity and 
equality of the Holy Spirit as being divine. On the contrary, 

ucf the Orthodox Vespers of Pentecost, See also Meyendodf, 168·79, 
184; and Lossky, M111iul Tb1ology, 1~6-73. 

u"Clothed in the .radiant garments of the Spirit, we abide in God and 
He in m;; through gttc.e we become gods and soos of God, and are enlight­
ened by the Light of Jils knowledge . . .'' Simeon the New Theologian, 
Praaical and Tbeologhlll Pr~c-~pu 48. 
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the Father and the Son could not be divine and act as they 
do without the cooperation and coaction of the consubstantial 
Spirit-just as the Spirit's own being and action are itnpossible 
and unthinkable without the Father and the Son. 

As the Father, Son and Holy Spirit do not exist or act 
without each other in their eternal being and action, as well 
as in the creation of the world and the dispensation of salva­
tion, so, in the order of cretJJion, Adam and Eve, male and 
female, do not and cannot exist and act without one another. 
As the Logos and the Holy Spirit perform and accomplish 
the will and the work of God in their common being and 
action, so human being and action, as performing and accom­
plishing the will and work of God, also require the two 
forms of human being: male and female. As there is not 
and cannot be the Son of God without the Holy Spirit. so 
there is not and cannot be Adam without Eve. Adam alone 
is not and cannot be "the image and glory of God" (1 Co 
11 :7) without Eve. He cannot be the "type of the one who 
was to come" (Rm 5:14)-tbat is, the Cbrist-witbout her who 
is the ''mother of all living'' (Go 3:20). There must be 
woman if man is to be what and who he is, just as woman 
would Mt he what and who she is without man. l!.ven i£ we 
knew nothing about how in actuality the two forms of bumao 
existence are to interrelate and interact so that humanity 
could live in the image and likeness of God, the very fact 
of human beings existing in this way should be enough for 
us to defend the necessity of this form of existence for human 
fulfilment and perfection of life. 

It is the thesis of this paper that, according to the catholic 
tradition of the Christian faith, there is a direct analogical, 
symbolic and epipbanic relationship between Adam and the 
Son of God, and between Eve and the Spirit of God. As Adam 
is the typos of him "who was to come" as the final Adam, 
the "hjgh priest of our confession'' and the "pastor and bishop 
of our salvation," so Eve is the typos, as the "mother of all 
living," of the "life-creating" Spirit, who "proceeds from the 
Father and rests in the Son" as the personal power and life of 
all that exists, both human and divioe.11 What this means is 

liMethodius of Olympus identifies the ocw Bve with the Onm:b (see 
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that as io the Godhead there is and must be a union between 
the Son ialld the Holy Spirit for the Fathet to be eternally and 
divinely expressed, so on Jhe level of t:1'eation there is and 
must be male and female so that the same God could be 
temporaUy and humanly expressed within the life of his 
creatures, by his dlvine decision and grace communicated 
through his Son and in his Spirit. This means as well that as 
the mode of being and action of the Son is different from the 
mode of being and action of the Holy Spirit, both eternally 
and esse:ntially, as well as in the dispensation of salvation­
or, more traditionally put, both according to theologia and 
oikonomia-so, in a similar manner, the mode of being and 
action of the male in creation is different from the mode of 
being and action of the female within the same nature of 
created being. More specmcally, this means that as the Son 
and the Holy Spirit are not the same and are not interchange­
able in their unique forms of their common divinity, so the 
male and female are not the same and are not interchangeable 
in the woique forms of their common ·humanity. This does not 
mean tbtat the.re is something essentially belonging to divine 
nature that does not equally belong to the Son and the Holy 
Spirit. just as it does not me-m that there .is someUung essen: 
tially belonging to humanity that is not the common and equal 
possession of men and women. There are no "attributes" ot 
"virtues" that the Son has that the Spirit does oat have, or 
that Adam has which are not present in Eve. But what is true 
ls that the manner of realizatton of the attributes and victues 
common to the same natute is different in the different forms 
of natural existence; and how the common virtues and attri­
butes will be personally and existentially actualized in each 
will be~ different within the unbreakable and indlvisible 
communion of one with the other.•• 

Th11 Ban~tutt, or On Virginity), while it has been common, io the writings 
of ]ustin and Irenaeus, to see Ma.ry as the new Eve. The point must be 
seen, however, of the a.ssociation of Macy and the Church iD Orthodox 
theology. See Lossky, Myuicm ThuJ/ogy, 193·.5; and In th1 lm4ge anJ lilt!· 
nm of c;oJ, 19.5-210 . .Also, A. Schmemann, '"Oo ¥aciology iD Orthodoxy," 
Marian library SJurtitu, A New Series 2 (Dayton 1970) 2.5·32; and "Our 
Lady and the H oly Spirit," op. cit., Vol. 23 ( 1972), 69-78. 

"Those influenced by pheoomenological or psychological studies of human 
~ons insist that there are no bumWl psychological attributes or virtues 



108 WOMEN AND Tm PRIESTHOOD 

The Ideal of Httman Relationships 

After making such "theological abstractions" as those 
presented above, those who make them bear the burden of 
demonstrating bow they actually apply to human life. How, 

that are specifically male or female, and that the m.asculine and feminine 
spitituaJ tnJts usually pJeSeoted (e.g., aggressiveness and strength in maJa 
and passivity and weakness in females) are acquired and culttuaJJy determined 
characteristics having nothing to do with human nature as sucb. While I 
agree that all human cbanctcristics are found in all human persons, and 
must be in all, I would nevertheless contend that the manner of r~aliZ;~Jion 
and upreJ.rion of these Jll!De human c:twac:teristics in the two sexes is, or at 
least should be, dHferent. The way, for example, that love is expressed by 
a father and husband will be, and idca.IJy should be, different from the 
way love is expressed by a wife and mother, while the love itseU is one 
and the same. 1 would say further that the various forms of the same 
human virtues common to all humans must have dlfferent modes of existence 
and expression in the human community so that humanity could be full 
and complete, and ever more so, in the processes of growth and communlon. 
At this point, I would also like to make it dear that my position has nothing 
to do with "sophiology'" or any sort of doctrine of the '"divine'" and ""eternal 
feminine."" There is, in my opiruoo, nothing "'feminine"" in divinity, as there 
is nothing ' "mascuUne."" Divinity i:s beyond sexuality, as it is ""beyond being'" 
itself ( cf Dionysius the Areopagite, On th• Difline Namt.r and Myui,aJ 
Th~clog:;). M7 ;pe.:u.latiou is rather that sexuality Is created by God as a 
necessary element of human being and life (like multiper~onality or bodlly 
existence) so that bWWUlity would be able to rellect divinity in 1h1 ffeautl 
ordtr in a manner proper to its t:retf!Nrely existence. lt is my speculation as 
well that we can gain insight into the proper manner of human existence 
in general, and human sexuality in particular, by a contemplation of the 
being and action of the ,persons of the Holy Trinity, and we can and lilust 
be instructed on this issue by the revelation of God .in Christ and the H oly 
Spirit in the Churcb. God, however, is not to be thought of in human, 
creaturely terms. Rather, the human is to be considered io terms of God's 
revelation. Man is made io God's image, and not God in man's image, and 
earthly fathers are called. fathers because of the fatherhood of God, and not 
vice-versa. On this point John of Damascus writes ". • . it behooves us to 
know that the names Fatherllood, Sonship and Procession were not applied to 
the Godhead by us [i.e., on the basis of our human experience and reflection) 
but, on the contrary, they were communica.ted to us by the Godhead, u 
the dlvine apostle says, 'W11erefote 1 bow th.e knee to the Father from Whom 
every family in heaven and on earth is named' ( Ephesians 3: 15). . • , For 
it is quite impo"ible to find in ~tion an image that wiU illllstrate In 
itself exactly in all details the nntu.re of the Holy Trinity'" (On 1he Orthodox 
Paitb 8). Athanasius also teaches this same doctrine, referring to the same 
apos to lie text, when he says tha.t we are made io our crcaturely existence in 
God's pal:te(n, and not God-the "bare idea of [whom) trllDScends such 
though.t$'"-io our's (see .Agai,sJ the .Arians 1:7). 
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n actual buman relations, does such a fortnal "schematiza­
ion'' work? How does it show itself in the actual conditions 
)f human !being and behavior? 

The difficulty with producing an "existential demonstra­
:ion" of " •theological abstractions" of any sort is always the 
;ame. The difficulty is that theological and spiritual ideals 
md norms always work differently in different human situa­
~ions, which are not only bound and conditioned by the 
:.reaturely dimensions of time, p lace, social and cultural set­
tings and actual existential possibilities, but also are infected 
and deformed by sin1 defuled as the wilful perversion and 
distortion of nature itself by its &ee human possessors and 
agents. 

A "th•eological schema" is always an ideal, a vision, a 
theoria. In actuality, there is no time or place where one has 
wotked to perfection among creatures, and can then be pointed 
to as an existential example and witness. A theological v.ision 
is always, by its very nature, a task and a call to be accepted, 
enacted and fuliilled as perfectly as possible, but nev:er, in 
actuaL his~ory, to complete perfection. In reference to the ideal 
vision of lthe interaction of male and female, the only example 
of its "working'' that can be conteropiated in actuality, at 
least by those who see and believe, is the relationship between 
Christ and the Church. But even here the quality of being an 
"ideal" :r<!Illains. For Christ is the true Ad am, the .Bridegroom, 
and the Cburch is the true Eve, the bride pe~soni.fied in the 
person of Mary:15 the company of the saved who are "full 
of grace''' by the indwelling of the Holy Spilit and who, by 
the same Spirit, "hear the Word of God and keep it" (Lk 
11:28). 

If ro1en and women wish to realize the ideal of tbeil 
perfect manner of being within the human community, they 
must seelk to perfect in their mutual relations the relationship 
between Christ and the Church. They must seek to do so 
within tlb.e actual condltions and possibilities of life which 
are uniq·uely theils. They must do so as well in conflict with 
the temptations, questions, problems, distortions and sins, 
both personal and cultural, which are inevitably present in 

11See n .. 13 above. 
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fallen humanity, pressuring them to "miss the mark" with 
regard to their perfection. 

Given the ideal vision, however, and the effort to realize 
it in life, it can generally be stated that believing males (and 
females as well) must first of all reject the image of the 
"fallen Adam," wbich operates so powerfully today, as the 
normative ideal for human "ful fi lment" and "success" for 
both males and females. This "ideal," as summarized by the 
apostle John, says that human life is perfected in "the lust of 
the .flesh and the lust of the eyes and the p.ride of life" ( 1 Jn 
2: 16). This "ideal" holds that human persons should live 
and act as self-seeking individuals who find and fulfil them­
selves through the satisfaction of their cravings for pleasure 
and power within secular society, understood as an end in 
itself and not as the created reflection of divine being and 
Li£e.18 

In rejecting "sinful man" as the ideal for human fulfil­
ment, the Christian male should follow the perfect man, 
Christ. He should empty himself completely in love for the 
good of others in spirit and in truth. He should be meek and 
lowly, lmmble and poor. He should be liiberated from the 
carnal lusts of life, "not conformed to this world" but "trans­
formed by the renewal of ... mind" to "prove what is the 
will of God, what is good, acceptable and perfect" (Rm 
l2: 2). He should be free from all that blinds and enslaves. 
He should find his glory and majesty in self-emptying service 
in conformity with Cllrist, his clivine image of being and 

161 am convinced that !he main line of the contemporary "women's 
movement," in rejecting any partirolar ''fernlnlne·· ideal as its guiding principle 
lhd adopting the ideal ol the identity of all human beings, without •~1 
differentiation, hu in fact adopted the image of the "fallen male" as its 
norm and vision for success, achlevement :1nd fulfilment. Jf in the past 
John Cbrysostom muld claim that the tyrannical subju~on of women 
to men, wlticb replaced a communion of equality within natural dilfcrcntia· 
tioo, was the result of s in, primarily cowtou.sness, so we might claim tocby 
that the quest for equality -.,vithout natutlll differentiation is the result of 
the same sin. The rejection of anything particulady "feminine" by the 
women's movement, nt least that aspect of the movement most evidently 
present and popularized, is witnessed by the fact that most of the "gains" 
and "successes" of the movement are in terms of secular power, pro.6t, 
piCstigc and pleasure; and, as such, are, in tarns of Christi~~n yAJues, • 
unaccepuble as "achievements" for males as they are for females. 
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action. His relations with women should be such that, by his 
self-sacrificing love for them, they appear not as his sinful 
"competitors" for earthly profits, powers and pleasures, but 
"in .splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing ... 
holy and without blemish" (Eph 5:27). 

Women are created and called to be men's "helpers" in 
their servic:e of self-emptying love ( Gn 2: 18). They are to be 
"·submissiv,e" to men's love and service, and as such to enable 
and empoweJ; it-as the Holy Spirit, "incarnate by grace" in 
saved humanity, enables and empowers Christ llimself to 
"fulfil" his; divine ministry among his creatur·es. In the Chris­
tian view, .it is not humiliating or degrading to be a "helper" 
and a "bride," just as it is not degrading to be the "servant 
of all" (Mt 21:27-28; 1 Tm 2:5-6). Chrlst is not degraded 
in his kenotic self-emptying, taking on the "form of a slave'' 
(Ph 2:7). 'The Holy Spirit likewise is not degraded by silently, 
hiddenly rund invisibly enabling Christ to be and to act as the 
Son of God and the Savior of the world, the high priest, 
pastor and bishop of saved humanity; and is not demeaned 
or defaced as a person by personally identifying himself with 
human persons, becoming "one spirit" with them to enable 
them to be Christ's body and bride. And so as well the human 
male is not degraded by his loving self-sacrifice, and the 
human female is not humiliated, demeaned or annihilated as 
a person by performing her natural ministry in the human 
community·-which, without it, would not be and could not 
be fully human and, as such, "divine by grace." 

Women must be "submitted'' to men, as men themselves 
are ''submitted" to Christ and Christ to God the Father ( c£ 
1 Co 11: 3), so that humankind may truly be hum run '' in the 
Lord" (1 Co 11:11), "that the Word of God may not be 
discredited" (Tt 2:5) : "for God has . . . called us . . . to 
holiness [and] whoever disregards this, disregards not man 
but God, who gives his Holy Spirit to you" (1 Th 4:1-8). 
The "submission" of women to men "in the Lord" must be 
active and free. It cannot be a "passive" submission, involun­
tarily, reluctantly and unwillingly offered. The "submission" 
of women to men "in the Lord" must imitate the "submission" 
of the Ho,ly Spirit to Christ, which is dynrumic, active and 
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poweiful, as is Christ's submission to God and man's sub­
mission to Christ.11 It must be a "submission" that has the 
quality of a "tire cast upon the earth" (Lk 12 :49), a "mighty 
rushing wind" of the Spirit (Ac 2:2), which purges away· 
all falsehood and wickedness and "calls all to unity" .. and not 
to competitive individualism "fulfilled" through carnal "satis­
faction" and secular "achievement." 

This vision of the ideal in man-woman relationships is 
applicable to human society in general, to all men and all 
women. It has its most concrete application in the community 
of marriage, in which the family is traditionally understood 
as a "small church" patterned after the divine life of the 
Holy Trinity and the kingdom of God, given to humans in 
Christ and the Church. This same ideal vision is fundamental 
and essential to the sacramental structure of the Christian 
churchly coo;un1)1lity, which graciously manifests the trinitar­
ian li£e of the kingdom of God within the Hfe of this worJd 
until the kingdom c~mes in power at the close of the ages, 
when the "marriage of the Lamb" will be finally consummated 
in Christ and his Spirit-tilled bride ( c£ Rv 19-22). 

Because of s~ the ideal vision of human relations in 
general, and those between the sexes in particular, remains 
a hope for humanity within the life of "this age" and a call 
and a task for those who believe. Because of the distortion 
and couuption of human nature and life, both individual and 
personal as well as social and cultural-the "sins of the world" 
-accommodations and compensations to sinful "abnormality .. 
must always be made in the secular realm in order for human 
life to continue. Exceptions to normality, compromises and 
adjustments are virtually the "rule" within human behavior 
and :activity outside of Christ and his kingdom revealed in 
the Church, and the fact that this is so is a tragedy to be 
endured and, when possible, to be healed and overcome. But 

17See 1 Corinthli\ns 11:3, 15:28. "For what Jf a wile be under subjection 
to us? [t is as a wife, as free, as equal in honor. And the Son also, thougll 
He did become obedient to the Father, it was as the Son of God, it was 11$ 

God. Foe as the obedience of the Son to the Father is greater than we find 
in men toward the authors of their being, so also His lib<:.rty iS greater" 
(John Chrysostom, Homily 26 on l Corimbians). 

"Orthodox Hytnn (Kontakion) of Pentecost. 
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iE is not a fact which itself should be ''normalized."1
' 

The greatest tragedy for humru:J 'being and life is when 
sinful abnormality is accepted as normality, when the un· 
oatutal is taken for the natural, when the ''fallen" becomes 
the ideal, when the sin•conditioned ··exception" is accepted 
as the "rule." The tragedy occurs when the divinely revealed 
vision and practice of human life as made in the image and 
llkeoe:ss of God-whatever the "cultural conditioning" of its 
mode of revelation to creatures-is replaced by some other 
vision and practice that pretends to offer ·:fulfilment" to 
human being and life. Such an adoption. of the ''abnormal" 
for th.e ''normal" is, I believe, what is happetl.ing today- and 
not or:tly to "secular men" but also to certain Christians, who 
have 2rccepted secular ideals as normative for themselves and 
for the life o£ the church community. Although modern 
secular "idol11tries" are different from those in the past, the 
decomposition of human community they bring is no different 
from that, for example, so violently and vividly described by 
the apostle Paul in the first chapter of his letter to the 
Romans. 

Human Relatiorzships in the Chu1eh 

This brings us to the life of the Christian Church in 
generatl, and to the sacrament of the priesthood in particular. 
Dostot~vsky once said !:hat the "vision" of Orthodox Chris­
tianity is "orthodoxy itsel£."20 I begin with this remark 

nMe:n must often assume the place of women, and women the place 
of men, when sin lllpf;ures the normal condition$ of human life, No less a 
"purist" than John Chrysostom orders .men to follow their wives· when 
they are wise1 and better. "I would commit you to your own wives, that 
they may instruct you. lt is true, according to Paul's Jaw, you ought fo be 
teachers.. But since the order is reversed by sin . . . let us even take this 
way. . . . For the war against the devil and his powers is common to them 
[women} and the men, and in no respect doth the delicacy of their nature 
become an impediment in such conflicts, fo~ not by bodily constitution, but 
!>y men tal choice, are these struggles decided. Wherefore in many cases 
women have actua1ly been more forward i1:1 lhe contest than men and have 
set up oaore bdlliant trophies" (Homily 7 and Homily 8 on Matthew). 

201 believ.e the source of this saying is The Diary of a Writer. In any 
case, w1~ c~~n refer as well to Fr. Florovsky, who writes: '"The Church is 
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because I understand it to mean that the veq purpose of the 
Christian Church, its content and reason for being, ls to 
constantly present to its members the vision of divine life, 
which is available to human experience and normative for 
human behavior whatever men's sins and historical settings.. 
The members of the Christian Church may stumble and fall, 
they may be tempted and yield to temptation, they may be 
blinded by passions and become victims of corruption, they 
may be compelled by tragedy to compromise with the fallen 
and sinful ''facts of life," but the vision of divine perfection 
given by God in Christ and the Church, by the grace of the 
Holy Spirit, must .remain. And the sacramental structure of 
the Christian community1 preserved by God's grace, guaran­
tees that the vision remains. 

The vision and experience of the kingdom of God is 
preserved by the Church in its sacramental structul"es. Teachers 
and movements come and go~ theologies and pieties emerge 
and pass away, parties and crusades rise and faH, but the 
divine vision of human life remains in the catholic Church, 
agai~st which the ''gates of hell will not preval!-" (M~ 16:18)_. 
At times, great numbers of church members, mduding patn-
arclis and popes, may lose the vision through sin-voluntarily ==~ 
or involuntarily, in knowledge or in ignorance. They may 
"dispute about words, which does no good," and indulge in 
.. stupid senseless controversies" as they "hold the form of 
religion, but deny its power" and "accumulate teachers to suit 
their own likings" ( cf 2 Tm). But God will not be left with-
out witnesses who bear his word and keep it, taking up the 
cross~whose content of suffering is not physical pain or 
social insult and mockery, but the agony of beholding "the 
mystery hidden for ages in God, who created all things" a11d 
revealed "by the Church" (Eph 3:9-10; Col1:26), unwanted 

Christ"s work on earth; it is the im~ge ll!ld abode of His blessed ptesence 
in the world. ... Outside the Church there is no salvation, because saltJation 
iJ 1he Church. . . . And God has revealed Himself in the ChurCh. This is 
the final Revelation, which passeth not away. Christ reveals Himself to us, 
not in our isolation, but in our mutual catholidty, in our union. He reveals 
Himself as the New Adam, the Head of the Church, the Head of the Body. 
Therefore, humbly and trustfully we must enter the life o£ the Church and 
try to find ourselves in it." See '"Sobomost: the Catho!icity of the Church," 
in The Chur•h of God, ed. E. L :Mascall (London 1.934) 53, 63, 73. 
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and unloved by those whom God loves and to whom he 
has given his own divine life. This is the undeniable lesson 
of biblical and church history. But whatever men do, it is the 
promise of God that the Church will remain as the manifesta­
tion of divine life in the midst of the earth : the apostolic 
faith, '"once for all delivered to the saints" (Jude 3), pro­
claimed! and celebrated in the liturgical assemblies of believ­
ers, whose content and form are organically and historically 
inspired by the Spirit of God and whose vision of life remains 
the task of the faithful for existential fulfilment in the life 
of humanity. 

