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Report of the Committee on Doctrine, Section B

THE ORDINATION OF WOMEN

THE SCRIPTURAL EVIDENCE

Useful Reports 

1. 
A great deal of study has been given to the matter of Scriptural evidence in relation to the ordination of women. Some of the results of the investigations have been put in pamphlet form.
2. 
Three reports were forwarded to each Presbytery. One is published by the World Alliance of Reformed Churches. It is the Interim Report of their Commission on Ordination and the Ministry (1954). The other two are published by the World Council of Churches:-- 
Concerning the Ordination of Women (p.6ff; pp.12-64) (1964).

Women: What is Ordination coming to? (esp. p.62f) (1971)
3. 
Two further reports may also be mentioned:- 


Why Not? Priesthood and the Ministry of Women.  Bruce and Duffield. 


The Office of Women in the Church.  Fritz Zerbst, Concordia.
SCRIPTURAL INTERPRETATION

4. The Westminster Confession of Faith acknowledges "the inward illumination of the Spirit of God to be necessary for the saving understanding" of Scripture.
It suggests also "that there are some circumstances concerning the worship of God, and government of, the Church... which are to be ordered by the light of nature and Christian prudence according to the general rules of the Word" (1.6).
Scripture is to be interpreted by scripture (1.9). "The Supreme Judge... can be no other than the Holy Spirit speaking in Scripture" (1.10).
 5. In seeking to follow out these principles, the Committee found among its members two approaches reflecting divergent views of the nature and interpretation of the Bible. The one supported the statement of the report "Concerning the Ordination of Women" where it is said (p.60) that "The Bible is not a collection of proof texts and Questions cannot be answered by quoting single passages..., Every question must be understood and answered in the light of God's revelation in Christ which is the centre of Scripture." The other agreed with the first part of the statement, but held that every question must be understood and answered in accordance with the authority which belonged to every part of Scripture. This affected the significance seen by each in the various Scripture passages to be considered.
The Problem of the Scriptural Evidence

6. 
In the New Testament the doctrine of the ministry (which includes ordination), as we understand it, is not fully developed. It is therefore not surprising if we find it difficult to fit in precisely to any view held to-day. When elders are "appointed" in every Church (Acts 14, 23), the word "appoint" is not a technical term but can also be used of "appointment" to a temporary task (2 Cor. 8, 19). (The term is "cheirotoneo"). We are told of the "laying on of the hands of the Presbytery" (1 Tim. 4, 14 AV) which can also be translated "your ordination as an elder (presbuterion)" (so NEB footnote), but we are not necessarily to think of this in modern terms.
7. 
In the course of history various traditions have developed in relation to ordination and the ministry, but they cannot always be paralleled in the New Testament: e.g., can we find ordination for life or a fixed liturgy of ordination in the New Testament?
8. 
As for the Scriptural evidence in relation to the ordination of women it is taken in two quite contrasted ways, either as supporting or as rejecting such ordination. The subject as such is never dealt with. Some hold that such passages as are generally used are often conditioned by specific circumstances. One of the problems in interpretation is to discover how far such situations have affected or even shaped the counsel. If such passages are indeterminate (as they are often claimed to be), then we may have to look into other factors to help us. We may, for example, have to inquire after the nature of the Church or of the society in which the Church had to live.
KEY NEW TESTAMENT PASSAGES

9. 
With these preliminary remarks, we turn now to look at some key New Testament passages: 1 Corinthians (11, 2-16; 14, 34-35), 1 Timothy (2, 8-15) and Galatians (3, 28). (Cf. also Gen. 1, 27-28; 2, 18-25).
1 Corinthians

10. 
(a) Ch. 11, 2-16: The verse which is specially important is verse 5: "But any woman who prays or prophesies with her head unveiled, dishonours her head."
11. 
Note that the verse assumes that women "pray" or "prophesy."
In this they are not distinguished from the men who also "pray" and "prophesy" (vs. 4). Such prayer or prophecy almost certainly takes place in the public services of worship. Otherwise it would be difficult to understand the counsel.
12. 
The main thrust of Paul's argument, however, is concerned with the manner in which this prayer or prophecy is to be made, i.e., with head uncovered (the man) or covered (the woman). The grounds for this distinction are that the man is the head of the woman as Christ is the Head of the man and God the Head of Christ (vs. 3). It is interesting to note that, in a context where he points out the subordination of women, he accepts the woman's equality in prayer and prophecy, just as Christ though subordinate to the Father is at the same time equally divine.
13. 
(b) Ch. 14, 34-35: "(As in all the Churches of the saints) the women should keep silence in the Churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be subordinate as the law says. If there is anything they desire to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in the church" (R.S.V.). The phrase in brackets can be linked on to vs. 33 and would read as follows: "For God is not the author of confusion, but of peace, as in all Churches of the saints" (A.V.).
 14. Note the contrast with the previous passage. There it is assumed the woman prays or prophesies. Here we have instruction for her to be silent, probably in meetings for worship in Corinth. Are we to interpret this as, apparently, a flat contradiction of the previous passage?
15. 
The problem has been approached in a number of ways:

