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SETTING THE SCENE

“To the Pope yes, but to Conscience first!”

John Henry Cardinal Newman, 

in 1879

in reply to a toast proposed to the Pope, 

at a dinner in his honour

 when he had been created a Cardinal.

1.

The discovery

On a lazy afternoon of November 1975 I walked down the long corridors of St. John’s Seminary in Hyderabad, India. The weather was hot and humid. I was casually dressed in a white khurta shirt over cotton trousers, slippers on my feet. As I entered the library I found it empty. It was the time for students to play football or to water the thumma trees in our garden. Nothing in the listless, easygoing, prosaic and sober setting prepared me for the life-changing discovery I was going to make.

In preparation for a nation-wide research seminar on ministries in the Church scheduled  for June 1976 in Bangalore, I had been asked to study the ministries of women. The question intrigued me. In 1971, during the Bishops’ Synod in Rome, Cardinal Flahiff, Archbishop of Winipeg, had tabled the following intervention:

“In spite of an old tradition of many centuries against women’s participation in the ministry, we believe that the signs of the times force us to carefully examine the present situation and the possibilities for the future. The clearest of these signs is that women are already successfully fulfilling pastoral tasks  .  .  . This is the only recommendation which the Canadian Bishops submit to the Synod.”
 

Scripture being my area of expertise, I had made up my mind to focus on the scriptural objections against the ordination of women. The book I came across that afternoon was a seventeenth-century Latin commentary on 1 Timothy by my compatriot Cor van der Steen, professionally known by his Latin name as Cornelius a Lapide. The edition in our library, from Paris in 1868, almost fell to pieces. Its pages were browned with age and punctured by bookworms. But I could still read the Latin.

1 Timothy 2,12-14 says: “I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men. She is to keep silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and sinned.”  Cornelius weighs in with relish. Women may not teach in Church. And if they are not allowed to teach, how could they function as priests? And the prohibition is absolute and universal, he says, for many reasons:

· It follows from a woman’s nature.

· God subjected woman to man after the fall (Gen 3,16).

· Silence in the presence of men agrees better with a woman’s inferior status.

· A man’s intelligence, judgement and discretion surpass that of a  woman.

· By speaking in Church a woman might lure men to sin.

· Women should remain ignorant of things they need not know.

· By asking stupid questions in Church, a woman would give scandal to other women.

As I translated the text, it was as if all the mindless and brutal medieval bias against women rolled out of the book and lay before me. So this is how theologians had interpreted Scripture! Prejudice had clouded their sense of judgement. I suddenly grasped that the implications were enormous. 

From modern scholarship we know that the later Pauline letters, such as 1 Timothy, were written within the context of a Gnostic threat to which women were considered especially vulnerable. The Greek text itself and this context make clear that the injunction should be translated as: “I am presently not  allowing women to speak in the assembly”;
  “I have decided that for the moment women are not to teach or have authority over men”.
  The references to Adam and Eve are rationalisations, not inspired pronouncements, like the statement in Titus 1,12 that “Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons”. The prohibition for women to speak in the assembly was, therefore, clearly local and temporary, not a law for all time. This is also clear from the fact that in other church communities women did speak.

To come back to Cornelius a Lapide: his commentary was for centuries a standard work and the obvious bias in his argumentation suddenly brought the central issue in focus. What we were dealing with, I realised, is not inspired Scripture, but a cultural interpretation imposed on Scripture. Was there really any valid scriptural basis for excluding women from the ordained ministries? It spurred me on to a period of intense research. I made the ten-hour train journey to Pune so that I could consult the library of the Papal Athenaeum. I ordered books and articles from Europe, some on microfilm. My studies led me to the conclusion that in total nine arguments from Scripture had been used to exclude women from ordination. None stood up to scrutiny.
 In all cases it was cultural discrimination, not scriptural inspiration that shored up the so-called tradition of not ordaining women.

It dawned on me that this was a serious matter. Cultural prejudice rather than God’s will was responsible for relegating women to a purely passive role in the Church. Through this theological error, enormous damage had been inflicted on the faithful in previous centuries and the harm was still being done today. Cultural bigotry had invaded Christian beliefs and had succeeded in enthroning a pagan prejudice as if it were a genuine Christian practice. In other words, the opposition to women priests is a classical example of what I call a ‘cuckoo’s egg tradition’ -- of which there have been more in the Church!

Cuckoos not only lay their eggs surreptitiously in the nests of other birds; the eggs they lay cunningly imitate the eggs of the hosts. In Britain, for instance, cuckoos can variously lay eggs that resemble in spots and colours the eggs of dunnocks, redstarts, sparrows and warblers. The host bird remains unaware of the fact that a foreign egg has been added to the clutch. In a similar way we see how in the Early Church, bias against women was presented in typically scriptural and Christian guises. But wait for what is to come!

The cuckoo chick has evolved a fiendish form of behaviour known as ‘nest-mate eviction’, to ensure that it does not have to compete with members of the foster brood for food. Within a few hours of hatching, the blind, naked, young cuckoo displays a strong urge to evict any objects, such as eggs or other nestlings, from the nest. It does this by working itself under the offending object and, aided by the presence of a depression between the shoulder blades, it heaves the object over the rim of the nest. Within about 24 hours of hatching, the young cuckoo has the nest and the attention of its foster parents to itself. Remarkable as it may seem, the spurious anti-woman tradition in the Christian Church acted in the same way. For many centuries women had served in a number of ministries, including the sacramental diaconate. It all went overboard. The priestly vocations of women were suppressed. Ancient practices that ran counter to the established prejudice, such as a devotion to Mary as priest, were suffocated. A cuckoo’s egg tradition is a killer tradition. But the villainy does not stop even here.

When the cuckoo chick grows up, it usually exceeds its foster parents in size. However, the parent birds have now bonded to it and keep feeding it, in spite of the incongruity. They are firmly convinced this is their own chick. One can therefore see a tiny warbler offering  newly caught insects to a cuckoo fledgling ten times its size! The same happens in the Church with cuckoo’s egg traditions. Those with teaching power are often blinded by the long standing and seemingly ancient origins of the tradition, and will seek to defend its authenticity, even though the incongruity is obvious to impartial observers.

Hold on, you may say. These are just your opinions. How do we know that what you say is true? Rome holds the trump card. Women have not been ordained for two thousand years. You cannot dismiss such a long tradition out of hand! -- You are right. I may not presume your agreement. Consider what I have said so far as the hypothesis that I will defend to you in the rest of this book. I maintain that opposition to the ordination of women does not come from Christ. It is not God who decreed the exclusion of women, but pagan sexist bigotry which squashed the true Christian tradition of women’s call to ministry. 