The: head of the Church is Jesus Christ, its only high priest, 
pastor, teacher and bishop. The Omrch is Christ's "body, the 
fulness of him who fills all in all" (Eph 1:23). It is, by the 
Holy Spirit, Christ's bride, the new Eve of the new Adam, 
the nevv "mother of all living," the "pure bride to her one 
husband" (2 Co 11:2). It is "the Church of the living God, 
the pillar and bulwark of the truth" ( 1 Tm 3: 15) . The con­
tinuity and identity of the Church in space and time in its 
doctrin:ill, spiritual and sacramental being is guaranteed by 
the Holy Spirit in the continuity and identity of the episcopate 
within the community of the faithful.n The sacrament of the 
ordaine:d priesthood in the Church is the mysterion of the 
objective presence of Christ in, with and for the body of 
beHevers-his mystical bride, with whom he is "one spirit" 
and "one flesh" always, "until the close of the ages" (Mt 
28:20). The sacrament of the ordained priesthood guarantees 
Christ's presence in the Chwch in all the folness of his 
messiank power, with all the fulness of grace and truth of 
the ete:rnal life of the kingdom of God whlch he brings to 
mankind (cf Jn 1:1-18) . 

Tb~:re are those who deny this doctrine of the catholic 
tradition of the Church. Some say that the Church is an 
institution established )>y God with seven. sacraments, defined 
as visible signs conferring invisible grace, and one of which 
is the !>acrament of "holy orders"-understood as being the 

11See J. ZWoulas, "Apostolic Continuity a.nd Orthodox Theology: Towards 
a Synthesis of TWG Penpectives," St. V/4Jimif's Tbeologiclll Quamr/1 19:2 
(1975) 7H08. 
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exercise of a certain spiritual power and authority by selected 
members of the Church so that these members, chosen and 
consecrated as individuals, could represent Christ in the ChurCh 
as his vicars and delegates. This view stresses the priestly 
vocation as one vocation among many, and emphasizes deric;al 
powers and authority, prerogatives and privileges, and, of 
course, duties and mlnistrles that do not belong to the 
members of the body, who have other vocations and ministries. 
For example, the pdest has the power to celebrate the 
euchat.ist, to preach, to teach, to forgive sins, etc., which 
others do not have. It is in this sense that he is said to have 
a "p.riestly" vocation. 

Others deny such a view of the priesthood and say that 
the Church is indeed an institution established by God with 
sacraments defined as viSJble signs conferring invisible grace, 
but that the ordained ministry of the Church is not one of 
these sacraments, whlch are only two in number: baptism and 
the Lord's Supper. Those who hold this view generally con­
sider Christian faith as a matter of the faith of individuals, 
saved by grace th.rougb their personal acceptance of Jesus as 
Lord and Savior, with the priesthood of Christ operating 
invisibly in the Christian commllllity through the "priesthood 
of all believers." Thus, in a word, there is no sacramental 
sign and guarantee of Christ's objective presence in the 
Church th.tough an ordained priesthood, whose continuity, 
solidarity and :identity in the faith :and life of the Church 
with all the faithful guarantees the continuity, solidarity and 
identity of the faith and life of the Church itself. It is rather 
the case that the ordained ministers of the church communi­
ties exercise professional leadership roles, primarily through 
preaching, teaching, counseling and community administration . 

.Both of these views, according to the orthodox tradition 
o£ Christian faith, are incorrect." They are incorrect because 

liThe "westernized dogmatics" of some .modern Ortbodor theologians 
tend to s~ the Sllallment of priesthood along the lines of the lint view 
p:reseoted, as generaUy the sacramental theology of modern O.rtbodox d<lg­
m~tia fllllowing Latin stholastic patterns. See A SchmemiM, lmrcduttitJfJ 
to LiJurp(td Theology (London: Faith Press. 1966), chapte.r t, pp. 9-27. 
See :Wo Sdunet1Wl1l, "Russian Theology: 1920-.1972, 1uJ Introductory S\UVef;· 
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they express a wrong understanding of the Church and the 
sacraments. The Church, to put it simply and perhaps to risk 
grave miisunderstancling, should not be understood as an 
institutioll possessing sacratnents, which are defined as special, 
divinely instituted acts that yield special spiritual graces, how­
ever many there may be and however their operation is 
explaioecl.u Rather, the Church herself is a sacrament, indeed 
the .racrt<rment par exceJtenceJ having an essentially sacra­
mental structure as her official, "institutional" expression and 
life. 

The Church is the "great mystery" of r.oan's communion 
with God thlough Christ and the Spirit. ft is the myster;y of 
new life in the new humanity of the new Adam in the new 
creation. The Chruch is the new Eve, tile new "mother of all 
living," the "pure bride to her one husband" -Christ. As such, 
the Churc~h is one with the unity of God and his Son and Holy 
Spirit; h.oJy with his holiness; catholic with his fulness of 
divine bc:ing and life; apostolic with his divinely revealed 
doctrine and mission of salvation. As the "real presence" of 
the kingdom of God io this world, the Church has temporal 
institutions, organizations and offices, which are actualized 
differently in various hlstorkal, social and cultural settings 
and forms. But as an essentially sacramental reality, the 
Church cannot be reduced to or wholly identified with any 
of her p1urely historical expressions. Her essential being is 
rather the "mystery bidden for ages ... but now made mani­
fest in the saints" (Col 1:26), the mystery of human life 
becoming divine thr0ugh communion with God. This life, 
"for us ,men and for our salvation," is given in the sacra­
mental liife of the Church, proclaimed in he[ inspired scrip­
tures, defended in her dogmatic definitions, protected in her 
canonical norms, and witnessed in her deified members, the 
saints. 

The ordained priesthood .in and for the Church-and not 

and C. Yannaras, "Tbeololtf in Present-Day Greece," SJ. Vldimirs Th•o· 
logical QJ1411'Jer/J 16:4 (l972) 172-214. 

urbe practice of numbering the sacraments and treating them in isolation 
from one ·11.nother and from the whole life and experience of the Church 
i4 one of the "westernized·· elements in contempocary theology that must be 
overcome. 
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over and apart from lt-is, as we have said, the sacrament of 
the presence of Christ himself in and fot his body and his 
bride. The priesthood of Christ is the priesthood of the 
body. There are not two priestboods, only one. When people 
ask whether the ordained priest, bishop or presbyter "repre­
sents Christ" or "represents the faithful," the question is 
unanswerable. When they place in opposition the "ordained 
priesthood" and "all the believers," the opposition is unjusti­
fiable and unreal. In the first place, the ordained priest does 
not "represent" anyone, neither Christ nor the people. He is 
not a vicar, delegate or "stand in" for anyone, neither for 
the Lord nor for his body. Christ is in and with his body and 
bride, as his body and bride are in and with him in the 
gracious communion of one being and life guaranteed by the 
Holy Spirit. 1n the "great mystery" of Christ and the Church, 
the life of the head is the life of the body, and the priesthood 
of the head is the priesthood of the members. As Christ him­
self is not the "vicarious delegate" of God to man and man 
to God, but .rather the fulness of divinity in human form and 
the fulness of humanity in his divine person-in the presence 
and presentation of God in and to man and, as such, the 

~ 

presence and presentation of man in and to God-so the 
ordained priest, in his sacramental being in the Chu.rch, is the 
sacramental presence and presentation of Christ himself, in 
and with his people: Christ as the one who ''comes down from 
heaven," and Christ as the one who is raised from the dead 
and lives forever as high priest in the presence of God on 
our behalf ( cf Hebrews). As Christ is our high priest, pastor, 
teacher and bishop because be first is the presence and presen­
tation of God in ou.r midst, and as Christ takes us to the 
Father because he first brings the Father to us, so the ordained 
priest in the Church is the sacramental head of the community 
because he first is the sacramental image of Christ in the 
community as coming from God. This is the critical point that 
centers the official, sacramental gathering of the Cb.cist:ian 
community in and around its bishop and priest, rather than­
speaking in human terms- placing the bishop and pdest in 
the context of the gathering. This point was made, I believe, 
already in the second ceotu.ry, when it was written: "Where 
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the biSihop appears, there let the people be, just as where 
Jesus Chtist is, there is the Catholic Church.''" The ordained 
priest "ptesents" Christ's body and bride to the Father because 
he fust: "presents" Christ to his body and bride. 

As a sacrament of the Church, the ordained priesthood is 
not an individual vocation or a personal chuism or gift. lt is 
not on<~ of the several ministries of the members of the church 
community. It is rather the sacramental manilestation of the 
ministry of Christ in and for the Chu.rch, in which all of the 
petson;ll and partial ministries o£ the members are rooted, 
fulfilled, validated and evaluated. In this sense it can be said 
that th.e ordained priest in the Church, like Jesus himseJ£, bas 
no particular vocation. He has none 4.r priest, l.e., in his 
sacramental being and office~ because as priest1 he is the 
sacramental term of reference, norm of evaluation and source 
of fuliilment of all churchly and human ministries. In the 
opposite way, it can be said that the ordained priest, in hls 
sacram.ental character as priest, has all vocations, precisely 
because sacramenta/ly-like Christ himself-he has none. 

The ordained priest is the one who, in his sacramental 
being as the "presentation" of Christ in and for the Church, 
is the ·'presentation>' of the image of " the way, the truth and 
the Hf~!" of all particular and personal human activities and 
.tninlstries-induding even his own as one member of the 
body, both in his personal life and in the existential actual­
ization and personal exercise of his sacramental office (which. 
in fact, can hardly be separated). The pastoral office of the 
ordain~:<! priest witnesses to the pastoral dimensions of all 
human vocations. His priestly character testifies to the fact 
that all human being and life must be offered to God. His 
teaching ministry is the measute and norm of all human 
teaching. His service o£ judgment and discerrunent-"rightly 
defining the word of truth"-provides the pattern for all who 
execute justice. His healing ministry demonstrates what 
genuint~ healing is. as his office of reconciliation and forgive­
ness be:ars testimony to this abiding factor in the whole of 
human life. Finally, his position as "servant," with absolutely 
no purely temporal and secular interests, is the sign that 

14lgua.tius of .Antioch, To 1h1 SmJnleanr 8:2; see also Zizioulas. 
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everything that belongs to •fthis world'' is either fulfilled ln 
God's kingdom or forever perishes and passes away. 

With such an objective sac.ramental vocation, the "quali­
fications" for belng a priest in Christ's Church are not reduci­
ble to any particular: human talents or skills, and the "job 
description" for the sacramental office defies any neat outline. 
The priest must know the apostolic scriptures .and the ortho­
dox doctrinesJ but he need not be an academic theologian or 
scholar. He must teach, but he need not be a pedagogue. He 
must preach, but rhetorical eloquence is no necessity. He 
must shepherd the flock, but "pastoral collhseling" may be 
someone else's "speciaity." He must administer, but purely 
organizational and executive skills may belong to another. 
He mus:: pray, of cow:se, but the "life of prayer" as a par­
ticular charism is not a requirement. 

The qualifications that the holder of the episcopal and 
presbyteral offices in the Church must have are traditionally 
more "external" and "objective" than they are ''internal" and 
"subjective." His specific charisms, talents and skills may 
vary, but his objective image must be vivid and firm. He must 
be a male member of the chureh community, fullv jdentified 
with the faith of the Church and professir{g it soundly and 
dearly while striving to fulfil it in his own personal life. He 
tnust be physically whole, tbe husband of one wife or a 
professed celibate. If he is married, his wife and children 
must be members of the Church (at least those child.ten li-ving 
in hjg household and under his domestic care) . He must have 
no record of grave sin after baptism, specifically including the 
shedding of blood, sexual immorality and public scandal, and 
he must be of "good reputation" before those Otltside the 
Church as well as within. He must not be involved in polit­
ical, economic or military affairs, or in any secular business, 
and neither can his wife. His personal "lifestyle" must be 
such that it does not conflict with his sacramental being and 
office. Thus, for example, should he feel called to some 
specific form of social or political activity, to government serv­
ice, to mopastic contemplation or to legal advocacy; or should 
he feel obliged to enter the military, or take a sec011d wife 
or to propagate some specific form of Christian "action" or 
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"piety'' as an all-consuming "prophetic" activity: be should 
give up his sacramental office. Being an ordained priest, he 
may work at an acceptable job if necessary, for the purpose 
of sust~lining his life and that of his dependents, but he 
should not have any particular work as his primary "vocation" 
while being a priest "on the side." The priest should be wholly 
dedicated to his priesthood, which he understands not as a 
"profession'' or "job," but which he freely accepts as a sacra­
mental office of the Church, an element o£ the Church's very 
being and li£e.15 

The priest, in his sacramental being, is not the bearer of 
specific igifts, or the most gifts, or the best gifts. He is not the 
''holiest member of the Church," or the one who "takes the 
faith most seriously.'' He does not have any particular moral 
or ethical standard of behavior different from that of anyone 
else who is baptized in Christ, sealed with the Holy Spirit and 
participating in the eucharistic offering. He is certainly not 
someone who has a special "religious vocation." Every human 
being has a '':religious vocation," simply by being created in 
the image and likeness of God and being saved by the incar­
nation of Christ and the descent of the Holv SPirit. as an . . -

Adam or an Eve within the human and church community. 
There is little doubt that any given person is more talented or 

15See the CaDOt)S of Nicea 1, 2, 9, 10, 17; Ancyta. 2, 14; Neocaesarea 1, 
8, 9; Antiioch 2, 5, 13, 17, 18, 21, 22; Laodlcea 3, 4, 13, 24, 36, 55, 58; 
Chalcedon 3, 6, 7, 10, 13; Ir: Trul!o 3, 4, 9, 10, 13, 20, 22, 23, 24, 27, 31, 
70; African Code 21, 35, 36, 40, 54; 2 Nicea 2, 4, 5, 10, 15, 16; Apostolic 
Caoons 5, 6, 15, 17, 18, 23, 25 , 27, 29, 30, 361 42, 44, 51, 54, 55, 57, 58, 
,9, 61, 6:;, 67, 77, 78. The quc=stiou of "part-time priests" (like "auxiliary 
bishops") without a specific pastoral office is problematic. Such positions 
can be jw:tified only on the basis of pastoral oikonomia, with the condition 
that each church community has one "archputor," be he the .archbishop 
of a dioci:!Se or the archpresbyter of a parish, with those und~ his pastoral 
gt+i·dance nnd direction performing cerll!io duties of assistance for the welfare 
of the community, in wbich instances (e.g., celebrating and distributing the 
eucharist, anointing the sick. burying the dead), the "part-time priest" still 
functions :;acramentally i11 perJ'ona Chrini, and not as the "vicar" or "delegate" 
o£ any otber person holding sacramental office in the Church. A bishop or 
presbyter in the Church never "represents" another; he is always the sacra­
mental presentaljon of Christ himself. While on the presbyteral level the 
''part-time priest'' may be understood and accepted rather easily, I pers.onally 
believe th:a.t "vicar" or ''auxiliary" bishops can .hardly be justi:lied acco.rding 
to traditional orthodox: ecdesiology. 
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skilled in one way or another than is the bishop or presbyter 
of his church community; and there is hardly a doubt that 
any m.unber of the members of the Church are personally 
"more holy'' than those who hold the pastoral office-a point, 
in any case, impossible to prove and, given normal and healthy 
Christian conditions, wholly outside anyone's spiritual interest 
and concern. 

All human beings, and certainly all members of the 
Church, are "called to be saints" (Rm 1:7). All are called to 
die and rise with Christ, and to "put on Christ" ( Ga 3 :27). 
All are called to be "temples of the Holy Spirit" (1 Co 6:19, 
3 :16-17) and "partakers of the divine nature" (2 Pt 1:4) . But 
not all are created and called to do so in the same way. Hu· 
manity, like divinity, is a "community." Thet.e are different 
modes of being and diffetent ways of living 1n which the 
various members of the cotntnunity are to live and to act, so 
that, in harmony and unity, in mutual fulfilment and support, 
the Church might be the realization of "saved humanity," truly 
expressing and reflecting the trinitarian being and life of God, 
with one common will and operation, one common mind and 
spirit, and-as it is said of the Jerusalem Church in book of 
Acts-"one heart and soul" (Ac 4:32). 

Tbe female members of the church community are ex:· 
cluded from holding the sacramental office of bishop and 
presbyter in the Church not because they are "inferior" in 
their humanity to the male members of the Church, or less 
holy, talented or skilled. Indeed; if we use the word "exclude" 
in its common, popular sense, then to speak of women being 
"excluded" from the sacramental ministry is an impossible 
way of stating the issue in the first place, fot it supposes that 
women can hold the office but may not do so for some debili­
tating reason. To put it this way is like saying that the Holy 
Spirit is "excluded" from being the Logos and the Christ, the 
high priest, head and husband of the Church, because of some 
defect or weakness in the Spirit's divinity. This, of course, is 
nonsense. And it is just as nonsensical to speak of women being 
"excluded" &om the priestly office of the Church. 

In the same way, to claim that the fact that women are 
not ordained to the episcopal and presbyteral offices of the 
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Church is discriminatory, demeaning and degrading, demon­
strating lthe false and unjust view of feminine "inequality" 
with mal.es, is also nonsensical. Once more, it is like saying 
that the Holy Spirit is discriminated against, degraded and 
demeaned by not being the Logos and Son of God. In fact, it 
is a dogma of the orthodox, catholic Church that the HoJy 
Spirit is absolutely equal to the Son of God, and to the Father 
himself, personally and substantially, and is in no way "un­
equal' ' or "inferior.'' Within the Godhead-if not within 
fallen ht:unanity- to be fully and absolutely equal does not 
mean to possess interchangeable forms of being and to per­
form ioteccbangeable actions and ministries. 

As there is a taxis in the divine Trinity according to tra­
ditional, orthodox theology-an order, and one mlght even 
say a hierachy, if one does not interpret this as some sort of 
ontologic:al and essential "subordinationism" -so there is a 
taxis in humanity, an order and hierarchy.• Thls must be so, 
for the very perfection an,d fulness of being and life, both 
hnman and divine. Order, and even hierarchy, do not annihi­
late "equality." Catholic Christian dogma speaks of the "sec· 
ond" and "third'' persons of the Holy Trinity, and calls them 
"consubstantial, coequal, coenthroned and coreigning" in per­
fect divi1ne unity and communion .... This vision of teality is 
''iUogicall" to those who .reason according to the logic of 
"this wodd" and who consider man's existence between bodily 

"O.rthoclox Vespers of Pentecost. 
•'For many people, any implication of "order" or "hierarchy' in the 

Trinity is considered to be heretical because it suagests essential and person11l 
inequality. This is, I believe, the result oi a doctrine of the trinita.rian God 
not scriptu1rnlly anci sac.talllentnlly based, but rooted in a view of reality 
that hu itls source ·outside the Christian experience-a view that denies any 
genuine by·postatic and personal distinction and dilfereotintion m the God. 
head and considers the three trini tarian DJIJlles as modalistic expressions 
of a tmipersonal (or supraperson11l or impersonll) God; or as mere "rela· 
tions," however "subsistent" or "interpersonal"; or as symbols created about 
the deity arising out of human experience, which can be changM and altered 
according tto cultural ~ttems. It is the inabili ty to accept the ithree divine 
persons as revealed in the scriptures, prayed to through and in the liturgy, 
and known. and experienced in the spiritual life of the Church, which makes 
'"hierarchy"" and "equality" mutually exclusive and contradictory for many, 
both ia relation to God and mao. See Jewett, 43-5, 69-71, 85, 133, et passim. 
Indeed, tbt~e terJllS, and their rtali2ation, are illogiatl and contradictory if 
one's logic is not a logic "proper to Goci," the traditional Myoc; 9t:onpun'lc;. 
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birth (if not conception) and physical death to be the sum and 
substance of human life. But according to the logic "proper to 
divinity," which understands human life to be in the image 
of G~d, it is dear and convincing, and its basis is spiritual 
expenence. 

