WOMEN AND ORDINATION:
INTRODUCTION TO THE BIBLICAL
CONTEXT

ANTHONY A. HUTCHINSON

THE QUESTION of whether worthy women could be or ought to be ordained to
the LDS priesthood has not, until recently, been considered seriously in the
LDS community. As recently as 1979, Leonard Arrington and Davis Bitton
wrote, “There are no great pressures from Latter-day Saints for priesthood
for women, despite similar demands in other contemporary faiths.”! Normal
LDS treatments of the question really did not address the issue head on, but
rather argued for general subordination of women on various grounds, not
the least of which was the Church’s policy of excluding women from priest-
hood ordination itself.2

A major reason for this is that recent questions about priesthood ordina-
tion for women were first publicly formulated in non-LDS Christian com-
munities, particularly the Anglican/Episcopal tradition, and more recently, in
Roman Catholicism.? To some Mormons this tainted the question with some-
how being of the world.” In addition, the unique sociological and theological
dynamics of priesthood in Mormonism require that the question be phrased
in somewhat different terms than it has been in Anglicanism or Roman
Catholicism.* Whereas these traditions distinguish between a common
priesthood possessed by all Christians by virtue of their baptism and an
ordained or hierarchial priesthood,® normally called the priestly ministry, the
LDS priesthood is considerably “’laicized,” and ordination is not restricted to
a trained and specialized elite class of ministers.¢ Consequently, the discus-
sion, started in the context of a non-LDS theology of priesthood and church,
has not been picked up quickly by Latter-day Saints. And yet, significantly,
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some Latter-day Saints are raising the question of the ordination of women.
Excommunication resulting from the unauthorized ordination of a woman
has occurred. The topic is discussed more and more openly.’

After noting some of my working assumptions, I shall briefly give some
background from the Old Testament on this subject, then concentrate on
insights the New Testament offers.

I deliberately avoid attempting a study of the history of Mormon policy
per se because I am by training a biblical theologian and exegete, not an LDS
historian. As much remains to be learned about the theological antecedents
as about the historical precedents. Careless use of the Bible, particularly
certain passages from the Pauline corpus, has bedeviled the discussion of this
question by LDS systematic theologians and produced confusion. Prooftexts
are often adduced by adherents of both sides in the debate. A recitation here
of some of the widely accepted consensus of modern New Testament schol-
arship about these texts and their place on the general cultural and theological
horizon of the New Testament might help alleviate the confusion about what
God'’s revelation to the primitive Christian church has to say on this matter.
(Excellent studies have been published on this topic. These should be read
by anyone interested in the issue because I can attempt no more than a brief
summary and application of this material.)®

DESCRIPTIVE BIBLICAL APPROACH: SOME ASSUMPTIONS

Here are some of the major working assumptions behind my methodology
that naturally grow out of a rationally considered LDS faith that do much to
support and enhance the real heart and life of our religion.®

First, [ believe firmly that the Bible has a normative value in Mormonism,
just as I believe that LDS scripture and the teachings of the living prophets
do. I do not, however, consider this normative value in fundamentalist terms
that would make biblical or any particular modern LDS formulations inerrant
or an absolute rule of faith. To deny the normative value of the Bible, either
through the bad transmission or translation argument, or the claim that
current revelation somehow annuls and invalidates all previous revelation,
may well cut the Church off from God'’s revelation to ancient Israel and the
primitive Christian church, as well as from its own past. It will also seriously
cripple our ability to understand the real contribution which LDS revelation
offers to the religious traditions historically descended from the biblical faith.
Such a denial, though current in certain elements of the Mormon community,
is rooted deeply in fundamentalist concern and, I believe, betrays the very
real experience the LDS people have had with divine revelation in 150 years
of Church life.1°

Second, I believe that the historical-critical method of scriptural study
provides the tools best suited to the task of identifying God’s word to the
ancients and the meanings infused into these texts by inspired human authors
of scripture. This method ideally combines the exacting canons and tools of
responsible philology with the empathy of a faith in the inspired nature of
these texts. In so doing, it attempts to discriminate between the original
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inspired sense of scripture and the rich surplus of meaning laid upon scripture
by more recent people inspired by God, often themselves authors of addi-
tional scripture. Just as the “‘new Mormon history” is essential to a careful
understanding of our own growth as a people, so is critical biblical scholarship
necessary for an accurate understanding of the Bible in its original meaning
and inspiration.