(i) By taking the second passage (14, 34-35) as referring to formal instruction of the congregation. Compare the translation of the N.E.B. here: "women should not address the meeting" (vs. 34); or "It is a shocking thing that a woman should address the congregation" (vs. 35). In contrast to this, the "prophecy" or "prayer" of the woman in 1 Cor. 11, 5 could be understood as a charismatic utterance, not formal instruction.
16. 
(ii) By taking vss. 34, 36 as not part of the original text of Paul's letter. This suggestion is made for various reasons: some manuscripts place the verses after vs. 40; the verses interrupt the flow of the discussion in vs. 33 and 36; they conflict with 1 Cor. 11, 5 and with Paul's teaching that in Christ there is neither "male nor female" (Gal. 3, 28); the phrase "the law says" is un-Pauline.
17. 
(iii) By suggesting that feminist pressure was seriously disturbing the meetings at Corinth. If so, Paul deals firmly with it. Noisy women are told to be quiet just as noisy men would be told to be quiet. This explanation is possible if, with the A.V. (as above) we link the phrase, "as in all the Churches of the saints" to the end of vs. 33. Where, however, the women "pray" or "prophesy," this would be evident as the work of God's Holy Spirit and Paul would not wish to interfere in such a situation.
18. 
It may be argued that if God can speak through women in a charismatic utterance of the Holy Spirit, then He is saying something to us about the ministry of women. On the other hand if we link the phrase "as in all the Churches of the saints" with vs. 34 (as R.S.V. above), it can be argued that it was the custom throughout the primitive Church worship for no woman to take part.
1 Timothy

19. 
Ch. 2, 8-15: We quote the key verses: "Let a woman learn in silence with all submissiveness. I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over man. She is to keep silent" (R.S.V.). The N.E.B. eases the bluntness of this translation: "A woman must be a learner, listening quietly and with due submission. I do not permit a woman to be a teacher nor must woman domineer over man. She should be quiet."
20. 
This instruction is in keeping with Jewish practice (so also 1 Cor. 14, 34-35). In theory, it was possible for Jewish women to speak in a synagogue. In practice it was strictly forbidden. Women were not permitted to teach even little children. When men were present they were to be silent; and support for this was based on Deut. 22, 16 where it is the father and not the mother who addresses the elders of the city.
21. 
In the light of this it would not be easy for a Jewish-Christian community to admit women as teachers within the Church. Support for such practice could well lead to division within the Church. The writer's main concern was that the Gospel should be proclaimed. Would he not provide for such Jewish custom if it threatened divisions that would hinder that proclamation? (Cf. Paul's taking a vow in Acts).
22. 
At all events, in this letter we hear of women who talk scandal (1 Tim. 3, 11), who are "gossips and busybodies," going around from house to house. Note in particular that they speak "of things better left unspoken" (1 Tim. 5, 13); that "some have taken a wrong turning and gone to the devil." In such circumstances it was imperative that strict discipline should be enforced (1 Tim. 5, 6-14); and the writer's instructions on the subordination of women may have been stricter than they would otherwise have been.
23. 
At the same time Paul uses the Genesis story to back up his counsel. He tells us Adam was created first, and Eve second. He also adds that Eve was the first to sin. In Rabbinic thought, priority in time had a significance of its own. If it was priority in birth, it would imply a superiority. If it was priority in sin, it would imply a more grievous sin. So Adam was superior to Eve whose real function and indeed her "salvation" was in relation to "motherhood" (2, 15). This subordinate position of woman at creation is used by the writer to enforce his instruction that women are to be silent in the Church. Such subordination may be regarded as an abiding principle and be applied to the question of women in the ministry. It can present obvious difficulties for the ordination of women. It may be, however, that a convenient illustration is being used which is suited to the situation; and is not meant to be taken as an eternally valid principle in this connection.
24. 
The Genesis story, however, can be interpreted in another way. God created man male and female (Gen. 1, 27 cf. Mark 10, 6). He created them both in His own image. Both of them sinned and are one in their sinfulness and one in their need of redemption (cf. Col. 1, 16 "The whole universe has been created through Him and for Him"). Had Paul any thought of this when he said that in Christ there was neither "male nor female"?
Galatians