For the Spirit searches evetythi.ng·, e\'en the depths of 
God . . . so also oo one comprehends the thoughts of 
God except the Spirit of God. Now we have received 
not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit whlch is from 
God, that we might understand the gifts bestowed upon 
us by God. And we impart this in wo.tds not taught 
by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting 
spiritual truths to those who possess the Spirit. The 
unspiritual man does not receive the gifts of the Spirit 
of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to 
understand them because they are spiritually discerned 
. . . "For who has known the mind of the Lord so as 
to instruct him?" [Is 40:13] But we have the mind of 
Chdst. (1 Co 2: 10-16) 

Conclusion 

It is the thesis of this paper that there exists a uniquely 
feminine manner of human being and life which has as many 
forms of realization as there are women created by God. It 
is the assertion as well that feminine humanity is absolutely 
necessary for the perfection and fulness of human life, aod 
without it the human community cannot reflect the being and 
life of God, the uncreated Trinity. Thirdly, it is the position 
that it is not weakness, inferiority or sin that prevents women 
from holding the episcopal and presbyteral sacramental offices 
of the Christian Church, but rather their unique mode of 
human being and action, which is incompatible with exercising 
these positions in the community. Fourthly, it is my convk· 
tion that to speak of women as being "excluded" from the 
Christian priesthood is absurd and nonsensical, for "exclusion" 
supposes a possible "inclusion," which does not in fact exist. 
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It is my conviction as well that not only the ''well-being" but 
the "very being" of the Church requkes more than just a 
sacramental priesthood utilizing only certain male members 
of the body who fulfil the requirements: the "very being" of 
the Cburch also requires, in addition to and among the many 
individual members with their personal talents and gifts, the 
presence of feminine humanity, whose natural, divinely created 
mode of human being and action patterns and rellects, within 
the order of creation, the mode of being and action of the 
Holy Spirit of God within the Godhead and in the divine 
dispensation of the creation, salvation and deification of the 
world .. Should women seek and succeed to be ordained to the 
episcopal and presbyteral offices of the Church, it would be, 
in my opinion, a violation of the orthodox, catholic tradition 
of faith and spiritual llie, and must be opposed by those com­
mitted! to this vision and practice of human life because it 
would. violate human communality as created by God in his 
image and likeness, which is rellected in the sacramental 
structures and spiritual life of the Christian Church aod its 
members. The fact that women can be found who desire the 
offices of the Church's sacramental priesthood, and who can 
read, speak, sing, wear vestments and hold the chalice, is no 
justification that they should be blessed to do so. The fact 
that they can is no proof that they may or should. There are 
sufficient examples in human expertise to show that there are 
many actions that humans can and have taken, but whose 
results have proven anything but fruitful and edifylng for the 
life of the human community. The fact that within the life 
of thils world there are actual distortions and abnormalities 
within the human commWiity requiting certain "accommoda­
tions'" and "compromises" for life to continue is no argument 
that these distortions and abnormalities should be introduced 
into the sacramental structures and spiritual life of the Chris­
tian Church. The fact that women a.te called upon-and some­
times are even glorified by the Church as saints-for leader­
ship in the secular order is no argument that they should 
therelfore be ordained to t~e sacramental offices of bishop 
and pri~t within the church community. 

The Church, in the midst of all teJ:Qptations and corrup-

I 
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lions of human life brought about by the voluntary or involun­
tary loss of the vision of perfect human community revealed 
by God, has the mission to proclaim, propagate and preserve 
tllls vision for the sake of human salvation and life. Those 
faithful to the vision of life given in the Church, therefore, 
must continue at all costs and in all conditions to assert the 
fact that humans are created male and female in the image 
and likeness of God; that human sexual difference and inter­
relation are essential for human perfection and deification; 
that the image of this perfection is found in Christ and the 
Church; that heterosexual marriage of one husband and one 
wife for eternity, patterned after the relationship between 
Christ and the Church, is the ideal of life for human com­
munity in this world; that the monastic vocation is a divinely 
inspired charism for those who "can receive it" (Mt 19:19) 
in anticipation of life in the kingdom o£ God; and that the 
sacramental priesthood of the Christian Church, as the sacra­
mental "presentation" in and for the Church of Christ him­
self-the last Adam, the bead of his body, the Bridegroom 
of his bride and the unique high priest, teacher, pastor and 
bishop of his people-must be exercised only by those mem­
bers of the Church who, by creation and calling, are able to 
do so, which means in actuality only certain male members 
of the Church. 

Wben Christ comes in glory at the end of the age to estab­
lish God's kingdom through the "marriage of the Lamb" 
with "his bride [who] 'has made herself ready" by the Spirit 
who says "Come!" (c£ Rv 19-22), there will be no Church, 
no sacraments, no priesthood, no mission. no theological dis­
putation. God will be with his people, which is "prepared as 
a bride for her husband," and "he will wipe away every tear 
and death shall he no more ... nor crying, nor pain anymore, 
for the former things have passed away" (Rv 21 :1-4). Christ 
will submit all to the Father, 1'that God may be all, and in 
all" (1 Co 15:28). But until Christ comes, it is the task of 
God's people to bear wjtness to his teaching about human 
life within the life of his Church by the grace of his Spirit. 
To those who seek worldly wisdom, this view will be foolish­
ness. For those who seek power, this way will be scandalous. 
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But for those who believe, it will always remain ' 'the power 
and wisdom of God" (1 Co 1 :24). 

A REPLY TO CR~TICISM 

1 am grateful to those, including our students at St. Vladi­
mir's S<~ary, who offered criticism of my essay on the 
male character of the Christian priesthood. My 1:eply to this 
criticism is the following. 

Theological Method 

CriHcism was made first of all of the method I used in 
writing the essay. Some said that I had obviously decided, 
before any theological analysis and reflection, that only cer­
tain male members of the Christian Church may be ordained 
to the episcopate and the priesthood according to Orthodox 
cloctdne·, Mid that my writing was merely an attempt to 
"prove" what I bad already prejudicially predetermined. Some 
said as well that the article was anything but open-minded, 
objectiv1e and scientific. I would certainly agree that there is 
a point to this criticism, and yet I would also contend that it 
is not altogether accurate. 

What I had hoped to do in the essay was to take as my 
starting point the absolutely indisputable fact that the ChurCh 
-which has had women saints of all sorts, including women 
secular mlers, some of whom have been given the title "equal 
to the apostles"-nevertheless has never had women bishops 
and prit~sts. T took this as a "given," as a matter of factuai 
data. I !then proceeded to ask the question: Are there sound 
theological reasons for this fact or not? In order to answer 
this question. I proceeded along lines I also consider to be 
objectiv•e and undisputed, at least fot Orthodox theology: to 
analyze the question in the light of the official teachings of 
the Ortbodox Church concerning the Holy Trinity and the 
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revelation o£ God in Christ and the Holy Spirit. I attempted 
to do this by reflecting on what is given in the Bible and 
church tradition, in the liturgy, the councils, the fathers, the 
canons and the saints of the Church, all of which, for Ortho­
dox theologians, are the undisputed sources for understanding 
and explaining the teachings and practices of the Church. This 
method, [ contend, is not a "prejudiced" method-unless 
acceptance of the scriptural, dogmatic and liturgical data of 
the Church as the basis for theological reflection and under­
standing is considered as inadmissible prejudgment and pre­
determination. No Orthodox theologian, l should think, can 
be thus minded and still be Orthodox. And no man of good 
will, I should like to hope, would consider such a method as 
unscientific, if being "scientific" means to observe, analyze 
and explain a given reality as it reveals itself to the observer 
in its own context and on its own terms. One may reject certain 
data as irrelevant to the question under consideration. But if 
one accepts the "givens" in any discussion as the proper 
"giveos" for analysis and explanation, then the only proper 
and "scientific" thing to do is to take them as they are given 
and to work with them. This is what 1 attempted to do in 
my article. 

The Apophatic Character of Theology 

Another criticism of my position was that I violated the 
essentially apophatic character of Orthodox Christian theology. 
The point was made that according to the church fathers 
and Orthodox theology in general, the essence of God is 
unknown and unknowable by creatures, and all human words, 
concepts, images and symbols about God are just that: human 
words and concepts which strictly speaking cannot be applied 
to God. They are rather the confession and expression of 
limited human experiences of the divine and are psychologi­
cally, socially, subjectively and culturally determined. The con­
tention at this point was that in different times and places 
men speak differently about God, and that in our own time 
and place the words and symbols about the essentially ineffa-
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ble and inconceivable God are not those o£ the past, even the 
past of the Bible and the fathers. Therefore, the affirmation 
of the' fatherhood of God and the sonship of the Logos, along 
with the traditional affitmations about the being and activity 
of thte Holy Spirit in theologia and oikonomi4, cannot be 
employed as an absolute basis for understanding and explain­
ing h1uman being and life, especially sexual life, as I have 
attemjpted to do in my essay. The critical point here is that 
the ve.ry apophatic nature of Orthodox theology forbids me 
to do what I have attempted to do. 

H~re l would only say that I shall never agree with any­
one who says that apophatic theology means that all words, 
concepts, images and symbols about God are merely human 
expressions about a God who is so unknowable that ultimately 
we know nothing and can say nothing about him. The Chris­
tian f:aith and the Christian experience are rooted in the fact 
that God has revealed himself to his creatures, that he has 
made himself known thr:ough Christ and the Holy Spirit in 
the life of his covenanted people io a way that is as perfect 
and full as the fallen conditions of this sinful world allow. 
The unyielding affirmations of Christians about the trinitarian 
character of God and about the incarnation of the Word in 
human flesh are not a violation of the fundamentally apopbatic 
character of Orthodox Chtistian theology. Apophaticism in 
theology is not the same as total ignorance. It is not the claim 
that we know nothing whatsoever of God, in reference to 
whom our human expressions are ultimately meaningless 
and u:seless. It is rather a way-the traditional Orthodox 
Christian way-of knowing God: of knowing and affirming 
the £a.ct that the God who reveals himself in creation and in 
the dispensation of salvation in his Word and his Spirit is 
ultimately beyond creaturely comprehension. It is the affirma­
tion that divine reality is always infinitely more than and in­
finite!}/ other than whatever can be known and claimed about 
it. It iH the affirmation that the inner being of the Father and 
the Son and the Holy Spirit remains eternally and essentially 
beyond what creatures can experience and know. It is the 
affirmation that what can be known of God in Christ and the 
Spirit in the Church is known by faith, by repentance, by 
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poverty of spirit and purity of heart ln the "communion of 
love," which surpasses discursive reasoning and intellectual 
conceptualization. But it is not the denial of any knowledge 
whatsoever. lt is certainly not the denial of the Holy Trinity: 
the transcendent lordship of the Father, the kenotic incarna­
tion of the Son, and the sanctifying indwelling of the Holy 
Spirit in creatures made divine by grace. 

In general, 1 believe that one of the main theological 
issues confronting Christians today is the proper understand­
ing of the apophatic way in theology and spiritual life. All 
too often the apophatic way is wrongly understood to be the 
denial of any real knowledge of God at all, with the corre­
sponding denial (often parading under the guise of self­
deprecating humility) that our theological words and con­
cepts ha'\Te any meaning at all. Such a denial is in fact a denial 
of divine revelation and of theology itself. It is a denial of 
every word of the Bible and the liturgy and the testimony of 
every prophet, apostle and saint. It ls certainly a denial of 
Jesus Christ. If there are indeed no "words adequate to God" 
-to the extent that any human expressions a.re adequate to 
divine reality-then we !lumans ~re left ig:norantly wallowin,g 
in the subjectively created imaginations of our o~n inventioa 
Such is not Orthodox Christianity or Orthodox theology; it 
is not the teaching of Christ and the ChurCh. 

Logos-Male; Spirit-Female 

Another criticism of my position was that any intuition and 
reflection that leads to a comparison between the Logos and 
man and the Holy Spirit and woman is wrong: .first of all 
because there is no sexuality in God; and also because the 
divine hypostases of the Word and the Spirit only indicate 
that there are persons of the Godhead, who come forth from 
the Father by "generation" and "procession'' and who at best 
can be imagined in humanity by different persons and not 
different sexes. Here my own point is simply that there are, 
as a matter of fact, two "modes of divine existence" within 
the Trinity whose hypostatic characteristics and manner of 
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interrelrating, especially as they ace revealed in the divine 
oikono:rnia o£ creation and salvation, bear a striking resem­
blance to the "mode of human existence" and manner of 
interrelating created and commanded by God for men and 
woment in the Bible and the Church, in the Old and the New 
Testaments. And, it might be noted, this intuition of mine 
has been observed and affirmed by others as well: the church 
fathers, the Ouistian liturgy, and several modern theological 
and spiritual writers, such as Serge Vethovskoy, Er. Alexan­
der Scbmemann, Vladimir Lossky, C.S. Lewis, Eclith Stein 
(Sister Beneclicta a Cruce in the Carmelite Order) and Joan 
Schaupp (in her book Woman: Image of the Holy Spirit). 
There is of course no sexuality in God. But the Holy Trinity 
is the divine archetype for bumao being and life. Man is 
made in the image and according to the likeness of God, male 
and female. ln the created 0rder and within the boundaries 
of creaturely existence, the human is a reflection of the divine. 
Human nature does mirror the divine nature. Something of 
what the divine reality is, is manifested and realized in what 
human beings are. The divine reality is a Trinity of divine 
persons in a unity of divine nature, within which the one God 
and FaLther, the principium divinitatis, is manifested eternally 
in two forms of c:Uvine being and personhood-namely, that 
of the Word and the Spirit- while human nature images the 
nature of the same one God and Father in two forms of 
human. existence-namely, that of tnale and female, albeit in 
a multitude of created human persons. The fact that thete is 
but one Logos and one Holy Spirit, yet many men and many 
women, is a fact to be dealt with. But it is a fact which, in 
tny op·inion, is irrelevant to the fundamental intuition that 
there is something to be made of the comparison between the 
Logos and the Spirit in eternity and in the economy of crea­
tion and salvation, and man and woman in the created order. 
I continue to believe that a comparison between what we 
know about divine .reality and what we know about the 
bumam is proper in theological and spiritual .reflection and 
analysiis. 

The point was also made that all humans are logical and 
spiritual; that each human being, male or female, is made in 
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the image of God; that Christ is not simply the perfect male, 
but the perfect hwnan and the image of perfection for all 
human beings, male and female; and that the Virgin Mary, 
as the image of the saved who bear the Word of God and 
keep it by l:he power of the Holy Spirit, is the image of the 
perfect response to God for all humans, both male and female, 
and not just for woman. All this was noted in apparent oppo­
sition to my comparison between Christ and men and the 
Spirit and women. On this point 1 would only say that proper 
distinctions must be made. It is certainly true that all humans 
are made in God's image and likeness, and that the Son of 
God has become human in the incarnation as the pattern for 
perfection for all humans, which perfection is perfectly real­
ized by creatures in the Virgin Mary. lt is undoubtedly true 
that Christ's humanity, like that of the Virgin Mother, is the 
humanity of everyone, both men :tnd women. But it is equally 
true and hardly to be denied-unless we deny both the Bible 
and church tradition-that there is a sense in which Jesus, 
as the bridegroom, head and husband, is a pattern for males; 
while the Church, imaged in the Virgin Mary, is a pattern 
for females, as the bride, the body and the wife. la short, 
there is a sense in which both Christ and Mary exemplify the 
perfection of human nature, a sense in which Mary is the 
perfect disciple and imitator of Christ. But there is also a 
sense in which Christ and Mary exemplify in their persons 
the perfection of the dual forms of human being and behavior: 
male and female. It might be said that in revealing human 
perfection-commanded as possible and necessary for all 
human beings-to the world, Jesus does so in a particularly 
male fashion; while in her revelation as the perfect human 
by grace, the Virgin Mary demonstrates in a particularly 
feminine form what all human beings must be like. 

In reference to the issue of the sacramental priesthood and 
the Church as the body of the faithful, the comparison fol­
lows: Christ is the high priest who reveals the priestly char­
acter of all of human life, both male and female; while Mary, 
as the "image of the Church," reveals the sacrificed and 
sanctified character of the whole of humanity as it has been 
offered to the Father through the Son. And yet Christ, in the 
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uniqu<~ness of his incarnate person as the high priest, head 
and husband of his body and his bride, is imaged in the 
sacramental priesthood precisely in male form; while Mary 
remains forever for Christians as the unique person who 
stands. as the icon of the Church, the bride and the body of 
the incarnate Logos, offered to the Father and brought into 
his presence at the marriage feast of the Lamb in an explicitly 
feminine way. 

I see as wholly consistent and harmonious the comparison 
betwe<~n the Logos and the Spirit, Y ahweh and Israel, Christ 
and the Church as lmaged in the person of the Spirit-nlled 
Vlrgint, the sacramental priest and the body of the faithful, 
the bridegroom and the bride, the husband and the wife, man 
and woman, Adam and Eve. These comparisons run through 
the Bible and the lHurgy and are reflected in the theological, 
spiritual and moral doctrines and practices of the Christian 
ChurciJ.. I would also continue to defend the position that 
these images are given by God; that they reveal fundamental 
and critical truths about God and man; that they cannot be 
changed or violated in any way; and that they must be 
examined, understood and explained if we are to be saved and 
come to the knowledge of the truth. It may well be, however, 
that thte "explanation" of tllis vision will serve only to distort 
the reality itself, I am beginning to think so myself, especially 
as the debate about human sexuality and the sacramental 
priesthood goes on. But in our fallen world of contention 
and debate, such "explanation"-undecstood for what it is, 
namely, a dissection and distortion of reality-appears to be 
unavoidable and inevitable. 

A Spiritual Vision and Experience 

This leads to my final comment. A bishop of the Church, 
whom I greatly respect, told me that he considered all "ex­
planations" made thus far of the male character of the Chris­
tian priesthood to be unconvincing and inadequate, including 
my own. He told me confidentially and, I believe, with great 
charity that he found my essay to be more an exercise in 
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" fantasy" and "imagination" thah in theology as such. This 
was obviously not easy f or me to take, and when I, clearly 
looking for some consolation, shared the story with a friend, 
I was told that I should not take it so hard. My friend re­
minded me that the Song of Songs and the book of Revelation 
also are more like "fantasy" and "imagination" than like 
much of what passes for theology, not to mention the liturgy 
of the Church and many mystical writings of the saints. My 
discomfort remains, however, for my essay was intended to 
be theology. But perhaps there still is a comforting point, one 
which I tried to make in one of the footnotes in the original 
article. That is that the issues of human sexuality and the 
sacramental priesthood are, for Orthodox Christians, issues 
which belong to the inner life of the Church, issues in the area 
of what is traditionally called dogma rather than kerygmala. 
This means that their understanding and explanation, if such 
explanation there can be, will be available and meaningful 
only to those who have accepted Jesus Christ as Lord and 
Savior and have entered into the life of the Church through 
faith, repentance, purification and prayer, having eyes willing 
to see, ears willing to hear and a mind willing to understand. 
In any case, the proper explanation, if such there be, will most 
certainly never be the result of "disputing about words, which 
does no good, but only ruins the hearers·· (2 Tm 2: 14). 



The Spirit of the Female 
Priesthood 

By DEBORAH BELONICK* 

A Th•eologicaJ Revolution 

After the publication of het classic work on feministn, 
The ~minine "4J!!}rjue,' in the early 1960s, Betty Friedan 
was asked what she thought would be the ~t radical change 
caused by the women's movement. "I can't tell you now," 
she answered. "You wouldn't believe .it anyhow .. . it is 
tJ;v:nlqgical. "' That statement came from a woman who, al­
though not considering herself particularly religious, knew 
that by and by the women's movement would cause a psycho­
logical and, eventually, a spiritual, relig~ous revolution. A 
new way of looking at God and humanity, a new theology, 
would be created. 

F.dedan's pregiction has come to pass. Many books by 
theologians with a feminist point of view are being published, 
and new liturgical rites composed by women are being pop­
ulariz·~d in some Christian and Jewish congregations. Some 

•De·borab Belonick is a ~nt graduate of St. Vladimir's Seminary. Mar· 
rled ~d the mother of two sons, she serves on the )'.Aitb and Order Corn. 
mission of the NCC. A revised version of her graduation thesis has been 
publisbtld under the title Feminism ~ C~risJian#y: An Orthodox Chrislian 
R,sponu. The present arllcleis copyrighted @) 1981 by Debocah 13e.loaick 
and is reprinted with ~rmission. 

1Betty Idedan, The Peminine Mystique (New York; W. W. Nortoo, 
1963). Thi5 is the work that prompted the women's movement in the 
twentieth aotury. 

'Bettr Friedao, It Changed my life (New York: Random House, 1963) 
290. 
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women have begun investigating mythological litenture and 
advocate a return to worship of the "Mother Goddess" 
instead of "our Father in heaven." Many denominations are 
changing portions of the language in hymns and educational 
materials to reflect an inclusion of the female sex. In short, 
many theologians who consider themselves to be ~ Chris­
tian and feminist have begun adjusting mainstream Christian 
thought-adding a "woman's touch" some would say-in 
order to wrest Christianity from what they feel for centuties 
has been a patriarchal_p.dson. 

Perhaps the most noticeable verification of the effects of 
the women's movement on the realm of religion is the 
expanding £.1"e~~e of £_~e female prjesthood, and the move­
ment toward. it, in traditional Christian communities. Many 
Christians of various denominations have heralded the advent 
of the ordination of women as an action of the Holy Spirit, 
an indication that the ~brit of God Js workin_g to libe!:]!e 
the Christian communities from a sexist__and..2£1>~$Sive patri­
archal structure, which by its very nature sustains divisive, 
sexist attitudes between women and men.8 The female priest­
hood has been looked upon by proponents as a healthy_sign 
that Christian churches have spiritually and culturally evolved 
to the point where they can "admit" women- to the clergy 
instead of regarding them as ''second-class" Christian~ and 
at last the churches are being true to the words of St. Paul: 

1 ' "There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neitbet slave ~or 
-.J 11 &ee, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in 

Christ Jesus" {Ga 3 :28). Just as injustice towa.rd women has 
been eroding in t'be surrounding culture, so too is it eroding 
in traditional Christian structures. And when the culturally 
determined stereotypes of women and men are removed from 
ffie Cbristian community, it finally will become the place 
where all can share in the freedom, eguali~ and justice that 
Jesus Christ had promised. - - -

All Christian communities, including the Orthodox Chris­
tian Church, are bound by Jesus Christ to ans..w~r these 

'Such an attitude was preva.lent at a WoJhLCo\UlciJ of Churches con~uJ· 
tation of September 1979 in Klif18entbal, Prance, oo "'IUe ordination of 
Women in Ecumenical Perspective,"' which this author attended. 
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f~ioist convictions, since they have been admonished by 
the apostle John: ''Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but 
test the spirits to see whether they are of God; for many 
false J>rophets have gone out into the world" (1 Jn 4:1). At 
this point in history1 Christian communities must affirm or 
deny whether the female pries~~d is the fruit of the action 
of the Holy Spici~ which must not be resisteci 

Upon close investigation of the theology that underlies, 
sustains and produces the symbol of the female priest, we find 
that w·e are faced with a theologk_al r~y_olution, nQt a~olu­
tion. The theology that buttresses the female priesthood is at 
times little more than philosophy extracted from the women's 
movement, which was adopted and accepted by some as 
"theology" to support the ordination of women. Moreover, 
this underlying "feminist theology" cannot be identified as 
being within the Judeo-Christian tradition, understood as the 
trad.ition of the people who have their roots in the Bible and 
the councils of the Chw:ch. This feminist theology is in fact 
so opposed to the Bible and tradition of the Christian Church 
that one may say that two different worldviews, two visions 
of God and humanity, are present. And since there is such a 
wide ,divergence between the two theological systems, only 
one can claim to be truly in tbe~!rit of Jesus Christ; the 
two viiewpoints are too distinct for both to be called "Chris­
tian. "4

' One is forced to speak either io the category of 
"femis:Ust-liberationist_E.!iesthood" or of ''male-Christian 
priesthood,"'when given the fact th:at the female pnesthood 
is based on a theology in opposition to traditional doctrines 
of t:Oe Olruth-a,n~reafive aridsalvific acts of God. 