I presented my conclusions to the Seminar in Bangalore (2 - 7 June 1976), urging the Indian bishops to explore the possibilities of ordaining women to the diaconate and the priesthood. I pleaded for openness.

“What seems unacceptable at first may prove to be the will of Christ. What may seem unusual and strange may well be the demand of the Gospel in our own times. The pharisees rejected the carpenter from Nazareth. They refused to recognise him as their priest when they stood under his cross on Calvary. The idea that a woman could express the priesthood of Christ may seem equally upsetting  --  and our prejudice in this matter may be equally mistaken as that of Jesus’ pious contemporaries. Only honest appraisal in the light of Christ’s Spirit should decide the question of women’s ministry; not convention or personal fancy. After all, it is Christ’s priesthood, not ours, we are speaking about.”

Towards the end of June I was in London attending the General Chapter of the Mill Hill Missionaries to whom I belonged. To my dismay I was elected Vicar General of the Society, which implied a brutal uprooting from my various involvements in India. It was not to be the only shock for that year.

A few months later, in October 1976, the Roman Congregation for Doctrine, ignoring the advice of the Pontifical Biblical Commission,  published its letter Inter Insigniores. While rejecting some of the old arguments against women priests, it reaffirmed the principal ones. Jesus Christ himself had excluded women, it maintained, and the Church had honoured this tradition. Women could not really represent Christ who was a man. They could never be validly admitted to Holy Orders. I responded by writing Did Christ Rule Out Women Priests?
 It was clear that the parent birds in Rome were still bolstering the cuckoo tradition, and the defence has become more clamarous ever since.

But surely such a thing cannot happen in the Church? you may argue. Surely the magisterium would not make such a colossal mistake?! If this is what you believe, it will be instructive to study how the magisterium failed in discerning the true Christian teaching regarding slavery. It is the topic of the next chapter.

	Readings on the Women Priests’ web site
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2.

Papal Teaching on Slavery

To see a cuckoo’s egg tradition in action we will analyse the Church’s past teaching on slavery. For, believe it or not, for more than 1500 years Church leaders upheld as Catholic teaching that slavery was a legitimate institution -- no, worse: that slavery was an institution actually willed by God!

In 1866, the Vicar Apostolic of the Galla region in southern Ethiopia asked the Congregation for Doctrine: “Is slavery in harmony with Catholic doctrine?” It should be remembered that at the time slavery had already been abolished in Great Britain and all its dominions, in the USA, in Austria, France, Prussia, Russia, Chile, Ecuador, Argentina, Peru, Venezuela and most other civilized countries. In spite of this, the Congregation answered with an emphatic ‘Yes’. 

“Slavery itself, considered as such in its essential nature, is not at all contrary to the natural and divine law, and there can be several just titles of slavery and these are referred to by approved theologians and commentators of the sacred canons  .  .  . ”

“It is not contrary to the natural and divine law for a slave to be sold, bought, exchanged or given, provided that in this sale, purchase, exchange or gift, the due conditions are strictly observed which the approved authors likewise describe and explain. Among these conditions the most important ones are that the purchaser should carefully examine whether the slave who is put up for sale has been justly or unjustly deprived of his liberty, and that the vendor should do nothing which might endanger the life, virtue or Catholic faith of the slave who is to be transferred to another’s possession.”

In other words: though one should protect the life, virtue and faith of the slave, slavery as such is (a) in harmony with natural law, that is: human nature as created by God; and (b) in harmony with divine law, that is: with God’s will as revealed in Scripture. The present teaching of the Church is -- thanks be to God!  -- different. Vatican II declared every form of slavery as being “contrary to God’s intent”
  and  the Church endorses the Universal Declaration of Human Rights which rejects all slavery as contrary to human nature. The new official Catechism of the Catholic Church states the principle.

“The seventh commandment [= you shall not steal] forbids acts or enterprises that for any reason - selfish or ideological, commercial or totalitarian - lead to the enslavement of human beings, to their being bought, sold and exchanged like merchandise, in disregard for their personal dignity.” (no 2414).

If this is Church teaching now, how then did the endorsement of slavery retain a place in Catholic teaching till the end of the nineteenth century? The answer is: it was implanted as a cuckoo’s egg.

Spotting the elusive parent cuckoo

The origin of the spurious tradition was Greek philosophy and more specifically one of its prominent heroes: Aristotle (384 - 322 BC).  Aristotle’s ideas influenced the Church Fathers in a general sort of way. But it was in the Middle Ages most of all that he was ‘rediscovered’ by the Church so that his opinions were cast in concrete by Church law and doctrine. 

Aristotle drew his conclusions from observations. He taught that slavery is natural because some people seem by nature destined to be slaves.

    “That person is by nature a slave who can belong to another person and who only takes part in  thinking by  recognizing  it,  but not  by  possessing  it. Other living  beings [= animals] cannot  recognize  thinking; they   just  obey  feelings. However,  there  is  little  difference between  using  slaves  and  using tame animals: both  provide bodily help to  do  necessary things.”


Aristotle   then   proceeds   to   describe   a   slave’s   position  and  it  is truly terrifying. A slave  is  no  more   than  ‘a tool of his master’. Together with the wife  and   the  ox,  a  male  or  female  slave  is   a   householder’s   indispensable  beast  of  burden. He or  she  should  be   kept  well  —  for simple economic reasons.  But  slaves   have   no   right  to  leisure  or  free   time.   They   own   nothing  and can take no decisions. They have  no  part   in  enjoyment and happiness, and are not  members  of   the community.


For  the same reason Aristotle also justifies wars  to   capture  new slaves.  For some people  ‘are  by  nature destined  to  be ruled, even though  they  resist  it’;  like  wild  animals that need to be tamed. He even says that all foreigners to some extent belong to this category.

“That is why the poets say: ‘It is correct that  Greeks rule  Barbarians’;  for  by  nature  what  is  barbarian and what is slave are the same.”

It was also Aristotle, by the way, who taught that it is inherent in human nature for a woman to be dominated by a man. Slaves, tame animals and women fit in roughly similar categories.

“It  is  the  best for all tame animals  to  be  ruled  by human beings. For this is how they are kept alive. In the same way, the relationship between the  male and  the  female is by nature such that  the  male  is higher,  the  female lower, that the  male  rules and the female is ruled.”
 

The  prevailing cultural tradition saw  society as layered in higher  and  lower forms  of  human being. Women were inferior  to  men by nature. Barbarians  were  inferior  to   Greeks   by   nature.  Slaves  were slaves because they  were  inferior   by  nature. The New Testament message contrasted sharply with this by a revolutionary new vision. “There is neither Jew nor Greek, neither free nor slave, neither male nor female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus.”


