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The Ordination of Women Pastors

D P. S

of those who regularly attended church on Sundays. At the end of
the s these countries had Socialist governments. Such govern-
ments apply the laws of sexual equality to all departments of gov-
ernment, including the churches. At first the people objected and
the ordination of women was delayed, but finally the church had
to give way to the government’s wishes. For a time some dissent-
ing bishops were given the freedom not to ordain women, but this
discretion was soon denied them. Since no pastor opposing the
ordination of women will be selected as a bishop, the tension no
longer exists. Women are even chosen as bishops, and candidates
refusing to be ordained by women bishops are denied ordination
altogether.

Lutherans speak of justification as the doctrine by which the
church stands or falls. This means that where justification is not
properly preached and understood, there is no church. This honor
of being the doctrine that is essential to the church’s well-being
has now been given to women pastors. No longer is this practice
debated in the churches that have accepted the practice.
Opposition to it is the road to political oblivion in these church-
es. When the churches constituting the ELCA adopted the prac-
tice, some Missouri Synod theologians expressed their concerns in
essays. It is doubtful whether they had any affect or whether they
were even read. At the same time representatives of both church-
es officially discussed it, but this seems to have been pro forma.
Nothing would change the minds and practice of the ELCA, and
perhaps converts could be won from the Missouri Synod. An
ELCA seminary can entertain as a guest lecturer some of the most
radical members of the Jesus Seminar, but theologians who are
known opponents of the ordination of women are rarely, if ever,
invited to present their views. Of course this is all the more amaz-
ing, since half a century ago, a woman pastor was not in anyone’s
theological range.

A topic like ordaining women pastors has a way of dominating
theological discussion until it becomes an immovable force in
nature that no one can oppose. Now the movement to ordain
homosexuals and to allow members of the same sex to marry has
usurped the place of prominence in both the ELCA and the
Anglican Communion. There is a preliminary legalization of this
practice in the state of Vermont. This is already allowed in the state
Lutheran Church of Norway. The church has no way to escape the
culture in which its members live. For all their advantages and
advances, ancient Greece and Rome were decadent societies in
comparison with our times, but the church resisted the morals—
or the lack of morals—of these societies. Today mainline
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churches has changed. Ministers were formerly, almost by
definition, male. Ministerial associations to which Lutheran

pastors belonged consisted of men. Pentecostal-type churches had
women preachers, but not the sedate mainline churches. Within
the memory of some of us, the ministry was seen solely as a male
profession. But, as in the professions of law, medicine, politics, and
business, women now constitute a significant part of the
Protestant clergy. At the present time women constitute the
majority of college students. These college statistics will translate
into majorities in the professions.

More than a quarter century has elapsed since the constituting
synods of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA)
authorized the ordination of women pastors. This essay might be
seen only as a reaction born out of due time to what has become
an immovable force in nature. Women clergy are here to stay. The
current president of Luther Seminary in Minneapolis is alleged to
have said that without the enrollment of women his institution
would be in serious financial difficulty. This is probably true of all
ELCA and Episcopal seminaries.

In the current situation, the Lutheran Church—Missouri
Synod, which does not ordain women, is an institution that is out
of step with the times. The climate has changed. If in  argu-
ments had to be offered as to why we should ordain women, these
arguments have been reversed so that we have to ask why some
Lutheran churches, including the Missouri Synod, do not ordain
women. Where once we stood with the Protestant majority, we
now are in the minority, even within world Lutheranism.

This is a new turn of events. Of the two major synods consti-
tuting the ELCA, the American Lutheran Church (ALC) was the
first to approve ordaining women, but this approval was not over-
whelming, something like a five-to-four division of the conven-
tion. It is safe to say that some votes were swayed when the woman
candidate for the ministry was brought to the floor, where they
could see that she was a paraplegic. In the body politic the sym-
pathy vote always has a place. Before the ALC and the LCA agreed
to ordain women, the northern European state Lutheran church-
es had also taken the same route, but this was hardly the decision
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Theology. At least up until the present, feminist theology has
held a dominating place in their programs. It seems to be slight-
ly on the wane now, but it along with homosexual topics are still
dominant on the agendas of these societies.

