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Paul does not challenge gender inequality.  Is he thus to be perceived as the “father of misogyny” and as responsible for the continuation of injustice over centuries?  Critically discuss with reference to relevant passages in the undisputed Pauline letters.

[bookmark: _Hlk9324571][bookmark: _Hlk9275616]This essay will examine Romans 16 and 1 Corinthians 11:2-16.  Both passages speak of Paul’s attitude towards women and both contain textual difficulties that are open to very different interpretations.  The passages can be employed to support the starkly contrasting views that Paul was, on the one hand, androcentric to the point of misogyny, or, on the other hand, radically inclusive and egalitarian.  I will focus on the recent work of two female academics who champion the latter view.  Westfall’s (2015) analysis of both letters demonstrates that Paul’s concern goes far beyond cultural mores, rather she argues that Paul’s conviction is that eschatology shapes his attitude to both men and women.  Peppiatt’s (2018) innovative insight that Paul’s letter engages rhetorically with the Corinthian church, to a much greater degree than had previously been supposed, challenges the view that Paul was unconcerned by gender inequality.  

Paul divides opinions, his teaching frequently seen as inconsistent and contradictory.  The writer of 2 Peter admits “His letters contain some things that are hard to understand” and cautions “which ignorant and unstable people distort” (2 Pt 3:16).  But earnest academics throughout the ages have also wrestled with Paul’s theology, especially his attitude towards women.  “Why is it that some people can believe fervently in Paul’s commitment to egalitarianism among the sexes while others believe just as passionately that Paul puts men above women?” (Eisenbaum, 1999).  From a feminist perspective, Wire’s (1990) analysis of 1 Corinthians contends with Paul at almost every point.  In a contrasting approach, Westfall speaks of “typical behaviour…where women naturally tend to be noisy and talk among themselves” (Westfall, 2016, 239).  Marshall appears to gloss over the problem when he comments that the “issue is the (to modern eyes) trivial one of the demeanor (sic) of women in the church meeting” (Marshall, 2004, 260).  Peppiatt takes a more assertive view declaring that 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 has “had a huge impact on Christian women through the ages…affect[ing] worship practices, church structures, church leadership, marriages, and…relationships between men and women” (Peppiatt, 2018, 3).  Prior, argues that “Throughout this exegetical maze the golden thread seems to be” Paul’s desire “that the worship of the church in Corinth is “done decently and in order” and that “women were to keep their heads covered” (Prior, 1993, 183) as a sign of submission in the church just as in respectable secular Corinthian society.  Ehrensperger contends that many “try to find a core or centre in Paul’s theology, from which his other statements are then evaluated” (Ehrensperger, 2004, 43).
[bookmark: _Hlk9256621][bookmark: _Hlk9084489]
Westfall’s reflections on Paul’s valedictory greetings in Romans 16 bear out her thesis that “the function of women in the Pauline corpus has been misrepresented.  The subordination and silencing of women…is far from what Paul taught or modelled” (Westfall, 2016, 277).  Paul sends his greeting to more than twenty named people, both men and women.  In addition, he wishes to be remembered to the unnamed members of extended families and those belonging to house churches (16:5; 10; 11; 12; 14; 15).  There is little obvious distinction between the roles of either men or women, named or unnamed.  Paul seems more concerned with recognising and praising all who “worked hard” (16:12) to build a healthy church community.  None is unequivocally identified as holding a leadership role or given a title that indicates a position of authority.  Phoebe is described as “a deacon” (16:1).  The term has different connotations dependent on context.  Westfall argues that “In the New Testament, since the context…was a house church, it would be…directly associated with the low position of a servant…a high status in God’s kingdom, but a low status in the eyes of the world” (2016, 272).  It would be anachronistic to regard Phoebe’s role as in some way elevated since it was quite unlike that of “the office in fourth-century public…worship”, nevertheless, Phoebe is singled out by Paul for praise in his honouring of “a counter-cultural value” (2016, 273) reflecting her diligent work on behalf of the church.  

The reference to Junia (16:7) is more problematic; “Greet Andronicus and Junia, my relatives who were in prison with me; they are prominent among the apostles, and they were in Christ before I was” (NRSV).  A footnote in the NRSV draws attention to the long-standing controversy over whether the text should read Junia (female) or Junias (male).  The weight of opinion on the issue of gender is that the evidence “through the first 1,200 years or so universally supports the feminine name” (Burer and Wallace, 2001, 77).  Although the role of women, in the church and in wider society, became an issue for the Roman Catholic Church, and also for the reformers Luther and Calvin, Tyndale’s translation of the bible in 1526 and the Authorised Version of 1611 both retain the traditional female form.  By the nineteenth century the RSV (1881) identified “Andronicus and Junias” as “kinsmen” and “men of note” (16:7) and likewise, Barth writing in the early years of the twentieth century adopted the male form, Junias, (Barth, 1968, 535).  In recent years the controversy has been reassessed and “the tide has swung decidedly over to the side of the feminine form” (Burer and Wallace, 2001, 78).  

