
Women in the Church: 

Extreme Approaches To The Problem 

(Portions of Chapter 2) 

 
There are two views of male/female relationships-hierarchical and egalitarian. Now I know that you don’t want 

to be bothered with technical terms, but about a half-dozen are commonly used in discussing women in the 

church-and, trust me, it is important that one understand these few terms very well.  As the dictionary defines it, 

hierarchalism refers to a classification of people according to ability or standing. Egalitarianism is the belief in 

human equality, especially concerning social, political, and economic rights and privileges. We will refer to 

these frequently. 

 

           Egalitarian                                                            Hierarchal 

 

Radical            Evangelical                          Hierarchal                      Patriarchalism 

Feminism        Feminism                             Complementarianism 

 

 
Radical feminism and evangelical feminism are both egalitarian. Both advocate equality of the sexes.  Now 

radical feminism places little or no reliance upon the Bible and views Scripture as essentially “masculine” and 

therefore suspect. Evangelical feminism, though, accepts the Bible, yet maintains that texts used to place 

limitations on women have been misunderstood and those, if properly understood, are not always applicable to 

current situations. 

 

On the other hand, patriarchalists and hierarchal complementarians both advocate male authority and 

leadership. Patriarchalists appeal to the Bible for a strict hierarchy in both home and church (male domination 

and female subjection) and insist upon strict limitations on women in church and civic life base upon variety on 

biblical texts. Hierarchal complementarians, however, understand the bible to teach a hierarchy for both home 

and church, but still view women as full participants in church and civic life, with the exception of church 

administration and preaching.  

 

Now the purpose of breaking down this complex topic into categories is not to label people, but only to try to 

understand accurately and evaluate meaningfully the various views. In attempting to characterize views, I have 

tried to avoid over simplification and unfair classification. Too, I have tried as much as possible to allow each 

view to speak for its self.  

 

1. Radical feminism  
(pages 20-32) 

 

2. Patriarchalism 

So, what is this “patriarchalism” that is so detestable to feminists? Well, patriarchy in Christianity (strict 

hierarchy of male leadership & female submission) is basic to fundamentalism and is the extreme opposite of 

radical feminism. Marsden observes that, “a fundamentalist is an evangelical Protestant who is militantly 

opposed to modern liberal theologies and to some aspects secularism in modern culture.” The literal 

interpretation of the Bible is understood as authoritative in matters of faith and practice. Also, fundamentalists 

generally stress strict adherence to standards emerging from the revivalist tradition, such as avoidance of 

alcohol and immodest dress.  Few are “charismatic,” that is “speak in tongues,” but most are premillennialists, 

who view the modern world as heading toward doom and are simply awaiting Christ’s return. Fundamentalism 

is rooted in the 19th and 20th century reaction to a perceived cultural decline in America. It attempted to fight 

changes that seemed to be displacing religion as a major culture-shaping force.  Between World Wars I and II, a 

split in this camp saw fundamentalists move to the extreme right, as far away from radical left as possible, and 

conservatism emerge as “middle of the road.” This split is clearly seen in each positions view of women. We 



will discuss the conservative position later.  First, let’s look at the fundamentalist view of patriarchalism, a view 

as offensive as radical feminism, yet which enjoys considerable support in contemporary culture. 

 

Old line fundamentalist patriarchalism pervades a book entitled “Bobbed Hair, Bossy Wives, and Women 

Preachers” which begins, “the authority of the husband over the wife is as fundamentally settled as the 

authority of God over Christ and the authority of Christ over man.” Referring to Genesis 3:16, ”Unto the 

woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception:….and thy desire shall be to thy husband, 

and he shall rule over thee,” Rice concludes, “Wives must be subject to the rule of their husband if they fit into 

God’s order of things.” Essential to patriarchalism in the church is the “order of creation” in which, before the 

sin of Adam & Eve, God set up an order of the authority in the universe.   
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(Continues from page 34 through page 42) 

 
Page 43: 

In fairness, patriarchalism has some features that are commendable: 

1. Patriarchalists place a premium upon seeking to do the will of God. 2. Patriarchalists place a strong emphasis 

upon following the biblical text. 3. Patriarchalists have a strong aversion to rampant cultural degradation in 

society. 4. Patrialchalists place strong emphasis upon the church not accommodating to society, but being a 

“light set on a hill” for society. 5. Patriarchalists insist on maintaining the differences between male and female. 

6. Patrialchalists place strong emphasis upon the home. 7. Patriarchalists emphasize masculine responsibility 

and, generally speaking, are against repressive and abusive males and husbands. 8.Patriarchalists place 

emphasis on women being loving, kind, serving, nurturing etc., which are prominent biblical characteristics. 