Unfortunately, this original Christian vision of universal equality and freedom was soon obscured    by    Christians   themselves. What  happened, to cut a long story short, is  that   Christians almost from the beginning lacked  the spiritual  enlightenment and will of character to  break   with  the existing social systems. Instead of  reaffirming people’s  new  freedom  in  Christ,  they  gradually fell  back  into an acceptance of the pagan world  views of their own culture.


Aristotle’s teaching on slavery was quoted implicitly and explicitly by the Fathers of the Church. It did not stay there. Through the collection of laws known as the Decree of Gratian (Bologna 1140), it entered into the official law book of the Church. St. Tomas Aquinas, the leading theologian of the Middle Ages, followed Aristotle. He agreed to all the pagan views, with just a dash of holy water. Slavery, he said, is ‘natural’ in the sense that it is the consequence of sin by a kind of ‘second intention of nature’. He justified slavery on these titles: enslavement imposed as punishment; capture in conquest; people who sold themselves to pay off debts or who were sold by a court for that reason; children born of a slave mother.


But surely the Fathers of the Church and the great theologians of the Middle Ages would not base Christian teaching on the writings of a pagan philosopher? The answer is: yes and no. They didn’t and they did. For the pagan arguments were presented under scriptural colours. Remember the cuckoo’s trick of imitating eggs  .  .  .  ?

Egg mimicry

Theologians were convinced slavery belonged to Catholic doctrine. It was manifestly contained, they thought, in the Word of God. “It is certainly a matter of faith that slavery in which a man serves his master as a slave, is altogether lawful. This can be proved from Holy Scripture.”
 We can only uncover their misjudgment by looking at the texts they quoted.

The Old Testament took the institution of slavery for granted. Israelites could be enslaved by other Israelites as penalty for theft, to pay off debt, by purchase from a foreigner, and by sale of a daughter by her father. These kind of texts became the source on which canon lawyers and theologians constructed the four ‘just titles of slavery’ as mentioned in the instruction of the Holy Office quoted above: capture in war, just condemnation, purchase, exchange and birth -- the child of a slave mother was automatically a slave!
  But such Old Testament laws are invalid now.

 Paul had clearly shown that the Old Testament Law had been abrogated. The principle of equality in Christ of Jew and Greek, slave and free, man and woman, had been clearly enunciated.  The Old Testament arguments were really not scriptural at all; they were Greek cultural ideas disguised as biblical proofs!

But did Jesus not condone slavery? Did he not teach slavery in more than one parable?

“Suppose one of you has a slave who returns from the fields after ploughing or minding the sheep, will the master say to him: ‘Sit down now and have your meal’? 

Will he not more likely say: ‘Get my supper ready. Tidy up and serve me while I eat and drink. You yourself can have your meal afterwards’? 

Will he be grateful to his slave for doing what he was told?  

In the same way, when you have done all you have been told to do, say: ‘We are only slaves. We have done no more than our duty’.”

Fathers of the Church, theologians and Popes have used such Gospel passages to prove that slavery is willed by God. Jesus himself, they said, accepted slavery. Jesus gave examples from slavery which show that he took the subordination of slaves for granted, they said. What is more, Jesus admired the service of submissive and humble slaves. Therefore, slavery is something beautiful that is not contrary to God’s will! 

Now here we have to be careful. Yes, Jesus at times pointed to the experience of slavery to make a point. Jesus based his parables on everyday life and slavery was a reality people were familiar with. But it is not legitimate to conclude from his alluding to slavery in a parable that he endorsed slavery. The examples which Jesus adduces from everyday life often contain abuses that he does not condone: the unjust steward who cheats, the thief who breaks in at night, the man who finds a treasure in a field, then buys the field without disclosing its value, and so on.
 

Again we find that the medieval acceptance of slavery was read into Jesus’ words. To my knowledge, no one ever claimed that tampering with one’s boss’s accounts is alright because Jesus praised the unjust steward. And no one has asserted that burglary is allowed when it is done at night. The egg of slavery, however, got the colouring of Jesus’ teaching.

Then what about the Pastoral Letters? Don’t they command slaves to be resigned to their condition?

“Slaves, obey in everything those who are your earthly masters, not with eye-service as just pleasing people, but in singleness of heart, pleasing the Lord. Whatever your task, work with commitment, as serving the Lord and not human beings.”
 

The argument is invalid because, in these letters, the authors  address the immediate situation of their audiences, in which social slavery was a fact. Deducing general principles regarding slavery from the text goes beyond their intended scope. The authors do not discuss slavery as such, but only the practical question: “How does a Christian behave in this particular context?”

But were no voices raised in protest? You may ask.. There were. They were harshly squashed, however, by the brutal efficiency of the cuckoo chicken. 

Nest-mate eviction

In the Early Church Paul’s principle of ‘no free, no slave .  .  .  we are one in Christ’ was put into practice by some communities.   St. Gregory,   Bishop of Nyssa in present-day Turkey,  advocated  the total abolition of slavery. “To own people is to buy the image of God”, he taught.  He  records  that in his  cathedral  slaves  were   released  from  their  bondage  on  the  day  of   Easter   “according   to  the  custom  of  the  Church”.   

Gregory (335 - 394) was a distinguished Church leader in his time. He took part in the Council of Antioch and wrote famous books such as the Creation of Humankind, Great Catechesis, and the Life of Macrina. With regard to slaves,  Gregory pleaded for Christians to listen to their consciences.

     “You condemn a person to slavery who by nature  is free and independent,   and  so   you   make   laws     opposed  to  God  and  to his  natural  law.  For  you     have  subjected to the yoke of slavery a person  who     was  made  precisely  to  be  lord  of  the  earth   and     whom  the  Creator  intended  to  be  a  ruler,   thus     resisting and rejecting his divine precept. Have  you forgotten  what  limits  were set  to  your  authority?   God    limited    your   ownership to  brute  animals alone .   .   .  ”

Gregory  adduces   many   other  arguments. Slaves can be seen to be equal to  their   masters  as human beings. What price could ever  buy  human freedom? His prophetic voice and that of others were not heeded. The fat cuckoo hatchling of profitable cultural enslavement made sure it held the nest for itself. 