Third, one should always remember that the Bible is not a manual of
doctrine, a blueprint for the Church, or a code of eternal laws and absolute
principles. Rather, it is a record of human experience with the living God, a
God who acts as well as speaks. It phrases and expresses this experience and
the human values and beliefs concomitant to that experience in history in
terms conditioned and colored by the historical, linguistic and cultural milieu
in which the inspired human authors wrote. Revelation comes to human
beings “'in their weakness, after the manner of their language, that they might
come to understand”’ (D&C 1:24). As a result, when we look to the Bible in
our discussion about the ordination of women, we should never think we are
finding in its pages absolute standards for all time when in fact we are seeing
examples of how the people of God have formulated their faith and values in
the past, within the context of their own cultures and the specific questions
with which they were struggling.

Fourth, [ make a specific caution regarding the limitations circumscribing
any attempt in adducing New Testament evidence for use in a modern theo-
logical discussion. The New Testament does not give us a complete picture
of earliest Christian faith and church practices. Not only is the New Testament
evidence incomplete, but it is colored enormously by the occasion and cir-
cumstances surrounding the authorship of its books. It is colored by the
theological intentions of the second and third generation Christians who
committed the early Christian tradition to paper in the gospels; it is colored
by the specific polemical situations in which the apostle Paul found himself
in writing his epistles. Extreme care must be exercised in using this fragmen-
tary and difficult evidence. Particular care must be taken to allow the New
Testament to speak for itself and scrupulously to avoid any interpretation of
the texts which relies on associations of ideas not found in the texts them-
selves. Special care should be taken to avoid imposing categories of thought
upon the New Testament which reflect later theological development whether
mainstream Christian or LDS. It is only thus that the limited evidence of the
New Testament can have any value in the modern discussion.

WOMEN, PRIESTHOOD AND PROPHECY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

Clearly, Old Testament culture was androcentric and generally patriarchal.
Women were typically disqualified from active roles in political leadership,
and although there is no single Old Testament text explicitly forbidding
women priests, it is clear that women were excluded from major roles in the
Yahwistic Temple cult. Yet this fact does not force us to conclude that the Old
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Testament authenticates a modern policy of excluding women from ordina-
tion, or even teaches ipso facto women'’s subordination to men. On the con-
trary, the condition of women was more advanced in ancient Israel than in
contemporary Canaanite culture.!! The fertility myths and cultic prostitution
of Canaanite religion placed value upon women only as means for sexual
gratification and the production of children. In contrast to this, the creation
narratives of Genesis 1-3 teach clearly the dignity of all human beings and
the divine image found in both men and women.

It is important to note that the priestly disqualification was not a simple
expression of a misogynistic belief in the inferiority of women. Rather, it was
related to two central elements of Old Testament religion, one ideological and
one historical. Ideologically, the Israelites held an entire world view and
symbolic structuring of reality in which non-urinary issues from the genitalia
were considered to be ritual defilements (see esp. Leviticus 15). Therefore,
menstrual flow and post partum hemorrhaging, as well as semen, were defile-
ments. Thus, because of a simple difference between the sexual biology of
men and women, a serious handicap in women’s participation in the cult
resulted. The entire world view of which this complex of ideas is an organic
part is no longer wholly available to the consciousness of the modern world, 12
and transcends the single issue of women and their societal role. Historically,
Israelite polemic against the Canaanite fertility cult, with its use of sacred
prostitutes, drew into suspicion and question any participation of women in
the ritual. It is important to note that both of these elements in ancient
Judaism do not obtain at all in modern Mormonism.

Several Old Testament references to women and the prophetic gift warrant
our attention. The basic concept of “prophet” in the Old Testament involves
someone filled with Yahweh'’s spirit who speaks Yahweh’s word.? The Old
Testament does not normally associate the idea of “priesthood” with the idea
of “prophet,” except, perhaps, in the charter narratives that trace the Levitical
and Aaronic classes back to God’s revelation to the prophet par excellence,
Moses, as well as the Book of Ezekiel, and some passing references in I Samuel
to an early oracular, but not explicitly prophetic, function of priests (I Sam.
14:36-42; 23:9-11; 30:7-8). Indeed, the Old Testament never even hints that
priesthood is a requirement or prerequisite for prophecy.