 

However, several features of patriarchalism render it questionable and unattractive.  

 

1)  
Patriarchalists seem oblivious to the cultural influences that have shaped much of their view.  Patriarchalists 

have deluded themselves into thinking that their view of women’s issues has been influenced strictly by 

Scripture while other views are shaped strictly by culture. In fact, that is not the case at all. Much of what is 

held as “truth” by patriarchalists seems actually to be nothing more than cultural bias. 
 

While the need to control women is not essential to religious traditionalism, it seems an inevitable by-product. 

Overwhelmed by the modern world, traditionalists tend to respond by isolating themselves from culture. This 

happened in the past century all over America.  A number of forces-contact with the larger world, burgeoning 

cities, dramatic population increase, industrialization, poverty, nationalism, war, illiteracy, bureaucracy, the 

theory of evolution, racism, and changing roles for women-converged in the late nineteenth century, resulting in 

considerable anxiety around the country. It was felt that what was needed was something that could provide 

focus and security in a world which had become too complicated.  

 

Not unexpectedly, religion came to play a central role in dealing with this stress and providing orientation. As is 

well-known, gender roles are the basic building blocks of social organization, so traditionalists turned to family 

structure in search of stability. Now, eternal truths and values must be brought to bear upon constantly changing 

situations. However, in their quest for something solid, traditionalists isolated and listed all sorts of “truths” to 

make their religion a solid rock for them in the midst of a shifting world.  However, they did not rigorously seek 

and apply biblical principles. Instead, they merely imposed culturally-generated gender roles into their religion 

and called that “truth”. This imposed view actually provided little flexibility to respond to life’s complexities or 

the challenges of changing times. It only provided a false sense of security. Thus, the view of women that 



emerged in nineteenth-century America was in reaction to the social upheavals of the day, using so-called 

biblical and theological “truths” to control what was seen as threatening. 

 

It is precisely this fundamentalists reaction to culture that enabled the adoption of patriarchalism as an 

assumption that serves as its own presupposition and its own unnecessary conclusion. In spite of extensive 

appeal to Scripture, the patriarchal view of women is essentially rooted in culture and provides only an apparent 

security. And that is why it is not surprising to hear some patriarchalists, faced with Biblical data, say “I don’t 

care what the Bible teaches, as long as I have anything to say about it, no woman will……...!” 

 

2)  
Through “proof-texting” patriarchalists have assigned meanings to biblical texts that cannot stand rigorous 

analysis.  The view of the Bible in patriarchal thought fails to question when and how texts about women are 

descriptive (what happened in ancient times) or prescriptive (what happened is authoritative for today), and it 

disregards literary and historical contexts in interpretation. Consequently, interpretations of the Bible that arose 

from reaction to societal issues have been allowed to become sacred interpretation-unquestionable church law. 
 

Concerning the use of the Bible, Smith, for instance, refuses to admit even the theological seriousness or 

spiritual motivation of those who view biblical texts differently from himself. As Mitchell observes, Smith’s 

charming style “diverts the reader’s attention from the very subjective and idiosyncratic character of Dr. 

Smith’s view about women’s role in the church”.  Biblical examples of women in spiritual leadership (for 

example, Deborah, Huldah, prophetesses, teachers) might seem to indicate God’s approval of female leadership 

in these cases, but Smith’s intuition leads him to conclude that these are not divinely approved examples, but 

unfortunate and illegitimate usurpation of exclusively male prerogative of leadership. 

 

In Smith’s view, anyone but those influenced by feminism or “new hermeneutics” would clearly understand 

these examples as alterations of God’s order of creation.  The Fall of Adam and Eve is seen as a result of 

attempted female leadership; therefore, any female leadership thereafter must be only the unfortunate result of 

men not accepting their leadership roles adequately. Smith further argues that, being sensitive and spiritually 

inclined, women make capable leaders in times of male abandonment of leadership, but that males, not so 

sensitive and spiritually inclined, must not permit women to usurp this leadership-a line of reasoning Mitchell 

calls “rhetorical coquetry”. Further, Smith’s strong appeal to bar women from any public activity (even 

admittedly those not sinful, such as serving communion) because “it makes the wrong statement,” assumes that 

for any woman to participate publicly is to surrender to the feminist agenda. 

 

In typical patriarchal fashion, these views control Smith’s interpretation of scripture and lead him to stress that 

to come to any other conclusion than his is not to take the Bible seriously. 