The issue bears directly on this essay since a second textual ambiguity makes it is uncertain whether this individual addressed by Paul is identified as “prominent among the apostles” (NRSV) or “well known to the apostles” (ESV).   Whatever her status, she receives an explicit commendation from Paul who acknowledges she has been part of the church for longer than he has and who had been imprisoned with him for her faith.  Westfall suggests that Junia’s imprisonment “indicates that her ministry extended beyond the boundaries of her household” (2016, 270).   Westfall acknowledges the work of Buber and Wallace that asserts the verse “almost certainly means “well known to the apostles”” (Buber and Wallace, 2001, 90) but she finds the analysis of Belleville, Epp and Bauckham “far more convincing” that Junia was a woman apostle, an assessment that this view “was the overwhelming understanding of the early church” (2016, 271).  This long-standing belief is significant in that it held sway in an androcentric cultural milieu for more than a thousand years.  

[bookmark: _Hlk9154108]Exactly what Paul means by “apostle” (16:7) is conjectural.  Clearly, he is not using the term as it is applied to one of Jesus’ twelve disciples.  Nor, is he using the word in quite the same way as he applies it to himself “Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” (1 Cor 9:1); seeing Jesus, albeit through a vision on the Damascus road, seems to validate his apostleship.  Perhaps, “If I am not an apostle to others, at least I am to you” (1 Cor 9:2) opens up the possibility that Paul applies the term more generally to those who have been commissioned and sent out to preach the gospel, both men and women.  A footnote in the ESV allows “messengers” as an alternative term.   Whatever the precise role, “an apostle’s authority would be directly related to the nature of the apostle’s mission” and by comparison with others, Junia is described by Paul as “prominent” (NRSV) or, “outstanding” (Westfall, 2016, 271).  The chapter ends with Paul urging the church in Rome “to keep an eye on those who cause dissension and offences, in opposition to the teaching that you have learned” (16:17).  He gives these instructions, not to an individual or leadership group, but to his “brothers and sisters” (16:17), the same all-inclusive group he addressed in his salutation, to “all God’s beloved in Rome, who are called to be saints” (1:7).  It is difficult to interpret these remarks as anything but all-embracing and non-hierarchical.  

The role of women in public worship is addressed by Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16.  Westfall quotes Bailey’s summary of a stereotypical traditional application of the passage as; women are to live under authority, keep their heads covered in public and, understand that they are created to serve men (2016, 233).  She offers a more nuanced interpretation arguing that the main point of the passage is that “believers should wear gender-appropriate apparel when leading or ministering”…”when women lead…they should cover their heads” and “when men lead…they should not cover their heads” (2016, 234).  Westfall predicates her argument on her understanding of the norms of Greco-Roman culture where “the veil represents honor (sic), chastity, modesty, status, and literal protection from sexual harassment” (2016, 98).  This view aligns with Guthrie’s claim that “Paul urges Christian women to respect social customs of their time, in spite of their new-found freedom” (Guthrie, 1964, 445).  But the issue is more complicated than Guthrie suggests.   Barton’s solution to the puzzles of whether women should wear a veil when she prays or prophesies (1 Cor 11:2-16) is that for Paul, the issue is “how believers (women and men) are to embody their eschatological identity…in ways which are historically responsible and socially constructive” (Barton in Dunn and Rogerson, 2003, 1338) since by not covering their heads, women are “disregarding conventional symbols of female identity and subordination” (2003, 1337).  Similarly, Marsh supposes that Paul’s concern is that by removing a veil a woman “either shames her own head, or dishonours her husband” (Marsh in Bruce, 1986, 1371).  Barton and Marsh raise the pertinent question of the relationship between a woman and a man, and between a wife and her husband.  Both seem clear that Paul sees the relationship as hierarchical; the woman showing deference to the man.   