Of interest to our discussion is the fact that three women in the Old
Testament are mentioned by name and endorsed explicitly with the term
“prophetess” (ngbi’a). * These are Miriam (Exod. 15:20), Deborah (Judges
4:4-5), and Huldah (IT Kings 22:14). In Old Testament categories, there is no
theoretical distinction between the authority and religious office of a woman
like Deborah or Huldah and a man like Elisha. This is not to say that the Old
Testament has examples of women who, possessing the prophetic gift, held
the ““priesthood.” This would be a serious misuse of the texts. However, in
any LDS doctrinal formulation which takes these texts into account, one must
remember that the Old Testament concept of “prophet’” is adapted and accom-
modated in the LDS scriptures. Thus, in D & C 107:40~54, many Old Testa-
ment figures, conceived here as prophetic, are associated with the LDS Mel-
chizedek Priesthood. A consistent accommodation of these texts in LDS usage
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would point to some understanding of priesthood authority for these women,
though clearly such an understanding is not implied by the biblical text. A
similar accommodation could be applied to Deborah, who is also portrayed
as a “judge’ in Israel (Judges 4:5). Again, the point is not that the Old
Testament teaches that Deborah held the priesthood, for in the Old Testa-
ment’s eyes the function of “judge’” has little to do with “priesthood.” but
here again, an image normally considered an ordained office in the LDS
church is applied to a woman in the Old Testament.

PRIESTHOOD AND MINISTRIES IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

“Priesthood” is not a term the New Testament uses to describe specific
ministries and roles of service to be exercised by the individual Christian.
More correctly one speaks of “ministries” in the New Testament, rather than
"priesthood,” if one remains faithful to New Testament categories regarding
the function and role of various parts of the community in the service of God
and one’s fellows. A survey of the New Testament use of the Greek terms
hiereus (priest), archihiereus (chief, or high priest), as well as the abstract
nouns hierateia, hierateuma and hierosyne (priesthood) reveals this clearly.
These terms in the New Testament generally apply to the priestly class of
Jerusalem —the Jewish priesthood. Many of the passages where these terms
occur do not endorse this “priesthood” as an active authority from God, but
rather accept the Jewish institution as a sociological and historical fact, and
commonly set this institution against Jesus and the early Christian community
just as many references pit the Scribes and Pharisees against them. Generally,
the terms ““priest’”’ or “priesthood’’ are not applied to Christians or seen as an
element in their role as members of the Christian community.

Occasional passages refer to the Jewish priesthood in terms of its role in
the faith and life of the earliest Christians because of the historical origins of
Christianity as a sect of Judaism. The synoptics portray Jesus saying to a
healed leper, “show yourself to the priest”” (Matt. 8:4; Mark 1:44; Luke 17:14;
cf. Lev. 13:49). Similarly, the Lucan infancy narrative, in an attempt to show
the continuity between what Luke considers to be authentic Judaism and
Christianity, presents Zacharias as a priest in the temple cult and portrays
Anna and Simeon as figures in the Old Testament cultic tradition who have
Christian faith. Note, however, that these nonpolemical passages still use the
term “‘priesthood” in a sense properly referring to the Jewish priesthood and
not a Christian one.

There are three important exceptions to this absence from the New Tes-
tament of the term ““priesthood” in describing things Christian. The most
significant exception occurs in the Letter to the Hebrews. The author of this
anonymous treatise has worked out a lengthy and complex series of proofs of
the superiority of Christianity over Judaism: the superiority of Jesus Christ
to the prophets, angels and Moses (1:1-3:6), the superiority of Christ’s priest-
hood to the Levitical priesthood of Judaism (4:14-7:28) and the superiority
of Christ’s sacrifice in the heavenly sanctuary to the sacrificial ritual of the
Levitical priesthood (8:1-10:39).% In the process of the argument, the term
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“priesthood” is applied not only to the Levites and the Jewish Temple cult,
but also to Christ. It should be noted here, however, that the priesthood in
question is Christ’s, and is never applied to Christians in general by the
author. In fact, it is clear by the line of reasoning that the main referent
generating the description of Christ as the great high priest is not a ministry
in the Christian community but the Levitical cult itself.

The other two exceptions are descriptions of the Christian community as
a holy nation, a royal priesthood (1 Pet. 2:5, 9), and as a kingdom, priests
(Apoc. 1:6; 5:10).16 Although here there seems to be a genuine transferral of
Old Testament priesthood terminology to the Christian community, the
whole Christian community is understood, rather than a specifically ordained
and set apart section of the community. This militates against our seeing even
here a reference to a ““Christian priesthood” as normally conceived by
churches which associate priesthood with a special rite of ordination.?

I should note that although Paul does not use the words for “priest” or
"priesthood” to describe Christians and their ministries, he does occasionally
describe Christ in images borrowed from the Jewish Temple cult (Rom.
3:24-25; 5:2; 8:3, 34; Eph. 2:18). Additionally, in a single reference Paul
describes his own ministry in terms derived from the priestly cult (Rom.
15:16). Yet he avoids the specific terms for priesthood and priest, though the
words which he does use are loaded with priestly overtones. It is probably
from such a reference as this that the institution and theology of a Christian
priesthood was able to develop, grow, and take root during the second century
A.D.