Ac:corclingly, admitting women to the priesthood should 
~ be the main issue of debate. The question of women's 
ordinattion should not be an endless guarreJ about whether 
women are "good enough.'' "dean enough" or "smart 
enough" to wear vestments, carry ~chalices, marry, baptize, 
counsel, preach or theologize as well as men. TQ be sure, 
women fZ!_e. The question is much deeper than that. The point 
is that the ~eological arguments supporting the ordination 

'This conclusion Eollows from Ephesians 4:4-5: ''There is one b'Ocly and 
one Spidl .•. one Lord, one faith, one baptism." 
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of women ultimately are opposed to the Ch_risti~ faith and 
its teachings about salvation. Furthermo.te, it can be illustrated 
that this theology shares a secular fem!ni§.t ~~Q,phy, 
strengthened by the women's movement. 1n other words, a 
secular ideology, and ~ot.Jll.tJ!Q!.i_Sp!Jit, is the fuel for the 
the ology behind the female priesthood, and this has caused 
basic distortions in traditional Christian doctrine.• 

The c~cept of f emale prjesthood is the tip of a great 
iceberg of theological misconceptions underlying it; it is 
primarily a theological rather than a social, psychological or 
political issue. Our purpose, therefore, jg not to discuss the 
symbol of the f emale ppest, but to investigate those theo­
logical doctrine~ nec~~~il_y_J¥Jdergircling it. These doctrines 
include perceptions of Jesus Christ, the bodily resurrection1 

human sexuality and the persons of the Holy Trinity that are 
contrary to Orthodox Christian tradition and to basic Chris­
tian doctrines, By studying these feminist doctrines, one can 
discover the theological errors accompanying the symbol of 
the female priest. 

;... w - o o --• o I - -· • 1/Je t<emznrst Vmon Of Jesus CIJrW 

Jesus Christ, the central figure of the Christian faith, was 
a male, and that fact is sometimes disconcerting to a E.!JE?b~ 
of fetninist Christians. It is especiallydisconcerting when one 
considers the office of the sacramental priesthood. 

The traditional ar..gument for the mafe priesthood is that 
Jesus CfirtSt was a male and that he selected only male 
a_postles to contpue the presence of his unique high priesthood 
1n the community. More specifically, within the Orthodox 

6Ma.ny feminists would contend that the original push for the female 
priesthood came from within the Christian communities, and not from the 
women's movement. The facts, however, seem otherwise. Elizabeth Can:oll, 
R.S.M., claims that the decisions of Vatican IT on the dignity of persons plus 
"the whole cultural movement towards a fairer evaluation of women awakened 
CAtholic women to tbei( potentials." See her ''Women in Ministty;' in 
Woman: New Dimensions, ed. Waiter J. Burghardt; S.J. (New York: Paulist 
PJ:ess, 1975) 84, n.4. Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza, in the Sl\me volume, speaks 
of transforming Christian theology from a feminist perspective (".Feminist 
Theology as a Critical Theology of Liberation,'' 35). 
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Christian tradition, the priest is the one who bears the rela­
tionship ~of ".fatbc:L' to the rest of the congregation. He is 
the presence of Jesus Christ, who bore a •:masculin~" mode 
toward the Church: as Husband, Head, Br1degroom, Servant 
and Lord. The priest is ordained to bear the presence of the 
priesthood, headship and relationship of Jesus Christ to the 
community, until the Lord comes again. The Orthodox Church 
believes that such a relationship can be home only l:iy_ a male, 
and therdo.te only males are ordained to the priesthood. 

Feminized-ChcistlatV>.:Pave attacked this traditional argu­
ment in several ways, most commonly by insisting that the 
~ of Jc:sus Christ cannot be given imp.21t ~hen:_ discussing 
the o~4! the priesthood. To do so would be a theological 
errorr First they say, the fact that Jesus was anatomically 
male is a superfluous fact, as significant as his having had 
brown eyes or having been a Jew; it is a fact that should be 
overlookced when deciding who should be admitted to the 
priesthood. One~ sex, say feminists, is just a physical descrip­
tion, and since the priest does not have to physically resemble 
Jesus Christ in any other way, women should not be barred 
froiP.c .t.Ber.p,.riesthood on that basis. 

Second't ciaim feminized-Christians, though jesus Ou-ist 
was biel<5glcally male, psychologically he was .both .wasculine 
and feminine. He fit no "machismo" role, but combined 
within himself the best of aH human traits; he was both 
strong amd compassionate, both authoritative and .l!lS.ek. He 
was simply human, a person-the image of the perfect 
"whole" human being, the perfect "androgzne,'' as some 
feminists would state.' In addition, since lie took on human 
nature common to_ women and men.l aog _saveg bojp, .:vhy h 
then sho1UJd women not be included in the priesthood? Indeed, 
it would be a sin not to include them, since Jesus Christ saved 
the human race,_ and not just males! Feminist theologians 
emphasil~e the imJ?.ortaoce of th~umanity of. Jesus Christ 

'"Femi.nized-Christians" will be the term a.sed ia this &rtide to designate 
those believers-who liave embraced feminist philosophy u & di!ective of their 
Christian faith. 

'Ruth TifFany Bamhouse, M.D., "An Examination of the Ordination of 
Women to the Priesthood ia Temu of the Symbolism of the Eucharist," in 
Woll'mt and Ortlm, ed. Robect J. Heyer (New Yorlc: Paulist Press, 1974) 23. 
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and deem..P~~ the importance of_his male sexuality. Dr. 
Sonya Quitslund put it succinc!Jy: "we have to ask, 'W-as 
Christ, as God, taking 01l'hum~e§§, or was He exclusively 
t:aldng on maleness when He came to earth?' It seems to me 
that if it was only maleness, then He couldn't redeem the 
whole human race, and I don't believe the church would want 
to c:lis~ that."' 

~Third.) contend feminists, the male body of Jesus Christ 
was-only a tempora11 vehicle, useful in spreading the gospel 
message. (If Jesus had been .incarnate as a female, claims one 
feminist, his message would have been disregarded in the 
first century.)• After the resurrection, these feminists say, his 
body w.E._ dest:g>yed. The resurrected Chris.L~presents the 
wliole of humanity; neither female nor male anatomically, 
the resurrected Christ is a glorified spirit. Thus, feminist 
theologians deny the bodily resuq~tlon of Jesus Christ in 
order to present an image of the risen Lord as a sort of 
"spirit of humanity" freed from the entrapment of an etern­
ally male !body. The following statements express all of these 
sentiments: "As a living human being Christ was a man. His 
sex: was part of him: yet it was not his wholeness, and when 
he died he was free from its limltations . . . The human 
Christ was the representative of the whole of humanity, and 
yet, women and men who are alive now must still accept the 
llmitations of their bodies."'' "It was necessary to pick a 
particular sex in which to incarnate . . . Jesus in the .first 
century ~ttd to be ~d therefore was male, even though the 
living Christ was and.togynous."'1 

It is clear that feminist theologians are intent on eroding 
the male image of Jesus Christ in orsJerto_tlleoTo,Sicall~cl~ar 
the path for a female priesthood. They have formulated sev­
eral christological doctrines in their favor. However, their 
christoJogy is not in keeping with Christian tradition. Indeed, 
their du:istology js quite_o~pqsed to D!Estian thought 

8Sonya Quitslund, quoted in Paul Wilkes, ''Equal Rights on the Altar of 
God?" Th• New Yo,-k Tim111 M•giiZin11 (Noveml>er- 30,1990) 16~8. 

'J3arnhou.se, 23. 
1'Una Kroll, Ple~h of my Pl11sh (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 

1975) 102-3. 
11BamhoU3e, 23. 
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Tradi1~ionaJ ChristoJogy 

N•:> Orthodox theologian would deny that Jesus Christ 
took on a hUilla!l nature common to both women and men. -Th.is doctrine has been expressed several times at several 
councils, and here the agreement with feminist theologians is 
complete: "Leontius of Jerusalem insists that Christ's ·hypos­
tasis, ,since it is that of the Logos, is not 'particular' ( all>lK~) 
but 'common' ( l<O lvfJ), and that thls is the reason why 
Scripture designates Quist's ~nhood ...as_being s~.e_lY.__!!;sh; 
for Cbtist unites 'all of humanity' (rccx:oav 't~V cx:v9pcurc6-
nrra) , and not only one individual of the hUJtnan .race to 
the divinity. The tetm 'flesh' is a generic term designating 
human nature as a whole."1

s The Lord saved all of humanity 
'by taking on human nature. 

lttdeed, theologians of the past often were consumed with 
proclaiming the common humanity gf Jesus Christ, because 
it was an is~ue of their tjme. These theologians were dealing 
with heresies <Mtat taught ifuat Jesus was supethuman~b­
human ~r "merel1." human.11 It was their task, therefore, to 
declare that Jesus Christ was truly consubstaotial to ~en 
and men in their humanity, and to God in his divinity. The 
sexu~wty of Jesus Christ was considered, but hardly empha­
sized,-since itwas not an issue of consc:g_uence in the _early 
centuries of the Church and no one challenged the masculinity 
of Je:sus Christ'• - --

However, now that this doclliPe of Ouist's common 
hum;:l.nity has been expressed by the Church, new questions 
about humanity itselJ_have_~eeo ta_!~d in this er~lt is the 
duty of the Church to h:y to explail;l this l:!umani~ and deal 
with questions not presented to the early Church-those on 

11John Meyendortf, Chrin i11 &tern Christidn Thoutht (Oestwood, N.Y.: 
SVS l?ress, 197S) 74. See also the letter of St Cyril of Alexandria to John 
of An1tioch; cf the oroi oJ the Fourth Ecumenical Gouodl ( Chalcedoo, 4n). 

11l~or an explanation of these debates, see Meyendoclf, I!Sp. 3-67. 
~•st. Gregocy of Nuianzus, Suond Oration on Bast~r. See also Theodore 

the Studite, quoted in Meyemlorlf, 186: "An indeseribable Chris-t would also 
be an, incorporal Christ; but Iulah (8:3) describes him as a !DAle being 
( appi'JV T£X9£l<;) ... 
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sep~Ai!J ... fe~_tt and.;Msmlin.ity, and the sexuality of Jesus 
Christ in particular~defining the lines between heresy and 
Orthodoxy. In regard to the sexuali'ti« of Jesus Christ, then, 
one must search the Scriptures and the patristic writings for 
clues to traditional thought on this subject. 

Fem:i.tJ.lsts often .ignore E_ibljcal.J!nag~!"y_p£ Olrist, which 
depicts the Lord as authoritative (Lk 20:1 ·8), as Bridegroom 
(Mt 9:14-15, Jn 3:28-30), as Head (Eph 5:23), as King 
(Lk 19:38), the slain lamb (Rv 5:12) , as Judge (Rv 19:11) , 
as perfect Servant of the Church (Lk 22:27), as Son (Jo 
1 :18) and as Savior (Eph 5 :21-32) -all typically masculine 
relationshi s. (He was not body, bride, handmaid or daugh-

" ter. They instead focus on the relatively few passages in 
regard 'to the motherly tendemess.....Q..ll-Qe lor<l_(J.k 13:34). 

In the Orthodox tradition, as the fourth-century theologian 
Gregory of Nazianzus notes, the functions and actions of 
Jesus Chi1st are seen as overwhelmingly heroic, courageous, 
sacrificial and authoritative. Certainly, humility, mercy, com­
passion and love were among. the qualities of Jesus, but, 
according to Gregory, these qualities made him the perfect 
male: not the perfect androi!Vne.'" It is recognized in the 
Orthodox tradition that Christ was truly human, possessing 
all human qualities, but he still was a male with a masculine 
relationship toward the Church. This maleness of Christ is 
neither a passing mode, no~ it incidental (Jn 1:18, 1 Jn 
4:9). In addition, it does not contradict his humanity, but is 
viewed as an essential p~rt o_f that humanity. Jesus Christ bad 
to possess a deep, personal sexuality,orhe would not .have 
been fully human and therefore could not have saved the 
human race (Heb 4:15). 

Therefore, the ~st point of Orthodox christology .is that 
the sex of Jesus was not insignificant or simply biological. 
The Logos took on a human s~exu!!lity, a way of being human, 

-<;, a m~culine mode, and he bore this relationship to the Church. 
He had to assume sexuality as well as evezy other huroan 

u"Sexuality•' is used bere not in tbe sense of sexual activity. Jesus had 
no sexual activity in his life, but he did have a sexuality, a sexua,l orlent~tion, 
which was masculine. 

1~Gregory of Nazianzus, Se~ontl Ortllion on EIIJter. 
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quality or he would not have been the God-human who saves 
us. The difference between Orthodox Christian doctrine and 
feminist doctrine is that Orthodox doctrine does not oppose 
the common humanity ot Christ - to liis maleness. "Being 
human" is possible io two forms: male or female. One is not 
less buman than the other; both women and men have the 
same buman nature, but each is a different form or expression 
of that humanity, And so it was with Jesus Christ. The tradi­
tional Orthodox viewpoint is that Christ assumed hl!man 
nature common to women and men, but also assumed one 
of the two ways of being human the masculine mode. 

More :"nportantly, the 'Sex of. Jesus was not tem,.porary. 
Jesus Chrtst rose from the dead m a male body. It ts true 
that St. Paul in 2 Corinthians 3:17 and 1 Corinthians 15:45 
identifies the risen Christ as a "Spirit." Yet, according to 
Jewish thought: 

This Christ certainly is no impersonaL fluid. Even when 
St. Paul is considering Christ or his body as the sphere 
of life in which the believer is born and grows, he 
does Jaot think of that bodv as an immaterial sub-, 
stance: it always remains in his thought the physical 
body of the Savior. The Resurrection is produced by a 
divine action indicated by the verb ' '£ys£pELV" (to 
rouse from sleep). He who "rises up'' ( "av(ma­
cr{}aL"), he who is woken up, is the same as he who 
lay down in the sleep of death: "He was buried and 
rose aga.itl the third day.''u 

The idea •that the body fatls asleep in hope of the resurrectio,n 
indicates that the risen petSO.f!. does not l~e the status of 
being female or mare:-Rather, ~~whole perso? (in the tra­
ditional Christian sense) -spirit, soul and oocly- _becomes 
"quickenc:d by the Spirit." As F.X. Du.rrwell states: "We 
have foumd nothing in our text that denies the materiality 
of the b1ody of the risen Christ, but a confirmation of I 

17F.X. I:lurrwell, The Rtsumtction (New York: Sbeed and W.ard, 1960) 
101. 
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Corinthians 15:45: 'The New Adam was made into a quicken­
ing spirit.' "" 

The doctrine that the Lord rises in bodily form is essential 
to Christian salvation. If Christ bad not risen and his llesh 
had not been glorified, 'there would be no possibility of com­
munion between God and humanity. Christ had to take our 
humanity in his body to heaven. 

The ultimate aim of the divine plan is thus man's 
deification: that whole people tnight participate in 
the whole God (9e6c; l>i\.oc; l>i\.Olc; ~E'tEX6~EVoc;), 
and that in the same way in which the soul and body 
are united, God should become partakable of by the 
soul, and by the soul's intermediary, by the body, in 
order that the soul might receive an unchanging char­
acter and the body, immortality; and :finally, that the 
whole man should become God; deified by the grace of 
God become tnan, becoming whole man, soul and 
body, by nature, and becoming whole God, soul and 
body, by g~ace.11 

By denying the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ in order 
to negate his eternal relation to a male body and his masculine 
relationship to the Church, feminist 'theologians also deny 
an eternal, deified exi~te!lce for humanity. For, as St. Paul 
wrote, "jf Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and 
you are still in your sins" (!.. Co 15: 17) . To negate the 
resurrection of the body cuts at tbe heart of Christian doctrine 
and leads to a vision of the afterlife in which humanity is 
not .raved, since the two essential elements of being human 
(soul and body) are rusunited. Feminist theologians are 
wrong to assume that the resurrection of the soul alone was 
the plan for salvation Jesus had jn miild when be underwent 
death for our sake (1 Co 15:51-55, 15:26). A vision of the 
resurrected soul without a resurrected body is oot withln 
trarutionaJly Christian bounds. 

Feminist theologians have proposed christologies opposed 

'-Ibid., 103. 
''St. Maximus the Confessor, quoted ia Meyendorff, 143. 
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to God's plan for salvation. They deny Cbr.ist's human 
sexuality (and therefore full, tru?liumaoity) and his bodily 
resurre-ction in order to make persuasive arguments for the 
female priesthood. They have claimed that the sex of Jesus 
Christ was ao insignificant, ~rary biological S'l:ate and 
envision him as a symbol of wholeness which hum.an beings 
must imitate. These assertions about sexuality are not only 
oppose·d to Christian d~trine, they ~lso are extracted directly 
from the philosophy of the women's movement. 

A Feminist Visiotl of Humanity: An Andfogynous World 

In the beginning of the women's movement, feminists 
envisioned a new human community, and new approaches to 
human sexuality came to the fore. Feminists advocated the 
avoidance of cultural stereotypes and emphasized personal 
individluality-the freedom for women and men to adopt both 
masculine and feminine a'ttitudes and roles. Men were en­
couraged to develop qualities that had been defined by society 
as "feminine," such as gentleness; women were encouraged 
to develop what bad been formetiy viewed as "masculine" 
traits, such as assertiveness. Both women and men were en­
couraged to develop their human chatacte.ristics that had been 
suppressed by cultural taboos, and ·thus to become "whole" 
or "androgynous" homan beings.10 

Thus, Friedan, along with successive feminists, perceived 
the women's movement at its base as a movement within the 
psyche of each woman (and man). To be liberated meant to 
look deep within oneself, to determlne what, because of the 
surrowr~ding patriarchal cuhure; one was suppressing, and to 
allow t:bose repressed feelings to surface into conscious aware­
ness, where one could deal with them inteLligibly and openly. 
Feminists asserted that people bad been conditioned by a 
male-dominated society to fit into certain stereotyped roles 
'that OJPpressed and depressed them. Therefore, in order to 
liberat•e themselves from inner chaos, people should undergo 

1'MMy Daly, Beyond God the PaJher: Towanl th1 Philosophy of Womnr!s 
Libtratio•n (Boston: Beacon Press, 1973) U et passim. 
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a psychic journey to wholeness and and~:ogyny, recapturing 
all the human attitudes they had been repressing." Only those 
who had broken across stereotyped existence, only fhe woman 
or man mentally liberated from patriarchal norms, could be 
called truly whole. According to this early androgynou-s vision 
for humanity, life would increasingly require that "individuals 
know how to take the initiative and to be receptive, to be 
aggressive and sensitive, to discipline and to nurture; to be 
both strong and gentle, and so forth, combining what have 
been defined in American society as masculine and feminine 
qualities."12 The more one approxlma'ted this in one's life, 
the more wholly human one became. 

If this were the extent of the androgynous- vision, of 
course, it would not be objectionable to the traditional Ou:is­
tian." Indeed, 1t would even be welcome, since traditional 
Christians concur that women and men are ''consubstantial"' 
in their human nature; both males and females possess all 
human traits, characteristics and emotions (Gn 1:27-28). 
There is a common humanity. Women in the Bible certainly 
do not fit into stereotyped roles. Debor·ah was a prophetess 
who judged the people of Israel (Jg 4:4), The glory of war 
belonged 'to a woman, Jael (Jg 4:-9ff). -Queen -Esther fixed 
religious holidays to be celebrated by the Jews (Est 9 :29ff). 
Judith was brave above all the men of Israel (Jdt 13:18-20). 
Likewise, women of the New Testamental community were 
not considered subhuman or unfit for salvation (Lk 10:38-42, 
1:47-48; Ac 17:4; Ph 4:~). Furthetmore, men in the Bible 
were not always stereotyped according to certain attitudes. 
For example, King David was capable of a deep love for 
another man {1 Sm 20:17), and of mercy (1 Sm 24:16-18) 

SfThJs psychic journey is described in the methodology of C.G. Jung (1870· 
1%1 ), Although Jung st;~metimes sex· links charaderistics of men and women 
and is therefore unacceptable to some feminists, his description of coming 
into psychic wholeness is applauded by many feminists. See Burghatdt, 18~. 