Another chance for the genuine Catholic doctrine of human freedom came with the discovery of overseas colonies in the 16th century. The  Catholic  Kings of Spain and Portugal  had  an   important  role  to  play  in this. Again the question arose in the minds and hearts of some conscientious Christians: May we legitimately enslave these nations? Is slavery truly in harmony with God’s will? The Dominican priest Bartolomé de las Casas, who had ministered to slaves in Peru, argued that slavery should on principle not be tolerated. He presented his case to the King who organized a consultation.

It resulted in debates at Valladolid, then the  court  of   the  Spanish King, in the years 1550 and 1551.  On  the   side  of  slave hunters stood the  traditional  theologian Bishop Juan  Ginés  de  Sepúlveda, on the  side  of  the  Indians Bartolomé de las Casas.

Quoting  Aristotle -- are we surprised? -- ,  Sepúlveda  contended  that  the   Spanish   were   engaged  in  a just  war of conquest.  Moreover,  he  said,  the  Indians  are  barbarians  who deserve to become slaves. And Jesus himself approves of slavery and so does Paul.

  De  las  Casas  on the other hand, who  had  been  a   missionary  in Peru, maintained that the  Indians  were   human  beings,  as  much  created  in  God’s  image   as   Spaniards. They possessed a high culture, he said,  and   slavery was against the spirit of the Scriptures. He  also   rejected  the  authority of Aristotle, ‘a  gentile  burning   in   hell,  whose  doctrine  we  do  not  need   to   follow   except in so far as it conforms with Christian truth’. 

Here are some of De las Casas’ pleadings:

 “Our  Christian  religion is suitable for, and  may  be  adapted to  all the nations of the world, and all alike  can receive it. No single person may be deprived of his liberty; or     enslaved   on  the   excuse   that   he   is   a  natural  slave   .   .   .   Are  these Indians not people like  us?     Do they not  have  rational  souls?   Are we not obliged to love them as we love ourselves?”


Such  appeals  were  not welcome  to the slave  traders and  their  colonial overlords. Small  wonder  that  the  slave traders won the day. The same happened to later Catholic theologians and bishops who fought for the true Catholic doctrine of freedom for all. In the 18th century they were: Abbé Raynal and Abbé Grégoire in France, and  in the 19th century Johann Sailer, Bishop of Ratisbon in Germany.
 


Then what about the Popes? Did they not steer the Church away from slavery? The answer is: they did not. They too believed and taught that slavery was part of Catholic doctrine.

Bonding by the foster parents


Understandably perhaps, Popes consider themselves first and foremost guardians of Tradition. And Tradition is judged by what has been done in the Church throughout the centuries, without examining the credentials of the practice. It is as if Church leaders in this way become ‘bonded’ to the practice, not unlike hosts birds are bonded to the cuckoo chick.


In 362 AD a diocesan council at Gangra in present-day Turkey excommunicated whoever  dared to encourage a slave to despise his master or escape from his service. Although this was a purely local event, it was a dangerous precedent. In 650 AD, acting on this precedent, Pope Martin I condemned people who taught slaves about freedom or helped them escape. 


A number of Church Councils imposed slavery as a form of punishment. It was used with a twisted sense of justice against priests who transgressed the new law of priestly celibacy. The ninth council of Toledo in Spain  (655 AD) imposed permanent slavery on the children of priests -- how could these poor boys and girls be held responsible for their father’s violating a rule of Church discipline? The Synod of Melfi under Pope Urban II  (1089 AD) inflicted unredeemable slavery on the wives of priests. Again, a cruel form of  misguided justice that betrayed every human right under the sun. But in terms of ecclesiastical bonding, it added weight to presumed Tradition. The Church itself imposed slavery. So it can be done. So it must be right! 


The legitimacy of slavery was incorporated into official Church law from the first collection under Gratian (1140 AD). Then in 1454, through the bull Romanus Pontifex, Pope Nicholas V authorized the king of Portugal to enslave all the Muslim and pagan nations his armies might conquer. Pope Alexander VI extended this license to the king of Spain (1493 AD): permitting him to enslave non-Christians of the Americas who were at war with Christian powers. The two major Catholic colonial empires thus acquired a blanket Church sanction for capturing the local natives and employing them on their estates as slaves. 


When the facts of slave labour and of especially the slave trade from Africa began to filter through to the Vatican chambers in Rome, Popes began to express their concern. This was good. The Popes began to criticize the exploitation of the native peoples. But unfortunately, they did not examine the principle of slavery itself. Thus Pope Paul III, in 1537, condemned the indiscriminate enslavement of Indians in South America. But when challenged, he confirmed ten years later that both clergy and laity had the right to own slaves. A century later, in 1639, Pope Urban VIII criticised unjust practices against the natives, but did not deny the four ‘just titles’ for owning slaves. Pope Benedict XIV condemned the wholesale enslavement of natives in Brazil  -- without denouncing slavery as such, nor the importation of slaves from Africa.
 

This was to continue till 1866 when, as we have seen, the Holy Office under Pius IX still declared that slavery as such was not against human or divine law  .  .  .  What was wrong with these Church leaders? Were they heartless creatures who were not moved by the plight helpless slaves continued to endure in so many countries? The answer is that they were caught by their misguided awe for this solid ‘Tradition’ -- which we know to be a cuckoo chick, but which they saw confirmed in the writings of the Fathers, the decrees of Church councils, the sanction of previous Popes. They did not stop to think: what is the basis for all this? 

How could such an anomalous, un-Christian practice be tolerated in the Church in the first place? Leaders were not prepared to listen to the prophetic voices raised by conscientious people in the Church. 

      Conclusion  

The official Church, including the magisterium, has now - finally - come to the recognition that slavery is against basic human rights and ‘contrary to God’s intent’. It comes too late for the millions of slaves in previous centuries whose lot could have been alleviated by correct Christian teaching! But at least Church authorities should draw a number of lessons.

The so-called ‘tradition’ that was thought to endorse slavery and on which the magisterium based its justification of slavery: all those quotes from Fathers and Popes, proved, in fact, to have been spurious, and contrary to the real Tradition handed down from Christ. It had been a cuckoo’s egg tradition. The true Tradition that came down from Christ and the Apostles was contained in the principle of fundamental equality for all, enshrined in the universal baptism of Christ applied to men and women, slave and free alike.
  Only this valid Tradition was truly biblical!

Church leaders claimed their position was scriptural. In fact, the biblical texts were quoted illegitimately. Their interpretation went beyond the inspired and intended sense. They were cuckoo’s eggs masked under a biblical veneer.

If all the Bishops of the world would have been asked, two hundred years ago, whether slavery is allowed by God, 95% of them, including the Pope, would have said: “Yes, slavery is allowed”. Yet, in spite of their number, they would all have been wrong. Common opinion does not make informed, collective teaching.