The fact that ““priesthood” is not used in the New Testament to describe
the various ministries and roles of service and leadership in the Christian
community is important. It has far reaching implications in any attempt to
build an LDS ecclesiology, or theology about the Church, and to deal ade-
quately with the New Testament evidence. A key in understanding New
Testament values as they relate to the question of the ordination of women
to the LDS priesthood is whether ministries in the New Testament which
normally have been associated in Mormonism with ordination to the priest-
hood are exercised only by men, or by men and women alike.

Despite the lack of a formulated concept of an “‘ordained priesthood in the
church” throughout the New Testament, there are in the later books, espe-
cially the Pastoral epistles (the Pauline authorship of which is questioned,
rightly, by most New Testament scholarship today), tendencies toward seeing
the Christian ministries in terms of institutionally ordered offices and hier-
archy. Despite these later tendencies, ministries throughout most of the New
Testament are conceived in somewhat flexible and changing terms. A good
example of this is found in the Pauline lists of charisms (gifts) and ministries
(1 Cor. 12:4-11; 1 Cor. 12:28-31; Rom. 12:4~8; and, if we reject the Bultman-
nian denial of the Pauline authorship of the captivity letters, in Eph. 4:11-14).
A comparison of these texts reveals many parallels and many points of diver-
gence. Some of this results from the various settings and functions of the lists.
A certain flexibility in describing the ministries is understandable in terms
of Pauline thought. For Paul, “there are varieties of gifts, but the same spirit;
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varieties of service, but the same Lord” (1 Cor. 12:4-5). In other words, the
ministries of the church are varied, and performed by various people in the
community, yet all the ministries come from God. For him, these
“gifts . . . differ according to the grace given to us” (Rom. 12:6), since the
Spirit ““apportions to each one individually as it wills” (1 Cor. 12:11). This
diversity has one ultimate goal, that the Christian community, functioning
as a healthy body with various members of diverse functions, “equip the
saints for the work of the ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until
we all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God”
(Eph. 4:12-13). Though certainly for Paul some of these diverse ministries
are more important in the process of “upbuilding” than others, just as some
of the charisms are “higher gifts”” and of ““a more excellent way”’ (1 Cor.
12:31), for him all are necessary. In his understanding, there was no one
faction or group which exercised all ministries in the church, or even con-
trolled them all.

WOMEN IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

A dominant theme throughout the New Testament is that through Jesus
the kingdom of God has broken into human history, and that the “age to
come’’ of apocalyptic expectation has in some respects been realized by Jesus
and in the Christian community. This dual Christological/eschatological faith
informs the New Testament portrayal of women and their roles in the early
church. In the “new creation” inaugurated by Christ (Gal. 6:15), “there is
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male
nor female” (Gal. 3:28). This understanding undergirds much of the New
Testament view of women and their place in the early Christian church
despite the heavy limitations imposed upon early Christianity by the patri-
archal cultures of the Greco-Roman and ancient Jewish world.'® From the
beginning of Jesus’ ministry, women followed him and they themselves
ministered of their substance and labors (Luke 8:2-3); many were faithful to
Jesus to the end of his life (Mark 15:40—41; 16:1). The first disciples to discover
the empty tomb were women (Mark 16:2-8; Luke 24:1-11), and in the Mat-
thean and one of the Johannine resurrection narratives, women were the first
to see the resurrected Lord (Matt 28:1-10; John 20:11-18).

None of the various lists of the names of the Twelve includes any women
(Mark 3:16—19; Matt. 10:2-4; Luke 6:14-16; Acts 1:13). But this does not
mean that women were thereby considered secondary in the community and
its ministries, or that women were somehow excluded from apostleship per
se. For though the Twelve are called apostles in some passages,!? the circle of
apostles was not limited to the Twelve. In Pauline understanding, the req-
uisites to make a person an apostle were (1) to have seen the risen Lord and
(2) to have received a commission by Jesus to preach (1 Cor. 9:1; 15:7-9; Gal.
1:16). For Luke, one also had to have been a companion of Jesus during his
earthly ministry (Acts 1:21-22).2° Significantly, women in the early Christian
community met all these criteria for the apostleship. Women were among the
group designated by the resurrected Jesus in Luke as his witnesses to the
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world (Luke 24:48; cf. vv. 22 and 33). Just as the omission of gentiles, slaves,
Samaritans and (with the exception of Judas) of Judaeans from the lists of the
Twelve says nothing about their exclusion from participation in the early
Christian ministries normally associated with ordained priesthood in LDS
usage, so also the omission of women from these lists does not imply a less
than full participation of women in these ministries.