I have decided to discuss the ordination of women pastors by
beginning with this survey of the current climate, as superficial as
it may be, because the older way of laying out passages in the Bible
and then asking whether they apply to our situation has been
ignored for a long time by the churches ordaining women. More
importantly, taking these passages at their face value has been dis-
credited by what seems to be the majority of biblical scholarship.
If we are not dealing with a different Bible, as Jefferson proposed
for his times, we are faced with methods of interpretation that are
so programmed as not even to allow a discussion of the issue.

The previous and current presidents of the Missouri Synod
have seen as part of their mandate as church leaders to have this
issue discussed by theologians of both churches. When these dis-
cussions were undertaken with the ALC, the Missouri Synod’s
arguments were politely ignored. This attitude did not change in
subsequent negotiations and is unlikely to change in the future. It
is perhaps an exaggeration to say that no one in the ELCA is open
to discussing the issue, but it is safe to say that no official repre-
sentative of that church is willing even to reconsider the practice.
Any subsequent meeting can only be for the purpose of finding
similar-minded clergy in the Missouri Synod or for converting the
unconvinced. The Missouri Synod is in a defensive position, sur-
rounded on the one hand by a Western culture in which feminism
has a firm grip, and on the other by a world Lutheranism that in
many places has fallen into the grip of feminism. In medical
terms, the ELCA has expired, and Missouri’s condition has been
downgraded from fair to serious.

A certain irony exists in the ELCA position. Though it does
not find Paul’s prohibitions against women’s speaking and
teaching in the church as disallowing women pastors, it has
accepted or least tolerated the Episcopal doctrine of apostolic
succession, for which there is no biblical evidence. Historical evi-
dence requiring that only bishops can ordain comes first only
several centuries after the apostolic period. Here is a clear case of
allowing what certain Bible passages forbid, yet requiring some-
thing of which the Bible knows nothing.

Some Lutherans have known the practice of having only bish-
ops ordain pastors and bishops consecrating other bishops. It is a
sign of historical continuity, but it is not a foolproof sign of his-
torical continuity to the apostles themselves. Apostles ordained
ministers, but there is no evidence that they consecrated men to
be bishops who were already ordained as ministers. Apostolic suc-
cession does involve theological continuity, so that an older gen-
eration of ministers assures the faith of the next generation and
each new generation preserves the faith of the older generation.
Lutheran ministers consecrated as bishops by Episcopal bishops
do not necessarily have the same faith as those who ordained
them. Such consecrations are hardly more than liturgical-
mechanical gestures that do not accomplish what they pretend.
Rome with its claim to possess the apostolic chair of St. Peter does
not acknowledge that Episcopalians have any kind of apostolic
succession. Their bishops possess the succession in preserving
church doctrine, a responsibility that Lutherans have historically

 

Protestantism is more and more a reflection of the world that sur-
rounds it. Current church issues are more and more what is per-
ceived to be in harmony with the majority culture.

In the s, when the topic of the ordination of women pas-
tors was being introduced into Lutheran theological discussion,
the late Peter Brunner of Heidelberg University prophesied that
ordaining women pastors would eventually change our image of
God as Father to Mother. To the best of my memory, he did not
develop this idea at length, but it has come true with a vengeance.
Since then an entirely new discipline has grown up around the
topic of feminism especially in regard to God. God is now
addressed as “our Mother and Father,” and feminist interpreta-
tions of the four Gospels are commonplace. In other words,
women interpret the Bible differently than men do, and their
views constitute permissible interpretations. Paul’s words about
there being “no male or female in Christ,” which have been tradi-
tionally used to support the ordination of women pastors, are put
aside in biblical interpretation. Matters are even further divided
when a European feminist reading of the Bible is distinguished
from an Asiatic or African feminist reading of the Bible. In this
kind of atmosphere a meaningful discussion on what the Bible
permits or disallows is impossible. Christianity and the Old
Testament religion before it are seen as oppressive patriarchal reli-
gions in which women were seen as subservient to men, and thus
passages taken from these Scriptures must be reconstructed for
the contemporary mindset.