IJBurghardt, 158ff. 
»'"fraditfooal Chr:istian" will refer in this article to one who believes in 

the doctrines of the Orthodox Christian Church and her tradition. The term 
is not interchangeable with ''fundamentalist Christian" and is not to be Linked 
with the stereotyped philosophy advocated by some fundamentalists.......e.g., 
Mllfl!l>el Mor.gan, The Total Woman (New Yotk: Pocket Books, 1973). 
Pages 116· 7 in particular would be objectionable. 
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and of tenderness ( 2 Sm 1: 11-12) . Therefore, a traditional 
Christian would not believe that some emotions are reserved 
for women and others for men.. .Both are equally human, and 
possess the whole of human traits. 

The problem is that, with time, "psychic wholeness" or 
"androgyny" came to be more rigidly defined by feminists. 
"Androgyny" began to imply that psychologically there are 
no d.istinctions between women and men; anatomy alone 
distinguishes the sexes. Without bodily form., and considering 
only psychic identity, it would be impossible to distinguish 
between women and men ... There is no existent complemeo­
tarity between the sexes; in tt:be spiritual realm, the two dis­
tinct forms of humanity-female and male-would not exist. 
Those who saw androgyny as the ideal vision for humanity 
emphasized similarities between the sexes without reference to 
psychological differences.s:~ They 'blamed culture for setting up 
sexual distinctions, and sought to reeducate women and mea 
that the only diiference between them was anatomical. 

Unfortunately, feminlzed-Christians accepted this extreme 
androgynous vision f rom the secular women's movement and 
used it extensively io their theology. Feminist theologians 
began to stress common humanity and psychic similarity 'pe­
tweent women and men at the expense of distinction or com­
plemeotarity between the sexes. They also began to theorize 
that the difference between women and meo was purely ana­
tomical and would be overcome in 'heaven. They began to 
predid that in the reign of God there would be '"neither male 
nor f~!male" (their interpretation of Ga 3 :28), and that mean­
while, on earth, humanity should be working toward the 
effacement of sexual djstinction in cooperation with the Holy 
Spidt.1

' Indeed, they began •to emphasize humanity, liberation, 
human wholeness, androgyny and asexuality. The following 
quotations illustrate this exchange between feminist philoso­
phers and feminist theologians. 

F(!mioist authors Rosemary Radford Ruetbe.r and Eleanor 

"'Bn.r&hardt, 159. 
"Ibid. 
11Rosemary R:uetber and Eleanor Mdaughlin, eds., W omtn of Spirit (New 

York: Slmon md Schuster, 1979) 23. 
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McLaughlio state in their coedited work, Women of Spirit, 
that in the age to come, all sexual distinction will be abol­
ished; and in the spiritual life, this effacement already occurs: 
"through holiness and ecstasy a woman transcends 'nature' 
and participates in the esch~tological sphere. She anticipates 
the order of salvation of heaven. In this eschatological order, 
sexual hierarchy is abolished for that asexual personhood in 
which there is ',neither male nor female.' ":' 

Likewise, Alia Bozarth-Campbell and Carter Heywood, 
two women who were ordained to the Episcopalian priesthood 
in 1974, also accept feminism as a type of Christian spiritual­
ity and androgyny as the goal for humanity. Heywood states: 

If my first year at seminary bad been marked by trauma, 
this second year was graced by ,rapid growth which I 
myself could feel even as it set in. I can attribute this 
growth to two simultaneous and complementary pro­
cesses; psychotherapy and a woman's consciousness 
raising group, from both of which I initially shied 
away and each of which landed me near the heart of 
the Christian f aith: a realization of my own being's 
movement in harmony with that of the Holy Spirit. 11 

Heywood also prays that the Holy Spirit will redeem Christian 
communities so that they "will more faithfully re.B.ect God's 
design for the I iberation and wholeness of each human being 
lo the world..... In addition, Heywood admits it was the 
femlnlst spirituality tbat led her to the vocation of the priest­
hood and sanctioned it.•• 

Similarly, Bozarth-Campbell refers to the "wholemaking" 
feminist ideology several times in hei book, W omanpriest: 
A Personal Odyssey, especially in the last chapter, entitled 
"God is a Verb.''11 She states that 'the priesthood itself, in 

•'rbid. 
11Carter Heywood, A Prim Porn~er (New York: Harpet and Row, 1976) 

106. 
••rbid. 
••rbld., 29. 
8 'Aila. Bozarth-Campbell, Womtmprilll: A Personal Odyssey (New Yotk: 

Paulist Press, 1978) 198ff. 
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order tea reflect full and whole humanity, liberation and 
androgyny, should include women. 1£ women are excluded 
from it, the priesthood would be a symbol not of wholeness 
but of a dualistic, hierarchical, oppressive system, out of line 
with a Jlibe.tated, holistic design for humanity and out of 
line with the image of the holistic Christ who embodies all 
of humanity ... Moreover, she believes that the priest ls not 
only "father" to the community, but bears mult ifaceted .rela­
tionships. to it: the priest at times is "mother,'' "brother" and 
"sister'' as well. She regards the priest as a "person" who can 
bring various spiritual gifts to the ministry. "Personbood" 
and individuality are stressed; she denies any distinctions be­
tween masculine and feminine vocations.38 

Anotlher feminist theologian, Una Kroll, states: "Because 
1 am a Christian it is natural that my ideas about wholeness 
should h;ave derived from a consideration about the person of 
Christ, who seems to me to have been the most whole person 
who ever lived.''" 

From these few examples, it is dear that feminized­
Chr.istians have borrowed much from feminist philosophy 
an.d psychology tc provide a support system for the female 
pdesthood.*' However, as applied to Jesus Christ, this femin­
ist theology has caused severe distortions in cbdstology and 
soteriology . .And as applied to humanity in genera~ it runs 
afoul of traditional Christian anthropology as well. 

Traditional Christian Anthropology 

No traditional Christian could admit that humanity con­
sists of two forms whose oniy distinction is anatomical; a 
spiritual comple.mentarity between the sexes is assumed as 
well. Genesis 2 :18 states: "Then the Lotd God said, 'It is 
not good that man should be alone; I will make him a helper 

'"Ibid., 168. 
111bid., 167-9. 
"Kroll, :100. 
"But cf n. ) above-some feminist theologians claim that Chrutian 

theology in£1uenced feminist philosophy and oot vice-versa. 
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fit for h.im.' '' The word "helper" in this passage has as its 
Hebrew root eser kenegdo. Joan Schaupp, in he.t book, 
Woman: Image of the Holy Spirit, gives some insight into 
this word: 

Vis-~tJis1 the French term meaning face-to-face, is tbe 
expression used to capture the meaning of the Hebrew 
phrase, ese-r kenegdo ... Vis-a-vis would also have the 
connotation: coun tetpart, a mirror, a person created to 
help man discover himself. Scripture implies, 'there­
fore, that the woman is not a passive or inferior force, 
but the other balf necessary for a mub.lally enriching 
dialogue ... .real face-to-face discourse, meaningful 
contact with women, is probably necessary for a man to 
achieve an integrated personality. Eser kenegdo implies 
·this. For a balanced viewpoint, a male needs women 
friends, women eo-workers, women associates in what­
ever his endeavor happens to be. Similarly, women 
need male associates to develop integrated personali-
..: .. ues. 

It appears that although men and women are equal in 
honor and equally human, there is a psychological interplay, 
a complementary relationship between them, which could not 
be accomplished ln. an androgynous world where the neces­
sary complementarity is suppressed. God's creative act is not 
complete, oot "good" (Gn 2:18), until both forms of human­
ity are present and the feminine/masculine complement exists 
for the enrichment and fuLfilment of life. "Anc:Uogyny," when 
taken to the extreme, is an ideal that leaves one no·t with a 
sense of wholeness or unity, but of insipidness, because a 
created relationship has been eradicated.a.,. Therefore, although 
the viewpoint that women and men should be stereotyped 

"Joan Scbaupp, Woman: lmage of the Holy Spirit (Denville, N .]. : Dimen­
sion Books, 1975) 72-3. 

11This relationship Is pa.rtiqllatly ~ressed in the relationship between 
God and his people, which. is aJci~;~ to the love expressed between a man and 
a woman (Is 54:5-6, 62:5; Rv 21:9·10). If sucb Jove is eradicated or !Up­
pressed io the humao CGmmunity, creatures de facto will have no experience 
of one of the ways in which God loves them.. 
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into roles is disturbing 'to the traditional Christian's vision of 
humanity, equally disturbing is the extreme feminist viewpoint 
that sexual complementtarity should be denied or perceived as 
a cultun1tly learned interplay ~hat is actually nonexistent out­
side of stereotyped social situations.~• 

In the O-rthodox tradition, complementarity hetween sexes 
is known to be a creative act of God. "Femininity" and 
"mascuhnity" are actual human qualities, deeply connected 
to the person; they are modes of human be-ing, i.e., ways of 
being human. The terms "masculinity" and "femininity'' are 
not qualifying adjectives of other human traits. (Feminists 
might consider a shy, sensitive person to be on the "feminine" 
side, for example, regardless of whether that person is male 
o.c female.) Rather, "masculinity" and "femininity" are in 
themselves necessary human qualities, ways of expressing a 
personali'ty. Femininity and masculinity are gifts from God 
to be used in personal expression and behaviot.30 

The traditional anthropological belief concerning women 
and men is that they together, in complementarity, make up 
the human community. Each bears a certain relation to the 
other and to all of humanity. Therefore, spiritual vocatio.os 
differ. since sexuality is regarded .not as lnsigni.ficant but as 
being intimately connected to the person-moving in certain 
directio:os, shaping behavior and manifesting itself 41 two 
forms: either masculine or feminine. Women and men have 
been endowed with special, distinct ways of expressing a 
common humanity, and these modes are not exchangeable; 
masculiruty and femininity are not interchangeable.'• 

Further, this created complementarity is not temporary 
until d~:ath1 as feminists would have it We are no't "saved" 

8"Daly, 15. 
11". • • manhood and womanhood give to human nature a di.lferent form 

of existence both spiritually ·and bodily. It is proper to consider these differ­
ences to 'be relational and functional, but at the same time innate." Serge 
Verhovskoy, ''The Orthodox Understanding of the Relationship between Man 
and Wo111tan and the Christian Family," unpublished article by the Professor 
Emeritus of Dogmatic, Moral and Comparative Theology at St. Vladimir's 
Orthodox Theological Seminary, Crestwood, N.Y. 

'"
0Paul Tournier, The Gift of Peeling (Atlant;L: John Knox Press, 1979). 

Toumier defines the complementarity between WOm!ln and men without assign­
ing specifitc roles or stereotyping male and female existence. 



152 WOMEN AND THE PRIESTHOOD 

from sexual distinction in the .cesutrection. The feminist ex­
pectation that the soul and body, or psychological and physi­
cal states, will be dissociated in the heavenly realm is com­
pletely foreign to Judeo-Christian thought. The body is not 
temporary, earthly baggage to be discarded after death. Rather, 
the .resurrection of the body as well as the soul is a funda­
mental Christian tenet, a condition promised by Jesus Christ. 

St. Paul states that after the physical body dies, the.te is 
anotheJ: body which is to be, a spiritual body, a body changed. 
We will not be disincarnate, but further clothed (2 Co 5:1-3) 
in immortality. Just as traditional Christians believe Jesus 
Christ rose from the dead in an incorrupt body, so they hope 
in the resrurection of their own bodies. Our bodies will be 
changed, quickened and nourished by the Spirit, made incor­
ruptible, but our bodies will remain. We will be raised as 
males and females; creation will be restored, not annihilated. 
This idea, which scandalized the Greeks long ago, may play 
havoc with the modern mind today; nevertheless it is an 
essential doctrine of the Christian faith. 

Unlike the Platonists and Aristotelian philosophers, Chris­
tians always insisted on this union of soul and body even in 
the afterlife. As the Orthodox theologian Georges Florovsky 
noted: 

Body belongs originally to the unity of human exist­
ence. And this was perhaps the most striking novelty 
of the original Christian message. Tbe preaching of 
the Resurrection as well as the preac:hlog of the Cross 
was foolishness and a stumbling block to the Gentiles. 
The Greek mind was always rather disgusted with the 
body. The attitude of the average Greek in 'the early 
Christian times was strongly influenced by Platonic 
and Orphic ideas, and it was a common opinion that 
the body was a kind of "prison" in wWch the fallen 
soul was incarcerated and confined. The Greeks dreamt 
rather of a complete a.nd final clisincarnation. u 

•1Georges FloroV$ky1 Creation and Rulemp1io11, Collected Wow, 3 (Bel­
moat. Mass.: NordJand, 1976) l U. 
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And concerning the integrity of the soul and body on earth, 
be wrote: 

For man is originally composed of body and soul. 
Neither soul nor body separately represents man. A 
bodty without a soul is but a corpse, and a soul without 
a body is a ghost •. . Mystedous as the union of soul 
andl body indeed is, the immediate consciousness of 
man witnesses to the organic wholeness of hls psycho­
physical structure. This organic wholeness was from 
'the very beginning strongly emphasized by all Chris­
tian teachers.41 

It is apparent that traditional Christians believe several 
things about human sexuality that feminist theologians do 
not. The traditional Christian believes in an e'temal, created 
comple:mentarlty between the sexes, in a bodily resurrection 
and in an intimate correlation between the psycllical and the 
biological state of a person. Several Orthodox theologians 
even have maintained that the body is an outward reflection 
of the soul; they are closely connected . ., 

For an Orthodox Christiart, se:xua.l distinction is not in­
significant, merely biological, or temporary; it is .significant, 
psychological and biological, and permanent. By denying this 
Orthodox teaching, feminist theologians also deny a creative 
act of God~e creation of two complementary forms of 
humanity-and a salvific act of God-the bodily resurrection 
in which all early Christians believed and hoped. 

The Holy Trinity 

The names for God and the vision of the Holy Trinity 
cons6tute the :final point of contention between feminized-

41tbid., 106. 
"Georges Florovsky, As:pedJ of Ch11rcb History, Collected Worb, 4 

(lklmont, Mass.: Nordland, 1976) 96. Patristic sowces, however, v;uy on 
this subject. St. Gregory of Nyssa, for example, states that "the soul Is the 
Inward !image of the body'' (quoted in Florovsky. Creation .rnJ Redemptior~, 
124), yt~t in another instance be declares that the only distinguishable differ­
ence between a male and a female is in the body and not in the soul 
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Christians and Orthodox Christians. Feminis't theologians in 
general dbject to the traditional terms fot God-Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit-because, they say, such terms connote male· 
ness aod alienate women from the Church and God. In addi­
tion, these terms leave women feeling inferior to men in 'the 
Christian community and excluded from its worship. More­
over, the fact that terms for God connote a masculinity has 
had sociological ramifications: women have become third in 
a succession of power-God, males, and then females. 

Therefore, feminized-Christians have proposed other terms 
for God: either nompersonal ones, such as "Fire, Light, Al­
mighty"; terms denoting actions, such as .. Savior, Creator, 
Comforter .. ; or terms with feminine connotations, such as 
"Mother" and "She.''~ Using sucb terms, they claim, will 
enrich the image of God, as well as balance the masculine 
image of God with a feminine one. Bozarth-Campbell ex­
plains: 

... we speak of the Persons of the Trinity as Crea-tor, 
Savior and Sanctifier, emphasizing the aspects of God's 
activity /father than the one-sided sexual imagery de­
vised by the pat-riarchy. In the Creed1 the transcend­
ence of God is recognized in the First Person of the 
Creator, who is beyond gender; 'the immanent mascu­
line is recognized in the human person of Jesus 
(though not necessarily in the etemal Christ, the 
Creative Word); and the immanent feminine is cele­
brated in the Holy Spirit, the Giver of I.i£e.41 

In her trinitarian formula, Bozarth·Campbell has tried to 
include masculine, feminine and immanent and transcendent 
elements in order to provide humanity with a palatable Chris· 
tian God, rather than with what she views as a patriarchal 
formula for God. 

~e United Church of Christ has published a booklet encounglng the 
avoidance of traditional tiinitaiian language and suggesting severat altetoatives 
foe names for God. See lndusive LAnguage Guidtlinu fm Use an{l Stu4y in 
the United Church of Ch.-ist (St. louis: UCC, Church Leadership Resources, 
1980) . 

41Bozarth-Campbell, 214. 



The Spi1rit of the Female Priesthood 155 

Such efforts by feminized-Christians to change terms for 
God at(! directly related to the female priesthood. Feminist 
theologians feel that such changes will opeo up the Christian 
community to the inclusion of women on all levels of ministra­
tion. A God cast in male-female imagery or impersonal im­
agery w·ould do much to effect changes in attitudes toward 
women in the community. However, from the Orthodox Chris­
tian viewpoint, such changes in the terms for God lead to 
distortion of the image of the Trinity and also border on 
heresy. 

First, from the Orthodox standpoint, it is inadequate ( al­
though not incorrect) to describe God either witb oonpersooal 
terms such as 1'Beauty, Light, Life" alone or with tetms de­
noting a function, such as "Creator, Savior and Sanctifier." 
This is because God is a personal being, and to deny the 
personal aspect of the three members of the Trinity leads to 
a mistaken image of God. God is not just goodness and per­
fection; God is three persons in a union. Such a personal 
doctrin~! of the Holy Trinity allows for the closest relation­
ship bet-ween God and creatures. As the Orthodox theologian 
Vladimir Lossky states: 

[God) is a personal Absolute who enters into relation­
ships with human persons. For Judaism before Christ, 
·as for a believing Jew today, th.is .is so. To quote the 
witness of Martin Buber: "The great achievement of 
Israel is not to have taught the one true God, who is 
the only God, the source and end of all that is; it is 
to have shown that it was possible in reality to speak 
to Him, to say, 'Thou' to Him, to stand upright before 
His face." "It was Israel who fu:st understood and­
much more-lived life as a dialogue between man and 
God_ .... 

Ultimately, the tendency of feminized-Christians to pio­
claim God as utmost "Beauty, Light, Life," although not in­
correct,, leads to a depersonalized image of God. Three pe.t-

"Vladimir I.osslcy, l tr th' lf114g~ IUitl Lilmms qf Gotl (Ctestwood, N.Y.: 
SVS Pre!IS, 1974) 129. 
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sons ate not denoted by such terms, only qualities or charac­
teristics. This is a serious theological en:or. It leads to abstrac­
tion in imaging God, and to the widespread tendency in con­
tempora.ry Christianity to describe God in a rather unclear 
manner-"God is Big, God is Fire, God .is Wind"-without 
ever considering that the New Testament records that .God 
has been revealed as three persons. Feminist theologians ac· 
cept some qualities of God without ever acknowledgrug what 
Jesus Christ proclaimed; God is "Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit" (Jn 14:26, 15 :26). In addition, a personal God pro­
vides for creatures a pattern to imitate. One can know what 
true personhood is by understanding the community of God 
in three persons.41 To exchange a personal God for imagery 
of qualities of God leads to inadequate conceptions of God 
and depersonalization of both God and humanity. 

A functional God-"Creator, Savior; Sancti.6.er"-is just as 
inadequate, because again the persons of the Trinity are in­
sufficiently defined. By reviewing Bozarth-Campbell's pro­
posal, one notes that the tcinlta.rian image beco.tnes distorted. 
This is because, according to Scripture, the persons of the 
Trinjty perfonn a/1 fnnctions in cottcert; ~hPy all create (Jn 
1:1-3, Go 1:2), they aU effect salvation (Acts 2:24, Rm 
1:4), they all sanctify (Eph 5:26, 1 Th 5:23). According to 
the Bible, it is impossible to distinguish between members 
of the Trinity by what they do1 since functionally they act 
together in their economical actions toward creatures. Gregory 
of Nyssa notes lliis in his discussion of the tetm "Comforter." 
Even the word "Comforter," he says, is not a term for the 
Holy Spirit alone, "for David says to the Father, 'Thou, 
Lord, hast holpen me and comforted me' (Ps 76::17), and 
the great apostle applies to the Father the same language 
when he says, 'Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, who comforts us in all our tribulatio.n' (2 Co 
1: 3-4) .'"' A tr.initariao fotmula such as the one given by 
Bozarth-Campbell does nothing to tell who God is, only what 

410rthodox theologians meditate on the icon of the Holy Trinity (depict· 
ing the three angels sent to .Abraham-Gn 18:1·8) in defining the paradigm 
for the perfection of the relationships in the buman community. 

"Gregory of Nyssa, Against BsmomiuJ 2. 
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God d11es toward creatures; and since 'the three persons of 
God perfotm all functions toward creatures together, such a 
formul:a is inadequate to define three persons in God. Whlch 
is the Creator? Which is the Savior? Wh.icb is the Sanctifier? 
One csonot describe God by function alone; the trioltarian 
character of God becomes confused by such terms. 

Neither the qualifying names nor the functional names 
for God proposed by feminists, although not entirely incor­
rect, denote a well-defined image of a trioitarian God. The 
Orthod!ox Church insists on personal names. However, it 
must be stated, then, why the terms "Father," "Son" and 
"Holy Spirit'' were chosen and used instead of the feminist 
terms "Mother,'' ''Parent" and "She." 