There is abundant evidence of the participation of women in the various
New Testament ministries. Women are seen exercising leadership (Rom.
16:1-2, 6, 12; Phil. 4:2-3), actively participating in church services (1 Cor.
11:5), teaching converts (Acts 18:26), founding churches (Acts 18:2, 18-19; 1
Cor. 16:3-5) and even acting as Christian prophets (1 Cor. 11:5; Acts 21:9).
Many of these ministries seem analogous to opportunities available in the
LDS church to religiously active women without ordination to the priesthood.
However, some of these roles, particularly the founding of local churches and
the exercise of leadership, have some connotations of priesthood in Mormon-
ism. More important are two references in Romans 16 to women who seem
to be exercising ministries which, though not necessarily associated with
priesthood or administrative office in the New Testament, are specifically
connected to priesthood office in the restoration. ,

Phoebe (Rom. 16:1-2) is called a diakonos, a word translated as “’deacon’”
by the KJV when it occurs in Phil. 1:1 and 1 Tim. 3:8, 12. It would be ill-
conceived to understand the word in Romans 16 as “‘deaconess,” since to do
so would anachronistically read back into the New Testament an office in the
early Christian church attested at the earliest in the third century, normally
identified not by the word diakonos, but by diakonissa.?* In addition, the word
diakonos in the authentic Pauline corpus normally means “minister” or “’ser-
vant”’ (1 Cor. 3:5; 2 Cor. 3:4-6:13), understood as a gift rather than a specific
office, and it is thus that the word usually is translated in this verse. Indeed,
the word digkonos, as Paul normally uses it, could perhaps rightly be applied
to LDS women today in their various ministries of compassionate service,
teaching and administration of auxiliary organizations. Nevertheless, the
word digkonos, as it is used in the Pastorals, does denote a specific office in
the church, the office of ““deacon,” and this office in early Christianity is
normally understood in Mormonism as a priesthood office. Significantly, the
use of the genitive “of the church’” in Rom. 16:1-2 reveals that Paul is seeing
Phoebe’s ministry in terms of not merely a charismatic service but also in
terms of an office. As Oepke points out, “The description of Phebe [sic] as the
diakonos of the church at Chenchrea indicates the point where the original
charism is becoming an office.?? Thus, Phoebe, as a “deacon,” stands as one
example of women serving in ministries conceived as priestly in Mormonism.

In the same letter of recommendation in which Paul refers to Phoebe as a
diakonos, he also probably refers to a woman apostolos (apostle) when he
writes, “Greet Andronikos and Junia, my kinspeople and my fellow prisoners,
who are outstanding among the apostles” (Rom. 16:7). I translate the verse
thus for several reasons. The manuscript reading Iounian, which is the accu-
sative singular either of the feminine proper name Iounia or of the masculine
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proper name Jounias, depending upon its accent (which would not have been
written in the epigraphy of Paul’s day), is the best attested and methodolog-
ically soundest reading of the text. Since apparently the near unanimous voice
of the first thirteen centuries of Christian interpretation of the verse under-
stood the name as feminine, and since the masculine name Iounigs is not
attested in Greek until long after the period of the New Testament,?3 I too am
inclined to read the namelounia, and understand it as a reference to a woman.
Finally, although the phrase episemoi en tois apostolois could also be under-
stood as “well known among (i.e., to) the apostles,” I believe that Junia and
Andronikos are here understood as outstanding apostles, because in Paul the
preposition en in this kind of locution normally means “among.” Had he
meant “to” he probably would have used the dative apostolois without the
preposition. What we have is reference to a woman Paul considered not only
an apostle, but an outstanding one.

Some of the New Testament ministries which Latter-day Saints normally
associate exclusively with ordination and priesthood seemingly were exer-
cised by women in the primitive church. Any arguments based upon New
Testament scriptures to support the exclusion of women from the LDS priest-
hood should be carefully weighed in this light.

RULES FOR WORSHIP; RULES FOR THE HOME

There are several passages in the epistles which are often used as prooftexts
to support the subordination of women to men in the modern LDS Church.
These deal with specific rules governing conduct in church services (1 Cor.
11:3-6; 1 Cor. 14:33-35; 1 Tim. 2:11-15).