One of the literary and theological hoaxes in the United States
was the Jefferson Bible. Our third president was a remarkable
man, a marvelous example of Enlightenment thinking, who
endeavored to excel in many fields of knowledge and succeeded.
Thomas Jefferson also saw himself as a theologian, even though he
had no knowledge of the biblical languages. He proceeded to pro-
vide an edition of the Bible that would not offend the sensitivities
of a generation that saw natural explanations for what was until
that time considered supernatural events or miracles. Working
with an English Bible, he simply cut out the miracles from the
New Testament. I had this Bible in my possession for some time,
and when the original owner wanted it back, I had no difficulty in
surrendering it. Apart from its value as an historical artifact from
our nation’s early history, it has no scholarly value at all.

Feminist theology proceeds in the same way. It puts things
into the biblical texts that were never in the mind of the
writers—and they know it. They also take things out and adjust
things to fit their thinking. Most theological and biblical schol-
ars are members of either one or both of two groups: the
American Academy of Religion or the Society of Biblical
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would also take a role in the new religion. Paul offers several
arguments to stop them: () No other churches know of this cus-
tom. This is the catholic argument that assumes that churches
with the same beliefs practice the same customs. () He then
cites the Law, but without specific reference. Since “Law” is the
ordinary word for Torah, the first five books of Moses, it is like-
ly that he is referring to the first three chapters of Genesis with
their accounts of the creation and fall into sin. It is not impossi-
ble that he is referring to the entire Old Testament. () Paul
ridicules any idea that the word of God originated with this con-
gregation. Quite to the contrary, he is God’s designated
spokesman. () A final reason is that Jesus forbids it. Paul claims
to have a word from the Lord on this point. There are two pos-
sibilities to explain his claim. Either Paul had a direct revelation
from Jesus or, from the words of Jesus that he learned from the
other apostles, he deduced that the practice of women preaching
was wrong. He might have been referring to Jesus’ selection of
only men to be apostles.

Just as there is no doubt that Paul opposes the practice, there is
no doubt that he is serious about the prohibition, since he repeats
it in several ways: () Women are to be silent in church. () It is not
permitted for them to speak. () It is shameful for them to speak.
() He finally threatens his opponents with excommunication: “if
anyone fails to recognize this command, he himself will not be
recognized.”Whether or not one agrees with Paul, this is hardly an
inconsequential point with him. He comes at the same point in
several ways. While some say that Paul was only setting forth a
principle for the Corinthians, others more honestly express their
dislike for him and dismiss the passage out of hand.

Should anyone find Paul overly harsh, let him or her remember
that it is quite customary in many churches for members of a
wedding party to read certain Scriptures during the ceremony.
Among the more popular chapters is  Corinthians , the one on
love. Paul’s discourse on the role that women have in church ser-
vices comes immediately afterward this chapter in  Corinthians
. Paul seems blissfully unaware of inconsistency in his own posi-
tions that describes love in the loftiest terms and not allowing
women to preach. For the record, Paul is not advocating some
Islamic-like position that keeps women in silent servitude.
“Speaking” here refers to an official public interpretation of the
Scriptures, the kind that takes place today from the pulpit.

Some of this becomes all the more clear in  Timothy :–,
where “speaking” is interpreted as the kind of teaching in which
Jesus and his apostles engaged. Some scholars doubt that Paul

seen as belonging to all ministers and not just bishops. A woman
bishop, or a minister ordained by a woman, cannot stand in the
apostolic succession, simply because this contradicts Paul’s prohi-
bition. Without the preservation of apostolic doctrine, there can
be no apostolic succession.

Both opponents and proponents of the ordination of women
are agreed in that they are not agreed in the reasons for their
positions. Arguments for ordaining women were not of the same
kind, which should have been sufficient reason for not going
ahead with the practice. A majority agreed that it should be
done, but were not agreed on why they should do it. It would be
as if a jury agreed on the guilt of the accused, but had different
reasons for their verdict. Jesus was sentenced to death by
crucifixion, even though his accusers disagreed among them-
selves. Not only does this lack a certain logic, but can be judged
to be manifestly unfair. In those churches that ordain women,
the reasons for doing it are inconsequential. They would only
matter to a woman minister who holds a book and reads from it
that she should not be doing what she is doing.