The Most Adequate Terms 

Th•ere were two fourth-century Orthodox theologians, St. 
Athanasius and St. Gregory of Nyssa, who were embroiled in 
controversies over the subject of terms for God, and their 
arguments would be worthwhile study for feminist theolo­
gjans today. The dispute over the tenns for God in fact :is 
age-old, and by studying these two one can see that the tenns 
"Father, Son and Holy Spirit" were not used by the Church 
to magnify maleness; they were not part of a patriarchal ploy 
to keep women "in place." They were theological terms used 
to describe the inner relaJionships among members of the 
Trinity, and to describe as well as humanly possible the un­
knowable~ ineffable Godhead. 

Atlhanasius was defending the traditional tr.initarian names 
against a group that called the fust person of the Trinity 
"Creator" .rather than "Father." These people dung to the 
Arian heresy, which claimed that Jesus Christ was not the 
Son of God but merely a superior creature, and therefore 
"Father" was a fleshly, foolish, improper term for God.•• In 
discussing the subject, Athanasius tried to illustrate the im­
portantce of the biblical divine names "Father, Son and Holy 

41FOJr an explanation of this heresy, see Philip Schaff, History of 1h1 Chris· 
~ian Cb1urch 3 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1910) 618-49. 
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Spirit." He argued that the term "Creator" described only a 
divine action of God toward creatures, and even made the 
existence of God dependent on creation. "If creation did not 
exist," he asked, '''would this 'Creator God' cease to be? If 
creation never existed, what would be the proper term for 
God?" 

Atbanasius argued that the names of God had to describe 
more than his will or action. God could be called "Maker," 
".Helper," "Defender" or a number of other names, but these 
tenns only described actions; 'tihey were not adequate to 
describe the members of the Trinity as tthey relate to one 
another without reference to creation or creatures. The per­
sons themselves must be given other, personal names. He 
therefore insisted that one use the terms "Father, Son and 
.Holy Spirit" when speaking about the existence of God as 
three persons in a commuo~ty of love, the .relationships among 
the Trinity and God's ve1y being (ontological existence). 
"God's 'Being' has an absolute ontological priority over God's 
action and will. God h much mMe them j11st 'CretJtof.1 When 
we call God 'Father we mean something higher than his rela-­
tion to creaJures.ut• 

"There are, as it were, two different sets of names which 
may be used for God," explained Athanasius. "One set 
(Creator, Savior, Sanctifier) refers to God's deeds or acts­
that is, to his will and counsel-the other (Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit) to God's own essence and being." Athanasjus 
insisted that these two sets be formally and consistently dis­
tinguished." 

St. Gregory of Nyssa faced sjmilar problems when dealing 
with a sect kbown as the Euoomians, who believed that Christ 
was unlike God the Father by nature and lostead was a 
created energy. For this reason the Eunomians refused 
to call God "Father." Grego.ry, appalled by this new teaching, 
sought to explain the character of the Holy Trinity, the rela­
tionships among the persons of the Trinity and the Church's 
.insistence upon the traditional terms ''Father, Son and Holy 

10Athanasius, Agdirw the Arians 1:;, quoted in Florovslcy, Aspec-ts of 
Churrh History, 52. Emphasis is mine. 

51Florovsky, Aspms qf Chur~h History, ,2. 
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Spitit." Most importantly, Gregory taught that a deviation 
from these traditional terms causes deviations in doctrine. If 
one does not use these precise theological terms, he warned, 
an unclear image of the reality of the Trinity emerges, a 
misguided conception occurs, one contemplates a mistaken 
impr,:!ssion of God. Any terms other than "Eather, Soo and 
Holy Spirit," he said, "serve as a starting point for the 
defiedion of sound doctrine:·•• 

First of all, said Gregory, thete was no more adequate 
theologian than the Lord himself, who without compulsion 
or misdirection designated the Godhead as "Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit.''48 Further, these names are not indications that 
God is man or male (any Orthodox theologian would be 
shocked by such a deduction), for God transcends human 
gender.54 Rather, they imply relationships among the persons 
of the Trinity, and distinguish them as separate persons who 
yet exist in a community of love. Even more crucial, the names 
lead one to contemplate the correct telationships among the 
three persons, and their particular personalities and modes of 
existence. 

'fhe name "Father," said Gregory, leads one to contem­
plate two things: a being who is the source and cause of all, 
and the fact that this being has a relationship with another 
person-fat one can only be "Father" if there is a child 
involved.15 Thus, the term "Fathet" leads o,ne naturally to 
think of another member of the Trinity, to contemplate more 
than is suggested by "Creator" or ''Maker.'' By calling God 
"Father," notes Gregory, one understands that there exists 
wjth him a Child from all eternity, a second person who is 
corul.ing, coequal and coeternal with him."8 There nevet was 
a time when the source of all, the Father, was not ln relation­
ship as Father to the second divine being (Jn l: 1) . "Father" 
also mnnotes the initiator of a generation, the in·augurator 
of all, the one who begets life rather than bringing it to 

0l(7regory of Nyssa, AgainJt 13unomius 2:9. 
UJbid., 1. 
111Gregory of Nnianzus notes that the names of God have nothing what­

soeve:r to do with sexuality. Fifth Oration. 7. 
~•Gregory of Nyssa, Against" E.unomiur 1. 
UJbid., 4~ 1. 
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fruition in birth." This is the mode of existence ( the way of 
being) of the first person of the Trinity. How he acts in 
trinitarian life, his relationship to the other two divine beings, 
is akin to the mode of existence of a father in the earthly 
realm. 

Likewise, the word "Son" carries with it certain connota­
tions: that he is begotten by another being and is of the same 
divine oature as that being. In addition, the word "Son" 
impUes a close affinity between the two beings, a love-rela­
tionship. As Scripture states, the Son is given life by the 
Father (Jn 5:26); he is the "express image of the Father" 
(Col 1:15) ; he is "the bdghtness of the glory o£ the Father" 
(Heb 1:3) .•• In the incarnation, and resurrection, the child is 
revealed as the eternal Son (Jn 1:18). 

The term "Holy Spirit" implies two things by its dual 
name. "Holy" implies that there is anothe,r person of the 
Trinity w'ho shares in the holiness of the Father and Son, and 
thereby is equally divine. "Spirit," on the other hand, con­
notes a personmcation. A "spirit" is necessarily the spirit of 
someone else; the "Spirit" personifies the life of the Father. 
As Gregcry says: ''since the appellation of 'Spirlt;' and tbat 
of 'Holy,' are equally applied by the Scriptures to the Father 
and to the Son-for 'God is a Spirit' [Jn 4:24}. and 'the 
anointed Lord is the Spirit before our bee' [Lm 4:20 in the 
Septuagint}, and the 'Lord our God is holy' [Ps 99:9], and 
there is ·one holy, one Lord Jesus Christ'-this leads one to 
contemplate a third person who shares in life and holiness 
equally with the Father and the Son &om all eternity."'" 

"Feminists argue that woman, as well as man, is the source of all life, 
and therefore this rust person of the Holy T cinity may be ca]Jed "Mother" 
as well as "Father." Ho~er, at the basic biological level, the intet11ction 
between a. male sperm and a female ovum still reveals a distinction of tction. 
The early Church was well aware that it took both male and female cells to 
create life, and that the male wa.s not the only creator of li{e (see John 
Chrysostom, H omf/1 20 on Eph•siam 5). The Church, however, always malo­
tllined a distinction between begetting and bearing, between the male and 
femnle contributions and modes of action in creating l ife. The male cell is 
the generator, inaugurator and imptegnator; there are distinctions in the 
biological act of creation. 

51Grego.ry of Nyssa. Agairm Eunomiusl :39. 
"Ib'd I ., 2:22. 
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Gregory's points are these: there are three persons of 
God, of the same divine nature, who are in relationship from 
all eternity; so dose is their relationship and bond of love 
that the contemplation of one leads to the perception of the 
other two. Moreover, these three persons relate to each other 
in different manners. There is polarity and variety in their 
relationships. Each person has a unique manner or mode of 
existeJt1ce, and a unique relationship to the other two ... The 
terms "Father, Son and Holy Spirit" lead us to contemplate 
these relationships and unique personalities. They were not 
used, as feminized-Cluistians would have us believe; to pro­
ject an image of a male God. 

Gregory's contemplation o£ the Trinity ls much more sub­
lime than that of the feminists. Feminized-Christ:ians contem­
plate the Trinity in .relationship to creatures, for they advocate 
the use of terms relative to us. Gregory, on the other hand, 
urges us to contemplate the mystery of the Trinity, in itself, 
the relationships among the three persons who have existed 
from all eternity. This is the Trinity out of which flows love 
(1 Jn 4:8), and which is revealed to us as three persons in 
one divine essence through the revelation in the New Testa­
ment in the Spirit of the Church. 

These traditional titles, states the Orthodox Chtirch, are 
best able to lead to the correct and precise knowledge of the 
Trinity. Gregory proclaims, ''our Master Christ .. .. commits 
us th€-Se titles as better able to bring us to faith about the 
Self-Existent, declaring that it suffices us to cling to the titles 
'Fathe~r, Son and Holy Spirit' in order to attain to the appre­
hensioJO of "him who is absolutely existent, who is one and 
yet not one."" Although no human words are adequate to 
describe God entirely, these words given to us by the Lord 
are the most adequate tbat ·can be found. 

Still, feminized-Christians might protest on the grounds 
that "Father, Son and Holy Spirit" in contemporary society 
do not connote what they did in Gregory's or Athanasius' 
time. Moreover, say feminist theologians, there are many 
instances in Scripture in which God is cast in a feminine role 

10Jbid\., 1:22. 
11Ibi&, 2:2. 
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-why not then call God "Mother"? (Is 46:3-4, Ps 131:1-2, 
Lk 13:34) 

An Orthodox Christian might .respond positively that 
toward us creatures God indeed acts like a kind, merciful 
mother, always willing to forgive the disobedience of her 
child.re.n and to comfort them. However, when speaking of 
trinitarian relationships, one should again revert to the use of 
the term "Father." The poetic language of referring to God 
as "Mothei' should not be substituted for the precise theo­
logical terminology of calling God "Father," or else con­
fusion will result.u 

By an exegesis of two more scrjptural passages, the Ortho­
dox Christian Church's insistence on calling God "Father" 
will be made more dear: "For this reason I bow my knees 
before the Father, from whom every fatherhood (n<X'tpt<x) 
in heaven and on earth is named" (Eph 3:14-15). "And call 
no man your father on earth, for you have one Father, who 
is in heaven" (Mt 23:9) . 

The first passage, from St. Paul, implies that God is the 
one, true, divine Father whom human fathers imitate in some 
~eatu.rely, transient way. Orthodox Christians do not call 
God "Father" to justify a patriarchal culture. Rathe.r, males 
in a human household are called "fathers" because they 
imitate and reflect the image of the heavenly "Father," albeit 
in a human, cteatu.rely way. That is, a heavenly "Father" 
exists as an obJective reality that transcends human father­
hood and the male sex, but nevertheless it is the human 
£ather and not the human mother who imitates and is a 
refiection of this particular mode of being. The act of genera­
tion between a human father and child and the act of genera­
tion between the divine Father and Child is analogous, as 
far as divine-human relationships can be. 

81There are many pauistic as well as mystical writings in which God is 
viewed as a mother, both in the Eastern Orthodox tradition and in the western 
tradition. For example, St. Therese of Lisieux, a Roman Catholic nun of the 
Carmelhe order, wrote in the nineteenth century: "I know that God loves IU 

more tenderly than any mother, and is a mother not always ready to forgive 
the involuntll!Y failin8S of her child?" Chtistopher O'Mahoney, ed., SI. 
'(h~ese af lisieux by Thou who Kn#W H~ (Huntington, Jod.: Our Sunday 
Visitor, t9n) 4~. However, in such Instances the authors redect on the kind· 
ness 1llld compassion of God; God is not named "Mother." 
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)Perhaps it would 'be more clear to say that the g~erative 
force of the Father in trinitariao life is imitated by males 
and not females on earth.13 In the second scriptural passage, 
taken from Matthew, Jesus Christ implies this, but also 
describes the wide difference between earthly and divine 
fatherhood. The Lord recognized that the Fatherhood of God 
was fatherhood in its total, divine, perfect form, and that 
hum.an fatherhood could be at best only a partial analogy to 
this supreme divine act. Yet Jesus consistently called God 
"Father" and not ''Mother." The passage from Matthew also 
indicates, rthen, that although human and divine fatherhood 
are worlds apart, Jesus viewed God as substantially Fathe-r. 
His very being was fatherhood personified. Before time, in 
the Jnystery of the Holy Trinity, the Father generated a Soo. 
Thetefore, the best human term possible to describe this 
eter.ttal, divine, generative action was that chosen by Jesus 
Christ: ''Fafher."" 

This divine Father is as different from and transcendent 
of emthly fathers as the divine is of the human. Nevertheless 
it is fathet}j.ood and not motherhood which describes his 
modre of life, his relationship to the second person of the 
Trinity and, through adoption-by Jesus Christ, h

4

is relationship 
to us. The .first person of the Trinity does not just ''act" like 
a father (though he sometimes acts like a mother!), but 
rather his very being is divine fatherhood in a pure, eternal, 
fulfil.led state. Fatherhood is a function of males on earth, 
but for the first person of the Trinity, it is the principle of 
his being.05 It is what distinguishes him from the other two 
mem'bets of the Trinity!• 

All of this does not mean, of course, that Orthodox 
theologians have not recognized a reflection o£ a •·•feminine" 
element in the Godhead as well. God is beyond human sex-

&SC:£ above, n. H. 
84l.ou.ls Bouy-er, W (Jfl1tm ir: the Church (San Francisco; Ignatius Press, 

1979) 29-3·2. 
111Ibid., 32. 
111Gregory of Na2ianzus, On the Floly Spirit. Gregory explains how the 

names of God reveal th.e distinguishing characteristics of the members of the 
Trinicy•. The fag: that the first person is uogenerate yet generates another 
person distinguishes him as ''Father." 
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uality, but, interestingly enough, in the Orthodox Christian 
tradition there has been a tendency to identify the Holy Spirit 
with womanhood, and certainly there is evidence as such in 
Scripture . .., Orthodox theologians have made analogies be­
tween the male/female relationship in the human realm and 
the Son/Spirit relationship in the Trinity. The Son's mode of 
life and way of relating to the Spirit is viewed as the proto­
type for masculine behavior; the Spirit's mode of existence 
and way of relating to the Son is seen as the prototype for 
feminine beha\fior. Fr. Thomas Hopko notes: 

I believe that God created human beings according to 
his own image and likeness because of the trinitadan 
character of the Divine Nature, and that the proper 
intenelaJionship betfueen the sexes within th e order of 
creation is patterned after the interrelationship between 
God1s Son and his Spirit ... the Godhead .is not merely 
a "unity" but a "union." Within this "union" there ls 
a definite "order" of relationships, which is perfectly 
divine, yet which includes a distinction of "personal 
modes of existence" ln which the Soo and the Spi.tit 
ba'Ve a definite form of relationship ... Christ is- the 
King and the Spirit is Kingship. Christ is the Anointed 
and the Spirit is the Unction. Christ is the H ead and 
the Spirit fills his body. Christ is the Bridegroom, and 
the Spirit dwells in hls Bride. And Christ and the Spirit 
are perfectly one in ·their inseparable unity in God. 
who is love." 

Likewise, Vladimir Lossky states; 

The fathers relate the procession of the Holy Spirit 
with what they call the "procession" of Eve, dlfferent 
from Adam yet of the same nature as him: unity of 
nature and plurality of persons evoke for us the 
myS'teries of the New Testament. Just as the Spirit is 

81Schaupp, pauim; Bouyer, 37-9. 
!~Thomas Hopko, The Spirit of GuJ (Wiltoo, Coon.: Morehouse-Barlow, 

1976) 49. Empwis is mine. 
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not inferior to Him from Whom it proceeds, just so 
woman is not infe.cior to man: for love demands ,equal­
il-y and love alone wished this primordial polarization, 
s•oucce of all diversity of the human species.•• 
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These authors suggest that there is a relationship and 
polaJ:lty between the Son and Spirit, or the Father and the 
Spirit, which, in the human realm, is manifested as polarity 
in male/female relationships. This is not to assign sexuality 
to the Godhead, but rather d.iHerent modalities to women 
and men. The Father is not a male and the Spirit is not a 
female. But females and males in relationship on earth are a 
reflection of divine relationships. 

Curiously, not all feminist theologians disagree with this 
Orth,odox Christian contemplation of the Holy Spirit. Many 
see 'tlne Holy Spirit as an archetypal pattern for womanhood. 
Rachel Wahlburg, of the Lutheran Church in America, wrote 
in TJIJe Women's Creed: 

I believe in the Holy Spirit 
The Woman Spirit of God 
Who like a hen 
Created us 
And gave us birth 
And covers us 
With her wings .... " 

BozaJrtb-CampbeU also refers to the Holy Spirit as "she" in 
the c,reed used by her commuoity.n 

Therefore, in contemplating the third person of the 
Trinity, feminis t theologians and Orthodox theologians have 
a point of possible agreement. However, the fact that femin­
lzed-\..b.ristians have dismissed the traditional ten:ns for the 
Trinity as patriarchal plans for the subordination of women 
has caused a deep rift between the two theologies. 

"VIadimlr Lossky, O,-tbodox Theology: An lntrotluaion (Crestwoo<l, N.Y.: 
SVS P1ress, 1978) 69· 70 .. 

'
0Published in Jesus and th-e Freed Woman (New York: Paulist Press, 

1978). 
uBmartb-Campbell, 21,. 
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Concl~tsion 

The ordination of women has been supported by a cbris­
to1ogy, anthropology and t:rinitarian theology in opposition 
to that taught by Scripture, church tradition and Jesus Christ 
himself. The prediction of F.riedan has come to pass: the 
greatest impact of the women's movement has been in the 
realm of theology. 

Women certainly must not be prevented from using their 
gifts in the Church-as teachers, theologians, counselors, 
missionaries, monastics, musicians, preachers. The Church 
should bless, recognize and grant authority to women in the 
traditional ordained orders of service to the poor, sick or 
unlearned, such as deaconesses, widows and virgins of the 
past used to render." Women baptized and chrismated within 
the Church have received salvation in Jesus Christ and gifts 
of the Holy Spirit to be exercised within the Church without 
regard to gender. 

However, jn the Orthodox Christian sense, the priesthood 
is cot one of the gifts of the Holy Spirit (1 Co 12) given in 
chrismation. Women or men are not necessatily guaranteed 
it at their baptism; the sacramental priesthood is open to 
only some men and no women, according to the tradition of 
the Church." Not by gifts for preaching, heaJing, teaching, 
prophecy or connseling are priests chosen. To be ordained a 
priest rather means to have the Holy Spirit come upon a man 
to make and confirm him as the one in the community who 
presents the pciestbood of Jesus Christ to the rest of the com­
tnunity. It means, by the mystery of the Spirit, to bear the 
presence of, not t.o represent, the priesthood of Jesus Chri~t 
at the altar and m af1 the sacraments of the Church. This 
"·bea.rjng" is not something the priest can "own" or call his 
"gift," since it is a glft given by the Lord to the Church and 
for the Church until he comes again.,. The priesthood entails 

"Roger Grysoo, The Minh"' of Womm in th1 IJdrly ChJJrrh (CaJJege­
ville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1976) pa.ssim. 

'sGrabam NeviUe, tr., SI. John Chrysouom1 Six Boolts o1: tho Priesthooa 
(Crestwoo<l, N .Y.: SVS Press, 19n) 54. 

'*Thomas Hopko, "On the Male Character of the Qristian Pdeslliood'' 
(see above, 119). 
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bearinJ~ a certain mode of existence toward the Church, a 
relationship dependent on a certain sexuality. 

Such an explanation may seem unjust or ludicrous to 
femini:zed-Christians. The support for the ordination of 
wome1;11 and the feminist theology that buttresses it is swelling 
among Protestants and Roman Catholics.r.s Because feminist 
theologians do not disti.qgulsh between masculine and fem­
inine vocations in general, they can see no theological reason 
for nolt ordaining women. 

Y elt, the Orthodox Christian Church, in view of the 
theology propagated by feminized-Cbristians, must stand 
against: this trend. The Church instead must defend truly 
biblical definitions of God, woman and man; she must defend 
the irn;age of the Lord Jesus Christ and the meaning of ordi­
nation;: and she must walk according to the light of the 
Lord 1(1 Jn 1:6-7). A phenomenon that has caused such 
distortlions Jn Christian theology cannot be defended by t:ht 
Orthodox Church. 

l~"No Pause on Women Priests-But Caution on Women Bishops," 
Churgh Times (August 18, '1978) 10; Professor l.ampe and Deaconess 
McClatchy, "A Coruideration of Some of the Historical Objections to tbe 
Ordinati1'n of Women." a rontributine oaoer to the debate on the female 
-~- - - -- . .... .._... - -
priesthood held at All Squls langham Place, January 1978, p. 4. 

Acknowledgment is QJade to the authors and publishers of the following 
works, w•hich have l>eeo quoted in this article: 

Flesh of my Flesh, by tJna Kcoll, published and copyrighted 1975 by Darton. 
Longman and Todd, Ltd., London. Used by permission of the ·publishers. 

The Rmtrrmion, by F.X:. Durrwell, published and copyrighted 1960 by 
Sheed and Ward, New Yot:k. Used by pe.mtission of the publishers. 

W omant•rint: A Personal Odyssey, by Alia Bozarth.Campbell, published by 
Paulist Press, New York, and copyrighted 1978 py Alla Bo.2arth-Campbell. 
Used by permission of the author. 