In the first of these texts (1 Cor. 11), Paul instructs women that they must
wear a head-covering in public worship, so that they might not appear
unseemly (by the social customs of his day). He justifies this practice on the
basis of four things: (1) the order of creation and the ontology it implies (vv.
3, 7-9), (2) the natural decency required by societal standards (vv. 4-6),
(3) the practice of the “churches of God,” i.e., the Palestinian Jewish Christian
churches (v. 16), and (4) “because of the angels” (v. 10).2¢ Despite the fact
that Paul firmly believes his rule is grounded in unassailable tradition (v. 2),
current LDS church practice does not require women to cover their heads in
regular public worship and thus demonstrates the cultural contingency of the
rule.

In the second text (1 Cor. 14:33-35), a proscription is laid upon women'’s
speaking in church. To understand these verses as if Paul were forbidding
women to teach in church or publicly address the assembly, is unwarranted.
The text does not refer to “teaching’” (didaskein) but rather to “speaking”
(lalein), and the context suggests that Paul’s main concern was to prevent
disturbances caused by speaking out of turn (vv. 28, 30) or raising questions
during church services better left to domestic discussion (v. 35). It is incon-
ceivable that Paul would have considered his rule in terms of speech in
general because elsewhere he endorses women who pray and prophesy in
public worship (1 Cor. 11:5).
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The third text (1 Tim. 2:11-15) is attributed by nearly all modern New
Testament scholars not to Paul, but to a later author writing in the Pauline
tradition and under his name. Here indeed women are forbidden to teach
(didaskein) in church and are exhorted to remain silent. This rule was not
known and practiced by all the New Testament churches, for, as I noted
above, women played an active role in Paul’s churches, and one is indeed
pictured teaching in Acts 18:26. The rule therefore should not be seen as a
universal having strict normative effect upon us. The fact that womendo teach
in the modern LDS Church casts doubt on any attempt to use this text to
establish an exclusionary ordination policy.

All of these passages, then, include directives of ancient church leaders to
specific congregations in a specific cultural milieu about what is acceptable
and decent in public worship. They do not give us absolute standards regard-
ing who should participate in which ministries in the Church.

Since in Mormonism “priesthood” is often associated with concepts of
family and family roles, prooftexts dealing with family relations are also
adduced by some Latter-day Saints to support the exclusion of women from
ordination. These texts occur in the “Haustafeln”” (German for “rules of the
house”) lists found in the late Pauline and deutero-Pauline corpus (Col.
3:18-4:1; Eph. 5:21-6:9; Titus 2:1-10) as well as in 1 Pet. 2:18-3:7. The
Haustafeln are exhortations addressed to various members of the familia, or
the extended family of the ancient Mediterranean world, including slaves,
children, husbands and wives. They tell people the standards of behavior
they should follow in their position in the familia. These passages are often
cited today to teach that the subordination of women is not only good, but
planned and desired by God. Such a use of the Haustafeln, if consistently
applied, would require us to argue that the institution of slavery is also
desired by God. Rather, these domestic rules attempt to explicate how Chris-
tian values should form our behavior and attitudes within our circumstances
and the societal constraints around us. They should not be seen as endorse-
ments of any of these conditions in themselves. They merely assume them,
and sometimes even incorporate ideologies rooted in them (see 1 Pet. 3:7).

The values informing these lists of domestic rules are significant and must
be understood clearly if the inspired sense of these texts is to become appar-
ent. These texts stress the love, consideration and respect to be shown by the
various members of the familia in their relations to one another not the moral
value of the cultural context of these relations. Although they are clearly
subordinationist, it seems that they are moving away from the misogyny and
slave-holding mentality of the general culture in which Christianity was born
toward a more enlightened view of the intrinsic value of all people and the
moral responsibility of loving one’s neighbors, “Husbands, love your wives,
as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her” (Eph. 5:22-25);
""Wives, be subject to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. Husbands,
love your wives, and do not be harsh with them. Children, obey your parents
in everything, for this pleases the Lord. Fathers, do not provoke your children,
lest they become discouraged. Slaves, obey in everything those who are your
earthly masters . . . Masters, treat your slaves justly and fairly, knowing that
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you also have a Master in heaven” (Col. 3:18-4:1). These texts, though
phrased and conceived in an androcentric world-view, do not teach the
normal subordinationism laid upon them by modern prooftexters. Rather,
the subordination taught here is one in which the individual submits to and
serves humbly his or her fellows, all in submission to the Lord.

The denial of priesthood and various church offices cannot then be inferred
reasonably from these New Testament rules for public worship and domestic
life.