25. 
Ch. 3, 28: "There is no such thing as Jew and Greek, slave and freeman, male and female; for you are all one person in Christ Jesus."
26. 
Paul in this message is speaking of the position of the believer. If he says the believing man is a "son," he implies that the believing woman is a "daughter" of God. Both have been baptised into Christ. Both have put on Christ as a garment. In Christ Jesus they find there is neither male nor female. While Paul does not mention it in this passage, he assumes that all believers, both male and female, are called upon to witness to the Gospel. He sees the "wholeness of the body of Christ especially in its obligation to witness laid on women as well as men" ("Concerning ordination to the Ministry": p.9).
27. 
Some hold that in New Testament times this great principle had yet to work itself out in all its implications. A similar principle was eventually to bring about the abolition of slavery ("no... slave and freeman"), but in Paul's time he can still instruct the slaves to be obedient to their masters (Eph. 6, 5; CoL 3, 22; Tit. 2, 9). The same social framework which permitted slavery, also placed women in a subordinate position. This did not mean, however, that things were not beginning to happen. Women began to engage in teaching. Priscilla counselled Apollos about the new way in Christ (Acts 18, 26). Philip the evangelist had no less than four prophetess daughters (Acts 21, 9). Lois and Eunice taught Timothy (2 Tim. 1, 5). Aged women are "teachers of what is good" (Tit. 2, 3). "Fellow labourers in the Gospel" is Paul's description of Priscilla and Aquila (Rom. 16, 3) (Cf. Phil. 4, 3 of Euodia and Syntyche). It is obvious that women already have an important place in the New Testament, there is so much care taken to instruct them.
28. 
Whatever the full implications of the principle laid down in Gal. 3, 28 (a principle parallel to that of the "priesthood of all believers"), it is not fully worked out in the New Testament. Women were told to be silent in the services of worship. Such counsel, however, could be explained against the social circumstances of the time and there are those who insist that in different circumstances the counsel would have been different. Women, too, appear to be allowed to speak under the direction of the Holy Spirit, but this stands awkwardly in an epistle where there is also the injunction to be silent.
CONCLUSIONS AND COMPARISONS

29. I
n the New Testament, then, the ordination of women was not a live issue. What evidence we have does not give us any firm conclusion about the admission or ordination of women to the ministry. There are three ways in which the evidence may be interpreted: (i) in support of the ordination of women; (ii) in repudiation of such ordination; (ii) in considering it an open question.
30. 
The Doctrine Committee is divided on the matter. Some hold that the restrictions on the activities of women in the Church, laid down in 1 Corinthians and 1 Timothy, are sufficiently relevant and universal in their application as to decide the issue for all time. Others consider that they impose no such obligation; but that the principles of the Gospel as well as the light of nature and Christian prudence would provide to-day for the ordination of women, who may be called to the ministry of the Word and Sacraments. Others still feel the matter is an open question.
31. 
Churches apply these Biblical principles in their differing social situations. An increasing number, but by no means the majority, of Churches now ordain women. This is especially so in Western Europe; where, for example, the majority of the Presbyterian Churches now ordain women. These include the Church of Scotland and the former Presbyterian Church of England as well as the Reformed Church in Austria, France, Holland, Italy and parts of Germany and Switzerland. In the East and Africa, the ordination of women is less common, 6 only out of 39 member Churches of the World Council in Africa and 8 out of 41 in Asia ordain women. Often, here, however, women are uneducated and socially inferior.
32. 
It should also be remembered, as an indication of the way in which our Church continues to interpret Scripture, that we permit the ordination of women to the Eldership. Since this is so, we should ask if there are any grounds which permit this and do not permit women to share the full-time ministry. 24 out of the 30 Presbyterian Churches of Europe (connected with the World Alliance of Reformed Churches) ordain women to the Eldership, 2 do not, and the position in 4 Churches behind the Iron Curtain is not known.
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