by Christopher Roy Hutson

In our discussion of women wn early Chris-
tianity, we have traditionally begun with 1
Corinthians 14.34-35 and 1 Timothy 2-11-15 and
then vused those two passages as the lenses through
which to interpret all other references to women in
the New Testament This practice has yielded a
restricted view of the topic, as if in our attempt to
ebserve a distant scene we have beenJosking through
the wrong end of a telescope. The world of New
Testament Chnstiamty 1s indeed distant from us in
time, geography and culture, so that we cannot hope
to understand the practices of the earliest Christians
if we fail Lo examine all available evidence. If we are
to understand the roles of women in the New Testa-
ment churches {or anything else about those
churches), then we must use a wide-angle lens to
gather all theinformation available from our sources.
Romans 16 provides a wide-angle view of the
roles of women in Pauline churches.! Here Paul
mentions twenty-nine individuals in Rome (includ-
ing Phoebe, who was apparently there only tempo-
rarily).* We donot know how many Christians were
in Rome at the time; however, among the twenty-
nine whom Paul mentions, it is striking that ten
{34%) are women. At first glance, this statistic may
not seemn impressive, but when we consider what
Paul says about each of the twenty-nine, the roles
played by women stand out in a surprising way.3
In Romans 16:1-16, Paul mentions six func-
tions performed by individuals: deacon, patroness,
co-worker, host, laborer, and apostled For some
mdividuals he uses descriptive terms which do not
name functions: sister, kinsman/-woman, fellow-
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prisoner, beloved, approved, and elect. Paul also
mentions eleven individuals without saying any-
thing about them. In this article T shall concentrate
on the six functions in an atlempt to understand the
roles that Panl's acquaintances were playing in the
churches in Rome.

Peacon (diakonos)

Romans 16:1-215 a letter of recommendation
for Phoebe, who was traveling to Rome from the
Corinthian portof Cenchraea.® Thereis noindication
of the nature of Phoebe’s business in Rome or how
long she intended to stay there, but the melusion of
2 letter of recommendation on her behalf suggests
that she was the courier for Paul's letter. For our
purposes, itiginteresting that Paulidentifies her not
by occupation or by husband’s name but rather ac-
cording to her functions in the church: “a deacon of
the church in Cenchraea” (16:13, and “a patroness of
many and of myself” (16-2).

“Deacon,” from the Greek dinkonos, means
“minister” or “servant.” Since “deacon” s often used
to identify an “office.” and since the narrow focus of
the reversed telescope works to preclude the possibil-
ity that a woman could be a chureh “officer,” many
seek to avoid calling Phoebe a “deacon.” But we
might ask what functions deacons performed in the
New Testament charches.

Simply put, the words dickonos (servant,
deacon), diakonia {service, ministry) and diakonein
(to serve) are used in the New Testament to describe
twe functions.® On the one hand, thesa words apply
to those who served tables (Acts 6.1-2) and by exten-
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Pauline churches “{ urge you,
brothers, toacknowledge those who

1. Deacon

Phoebe (36:1)

labor among you and who act as
patrons {proistamenous} mn the

2. Patron{ess)

Phoebe {16:1)

Lord and whe admonishyou  "(1
Thess 5:12). Abishopaswellasa

3, Coworker Aquila (16:3}

L'rhanos (16:9)

Prisca (16:3)

deacon should be a “gocd patron
(protstamencs) of his own house-
hold”(1Tim 3-4, 12). Doublehonaor

4, Hostof
house church

Aquila (16:5)
Aristobulus 16:19)?
Narcissus (16:11)7

Prisca {16:5)

is accorded Lo “elders who are good
patrons (proesiotes).  especially
those who labor in word and teach-
ng” (1 Tim 5:1732 In Pauline

circles, then, patronage of churehes

6 functions filling 3 functions

filling 6 functions

3. Laborer Maria (16:6) was analogous to patronage of a
Tryphaena (16:12) | 1 500hpld, which suggests both
Tryphosa (16:12) influence and respons:bility within
Persis (16:12) the family of God.
6. Apostle Andronicus (16:7) Junias (16:7) Co-worker (sunergos)
Total: 3 for 5) men 5 wornen Although Paul couldspeak

of himself as "God’s co-worker” (1
Cor 3:13), he more regularly re-

ston any who attended to physical needs {Luke 8:3;
Col 1:7). On the other hand, these words apply to
those who performed certain liturgical functions in
the church, notably teaching (Acts 6.4; 20:24; 1 Cor
3-5;2Tim 4:5). Paul usesthe words inbsth sensegin
Romans. That is, when he says he 15 on hus way to
Jerusalem “ministering {dickoron) to the samts”
{15-25, 31}, he has in mind his collection for famine
relief; yet when he discusses the parts of the body, he
includes the gift of ministry (diakonia) in a list with
prophecy, teaching and exhortation {12-6-8). Al
though we cannot be certain which form Phoehbe’s
ministry took, Paul’s identification of her as a “dea-
con of the church” suggests that she was formally
designated to her task.”

Patroness (prostatis, proistanai).