THE CREATED ORDER; EVE’'S TRANSGRESSION

Some Latter-day Saints may object to the foregoing treatment of these
texts on liturgical and domestic regulations on the grounds that while they
may argue for some rules, particularly the requirement for head-covering,
which are simply "local customs and traditions,” they incorporate into their
argument a proclamation of “certain basic and eternal principles pertaining
to men and women and their relationship to each other.”?5 This objection
rests on the assumption that the subordinationist logic used in these texts,
particularly the references to the order of creation (1 Cor. 11:3, 7-8, 12; 1 Tim.
2:13) and to Eve’s transgression (2 Cor. 11:3; 1 Tim. 2:14), reflects and sustains
the teaching of the modern LDS Church.?¢ A careful examination of these
texts reveals that their theological reasoning is just as culturally contingent as
are the rules they serve to support. Even if one is to take popular LDS
formulations of faith as the only reliable guides to “eternal and unchanging
principles,” the reasoning used in these texts must be viewed as limited by
history and culture, for LDS doctrine thus conceived simply does not corre-
spond to the theology in these texts. To show this, I shall discuss (1) how the
use of Genesis 1-3 in these texts is more dependent upon cultural factors in
the New Testament than upon the intent of Genesis, and (2) how the theo-
logical anthropology in these texts cannot be harmonized with standard LDS
ideas about the eternity and non-contingency of the individual human being.

1. The meaning later attributed to Genesis 1-3 in these texts cannot be reconciled
with the original meaning of Genesis. One of the four arguments Paul uses in
favor of head-covering in I Corinthians 11 concerns the sequence of creation
in Genesis and Paul’s view of the ontological consequences of this sequence:
the “head” (kephale= source, origin)?” of the woman is her husband (v. 3);
while man is the image and glory of God, woman is the glory of man (v. 7),
because woman was created from and for man (vv. 8-9, cf. I Tim. 2:13-15).
It is Paul’s own culture that allows him to accommodate Genesis in this way.

The two separate stories of creation, the first in Gen. 1:1-2:4a and the
second in Gen. 2:4b-3:24, are discrete literary and theological units in the
eyes of all leading modern interpreters of the Bible, whether they accept any
of the classic formulations of the documentary hypothesis about the literary
origins of the Pentateuch or not. Paul’s claim that only the man was created
in the image of God, or that the woman was created secondarily, cannot be
gathered from the first story. There, the two genders of humanity are created
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by means of the speech of God at the same moment, and both are equally in
God’s image, ’In the image of God created he him (=humanity’ adam), Male
and Female created he them (Gen. 1:27, cf. 5:1-2).”

Similarly, the second creation story does not lend 1tself to Paul’s exegesis.
The sequencing of the creation of man ( ’5) and woman (’issa) in Genesis does
not speak to the subordination of women. At issue in this story are the unity
and solidarity of the couple. They are made from one human bemg( adam),
and are bone of bones, flesh of flesh, woman ( ’1562) from man (75) (Gen. 2: 33)
The usual appeal of modern subordinationists to the words “helpmeet”
“helpmate,” supposedly in the KJV of his passage, is painfully mistaken.
“Helpmeet” or “helpmate” do not occur in the KJV, but are neologisms
resulting from an elementary misunderstanding of the archaic language of
the KJV. “An help meet for him” (KIV Gen. 2:18, 20) simply means “a helper
suitable or fitting for him,” ]ust as it is not meet’”” means “it is not fitting.”’28
The Hebrew expression here, ‘Zzer kénegdd, means "“a help fitting for, suitable
for, or even, on par with, him,” and does not carry the connotation of “ser-
vant” which the English word “helper’” carries.

An element in the second creation story, though distinct from the issue of
creation order, has generated the other New Testament theme used by sub-
ordinationist prooftexters, the transgression of Eve (1 Tim. 2:14; 2 Cor. 11:3).
The story describes the defection of woman and man (in that order) from
Yahweh, and the subsequent subordination of woman to man (Gen. 3:16—17).
Significantly, however, this is an etiology for the social status of women in
the author’s culture, set parallel to the etiologies of snakes’ locomotion and
the antipathy of human beings to them, as well as to the difficulty of agri-
culture. As such, the etiology for the subordination of women here must be
considered as descriptive rather than prescriptive. To think otherwise is to
suggest that in a modern application, this text somehow not only prescribes
the subordination of women, but also forbids anesthesia during childbirth
(3:16) and the earning of a living in any manner except manual agriculture in
weed-infested fields (3:17-19). In the second story, the subordination of
woman is looked upon as a distortion of the created order resulting from
humankind’s alienation from Yahweh. Perhaps Paul is closer to the meaning
of Genesis when he stresses that despite the subordination of women in the
present system of things, “in Christ’ there is neither male nor female (Gal.
3:28).