Some women have expressed these kinds of concerns. There is
no knowing how many women are now burdened with the
thought of doing something that God does not allow. There is the
case of one ELCA woman concluding that her being a minister
was wrong and so became a Roman Catholic. She is perhaps an
exception. With the probability that the majority of ELCA clergy
will be women within the next generation, problems of con-
science will diminish. Women clergy can and will reinforce each
other in the correctness of their claiming the office of minister for
themselves. Next to the homosexual issue, which has already been
designated the chief topic of the next ELCA convention, women
clergy is no longer an issue; however, the feminization of theolo-
gy will continue unabated.

Opponents to the ordination of women in the Missouri Synod
are more agreed in their opposition than they are in the reasons
they offer for their opposition. Perhaps this is overstated, but for a
consciously Bible-based church like the Missouri Synod, the
temptation always exists to take the biblical passages at face value
and to overlook the prohibitions for the underlying reasons which
are the more basic, and hence more important, realities. As in all
doctrine, we are not dealing merely with words but with the real-
ities behind the words.

Before we discuss the theological implications that are involved
in ordaining women, it might be good to review the reasons why
Paul tackled the subject at all. Women preachers, as well as charis-
matic aberrations, were not a problem in congregations where
Jewish Christians were in the majority, but in the Gentiles ones.
Jewish Christians and those whom they influenced had problems
in sifting through which Old Testament regulations would remain
in force in the church. Gentile Christians, for instance, those in
Corinth, brought with them pagan ideas, and for them the divine
Law was new. On that account Paul spent a year and a half cate-
chizing them. Even after he left, he had to address two pastoral let-
ters to Corinth in order to settle problems among them.

Women had no priestly or teaching functions in Jewish wor-
ship either at the temple or synagogue, but priestesses were a
regular feature of pagan worship. Thus it seemed natural that
women who had been active in their former religious lives
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forbids. If the history of recent years is a barometer of what to
expect, our fundamental understandings of God will be—or
already have been—changed. In church we go back to where we
began in Eden. God as understood directly through the woman,
and not the man, can be and is worshiped as “Mother.” The fun-
damental way of knowing God as “Our Father,” as we do in the
Lord’s Prayer, has been so altered than we have in fact another
god. “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit” is understood to be only a cultural approximation of an
ancient people and not a description of what God is in himself.

There are many valid images that come to the fore in this dis-
cussion. Jesus’ parable of the king’s wedding feast for his son picks
up on the Old Testament idea that God is Israel’s bridegroom,
which is fleshed out in the Book of Revelation. Jesus is the bride-
groom and the church is the bride. Our preachers are, like John
the Baptist, the friends of the bridegroom, and the congregation is
the bride. But in the presence of Christ himself, we are all—male
and female, preacher and people—Christ’s bride. A female
preacher can no longer belong to the wedding party of the groom
than a man can be a bridesmaid. Of course, if the advice colum-
nists are to be consulted, such roles as best man are no longer
reserved for males, and maid of honor, no longer for females. This
is a perversion of society in which the church unfortunately shares
to its own corruption.

Genesis  and  tell us more than that man is defined as male
and female. Together they are defined as being made in the image
of God, but in a particular way. The woman is made as much in
the image of God as is the man, and so they are equal before God,
but the male possesses it directly, and the female through the
male. Traditionally this is called subordination, but this word has
unfortunate, and perhaps in some cases evil, connotations of
superiority and inferiority, ideas that are not intended by Genesis
or Paul. There is something in how we are created that reflects
what God is himself. We are not created as individuals, but as
community. Genesis  is the story of the first community and how
the members of this community were to relate to one another,
how they did relate to one another, and how they failed to relate
to one another in the way God intended.

God can be understood as the divine community in which
divine persons of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit relate to
one another. But they do not relate in the way John Locke out-
lined, so that the power of government is derived from the gov-
erned, with each making an equal contribution. Rather, the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit relate to each other by a mutu-
al dependence. Without this mutual dependence, Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit would be three separate gods, which of course they are
not. The Father shares his existence with the Son and the Holy
Spirit, and the Son is dependent on the Father, and the Spirit is
dependent on the Son as the Son is in the Father. Here is perfect
community, not in the sense of autonomous individuals, but of
mutual dependence, each in his own order.