Aspects ,of Church Hirtor-y: Volume Four in the Collected Workr of Georges 
PlorMJsky and Creation dtltl Redemption: Volume Three in the Collected 
W orkr of Georges Ploro111ky1 by Georges Plorovsky, published and £opy­
rightt~d 1975 by Nordland Publishing Company, 85 Evergreen Way, Bel­
mont, Mass. 02178. Used by permission of the publishers. 

A Priesl Forever, by Carter Heywood, published and ropytigbted 1976 by 
Harper & Row, New York. Used by permission of the publishers. 

It Changed my Life, by Betty Friedan, published and copyrighted 1963 by 
IUndom House, Inc., New York. Used by permission o£ the publishers. 



168 WOMEN AND THE PRlBSTHOOD 

Wom-: N1w Dimmriott.t, ed. Waiter Burgb.udt, S.]., published and copy. 
righted t9n by Paulist Press, New York. 

Womm (U/d Order.r, cd. l!.obcrt J. Heyer, published and copyrighted 1974 
by Paulist Press, New Yolk. 

Th1 Spirit of God, by Thomas Hopko, published and copyrighted 1976 by 
Morehous~Badow Co., Inc., Wllion, Co.nn. Used by permission of the 
publishers. 

W otnJIII: I mal* of th* Holy Spirit, by Joan Schaupp, published and copy· 
righted 19n by DimeDJion Books, Denville, N.J. Used by permission of 
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Women and the Priesthood: 
Reflections on the Debate 

Within l:he vast body of literature on the su£i.ect of women 
and the priesthood, two books stand out for SJ.>edal at~t!On 
by the Orthodox. One is a collection of essays by Roman 
Catilolic sCholars, entitled Women tmd Priesthood: Future 
Directions. A Call to Dialogue from the Faculty of the Catho­
lic Theological Union at Chicago! The other, The Ordination 
of Women: A1z Essay on the Office of Christian Ministry,• 
is by the Protestant "evangelical" theologian Paul K. Jewett. 
These books are important fo:r the Orthodox.. because both 
call for the ordination of women for theological reasons 
drawn from Scrip~tu· ~d tradition.; 

On October 15, 976J tbe ~oman Catholic Church's Sacred 
Congregation for e Doctrine of Faith issued a statement 
that attempted to explain the traditional prohibition of women 
from the Roman Catholic priesthood. Entitled Declaration of 
the Question of the Admission of Women to the Ministerial 

t.=Jarroll Stuhlmueller, ed., Women anti. Primhood: Futurt Dire(Jions. A 
Call to Dialogue jf'011l tht Ptt(u/ty of 1h1 Ct11bolic Thtologi(tt/ Union tJI 
Chicago, with a Foreword by Carol Fnncis Jegen (CoJJegeville, Minn.: 
Litu(gical Psess, 1978). 

J Paul K. Jewett, Th• Ordination of Womm: An Eudy on th~ Offi(e of 
Christian Minislry (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1980). ' 

~or a List of books and articles published between 1960 and 1980 oo 
the issue o£ women and the priesthood, see ~~#on qf W omtn in /1(1/· 

me11ical P"spu1ice, Faith and Order Paper 10}, ed. Coostance Paney (Geneva.: 
World Council of Churches, l980) 75-94. Womm t111d Primhood, 179-85, 
also contains a list of publications on the sul>ject, prepared by H}'IIJ18 Sook 
Chuns Yoon, which includes 6ve bibliogr11phies. \. 

169 



170 WOMEN AND THE PRIESTHOOD 

Priesthood1 it is known by its opening Latin words, Inter 
In_Egniords.4 Because of the manner of its pmnounce­
ment a.t1 ~publication, as well as its peculiax language and 
phrasing, the statement is taken by the authQ!S of Women and 
Priesthood as nothing more t~ aq opinion, !!lbeit a weighty 
one, of the Vatican's official c!_octrinal cong£egagoS approved 
by Pope Paul VI. ~s a.q opinion, itis open to e ate; as the 
opinion of the Roman Church's ' 'Holy Office," it is to be 
vigorously debated because, the Chic~go Catholics contend, 
it is fundamentally erroneous. Their collection of critical essays 
represents as thorough a rejection of it as can be made from 
within the Roman Catholic Church. 

The book by Paul K. ewett, the best work on the subject 
by a Protestant, avors the ordination of womep. to all churchly 
mirustnes, iilduding the Roman Catholic priesthood.5 "Des­
tined to be a classic,"• It is enthusiastic;_all!_prefaced.J?.L a 
Roman Catholic nun who calls for the ordination of women 
to the priesthood of her Church. It also contains a detail~;d 
criti,gne of Jgter Insigniores. To be fully appreciated, this book 
by the Professor of Systematic Theology at Fuller Theological 
Seminary in .falifornia should be studied together with his 
earlier work on human sexuality, Man as Maie and Female.; 
Both books are of particuLar I nterest t9 the Orthodox because 
their "·evangelical" author presents his case primarily on the 
basis of bis ll!ldersta.qding of the bib].ical doc~~e of God. 

The Context of the Debate 

When reading books and axticles on the ~bj~ _of ~e 
ord· ·a 'on omen including the works .re erred to here, 
doe qut y ecomes convmced that ti£._tually everyont' enters 

6J'bls document is published in full in Women and PrieJtbootl, 212·25, 
6The author shows little interest in Orthodoxy. His arguments, bowevet, 

are certainly intended to apply to Orthodox as well as to Roman Catholics 
and. Protestants (.see 77 ·8). 

'According to Nancy Hudesty of Emory University, as quoted on the 
front cover of The Ordindlion of Women. 

•Man ~ MAle (IIJrJ PemaJe (Grand Rapids, Mlch.: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 
1975 ). 
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this debate with a conviction a u..L~#!? of the tnatter 
and. what ought t one about it. The material" of the 
debate-scriptural texts, patristic treatises, conciliar decrees, 
canonical laws, historical events-1f,e intemreted in the light 
of ihis conviction, and the arguments for or against the ordi­
natilon of women are presented accordingly, ..Y§.i!lg the sources 
to defend that position. This does not mean that those 
involved in the debate are dishonest and prejudiced, but 
rather that they are, quite understandably and naturally, 
formed bJ...! tradition that provides and shaies their ~new 
visio~ of things.. !hfs general vision resultsl:om a combina­
ti(;ta of 'fite@O~cal, moral, liturgical, ecclesial, soci!l and 
cultucal <:!'~!.i~~ that come together to pwduce a baSic 
"feeling" and "intuition" about the way things are and ought 
to lbe, in the light of which one interprets the words and 
actions of others, especially those of the past, including those 
ascdbed to God in the Bible. 

Fr. Georges Florovsky has dealt with this point in his 
writings.' So has Vladi.mir Losslq;, particularly in his reHec­
tions on the meanin_s of tradi~, to which we will refer 
below. What we want to affirm now is our conviction that .no 
one: real!y_ thinks. decides and acts on the issue of women 
and the priesthood (or, for that matter, on any other issue) 
in a vacuum. Evecycw.e does so from within a livin_g tradition, 
in ,a lived situation apd vjtal context. No one comes to the 
"datta" of the debate in a thoroughly detached and disinter­
ested manner. Data by itself, as Fr. Florovsky has said, is 
"mete:•• It responds to questioning and cross-examining. And 
the questioning and examining are always in a situation, &om / 
a perspective and toward a point. It cannot be otherwise. 

1 
This is the only human way. \ 

The "lived situation" of the Orthodox in the debate about 
wo.men and the priesthood is radrcairyaifferent from that of 
Roman Catholics and Protestants, evangefi@ or liherat, rugh 
church or low. An Orthodox becomes quickly convinced of 

11See "The Predicament of the Chri$tian Hiatorian" iD Chrisiittnity ttml 
Cul1rure: Volum1 Two in th1 Col/wed Works of Georgts Floro11sly (Bdmont; 
Mass.: Nordland, 1974) 31·6~. 

"Ibid., ~6. 
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this when he or she participates in the debate. It can be 
claimed, as Aleksei Khomyakov claimed more than a century 
ago, that the Roman Catholic and Protestant "liveg.sit!Jations" 
are much more comparable and compatible with each other 
~an either is with the prthodox.'0 This may- not seem so on 
the surface o£ th.i.ngs because of the extemal similarities 
between Roman Catholics and Orthodox, especially Jn regard 
to the priesthood. But the theological stru.ggles between 
Catholics and Protestants, with their common Western Euro­
pean and American histories, their common ways of approach­
ing theological and sactarnental issues, their common manner 
of treating the Bible and thcir common definitions., categories 
and general ways of thinking-even with all of the disasree­
ments within thes~ ways-does make for greater understanding 
and agreement between them, even when their understanding 
is that there is real disagreement. This does not exist between 
members of these churches and the Orthodox. 

Khotnyakov made a further point in the middle of the 
last century, and this point is also, in my view, of inestimapje 
significance today, particularly in regard to the issue of women 
and priesthood. -He predicted that the tiro~ would Lnevib..bly 
come when Roman Catholics would no longer accept the 
authority of th~ Vatican over their religious and intellectual 
lives, and that when this happened, such Roman Catholics 
would show themselves to be thorou_ghly "Protestant" in their 
spirit ana approach to God, Christ, the Church and the 
Christian life in general. He said that this would occur be~ 
cause when the authoritarian super.§ttlict!Jre_ of ~ome is 
~haken, most members will not have a sufficiently strong 
sense of doctrinal and spiritual "collegiality" to prevent them 
from splintering into individualistic and subjectivistic teach­
ings and pie ties; nor will their sacramental and liturgical 
experience be strong enough to unite them freely in one 
common cburchly mind. I believe that Khomyakov's .Eredic­
tion has come true in our 11tne1 and I offer as a prime example 