But even if Popes and their advisors can make mistakes, what right does it give me to challenge them in public?

	Readings from the Women Priests web site
	

	John Wijngaards

The true Tradition must be scriptural

The Church made similar mistakes regarding the taking of interest and the blanket condemnation of homosexuality

The erroneous teachings of Pope Pius IX

Aaron Milavec

‘Jesus responds to John Paul II’

‘What Peter might say to John Paul II‘
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3.

A Time for Speaking
Some of my friends tell me that the ordination of women is an issue that can wait. “Rome has decisively turned against it”, they say. “Change may come, but only in the future -- under another Pope, when the heat has died down.” They point to a vast majority of bishops and theologians who have decided to keep their mouths shut, even though they realise Rome is wrong. Tact is needed, they argue. There is a time for speaking and a time for silence  .  .  .  .

I disagree. Yes, for years I too thought that wisdom would slowly prevail in the Church and that the issue of women priests would ripen in the course of time. That is why, until three years ago, I too had adopted a strategy of wait-and-see. But now I have changed my mind. For the Roman authorities force us to take sides. They impose their own view so strongly as the truth, that by keeping silent now, we would compromise our own consciences.

I am writing this book because I believe that for me, and for the Church, truth is more important than diplomacy.  

The Holy Father, Pope John Paul II, and the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith have in recent years moved their rejection of priestly ordination for women into the realm of faith. They have declared:

· that the ban on women’s ordination is to be held definitively as a doctrine belonging to the deposit of faith; 

· that, though the Holy Father’s interventions are not infallible declarations of doctrine in this instance, he bases his stand on what he perceives to be the infallible universal magisterium, that is: the collective teaching exercised by the international body of bishops; 

· that anyone who disagrees with the Holy Father is no longer in full communion with the Church.
 

This Roman view is, moreover, imposed on bishops, theologians and parish priests by its incorporation in routine oaths of loyalty. It causes great anxiety to theologians who cannot admit the validity of Rome’s arguments. “I use mental restriction”, one lecturer at a theological faculty told me. But are we allowed to compromise with truth? What if we know Rome is wrong? Does complicity with non-truth not undermine everything we are trying to do, as the community of Christ, as priests, as theologians? I believe it does.

I will argue my case for fearlessly speaking out on two grounds. The first one, for diplomatic reasons, looks at what the official Church itself has said about the duty of defending truth rather than toeing the party-line. The message is clear: even within the establishment there is room for loyal public dissent. My second ground rests on even deeper pillars. It touches on personal integrity, on the Church’s credibility, on not bartering away our most valuable assets.

The ministry of truth

By definition, it is our task as theologians to apply our human intelligence to revealed truth. Theologians stand in the service of truth. They owe their highest allegiance to truth in whatever form this may present itself. The First Vatican Council (1869-1870) emphatically endorsed this search for truth and stated confidently that there could not be a clash between revealed truth and truth known through other channels. The reason is sound enough: God is the author of all truth and cannot contradict himself. If theologians are faithful to truth, they cannot fail to be loyal to God and to God's revelation.
 

At the same time theologians also owe obedience to the Holy Father and the Bishops to whom Christ entrusted his teaching authority. The correct attitude towards statements by the Holy Father has been described in these words by Vatican II: 

“This loyal submission of the will and intellect must be given, in a special way, to the authentic teaching authority of the Roman Pontiff, even when he does not speak ex cathedra [= infallibly], in such wise, indeed, that his supreme teaching authority be acknowledged with respect, and sincere assent be given to decisions made by him, conformably with his manifest mind and intention, which is made known principally by the character of the documents in question, or by the frequency by which a certain doctrine is proposed, or by the manner in which the doctrine is formulated.”

On the other hand, the possibility of conflict between a theologian’s judgement and that of the magisterium [= the teaching authority] has been acknowledged by those in charge. I quote from Donum Veritatis, a statement in 1990 by the Congregation of Doctrine on the vocation of a theologian.

“It can happen, however, that a theologian may, according to the case, raise questions regarding the timeliness, the form, or even the contents of magisterial interventions . . . It could happen that some magisterial documents might not be free from all deficiencies.” 

“Even when collaboration takes place under the best conditions, the possibility cannot be excluded that tensions may arise between the theologian and the magisterium. The meaning attributed to such tensions and the spirit with which they are faced are not matters of indifference. If tensions do not spring from hostile and contrary feelings, they can become a dynamic factor, a stimulus to both the magisterium and theologians to fulfill their respective roles while practicing dialogue.” 

 “If, despite a loyal effort on the theologian's part, the difficulties persist, the theologian has the duty to make known to the magisterial authorities the problems raised by the teaching in itself, in the arguments proposed to justify it, or even in the manner in which it is presented. He should do this in an evangelical spirit and with a profound desire to resolve the difficulties. His objections could then contribute to real progress and provide a stimulus to the magisterium to propose the teaching of the Church in greater depth and with a clearer presentation of the arguments.” (no 30). 

‘Public Opinion’ in the Church

We should be grateful that in our time the ancient practice of handing over dissenting theologians to the Inquisition has been discontinued. Today Church authorities have more subtle forms of silencing opposition at their disposal. These include: putting pressure on bishops and religious superiors to subjugate priests or religious  in their charge; sacking theologians from teaching posts at Church institutions; withdrawing financial support from centres that stand for freedom of expression; screening unwanted topics out of teaching schedules or congress programmes; blocking the publication of disgreeable books; selecting bishops only from candidates who subscribe to Rome’s views. The ideology of the thumbscrew is not altogether dead.

During the Second Vatican Council the question of free theological discussion was incorporated into the Council statements.

“All the faithful, both clerical and lay, should be accorded a lawful freedom of inquiry and of thought, and the freedom to express their minds humbly and courageously about those matters in which they enjoy competence.”

The Second Vatican Council also recognised the crucial role played by public opinion in today’s society.

“Public opinion exercises enormous influence nowadays over the lives, private or public, of all citizens, no matter what their walk in life. It is therefore necessary that all members of society meet the demands of justice and charity in this domain. They should help, through the means of social communication, in the formation and diffusion of sound public opinion.”

Public opinion, with freedom of expression as a necessary constituent, also plays a crucial part in the Church, as Pope Pius XII reminded Catholic journalists in an address on 17 February 1950.

 “Freedom of speech is a normal factor in the growth of public opinion which expresses the ideas and reactions of the more influential circles in a society.” 
 

The same point is made in a follow-up document to Vatican II.