Subordination may be as inappropriate as superordination in
describing the mystery of the Trinity, but we might speak of a sub-
ordering that is not only inherent in God himself but in how God
acts towards us. The Father sends the Son and offers him up.
Nevertheless, in being commissioned by the Father, the Son is not
inferior to the Father in respect to deity. So the Spirit is sent by the

 

authored this epistle, but whoever the author was, he echoes what
was said in  Corinthians . If there it could only be implied that
Paul was referring to the first three chapters of Genesis, it is made
explicit here in  Timothy . Adam was created first and then Eve,
and he was not deceived, but she was. Of course, he was deceived
as much as she was, but she was the first to be led astray. To make
his position on disallowing women to lead the public worship,
Paul anticipates that his argument may lead to the wrong conclu-
sion that women are not capable of being saved. On that account
he makes it clear that women will be saved as they carry out the
task of bearing children that is uniquely theirs and not their hus-
bands’. Their different stations in life do not militate against their
equality in God’s sight in whom there is neither male nor female.
In Corinthians  Paul also implies that the man was made first, by
saying that the woman is taken from the man, a clear reference to
Genesis ; however, today man’s existence depends upon women.
Every man has a mother upon whom he is as dependent as Eve
was dependent on Adam (vv. –).

Paul’s discourses are based on his understanding of the creation
accounts in Genesis, which he assumes to be correct. He knows
how God created Adam from the dust of the ground. Eve is not
created in the same way, but is taken from Adam’s side. She is no
autonomous creation, but God draws her existence from Adam,
so man and woman constitute not two but one race. Both her
negotiating with the serpent on the acceptability of touching the
tree and her eating the fruit are a direct contradiction of her cre-
ation and the responsibility God gave specifically to Adam and
not to her. Among the various possibilities for defining sin, one
might be “assuming a responsibility not given to oneself.” In my
haste at one church, I took it upon myself to change the altar
cloths to the color red instead of green. Just as I was in the process
of doing something for which I was not authorized, the lady with
the commission to do this came in. Much to my chagrin, there was
a touch of the Garden of Eden story in what I did, but of course
the characters were reversed.

Our Sunday morning church services do have a touch of the
original paradise of Genesis  in them. God is restoring what was
once destroyed in Genesis . In the church God is speaking to his
people as he spoke to our first parents. Now he must confront us
with the law that was only made necessary by our parents contra-
vening it. Matters are more complex than this, but you get the
idea. Here church life and salvation are being restored. The tragic
thing about women preachers is that they are following in the
error of Eve and taking a responsibility God has not given to
them. Furthermore, they are doing something that he explicitly
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prediction that God would be understood as Mother has come
true, but this disease of the spirit is much worse than what he
anticipated. Our tasks must be governed by what are the clear
words of God. This is certainly suggested by Paul’s irony of asking
the Corinthians and perhaps those who already ordain women,
“Did the word of God originate with you? Or are you the only
ones whom it has reached?”

We are no fanatics who anticipate a reconstruction of paradise
on earth. Only God will bring heaven down to us. In our church
services we cannot engage in practices that he not only forbids,
but that contradict that little piece of paradise he gives us every
Sunday morning. LOGIA

Son as the Father’s only agent, and neither Spirit nor Son are infe-
rior to the Father in respect to deity. From God himself we see the
ordering of the church and, in an ideal world, of all society.
Parents and children each have their roles towards each other, but
God does not consider parents of more value than children. The
same is true of master and servant, employer and employee,
teacher and student, governor and governed, prince and people,
pastor and congregation, and so forth.

We began by looking at how society and church differ from
what we knew only fifty or even forty years ago. We have seen how
people have accordingly adjusted their ways of not only how they
look at one another, but how they look at God. Peter Brunner’s

     

Inklings

Oh, it may very well be a clear exposition of God’s
Word-but you can’t put it in writing, have others

sign it, and expect to get away with it!

        