Phoebe’s prominence has been greatly ob-
scured by mistranslations of the term “patroness” in
Rom 16:2. Ancient Reman society was an extensive
network of patron/client relationships wherein a
patron of relatively higher soaial status offered fi-
nancial backing and social prestige to his/her clients
who recipracated with deference and loyalty to their
patron's causes.®* The financial aspectof patronage is
evident in Paul’s list of gifts in Romans 12:8, where
“the one who acts as patron (proistamenosy f{alls
between “the one who contributes” and “the one who
gives alms.” The social influence aspect is evident in
the regular applicabion of this term to leaders in

ferred to the members of his mis-
sion teams as his “co-workers.”
Thus, the household of Stephanus. . *have devoted
themselves to the service of the saints. I wrge you to
be subject to such men and Lo every co-worker
Isunergos] and laborer” {1 Cor 16:15-16). Paul's co-
workersineluded Timothy{Rom 16:213, Epaphroditus
{ Phil 2.25), Philemon {(Phim 23, Marcus, Aristarchus,
Demasand Luke{Phim 24). Inaddition, Paul counted
two women among his co-workers in Philippi: I
exhort Buodia and ] exhort Syntyche to be of the
same mind in the Lord Yea, and T urge yvou, true
yokefellow, Lo participate with those who [feminme]
contended with me in the gospel along with Clement
and the rest of my co-workers [sunergoi], whose
names are in the book of hfe” {Phil 4:2-3}. If, then,
Paul counted both men and women co-workers in
FPhilippi, we should not be surprised when he does so
in Rome, where hisz co-workers, that is, his fellow
evangelists, include Prisca and Aquila (16:3) as well
as Urbanus (16:9}.

Host

Paul does not call them *hosts” {xenoi?), but
he does indicate that Prisca and Aquila were the
principal mmembers of a household-based cell group,
when he sends greetings to “the church affiliated
with their house” ifenr kat’ oikon auton ekklesian,
16:5) Thatis, their household formed the nucleus of
a church, and so they likely hosted the meetings in
thewr home.” Paul may identify two other such
principals of house churches when he greets “those



who ara from Aristobulug” (16:16) and “those whoare
jrom Narcigsus” (16:11), although Lampe argues
that Paul's greetings are only to some members of
Lhose houscholds and that the two heads of house-
holds were not Christians.? In any case, we hear of
hoth men and women inthisrole: Aquilaand Priscilla
previously in Asia {1 Cor 16:19), Philemon (Phlm 2},
and Nympha (Col 4-15).2

Labor (kopos, kopian)

Paul regularly uses the word “labor” 1o de-
scribe hisevangelism (1 Cor 3:8; 15:10; Gal 4:11; Phil
2:18; Col 1:29; 1 Thess 3:5).% And he apphes this
word to other teachers ag well. “I urge you, brothers,
to acknowledge those who labor (koprontas) ameng
vou and are your patrons in the Lord and who
adwmonish you. . " {1 Thess 5:12; ¢f. 1 Cor 3:8; 16.16).
Also, 1 Timethy 5:17 says, “Count eiders who serve
well as patrons worthy of double honor, especially
those who labor (kopicntes) in word and teaching.”
For Paul the “labor” that really matters is evange-
lism. Thus, when he greets “Mary whe labored
{ekopiusen) much for you” (Rom 16:6), “Trypheeha
and Tryphosa who have labored (kopissas) in the
Lord,” and “Persis the beloved, who hag labored
{ekopiasen) much in the Lord” (Rom 16:12), it s
difficult to discern what he conld have in mind other
than their work as teachers and evangelists.

Apostle (apostolos)

There is no confusion about the meanmng of
“aposile,” from the Greek apostolps, “one sent on »
mission.” In the New Testament that mission 1s Lo
preach the gospel. There has been some confusion,
however, as to the identity of Juma in Romans 16:7.
Some translators have stombled over a techniesl
ambiguity {created by the lack of punctuation and
accent marks in ancient manuscripts) to render this
asa man's name, “Junias.” Nevertheless, Lampe has
shown conclusively that no such man's name existed
in antiquity {even as a nickname for “Junianus” or
some such) and that Paul is referring to a woman
named Junia.’® In other words, to insist that Junia
was aman is towmsiston"aboy named Sue.” It makes
more sense Lo understand Andronicus and Junia as
a missionary teamn similar to Aquila and Priscilia.
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Yet even when we gront thoal Juma wps a
woman, there revnung seme confusion obout the
meaning of the phrase “noteworthy among the
aposiles,” wluch could mean they were 1a) esteemed
by the apostles, or they were (b) notable apostles.
Altbough either ineaningis possible, " theoverwhelm-
ing majority of scholars favors (b)  Indeed, it is
difficult to imagine why Andrenicus and Junia would
be esteemed by the apostles unless they were promi-
nent evangelists or church leaders. On the other
hand, given that Paul names so many women teach-
ers and evangehsts, it is not difficult to imagine that
Andronicug and Junia were an evangelistic team, in
which case the word “apostie” appears here in its
generie sense of “missionary” {as in Acts 14:4, 14)
without reference to the Twelve of the gospels.

Conclusion

Among the twenly-ninemndividuals Paul men-
tionsin Rome, hencludes only ten women{34%), Yet
more women than men appearn active roles Ofthe
six funetions mentioned, only three are performed by
men, and only three men are identified in those
functions (or five »f Aristobulus and Narassusarein
fact Christian hosts). Yet of the six functions, all six
are performed by women, and Paul names seven
worten 1n those functions, mostly in teaching roles.”
Thisisnot enoughinformation toindicate that women
predominated in the Roman church; however, it does
show that admenitions for wemen to “keep silence”
and "not teach or exerase suthorty overaman” were
not the rule in early Pauline churches,

When we turn our lelesecope around and take
a wider view, it turps out that Paul counted quite a
few women among the teachers and leaders in his
churches We must, then, interpret the restrictions
in 1 Cormnthiang 14-34-35 and 1 Timothy 2:11-15 in
light of the data from other Pauline letters. In that
light, it appears that the restrictions in those two
passages are ammed at specifie, local situations and
do not represent Paul's view for all Christians m all
times and places.
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