2. The theological anthropology in these texts cannot be harmonized with
standard LDS doctrine. When Paul argues for the head-covering rule, he does
so on the basis that the man is the head, or source of being, of the woman,
and that while man is the image and glory of God, woman is only the man’s
glory. This argument not only fails to adopt the relatively egalitarian per-
spective of the Genesis texts but also assumes many things most Latter-day
Saints simply could not accept if they recognized them for what they are. Paul
assumes that the very being of women is contingent upon that of men, while
men’s being is contingent upon the being of God. Although the idea of
contingent being of humankind fits comfortably into much biblical theology
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and the theology of ex nihilo creation in mainstream Christianity, it is contrary
(though perhaps not contradictory) to much of Mormonism’s symbolic expres-
sion and teaching.?® The idea that all human beings are ““co—equal” in their
eternity with God, or that “as man is, God once was; as God is now, man
may become,” simply cannot be harmonized with the ontology of human
beings Paul uses as a central part of his reasoning here. These ideas might be
allowed to stand under an uneasy truce within their own horizons of dis-
course. But the basic point is that Paul’s idea cannot be reduced simplistically
to a reflection of standard LDS understandings of “eternal principles.”

Likewise, it seems to me that Mormons who profess to “believe that men
will be punished for their own sins, and not for Adam’s transgression” would
not want to speak of the transgression of Eve as justification for the denial of
priesthood to women today, particularly when denial of priesthood to males
today is ideally a function of personal worthiness. This is all the more the
case in a religious tradition which tends to reinterpret the story in Genesis 3
from a symbolic narrative dealing with humankind’s alienation from God
and concomitant human suffering, to a celebration of the descent of premor-
tally existent spirits into a physical state of moral trial and growth.

Although the subject of priesthood ordination for Mormon women is
difficult and its discussion frequently emotional, many avenues of study can
facilitate understanding of the basic issues. I have discussed one of these
from a New Testament context that is often overlooked. Within the LDS
tradition are other overlooked elements that should be studied more fully for
the insights they provide. Women already perform priesthood ordinances
upon one another during the initiatory ordinances in the temple. We have a
concept of a Mother in Heaven who is as divine and exalted as is the Father.
In our canonical LDS scriptures there is no actual prohibition of the ordination
of women. In a more sociological context, it is now quite clear that the Church
can be remarkably flexible once the general membership has been prepared
by the Spirit to accept new revelation through the general leaders. Black
males, after all, were given the priesthood in 1978 in the face of Book of
Abraham texts ostensibly far more prohibitive than any texts in our scriptures
that might conceivably be used to argue against the ordination of women. In
early LDS history many of the ministries later associated exclusively with the
ordained priesthood were commonly the duty and privilege of worthy female
members. These include such ministries as anointing with oil for the healing
of the sick, the giving of blessings by means of the laying on of hands,?® and
the independent administration of funds in organizations such as the Relief
Society and the Primary. A clear understanding on our part of the early
confusion in LDS doctrinal discourse between ‘‘ordination’ and “setting
apart” might serve as a corrective to elements of our male-centered doctrinal
expressions today.

Much theological work needs to be done: more thought about an accurate
definition of priesthood, and a careful description of women and priesthood
in LDS history. In terms of the general joining together in LDS theology of
concepts dealing with family and priesthood, careful attention to the sociology
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of family and priesthood in the Church is needed today. The dynamics of
LDS biblical accommodation might be a fruitful area of investigation as well
as the possible forms a revelation on this topic might take. Finally, and
probably most important, a sensitive treatment of the question of gender
stereotyping versus “androgyny” in terms of authentic LDS values and the
formation of self-image among Latter-day Saints would help the discussion
enormously. After all, conceptions of ““priesthood’” in D&C 121 seem to be
the ideal of human service and leadership for females as well as males. (These
concepts seem somewhat at variance with the hierarchial and institutional
discourse generally used in attempts to defend the exclusion of women from
the priesthood.)

In terms of the New Testament evidence, there is no reason to deny
ordination to women; there are, instead, compelling reasons to recommend
it. Yet the New Testament evidence is clearly not the only criterion which
will be used to decide the issue. Since “we believe in the organization which
existed in the primitive church,” however, the evidence adduced here ought
to encourage a thorough and self-searching investigation of the entire issue.
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