10See Alt>ksei Stepanovich Khomyakov, ,;On the Western Confessions of 
Faith," ln Ultimate Que.rtion.r: An A~t~bology of Modern Ru.r.rian ReligioJJI 
Tl;ought, ed, Alexander Schmemano (New York: · Holt, Rlnehart & WinstoQ, 
1965) -31-69. 
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of this, among the countless examples that mlght be presented 
in tllle area of professional theology, the work of the Catholic 
~~~ologlcal Uniot!_at Chicago on women and the priesthood . 

. 'What ~a.tacteriz~s the 'J?rotest~nt" theological spJ.rit a,:td 
meth_9d, which we now se_e adopted b,y tnapy Roman Catboltes, 
is n:iore than anything else its acceP-tance of ~ wor[p and 
its history as providing the vital context for theological 
thought and analysis. The Church is_reduced to a historical 
''rellgious institution," the tradition of the Church is reduced 
to historical actions and decrees, and both the Church and 
tradlition (including the Bible) b_e~me "objects" of theological 
examination and reflection. Such a spirit and approach is tlle 
~a~:t ope9si te of _!he gJlditional Christian Bractlc~, which the 
Ottihodox, who have not themselves been westernized, still 
daiJm to retain. -

For the Orthod~, as for the "prescholastic" Christian 
ttadlition in generil:) the Chmch 1s experienced in history as 
the Juloess of life, of grace and of truth, of the kingdom 
of God, which provides the living context for theological 
thought and analysis .. As such, the Church is the "subiec( of 
t}leologkat thought and activity, with the secular world and 
human history 'being among the many ''objects" of her exam­
inat1on, evaluation and judgment. In this perspective, or 
rather in the expetence that gives rise to this perspective, the 
Church Js essentia i known ·and lived as a sacramental com­
muuity with an identity and continuity_ ig space anQ. time 
guarantee4 to her by t:6-e action of §.gg's Holy Spi! it. It is 
the life of the Holy Spirit in the Cburdi which is her Holy 
Tra,g!tion. This tradition is n9t_reduciJtl~ !o _Q,w.t.QUU.s.t6ry, 
still less to a collection of historical docutnents and acts. And 
the issu'e o( what q-adition is and how i"t oper ?tes, particuiarly 
in t:elation to the Bible, lies at the very heart o£ the debate 
about women and the priesthood. .... -

The Bible and Tr'tlt/ition 

In Women and Priesthood, Carolyn Osiek ·writes that the 
"way in will& 1ra01.tion becomes no.(mative and yet develops -- -
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and unfolds new ways of understanding is precisely what is 
at issue in this book."u This is certainly true. Theologians in 
the Orthodox Church have often defended the fact that many 
~ings must change in the Church, and ~ust be con~ta!ltly 
c;!la.nging,-1n order for the Church 'herself to remain the same. 
And it is easy to demonstrate t'bat ~reat cb~~s have occurred 
in the forms and expressions of Christian faith and life in 
0Lthodox Church histo.ty over the centuries. One need only 
compare the c~lebratiop_ g£ the ~Jtchl!rist in the time of the 
apostles with the divine liturgies of the Byzantine -and Russian 
empires to see this. The issue at hand, therefore, is not one 
gf change ru!!_<J:l. It is rather ol1dentilying how ana in which 
ways the Church chang~~ in order to remaiJJ truly )leyself, 
truly the same. It is the issue of determ.in.ing which changes 
are imperative, in order that Christians may indeed remain 
"loyal to the fait~iven in J~sus Christ," and which changes 
~ ~.faCt betrayals of that faith1 which corruEt and dam a~ 
Cbnst s Church. 

'!E.~t._thods by which Christians show themselves "loyal 
to the faith given to them in Jesus Chcist1" while changing 
!Lr:td adapHng thPit stmrtnres :.nd nractires in order to remain 
loyal, depends, strictly spealdng, on what their faith is and 
how it lives within the ecclesial community to which they 
belong. Put in these terms, the ~ebate about WOr::!}erumd the 
priesthood is, in a real sense, a debate about Jhe_Ch;is.!.!.!Q 
faith itself. 

The i:Jiberals" in all the churches have the least trouble 
with the issue....Qf ndeli~ and....cbMl~. Put much too simply' 
thQugh adequately I believe for our present purpOses, Christian 
1'liberals" affirm Lowell's stirring~.§.agelhat "new occasions 
teach new duties, time makes ancient good uncouth; they 
must onward still and upward, who would keep abreast of 
truth." Thus, they are ready, <;>n 'llh~ basis of their "scientific 
studies" in the light of ".historical develo.ements," to identify 
what they find new and beneficial in society with the inspira­
tion and action of the Holy Spirit, while rejecting what they 
consid~r old and harmful as being opposed to the will of 

11W ome~t and Priesthood, 68. 
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Gc>d, even when such may be the teachings of the Scriptures, 
recorded even as coming from Jesus himself. 

"Evan elical" Christians, on the other hand, are tradition­
ill obliged to demonstrate that the changes they advocate in 
church teaching and pr-actice ate in strict conformigr with the 
wc•rds and spirit of ·the Bible. In this tradition, the changes 
recluired in church life are necessarily considered as ' 'reforma­
tions," that is, "~orr~tion~" i!1 doctrine and }mlctice. These 
changes are required o£ Christians in order for them to remain 
loyal to the faith given in Jesus Christ when the Sctptur~ 
ba·ve been w~ong~ intc;rpreted and when true biblical teach­
ings have been perverted and betrayed. 

In what can be called the "p~-evangelical" movement, 
in which 1 would locate ~rofessor Jewett, the tendency has 
de·veloped to replace the Scriptures as such with the "Word 
of God," or the "gospel," or the "original teachings of Jesus," 
and to identify corruptions in the canonical writings them­
selves of this pure message. Thus, one follows 'the Paul of 
the~ "original gospel,'' who in the ?ebate aoout women and 
Ml<! ministry is known primarily, if not exdusively1 as the 
au·thor of Galatians 3:28, while one rejects the Paul who 
sli.des back- fo tlie pre-evangelical standards of ':Sab.hinj_c 
Juodaistn" in other of his writings-which in the debate about 
womeE.._amounts to virtually all of the other sayings attributed 

.. to him. This distinction in the canonical New Testament 
w.titings between ~ur~ evangelica!l Christianity and Jmpwe 
hangovers from ol · covenant Jgdaism-or impure develop­
ffif!nts in newly developing "catholic'' Christiatlity-is, as I 
un.derstand it, s.9mething new for ' 'evan~lical" Christiaos.. 
Its. cause seems surely to be the inability, and/or the unwill­
ingness; of its proponents to defend a E.__urely- "bibiTcaf'J'Ine 
in the classical, conservative Protestant manner, w1th no otfler 
available method of dealing with the texts and the issues 
within the Protestant tradition except that of the ''liberal" 
alternative. 

There is also a sense, in my view, in which contemporary 
., Roman CatholicV~o have been freed fr?m . ~e authoritarian 

guli:dance of the att.ean find themselves m vutuallr.. the ~e 
th,eological position as Protestant "oeo-evangelicals." Roman ---
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to the point of such a major change in ecclesiastical structure 
and expression, as is the modern papacy in comparison with 
the ecclesiastical organization of the early Church, then it is 
CV:)ite possible that the ordination of women to the priestly 
and episcopal offices is a contemporary "dogmatic develop­
ment" required by the Lord and inspired by his Spirit. What 
needs to be demonstrated-and this is the whole point of the 
"dialogue" called for by the Catholic Theological Union at 
Chica,&>-is that indeed the development of the priestly and 
episcopal ordination. of womep is no1L_!eq,uired. What the 
Vatican still gold5, as the declaration of the Holy Office in 
October 1976.):letnoostrates, is that such a move is not con­
sidered a legitimate development, but rather an act of betray~. 
What virtually all sides in the debate within the Roman_ Catho-
lic Church generaUy agree upon, however, is that the final o t 
word, in either case, belongs 1to the magisteriu..m, as Inter 11 
Imigrtiores insists: "In the final analysis it is the Church, 
through the voice of her Ma£sterium1 that in these various 
domains, decides what can ange and what must remain 1 
im.mutable.>•u .., n (I 

._!he Orthodox Church does not have a teaching of ·• dog­
matic development." Olltbodox believe that expressions of 
Christian faith and life can change and indeed must <;_bange 
as the Church moves through_ histof"y. But the Orthodox 
interpret these changes as being_merely formal and not in apy 
sense substantiaL They would never agree that there can be 
anything in. the Church of Christ today !Qat was not essen­
tially present at any moment of the Church's life and h1story. 

The Orthodox also do not have a magister~m that speaks 
finally on any matter of faith and .Era$ce. People sometimes 

/
think that the ecumeqical co!,locil holds the place of the 
magisterium in the Orthodox Church. This is not true, or at 
best is only partial.!f correct. A council in the Orthodox 
Church becomes "ecumenical" and its decisions -and decrees 
become '1>inding" oo all members of the Church when it has 
been universally accepte~ all churches that recognize each 
oth& as Orthodox-and when, thereby, it is incorporated 
into the Church's official liturgical celebration. There have 

liJnter lnslgn10fts 23, in Women and Primhood, 218. 
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been cases in Orthodox Church history when councils of 
hundreds of bishops have been rejected by the Church. And 
other cases exist where small, provincial councils have been 
universally received. The only thing approaching a "magis­
terium" in the Orthodox Church, therefore, is the universal 
agreement of all of her members, which is _p~rmallr_Erived 
~t only aft~r decades, if not centuries, 2£ controversy-and, 
at least in the past, seldom without dissension, division, 
persecution and even blood. This conviction, that the gua_@j~ 
of the truth of Christ io and for the Church is the eol:i!.e body 
oflhe firthful, was explicitly stated in the £~ encyclical 
letter of the Eastern Orthodox patriarchs in 184_§Jin reply to 
the epistle of Pius 1X to the Eastern Churches. In thls letter 
the Orthodox bishops state dearly that "neither Patriarchs 
nor Councils could . . . have introduced novelties amongst 
us, because the protector of religion is the very body of the 
Church, even the people themselves, who desire their religious 
worship to be ever unchanged and of the same kind as that 
of their fathers ... u 

For the Orthodox there is neither "development of 
dogma" nor a "magisterium" that exists over, or even within, 
ThTiody oftbe faithful to guarantee the correct interpreta­
tion of the Scriptures. There is simply the Church hersc:_lf in 
her living sacramental and ~jfitual_tradition, m,ntically 
actualized in her liturgy, realized in her saints, witnessed by 
her martyrs, defended by her confessors, articulated by her 
fathers and councils and always protected and preserved by 
the entire bodi, of heJ: mem~s. In this sense the Church's 
traditibn is not a collection of texts, documents or decrees, 
nor is jt the sum total of itet.wtorical decisions and aciTO;s. 
It is rather the !!Ying truth of. Q_od, or th~ truth of God living 
within the entire body of the faithful. Or, perhaps most accu­
rately, it is as Vladimir _Los~lsy has put it, the Church in her 
"unij!le mode of receiving (the truth]. "1

' As such, the t.radi-

uEnryclicaJ Epillle qf the On1, Holy, Ctllbolic lllfd A.poJtolic Church to 
the PaiJhful Bverywh"'• JJeing 11 Reply to th1 Bpinle of Pius IX to the 
'&uternJ. Datttl Janu11ry 6, 1848 (So~ttb Canaan, Penn.: OtthQdoJC Book Center, 
1958) 25. 

"Vladimjr Lossky, bt the lm4gl 411ti lilmms of God, eds. John H . Erick:­
son and ThollllU B. Bird (Crestwood, N.Y.: SVS Press, 1974) 151. 
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tion provides the living context within which all theologizing 
is done in the Church, and all decisions are made. It is neither 
magic nor mechanical; it does not operate according to some 
set of fixed patterns and rules. It is a free and, in the classical 
sense, a "charismatic" phenomenon. Because it is of God and 
hi1s Christ and his Spirit, it cannot be otherwise. Lossky ex-
plains it this way: -

. . . to Tradition in its pULe notion there belongs 
nothing formal. It does not impose on human con­
sciousness formal guarantees of the truths of faith, but 
gives access to the discovery of their inner evidence. 
It is not the content of Revelation, but the light that 
reveals it; it is not the word, but the living breath 
which makes the words heard at the same time as 
(being) the silence from which it came; it is not the 
Truth) but a cogununkation of the S£_irit of Truth, 
outside which the Truth cannot be rece1ved .. .. The 
pute notion of Tradition can then be defined by saying 
that it is the life of the Holy Spirit in the Church, 
communicating to each member of the Body of Christ 
the facuLty of hearing, of receiving, of knowing the 
Truth in the Light which belongs ·to it . . :• 

On the i~sue Qf_ the o~~.ti9JL..Of w.:omen! therefo~e, the 
01thodox will deode if 'ffieCEur217s present ]ra~ce of 
ordaining only certain of her male members to the presby­
ter-ate and episcopate is in accordance with the ..!cl!. !;If Q.od 
only if and when this practi~e is chalknged, from witlllp._t~ 
fhturch by any <>f her memJbers, an<! is defended in any act ~y _ • 
any of her 6ishops. Only then will it be seen if indeeclthe 
present practice is merely •a historical and cultural accident 
or a dogmatic truth from God. Until no.:;; 110 voice has arisen 
anywhere within the Orthodox Churcli lfa"i'ming that women 
ou,ght to be ordalned as priests and bishops. And the reason 
fot: this, to my mind, is not that the is~ue has yet t~ c~tch up 
wilth the Orthodox. Itisr illier that the'bo<ry of the faithful 
rec:ogoizes that the life and faith of the Church, inspired 

lSJbid., 15 1·2. 
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and guided by the Spirit of God in her Holy Tradition, pre­
cludes s~ch a development, w!bether or not the theological 
reasons for this have as yet been articulated in a clear and 
convincing manner. 

The V is ion of God 

The most important arguments concerning women and the 
priesthood, which should prove ultimately decisive in the 
debate, are drawn from teaching~ about God. Loosely speak­
ing, most proponents of the ministerial ordination of women 
promote some version of "process theology" in which God 
and the world ~e changing in such a way as to call for the 
"full inclusion" of wo~en in all leadership .PO~itio~ in 
church and society at the present moment of history. However, 
neither the Chicago Catholics nor Professor Jewett are in a 
line of "pr~s theology"; instead, both _develoE arguments 
supporting the ordination of women on the foundation of 
their doctrine of God. In his book on the ministry, taken 
to2ether with his work on human sexuality, Man as Male 

u • 

and Female, Professor Jewett makes about as perfect an argu-
ment for the ordination of · women drawn basically from the 
Bible as can be made. If one agrees with the vision of God 
presented in these books, both the Catholic and the "neo­
evangelical," then one is compelled, _I would think, to defend 
the ordination of women to every church ministry, including 
the priesthood and episcopate. The argument, presented so 
well and so convincingly is, as I understand it, basically the 
following. · 

The one, true and l!v1Eg God is an asexual Jl?itit (or 
supra-sexual supra-spirit) who is known in three personal 
forms, traditionally called Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The 
three fQrm~ of divinity have ooffilng to do with God's essen­
tiaJ bei~ and nature, yet they do nevertheless manifest the 
critkafly 1inportant fact that there is real diversity and 
variety in God's being and action. Human beings, male and 
female, are made in th~ irna~e and likeness of God. Within 
human nature the two forms of human being, masculine and 
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feminine, have P.<?tllingJQ..do '!.ill!_ one's bask humanity, but 
do .confirm the fact that there is a .real diversity and variety 
within bu.tnan nature that images the divine Trinity. Since 
Christian ministry exists for human beings to do the work 
of God, and even, in a sense, to "image" God's_l>tesence ln 
church and society, the ministry must be performed by J>ersoos 
of both sexes in order for it to be truly complete and effective. 

The _maleness of ~~us, in this argument, has nothing to 
do ·with the ordained Christian ministry, both as "working" 
and "imaging." Jesus the Messiah, as God's incarnate Word 
on c!arth and the glorified Lord of God's kingdom in heaven, 
is fundamentally and essentially human, not male. Thus, the 
ministers of the Church who express Christ's essential .human­
ity and accomplish his essentially human activity must be 
both men and women for God-in-Christ to be most adequately 
ima,ged and for .his work to be most adequately accomplished. 
Thits is patticularly so in the present time, especially in the 
W~tt, where the full realization of who, what and bow God 
really is is finally being properly comprehended and actualized 
in the structures of church and society due to the maturation 
of humankind brought about by the inspiration of God acting 
in history. 

TJ-le pr9blem with this kind_o£ argumentation, from the 
Orthodox Crui§ti~ perspective as I understand it, is that the 
vTs1on of God, and of the ministry derived &om it, is funda­
~ntll:_lly JEcor.rect. The argument is a powerful one. It is 
carefUlly and cleverly drawn and appears most compelling and 
convincing. BUt it if basically wrong. It is wrongoecause its 
vision of God is essentially a mo4..alistic one, to use tradi­
tional categories. And, quite logic;J]}1, it produces a modalistic 
vision of humanity as well. 

Strictly speaking, according to Orthodox theology, again 
as I personally understand and teach it, §_oA_is not to be con­
ceived as "~e God in three persons," or as "three persons 
in one divine substance," if this is taken to mean that the one 
God is expressed in three personal forms so that it is one and 
the same God who is understood as being the Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit. Strictly-and I would say, biblically, liturgic­
ally and creedally-speaking, the one, true and llvfug 13oa is 



182 WOMEN AND THE PRIESTHOOD 

not Father, Son and Holy Spirit. He is the one God and 
Father who has within himself eternally and, one might dare 
say, as an "element" of his very being and nature, hls only­
begotten Son, also called his divine Word and Image, who­
being another person or hypostasis than who God is-is 
incarnate as the man Jesus, the Christ of Israel and the 
Savior of the world. This one God and Father also has within 
him his one Holy Spirit, who proceeds from him alone and 
rests eternally in his Son and Word, anointing him in his 
incarnate manhood to be the messianic King, and through 
him, personally indwelling and deifying those who belong 
to him and his Father. The vision is one of three distinct 
divine persons or hypostases who are confessed, as in the 
~kene Cr~ed"' to be the "one God, the Father almighty" and 
the "one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the only-begotten 
. . . of one essence with the Father," and "the Holy Spirit, 
the Lord, the Giver of Life, who proceeds from the Father." 
It is this God whom the Orthodox Church addresses in her 
eucharistic liturgy in this manner: 

For Thou art God .. . Thou and Thine only-begotteh 
Son and Thy Holy Spirit .... 

For all these things we give thanks to Thee, and to 
Thine only-begotten Son, and to Thy Holy Spirit ... 

Holy art Thou and All-holy, Thou and Thine only­
begotten Son and Thy Holy Spirlt.11 

The divine "Thou" of Orthodox worship is the one God and 
Father. His Son is also a "Thou," as is his Holy Spirit. And 
the three are divine. This is the biblical teaching, summarized 
in the creed and celebrated in the liturgy. The Father and 
the Son and the Holy Spirit ~th!ee ~ll!illy a~_ iden!kally 
divine persons or hypostases. Thgr !fe "of one_~ence' ' or 
"nature." There is no metaphysical su~erio~ty of any of the 
persons to the others, and no ontologJCal subordination. Yet 
the one God and Father is the source of his Son and Spirit 

11.An11phora of the Liturgy of Sl John Chrysostom. 
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.And the Son and Spirit are not only "from the Father" 
o.ntologically (by way of "generation'' and "procession"), 
but are personally obedient to him in their divine being and 
activity. They do his will, they carry out his work, they com­
plete his actions, they reveal his person, they communicate 
his nature, they bring him to creation and take creatures to 
him. This does not mean that they are any less "divine" (or 
any less ''God," to speak in this way) than the Father. And 
this certainly does not diminish or degrade them in any man­
m~r at alL On the contrary. It is to their everlasting glory, 
honor ~d worship that they are, from all eternity, God's very 
own Son, Image and Word and his own Holy Spirit. 

In his actions in and toward the world of his creation, 
the one God and Father reveals himself primarily and essen­
~ally in a "masculine" way. This is the biblical and liturgical 
mode of expression, which cannot be altered or abandoned 
without changing and ultimately destroying the revelation 
itself. The etemal Father of the only-begotten Son becomes, 
through his Son and in his Holy Spirit, the Father of all human 
beings made in his divine image and likeness. The Father is 
said to be "!Daternal" in his actions, more tender and loving 
than the most perfect human mother. Yet he is Father, and 
not Mother. And his only-begotten~n- (not ~aughterj_ is 
tbe bridegroom of the Church, his Spirit-bile bride-the 
hf!ad of his churchly body with whom be becomes "one flesh" 
in the Spirit. The Son and Word of God relates to creation 
(made by, for and .in himself) in a masculine, and not a 
feminine, manner. He is incarnate in human masculine fonn 
to embrace and redeem the entire creation, .filling all things 
wilth all the fu1ness of divine llfe to be his beloved body and 
bride. This is ,the biblical message, whose language and sym­
bolism have permanent theological, spiritual, mystical and 
litwgical slgnllicance and value. 

The error in the theology presented in the literature favor­
inig the ordlnatio~ of women to the priesthood, including the 
essays by the Catholic scholars fi"om Chicago and especially 
thte marvelous books by Professor Jewett, is that the tril}y.PQ­
staLt.ic Godhead is not seen and appredated for what it really 
is, and the traditional biblical symbols of divine revelation, 
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enshrined in the classical creeds and celebrated in the classical 
liturgies, come completely undone. They are emptied of their 
significance and power. They are rendered void of meaning 
and application in the human community, including the sacra­
mental community of the Church, which is traditionally seen 
and experienced by the Orthodox as the ''.recreation of crea­
tion," the kingdom of God on earth. 

The divine natu.re is certainly sexless. And certainly all 
human bein..gsJ male and female, are made in the image and 
according to the likeness of God. Every human person is 
logical and spiritual-that is, each human being has, and in a 
sense is, both word (logos) and spirit. And evert human 
person who is part of the original creation redeemed and 
sanctified in the Church is made to image the one God and 
to do his work on earth, which is, in Christ and the Holy 
Spirit, a priestly, prophetic and kingly ministry, whatever 
one's sex o.r vQcation. But in the Church, the specific ministry 
of being the presbyterial/ episcopal head of the sacramental 
community, which is by grace the "recreated creation," is the 
specific ministry of imaging the person and effecting the 
ministry of the Son and Word of God incarnate in human 
fOrm, in his speoftcally "masculine'' being and activity. The 
sacramental priest is not the image of God or dlvinity .in 
general. He is certainly not the .image of the Trinity or of the 
Holy Spirit. He is the .image of Jesus Christ, who makes 
known the Father in the Spirit within the life of God's 
Church. And this "image" can only be actu~lized and effected 
by certal.ti male_members of the Church, who are called and 
equipped for this ministry. 

The Issue of "Natural Resemblance" 

It may appea.r that the position presented here is the same 
as that found .in the argument concerning the need for 
"natural resemblance::...in the sacraments as articulated in the 
Vatican aecJ~'ton~ .{n~erjnsigniores. Or it may seem to be 
but another version of the argument often made by the de­
fenders of the masculine priesthood of the ''iconic" nature 
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of the sacramental mio.ister, who is the living "icon" of the 
ma:;culine Jesus. The Vatican document puts the argument 
thi5: way: 

The whole sacramental economy is in fact based upon 
natural signs, on symbols imprinted upon the human 
psychology: "Sacramental signs," says Saint Thomas, 
"represent what they signify by natural resemblance." 
'The same natural resemblance is required for persons 
as for things: when Christ's role in the Eucharist is 
to be expressed sacramentally, there would not be this 
"natural resemblance" which must exist between Christ 
and his minister if the role of Christ were not taken 
by a man: in such a case it would be difficult to see in 
the minister the image of Christ For Christ himself 
was and remains a mao .. 17 

Truis argument, if it refers simply ,to male biology, or as 
Th•i2mas More Newbold, C.P., says in Wome'z and Priesthood, 
to ·~sexual anatO~tm', "11 is wholly unconvincing. The point to 
be made is not that the priest has to "look like Jesus." It is 
rather that there must be something in the: ve.ry mtwe of fue 
person to be ordained that allows him to be the sacramental 
presence of the Lord, the mY§_ti~al_embodlment Qf tbe Cbur~ 
husband and bead. Water bears no ''natural .resemblance" to 
the cosmos as a whole, nor to a womb or a tomb, which the 
baptismal waters represent and symbolize. Yet water is the 
perfect matter for the baptismal mystery because of what it 
is io the everyday life of buman beings. Aod oil has no 
"natural resemblance" to the person of the Holy Spirit, who 
connes upon the newly baptized in chrismation. Yet sanctified 
chrism is surely the perfect material sign for accomplishing 
the mystery of peotecostal sealing. And bread and wine bear 
no "natural .resemblance" to flesh and blood, except perhaps 
in the most superficial and artificial way, yet they are the 
pwper foods for the sacramental presence of the Lord's body 
and blood in the eucharist. used by Jesus himself at the supper 

urmer lnsignJore! 5:27; see Women anil Priesthood, 219·20. 
11P. 13;. 
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as recorded in the synoptic gospels and the first letter of St. 
Paul to the Corinthians. 

The priest does not bear a "natural resemblance'' to Jesus 
in his_piological and anatomical maleness. But to be the 
proper sacramental presence of Jesus the priest must be a 
once-married or celibate man, a sound Christian~ whole in 
body and soul, without scandal a:nd of good reputation both 
within and without the comtnunity of the faithful; a mascu­
line _£er.§on ca~bl_e of heading the body with the compassion­
ate wisdom and sacrificial love of a husband and father. Such 
a poSl.tion, obviously, is based on .the conviction iliac there is 
such a reality as fatherhood and husbandsbip, and that to be 
father and husband ln and to an ecdesial community is a 
masculine spiritual activity that a woman, by nature and 
vocation, cannot and should not be_e:Kpected to fulfil. The 
point is not about "natur!-1 res~blance." It is rather about 
natural compet!!!ce. 

-The priest js ce~tajn)y_a_ member of th«;_ Church. But he is 
not ordained and consecrated to •Tre_E!esent" the Church-just 
as he is not appointed to "represent" God. He is rather or­
dained and appointed to m:We the person and action of 
.. ......,, 4 • , .,. , • • 1 r ,, "", 1 

Jesus cnnst sacramema~_p~enr_m_ma tOL roe_\...Uurm. 
For this reason the priest has traditionally been called f!!!!! 
Christus in a very specific way. He is said to ac~]!J_pen_OJJ.tt 
Chrtsti, and even to "hold the place of God," as God himself 
heads his final covenant community with his people in the 
person of his glorified Son whom he has made Messiah and 
Lord through his high-priestly sacrifice on the cross. In this 
way, too, the priest has also traditionally _been called Father, 
since through Jesus he actualizes the personal Fatlierhood of 
God in the communi·ty, as do all fathers in all families, since 
it is from God alone that "every family ['1t<X-rpt6:, literally 
"fatherhood"] in heaven and on earth is named" (Eph 3:15). 

Not eve!J Ql!isti~ man is called_to be~ priest, though 
theoretically and ideally every one might be. No wQman is 
ever called to this vocation-her very womanhood precludes 
it, since she cannot possibly be a husband and lather. The 
key to the vocation of women as women, in my view, is 
theologically and mystically discovered in the person of the 
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~llv S£ ir_it, whose divinity is identical to that of the Father 
ana- the Son, but whose unique form of dlvine existence is 
d.i:Jlerent from that of .the two other divine hypostases. 'the 
Holy Spirit is the divine person who proceeds from the 
Father and rests in the Son, and through the Son is given to 
the world, ins.Rit:ing and saJ.1ctifying the whole of creation 1:0 
oe,~ecil~:_is~s body and bride. ~"icon'' of tb<;._§P,irit is 
.tl:U~ Church, .and the personal expression and "icon" oT tbe 
Spirit in •the Church is the Yi.~~zy. There is a point, in 
my view, to the theological and spiritual association of the 
Holy Spirit with the feminine in the order of creation, just 
as there is reasoo to associate fhe rnasc.uiine wiTh- Jesus Chtist, 
the~ Son ahd Word. 

But whatever one's opinions about sexuality in the created 
wclrld being metaphysically and mystically grounded in the 
uncreated divine hypostases of Son and Spirit, it is my COQ.'¥iC­
tion that no argument can be made for a feminine p_Eiesthood 
in relation to the Holy Spirit, since the priesthoocf is that of 
Chcrist and not the Spirit- jnst as there can be no argument 
foJ: a merely "human" priesthood on the basis of the asexual 
na1ture of divinity as such. 

Tbe Significance of Secular Development 

The 1inal argument made by the Chica.go Catholics and 
Professor Jewett '"in their formidable writings is dr~wn from 
the s!gnificance of contemporary secular developments regard­
ing women and The ministry. 'fheir point is simply that women 
in our time have come to positions of leadership in all areas 
of the secular commUJlity through the lmdei$-b.).e action and 
wiill of God. In the past, even in biblical ·times, according 
to Cattoll Stuhlmueller, it'he noted Dominican scriptural 
sdtolar and editor of Women and Priesthood, the people of 
God took the key for their structural organizatioh from the 
societies in which they lived and through which the Lord 
constituted them as his people, challenging them •in their 
de,veloping and ever-changing fidelity to his words and actions 
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women judges and queens, as did the empires and nations in 
which Christianity developed and reigned as the "official 
religion." But even in times when women ruled empires and 
were consecrated py the Church for- this purpose and were 
canonized saints by the same Church for theiJ: successful 
service, there were no women priests or bishops in the Church. 
The question is, why not? And the answer, it seems to me, 
can only be because the Church has theological and spiritual 
reasons for her actions, which are intended to preserve, and 
not to deny, her eschatological character. 

The Church exists in the world to proclaim and preserve 
a vision of God and the world and a vision of men and 
women, within the fallen conditions of this age whose form 
is passing away (1 Co 7:31). Essential to this vision is the 
conviction that human nature images the nature of God within 
the conditions of creation in two forms· masmljoe ;md 
feminine. It insists that men and-;-omen are essentially iden­
tical in theiJ: humanity, but are not intercbangeable in their 
completion and perfection of it. And it holds that there must 
be in the Church, since it does not always exist in ,fue world, 
,the dear expression of the gistinction o[ the sexes in their 
mutual fulfilment through communion in love, which has 
no~g to do with pr~vileg_e, _powe~ Fbe:stige.. and autboricy. 
It is therefore the sign of the Church's ultimate resistemce 
to this world-her calling not to be "conformed to this world'' 
but to be "transformed by the renewal of ... mind" in order 
to demonstrate "what is the will of God, what is good and 
acceptable and perfect" (Rm 12:2)-tba.t the Church has not 
ordained women ,to her priestly and episcopal ranks. In this 
a~t the Church is dt:awi.ng a line between hetself, as the 
presence of God's kingdom in this world, and the world 
itself, as fallen in corruption, caught .. in the power of the 
evil one" (1 Jo. 5:19). It is trulJ' itooic, in my v.iew, that this 
age, which most Christians of Roman Catholk, evangelical 
Protestant and Eastern Orthodox traditions consider to be 
one of history's most unhappy, insane and disordered, would 
be raised up by theologians as providing the pattern for the 
Church's own being and life. 
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The Issue of Our Time 

The question (}£ W(}rnen and ·the priesthood is but one 
import~nt instance of what I see to be the most critical issue 
o! 2ur .time: the issue of the meaning and purpose of the fact 
that human nature exists in ·two consubstantiai forms: male 
and female. This is a new issue fOr Chtistians; it has not been 
treated fully -or properly in thy ga&t. But it cannot be avoided 

·today. How we respond to it, 1 bdieve, clearly demonstrates 
W'h.at we belie_ve a:bout~everytlling: God and man, Christ and 
the Church, life -and death. It is, in a matmer of speaking, 
our particular issue for controversy: our gnosticism or Arian­
ism, our Origenism or iconoclasm. lt is the issue of our time, 
the issue that inevitably comes to every age and generation 
"in ordet that those who are genuine ... may be recognized" 
( 1 Co 11: 19). It is our controversy for judgment. 

The Orthodox Church has hardly begyn_tQ formul~te her 
response to the i~, pJ!lilie must ·take it up and complete it. 
lt is, 1 believe, not a'Task of discovering what the ·truth is~ 
lt is ra:ther the task of articulating and explaining i·t in proper 
theolo~ical lan~age and concepts. It is the perennial theo­
logical~ task of finding the "words adequate tO God." Just as 
the Church knew the Father, Son and Holy Spirit to be equally 
divine and praiseworthy, but required centuries to forge out 
the proper and convincing formulation of the dogma of the 
suprasubstanlial Trinity, so, it seems to me, the Church knows 
what she believes and practices concerri'ing --men andwomen 
in the life of •the Church, jncluding the priesthood, bt1t it 
appears 5erili? th~t it will take years of the2~gic~r-foc 

• Her to arnve at ~ fit~g _dogmatic statem_mt to explain and 
aefend it. 
~e works of the Roman Ca!tholic ·and Protestant theolo­

gians are of inestimable imE£.Itance in assi~§. O~~;x 
Christians in ·our 1ask. w-e mustbe .truly grateful for all who 
have had the concern andthe courage to becg~ involved in 
the debate. - - - -