“If public opinion is to emerge in the proper manner, it is absolutely essential that there be freedom to express ideas and attitudes. In accordance with the express teaching of the Second Vatican Council, it is necessary unequivocally to declare that freedom of speech for individuals and groups must be permitted so long as the common good and public morality not be endangered.” 

Freedom of speech is, indeed, essential and does not contradict the spirit of theological obedience. When the Church demands ‘a loyal submission of the will and intellect’ she does not ask for a renunciation of one’s own power to think. The Church demands a much more valuable service, namely the honest attempt to serve the faith with all one’s intellectual powers. 

When Vatican II speaks of obedience, it envisages such a total commitment: “They should bring their powers of intellect and will and their gifts of nature and grace to bear on the execution of commands and on the fulfilment of the tasks laid upon them.”
  True loyalty to the Church implies loyalty to the truth. It requires willingness to question rather than readiness to conform. What may seem opposition and dissent at first, will eventually prove to be an active cooperation between the teaching authorities and the theologians, towards the one aim of a better formulated doctrine. 

Theologians play an important role in the continual reformation “of which the Church has always a need”, a reformation that also concerns “deficiencies in the way that Church teaching has been formulated”.
 Rather than speaking of a conflict between the magisterium and dissenting theological opinion, one should think of them as complementary pieces in an ongoing search, both equally necessary for the Church’s reformation. 

Pope Paul VI described the interplay between the teaching authority and theological study in such a positive way. In his address to a congress of theologians on l October 1966 he stated:

“The magisterium draws great benefit from fervid and industrious theological study and from the cordial collaboration of the theologians  .  .  .  Without the help of theology the magisterium could undoubtedly preserve and teach the faith, but it would arrive only with difficulty at the lofty and full knowledge it needs to perform its task, since it is aware that it is not endowed with revelation or the charism of inspiration but only with the assistance of the Holy Spirit”.
 

Church documents, especially those of the present Congregation for Doctrine, are ‘not entirely foreign to sanctimonious double-speak that smacks of self-promoting indoctrination’, to quote a friend of mine. Yet even these documents urge theologians to speak out when they believe the magisterium is making a mistake. For me though, there are more essential reasons for crying out my anguish in public and for revealing what I know to be true. These reasons live in my heart and my bones. I would die without them, and so would the Church. 

If salt loses its saltiness  .  .  .

To see my point of view, I would like you to take a step back and look at the world and the Church from a wider perspective. “As soon as we lose our moral foundation, we cease to be religious. There is no such thing as religion over-riding morality. We cannot be untruthful and claim to have God on our side.” The author of these words was not a Christian, but  Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, a modern prophet popularly voted the most influential person of the 20th century.

When I departed from Antwerp to take up my seminary post in India, missionaries still travelled the old-fashioned way: by boat. On Christmas Eve 1964 I boarded a German freighter that slowly made its way to Bombay, crisscrossing the Mediterranean, then the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean, picking up or discharging cargo in various ports.  A journey which now takes ten hours took six long weeks then. But the leisurely pace also had its rewards. I saw the world.

At Porbandar in Gujarat our ship dropped anchor,  to take on board loads of jute brought by barges. Porbandar, I knew, was the birth place of Mahatma Gandhi. I managed to go ashore and eventually found the quarter of the town where Gandhi had lived as a boy. I had read his auto-biography and remembered Gandhi’s search. “Morality is the basis of things and truth is the basis of morality.” India offers a bewildering palette of religious traditions, many weird and over-the-top, but as I was to find out from my friendship with Hindus, Muslims, Jains and Parsis, underlying the outgrowths there exists a healthy respect for the fundamental values. Sincerity, honesty and truth are highly regarded by all.

A few years later, when giving a scriptural course to priests and sisters in Ahmedabad, I visited the house where Gandhi had lived during the last part of his life. In my mind’s eye I can still clearly see that simple Indian-style mansion. Four sparsely furnitured rooms and a  kitchen that encircled a courtyard. Here he had chosen to live the life of an ordinary peasant, wearing the loincloth and shawl of the rural Indian and subsisting on vegetables, fruit juices, and goat’s milk.  Outside, a verandah that spanned the front of the house. It overlooked the banks of a river.  Gandhi’s mat was shown here and his spinning wheel. It was the spot where he had sat cross-legged, hand spinning cotton and weaving yards of cloth. The scene was breathtakingly plain and commonplace. And yet this had been the home of one of the most powerful politicians of India and of a religious leader of international fame.

It was from this place that Gandhi started his famous salt march in 1930, a widely publicised walk to the coast of the Arabian sea where he began to manufacture salt in defiance of the British monopoly on salt. Gandhi himself and 60,000 of his followers were arrested on that occasion and during the peaceful protests that followed. 

It was also in this house  that Gandhi gave shelter to a number of pariah children. He shared his food with them and sent them to local schools. Though he belonged to the Vaishya [merchant] caste himself, Gandhi broke with age-old Hindu custom by treating the ‘untouchables’ as equals. Hindu prejudice considered the pariahs defiled persons, people born out of the accumulated sins of a previous life. Gandhi gave them a new name: harijans, which means: ‘people born of God’ and took some of their children into his home to ensure their education.
  It was for this courageous act that attempts were made on his life. Eventually he was shot by a Hindu fanatic while visiting Bombay in 1948.

It is impossible to exaggerate the esteem in which Gandhi is held by fellow Indians. And it is not first and foremost because he championed Indian independence, as foreigners often think. People honour Gandhi’s character, mainly his love of non-violence and passion for truth. I realised quite early during my 14 years in India that, if people are to accept Christianity, it will not be because of our superior institutions, but because Jesus Christ is seen to contribute to primary values: authentic love, selfless service, ruthless honesty. “Truth is my God”, Gandhi had said. Gandhi had not been a saint. He had had many imperfections and shortcomings. But he had been a man of integrity. He had also shown courage. He had stood up against colonial powers, but no less against patriots who favoured a path of violence. While he denounced Christian pretensions, he had not spared the bigotry of his fellow Hindus. It was this loyalty to conviction and truth that had made Gandhi invincible. 

“There are times when you have to obey a call that is the highest of all, that is: the voice of conscience, even though such obedience may cost many a bitter tear, and even more, separation from friends, from family, from the condition to which you may belong, from all that you have held as dear as life itself. For this obedience is the law of our being.”

Christianity had no hope in India I knew, nor elsewhere in the world, if we were to lose those qualities. Did not Jesus himself tell us not to corrupt values:

“You are the salt of the earth.

But if salt loses its saltiness, what can make it salty again?

It has become useless.

It will be thrown out for people to trample on.”