Westfall challenges this view that the issue is primarily cultural in that the veil is an expression of female submission.  In the light of Paul’s unequivocal assertion of the “mutuality and interdependency between male and female” (2016, 40) expressed in verses 11 and 12, Westfall endeavours to demonstrate that “the woman is the glory of a man” (11:7 ESV) is not well translated as “the woman is the reflection (or glory) of man” (11:7 RSV) that suggests a secondary or derivative glory.  Westfall argues the opposite is the case.  A greater glory was bestowed by God on Eve to offset Adam’s inadequacy.  Westfall sees the Genesis account speaking not of man’s priority but of his limitations.  The danger is that the greater glory given to woman and her hair “both provokes jealousy and enhances a husband’s status” and places her “in direct competition with God’s glory in worship” (2016, 41).  Paul’s concern, she insists, is with “God’s honor (sic) and glory” not that of the men or women “who pray and prophesy” (2016, 41).  Westfall’s case is essentially theological and eschatological rather than cultural, demonstrating that “resurrected males and females equally share God’s destiny” (2016, 143).  She contends that although Paul’s line of argument “appears to endorse the cultural ideals” of the Greco-Roman world, “his argument actually equalized the relationship between men and women” (2016, 42) and is countercultural since all women regardless of their standing in society, should veil their glory when praying and prophesying.  Westfall sees the injunction for women to keep quiet (1 Cor 14:33) as an interpolation “addressing the disorderly conduct of talking while someone else is speaking” (2016, 238) and should be seen within the larger context (1Cor 11:5).       

[bookmark: _Hlk9233963]Peppiatt adopts a very different approach.  She sees the verses as “perplexing…because they are opaque” and a “plain-sense reading” only leads to uncertainty (Peppiatt, 2018, 3) since they are “riddled with inconsistencies, contradictions, and confusing messages” (2015, 5).  To those who argue that “Paul is committed to patriarchy and the silencing of women in church” she points to the “obvious reality that many of Paul’s fellow workers were women” (2015, 12) and he recognised that women both prayed and prophesised in public (1 Cor 11:5).  Peppiatt’s response to the baffling, conflicting views expressed in Paul’s letter, is to raise the possibility that the text records two distinct voices; Paul’s and the Corinthians’ (2015: 15).  Furthermore, since the letter is part of an ongoing dialogue (1 Cor 5:9) it may well include, firstly, direct quotes from an earlier communication written by the Corinthian church, and secondly, allusions to “expressions and thoughts” that formed part of the conversation Paul had with the church when “he lived with them and taught them for eighteen months” (2015, 15).   Peppiatt builds a coherent case that the Corinthian church “deeply influenced by Paul’s teaching, his ideas, and his personality” had inevitably succumbed to the influence of their surrounding culture (2015, 15).   Paul acknowledges that the Corinthians have remained faithful to much of his teaching (1 Cor 11:2) but “like all heresies and misinterpretations…there are subtle elements of the “right” teaching embedded in the “wrong” teaching” (2015, 15).  Peppiatt’s case is that “Paul is interlacing different strands of thought” in the letter in order to expose “the absurdity and aggression” (2015, 14) of the Corinthians’ practices.  He is “arguing against and not for certain practices.”  In Peppiatt view it is the “incoherence” of the texts “that is the clue to understanding them” (2015, 15) and accounts for the “labyrinthine nature” (2015, 16) of much traditional scholarly analysis. 

Peppiatt proposes that in 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 Paul is presenting his argument “utilizing a Greek rhetorical device” (2015, 82).  She suggests verses 4 and 5, and 7 to 10, could be prefaced with “You say…”  Paul’s response in verse 6 is to extend the Corinthians’ argument to its “logical absurd conclusion” (2018, 35) and in verse 11 he refutes any suggestion that woman is any less than man.  Peppiatt’s solution of attributing these ideas to the Corinthians, rather than to Paul, overcomes “the intractable problems” (2015, 82) of trying to construct a coherent argument from the text.  By “juxtapos[ing] two irreconcilable positions” Paul “demonstrates the flawed logic and absurdity of one in the face of the other” (2015, 84) and therefore his teaching cannot be cited as an endorsement of “repressive or constraining practices in relation to women for the sake of propriety” (2015, 135).  “If we take a traditional view…it is difficult to avoid either an offensive theology of gender, or the conclusion that Paul is confused…and double-minded” (2015, 134).  Peppiatt’s proposition is that Paul’s insistence on equality for men and women before God and in worship is non-negotiable.  Peppiatt demonstrates that her understanding of these verses is consistent with Paul’s teaching elsewhere.  Paul’s teaching on marriage (1 Cor 7:4) where “The emphasis on mutuality is striking” (2018, 63) is congruent with his affirmation that “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28).

Westfall and Peppiatt hold a high view of biblical authority yet find coherent arguments to challenge traditional, conservative attitudes on women and ministry.  Westfall’s exegesis sets the contentious texts within the greater Pauline corpus and finds no evidence of repression.  Peppiatt’s thesis that Paul’s letters present his arguments rhetorically, overcomes much that is contradictory.  The conclusion therefore is that others have misappropriated Paul’s teaching to serve their own androcentric ends, thus tainting Paul with the false charge of misogyny.    
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