 

Let’s just take a break from patriarchalism and talk about the Bible. Now, the real dynamic of the Bible usually 

does not surface until basic questions are brought to it. The Bible can become Scripture for us only if we are 

honest about the problems we have in reading it-and only if we take it seriously enough to make an honest effort 

to understand it. “In fact,” Keck says, “One can measure its ‘Scripturehood’ by the degree we are willing to risk 

hearing what the Bible actually has to say.” The Bible is not so much a “heaven-sent answer book” as a 

historical book produced within and for a historical community-yet it serves as scripture today because people 

find themselves accountable to it. That is what makes it Scripture. 

 

The power of the Bible to meet us where we really are requires more than casual, even prayerful, reading. The 

Bible requires relentless reading. Proper understanding of the biblical text runs deeper than commitment to a 

purely traditional or denominational understanding, and that means reading the Bible not knowing in advance 

what the Bible means. It is basic in study of the Bible to stress first, not “what it means today” but, “what the 

writer meant to say then.”  A responsible way to learn what the Bible has to say is to read texts in their literary 

and historical context. Now this does not stifle devotional reading of the text but it does mean that we need to 

seek to know what the ancient writers intended. In this way, we ward off speculation and fantasy. But we must 

go beyond the historical orientation and get to the heart of the matter-we must ask why the text says what it 



does. That is to say, we must we must press the ancient writer to surface the rationale of the statements in the 

text. Having penetrated the text to the point that one knows what a text says and the rationale behind it, another 

step must be taken if the text would actually become Scripture-and that is, to engage the text and dialogue to 

ask, “Now that I understand the meaning of this text for today, can I accept this?” 

 

Reading the Bible in this way is no simple devotional exercise in which one supports ones presuppositions. 

Rather, reading the Bible so as to hear it and respond to it can be a serious struggle in which its stakes are high. 

Only after coming to understand the underlying intent of the biblical text does one know the meaning of the 

text, and sometimes those meanings are hard to accept. Indeed, there is a certain danger in reading the Bible-one 

might have to change. In fact, though, that very threat of change is the basic reason to take the Bible seriously.  

 

Now, back to patriarchalism. It is in this vein that much of the use of the Bible by patriarchalists fails miserably. 

Smith says, “Where the Bible does not speak, no person, no church, nor any creed has the right to impose 

further doctrine or tradition on anyone”. This statement destroys his whole book on women and betrays his 

essentially unworkable approach to the Bible.   

 

3)  

Often, in patriarchalism, leadership and submission are actually domination, subjection, and manipulation 

couched deceptively in language that leads to female degradation. Even if well intentioned, to insist on female 

subordination while at the same time insisting that such subordination does not imply inferiority seems pure 

nonsense. Patriarchalists present an unbalanced view of both masculinity and femininity. On one hand, males 

are depicted as strong leaders, but on the other are depicted as having 1) weak egos that require support. 2) 

sensitive pride that requires women to “ walk on egg shells” and 3) a lack of impression with characteristics 

such as love, kindness, sensitivity, and nurturing.  Patriarchalism essentially presents a view of man that robs 

him of his full humanity. The view of women as intellectually inferior, emotionally unstable, incompetent, and 

spiritually culpable is demeaning. It seems odd that women would be presented as more easily lead into heresy, 

yet still be entrusted with teaching the children! It is not at all surprising that many women in a partriarchalist 

environment resort to manipulation in order to cope with their stress.  

 

4)  

Implementing patriarchalism creates an environment for emotional and physical abuse. Certainly not all 

patriarchalists are abusive, but it has been my experience that there seems to be a disproportionately large 

problem in this area.  

 

Summary  
Consequently, it is evident that both radical feminism and patriarchalism have some good questions and some 

good answers. However, since both patriarchalism and radical feminism proceed in reactionary ways from a 

basically cultural agenda, it is unlikely that contemporary Christianity will profit significantly from either 

perspective. Both views are steeped in prejudice and are essentially extremist. Both views are essentially 

isolationist. In using the Bible, both views are influenced tremendously by cultural bias, radical feminism 

acknowledging the bias, but patriarchalism deludedly evasive on the matter.  Both views tend to ignore passages 

that do not support their presuppositions and stress those that do, or with some adjustment might. Working 

principally with stereotypical views of the other position, each overstates its case and promotes a charged 

emotional atmosphere in which objectivity seems impossible and critical evaluation of its own essence entirely 

avoidable. There is much that is both blatantly and subtly offensive in each of these views. So, while neither 

view provides needed balance and perspective, each should be incorporated into the discussion to extent 

possible, as each view has something valuable to contribute. To continue to couch the question in terms of these 

two extremes as the viable options, however, is unproductive. We must look elsewhere for a responsible 

Christian view of women.  
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