For Jesus’ contemporaries the value of salt lay not so much in its taste as in its perceived quality of preserving food.  Salt was hard to come by. It was expensive. Salt was traded as a luxury good. On occasion, lumps of salt were used to pay soldiers: our word ‘salary’ [= portion of salt] derives from this. Salt losing its saltiness was a terrible thing. 

Across the centuries Jesus is warning us not to sell out our Christian values for money, or for power, convenience, harmony or anything else. If we tamper with truth, our testimony becomes useless, both inside and outside the Church. “All compromise is based on give and take, but there can be no give and take on truth. Any compromise on truth is a surrender” (Mahatma Gandhi).

As the followers of Jesus Christ, we will lose all credibility if we sell out on truth. Nor need we be ashamed in the Church itself of challenging authority on behalf of truth. When the first Pope, Simon Peter, reintroduced Jewish laws in Antioch even though the Council of Jerusalem had abrogated them, Paul challenged him in public. “When Cephas came to Antioch I opposed him to his face since he stood manifestly condemned”.
   Paul purposely calls Peter ‘Cephas’, referring to the fact that Jesus himself had given him that name which means ‘rock’. Even apostles can make mistakes and “God has appointed in the Church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers  .  .  .  Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers?”


Regarding women priests Church authorities have allowed a cuckoo’s egg to hatch in its nest. It is this intruder I am now going to expose.

	Women Priests web site
	

	Main Roman Documents on the Ordination of women

· Inter Insigniores  (15 October 1976)

· Commentary on Inter Insigniores (27 January 1977)

· Ordinatio Sacerdotalis (22 May 1994)

At times theologians have the duty to speak out

René van Eyden 

“Women priests: keeping mum or speaking out?” 

Mary McAleese, President of Ireland

 ‘It Won’t Wash With Women’

 ‘Coping with a Christ who does not want women priests almost as much as He wants Ulster to remain British’

Bernard Häring

‘Letter to the Pope’
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4.

The focus of this book

As Vicar General of the Mill Hill Missionaries it was my pleasant duty once a year  to visit our communities and institutions in the USA.  In 1978 I managed to arrange the visitation schedule in such a way that I could attend the National Women’s Ordination Conference in Baltimore. It turned out to be an event I will never forget. I was excited by the range of speakers. I listened spellbound to theologians who have since then achieved international acclaim such as Mary Daly and Rosemary Radford Ruether.  I joined the demonstration march that carried a mile-long chain of bondage and I joined in triumphantly  tearing it into pieces. But what impressed me most were the almost 2000 participants who crowded the central lecture hall and adjoining workshops. They consisted overwhelmingly of women, from a wide spectrum of professions: doctors, teachers, lawyers, business executives. There were religious sisters among them as well as married women. Commitment to the Catholic faith reigned supreme notwithstanding common dismay at what Rome was doing.

Though in general I felt very welcome indeed and shared deep insights with wonderfully sensitive people, I also had sobering experiences that taught me a lesson or two. On one occasion I was bluntly refused entry into a workshop simply because I was a man. I remonstrated that I had just published a book defending the ordination of women. The answer was: “So far you men have done all the talking in the Church. It is about time women have their say!”  “Touché”, I thought, “but can’t I be a friend?”  One campaigner  maintained that, in order to celebrate the full sacramental eucharist, ordination was not necessary at all.  Another criticised my book for analysing the Roman arguments.  By discussing the ordination of women on Rome’s terms I had already lost half the battle. Another theologian, from my own native Holland I am sad to report, persuaded me to part with a copy of my book, but then, two months later, published one of its chapters in the leading Dutch Catholic weekly de Bazuin without ever acknowledging her source.

Such negative incidents have not dented my overwhelmingly positive remembrance of Baltimore. I felt that I had met the enormous strength of thinking, caring, competent Catholic women. It filled me with hope.  I knew then that the Church would never be able to stop this tide. The dedication, the quality, the Christian faith of women in the Church would win the day. But the confrontations also served a purpose. They prepared me for what was to come. I learnt that the issues surrounding women’s ordination are highly complex, and subsequent developments have borne this out.  Wounds need to be healed, ancient injustices undone.  Women need to have the freedom to operate theology in their own way. Though men can be sympathetic to it, a real feminine and feminist contribution should come from women. Moreover, the ordination of women is embedded in wider questions such as the nature of the Christian community and of ministry themselves.  The extreme, suppressive measures emanating from Rome under Pope John Paul II raise further questions of strategy.  Should the power structures in the Church not be reformed first? In this arena it makes sense for me to say what I am trying to do in all this. 

Early champions

It is indisputable that women theologians have changed the face of Catholic theology, especially since the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). It was when the Council began that women found their voice. As we review the historical record we can see how an age-old pain and anger at having been excluded now found expression in different parts of the Catholic community and all at once. As far as the ordination of women was concerned, there have been pioneers  in many countries. I will briefly sketch some of their early work.

To start with England - since this is where I live at present -, the St. Joan’s International Alliance had been active since its British foundation in 1911. It aimed to change the attitude of the Church towards women’s rights -- political votes for women, support for marginalised women, recognition for women in the apostolate. The exclusion of women from ordination became a pronounced issue in 1928.
 Joan Morris whom I was privileged to know personally and who left part of her library to me, studied archives all over Europe to document the involvement of women in Church ministries and jurisdiction in the early Middle Ages. After decades of research it resulted in the classic Against Nature and God.


The young German theologian Josefa Theresia Münch wrote letters to Pope Pius XII in 1953 and 1954 expressing her desire to be ordained a priest and protesting the invalidity of the official theological stand against it. When the Vatican Council was announced in 1960, she wrote to Rome to request the alteration of Canon 968, §1, to the effect that it should no longer read, “Only a baptised man can validly receive priestly ordination.” but, “Only a baptised person can validly receive priestly ordination”, adding her reasons. When the Council opened in October 1962, she travelled to Rome and during the first press conference of the Council caused a stir by asking: “Why have women not been invited to the Council?” The question was dismissed by Bishop Kampe of Limburg, the official spokesman, but the issue received full attention in the press. A year later Cardinal Suenens of Brussels spoke up during a general session in the Council hall: “Half of humanity is made up of women. In the Church too, at least half of it, is made up of women; here at the Council, where are the women?”   He received tremendous applause. It led to  Paul VI appointing 16 women as auditors - among 2000 male participants.

 Meanwhile the  Swiss lawyer Gertrud Heinzelmann had been longing for the admission of women to the priesthood from an early age. “Already when I had to make my first confession (in 1924), I felt a deep desire for a woman priest. I knew I would have revealed myself so much more easily to a woman than to a man since a man does not understand the fears and worries of a small girl . . . The woman whom I sought in my spiritual need did not exist.” Since official theological studies were not open to her, she pursued them privately, next to her legal career. So she was ready when the Council was announced. In May 1962, she submitted a well-documented proposal regarding women’s ordination to the preparatory committee of the Second Vatican Council. It was the only proposal of its kind to make it into the official Council documentation. It detailed the untenable bias against women in traditional theology and called for a true equality for women in the Church, including openness to all ministries. Her writings attracted international attention.
  In 1964 she published the explosive book We won’t keep Silence any longer. Women Speak out to Vatican Council II.

Since that time an avalanche of ground-breaking publications appeared. The Dutchman Haye van der Meer, who had started revolutionary research under Karl Rahner even before the Council, exposed the flimsy basis of medieval reasonings.
 Sister Vincent Hannon in England challenged the traditional stand.
  Mary Daly, who had studied at Fribourg and who was the first American woman to obtain a doctorate in theology, wrote her initial feminist critique.
  The German Ida Raming published a classic study that documented the origin of anti-feminine bias in Church law.
  A ‘select’ bibliography on the ordination of women for 1965-1975 lists 36 books and 175 articles.
 The 1970s ushered in the golden period of Catholic feminist theology.

I can do no more than sketch developments at this point. The scandalous inequality between men and women, tolerated for so long, began now to be described and exposed in all areas of Catholic life: in worship and spirituality, in the parish and in the home, in theology as well as in law.
  The roles of women in the early Church, both during apostolic times and the house-church communities, were being re-examined, and consequences from this drawn for New Testament exegesis.
  Women’s lives during various periods of the Church’s history were studied in detail.
  Much more clarity was gained from a woman’s perspective on matters of language, imagery and church symbolism.
  At the same time, and as a result of much of this research, it became clear that  women’s ordination cannot be separated from other reforms needed in the Church.

The wider picture

The feminist impulse no less than Rome’s intransigence on women’s ministries served as catalysts to unmask the underlying assumptions regarding the priesthood  itself. 

Since the Middle Ages, the priest had been conceived of as a ‘sacred person’, a sacerdos. In this view, a priest is constituted into this status through the sacred rite of ordination that imprints an indelible character on him and that consecrates him to perform acts of ritual sacrifice. However it is clear from Scripture that Jesus never saw himself in this light. Nor did he envision such a status for his disciples. The apostles ‘laid hands’ on their successors whom they thereby commissioned to be ‘elders’ of the Christian communities, presbyteroi.  Certainly, Jesus is called a ‘highpriest’ in the letter to the Hebrews, but with no other purpose than to bring out how he abolished and transcended the system of ‘sacred’ priestly functions as understood in the Old Testament.

The Second Vatican Council wanted to redress this balance by stressing again the presbyter function. “Priests have as their primary duty the proclamation of the gospel of God to all. In this way they fulfil the Lord’s command: ‘Go into the whole world and preach the gospel to every creature’ (Mk 16,15). Thus they establish and build up the People of God.”
 But the Roman magisterium has over the last 3 decades done all in its power to re-inculcate the old concept of a cultic, sacrificial, sacralised, and therefore celibate, priesthood. “It is the same priest, Jesus Christ, whose sacred person his minister truly represents. Now the minister, by reason of the sacerdotal consecration which he has received, is truly made like to the high priest and possess the authority to act in the power and place of the person of Christ himself.”
 In the revised General Instruction on the Roman Missal (August 2000) all the stress is on ‘sacred things’: the sacred sanctuary, sacred ambo, sacred altar, sacred vessels, sacred vestments and, of course, the sacred priest. Even the chair on which the ‘consecrated minister’ sits in the sanctuary shares in his sacredness. It has to be “visibly distinguished from chairs used by others who are not clergy”.

The Vatican Council struggled with two conflicting paradigms of the Church. The medieval model saw the Church as a clerical and hierarchical institution with sacred power percolating down from the top. An earlier, scriptural model on the other hand considered the Church rather as the People of God, with stress on communion, co-responsibility, and Christian values such as grace and love. Though it could not free itself totally from the hierarchical model, the Second Vatican Council did attempt to promote the People of God concept.
  The authorities in Rome on the other hand cling firmly to the hierarchical model and try to re-inforce what has recently been called “a very authoritarian, absolutist, completely un-Christian structure”.
 It has become clear that an integration of the best in both models can only be achieved by a genuine reform in the way the Church operates.

Many women who feel called to the priesthood are now searching for more communitarian models of ministry.
  Positions are hardening. Many declare that they would not accept ordination to the present clerical, celibate, hierarchical priesthood. Women who insist on receiving such an ordination are ultimately condoning and confirming a system that, in fact, excluded women.

My objective in this book

I share the view that the Church and its ministries urgently need to be reformed - according to the genuine vision of Vatican II and beyond it. I agree totally that the ordination of women should be seen as part of a much wider aggiornamento of Church structures. I am a member of various organizations: St. Joan’s International Alliance, Catholic Women’s Ordination (UK) and ‘We Are Church’ (UK), all of which sponsor the admission of women to reformed ministries. But in this book I will limit myself to unnerving the traditional arguments against ordaining women.

Some theologians have already so utterly dismissed the traditional arguments that they consider it below their dignity to even discuss them. Though I share their feelings of distaste and impatience, I do not share their disdain of discussion. The traditional arguments against women priests are still the official arguments of the teaching authority in Rome. In various forms they are still re-published in Catholic weeklies and supported by bishops, priests, religious and lay people. Reform will not come about without dialogue and discussion. I want to take all sections in the Catholic community seriously, also those who accept Rome’s  views uncritically because they feel it is their  duty to do so, or others who cling to conservative views because the information they have is incomplete. To them I say: “Look at the evidence. What Rome says is untenable even by traditional standards. Does true loyalty not demand that we speak the truth?”

Yes, there is a danger in dialogue on Rome’s terms. I do not intend to sell out on my own principles in this book. I do not support antiquated views on priesthood or power-hungry clericalism.  On the other hand, I will not throw out the baby with the bath water. I come from a Catholic family in the Netherlands that remained Catholic through four centuries of persecution. I do believe in the sacramental order in which Christ dispenses grace and love, and which pervades the whole Christian community. Within that sacramental order there is room for bishops and priests who guide, heal, and preside at the eucharist. There is also room for real authority and the primacy of Peter’s successor. The Second Vatican Council is a good basis for Church reform and our exasperation with the present leadership in the Church should not make us go ‘over the top’. I passionately believe women should be ordained because it is the only truly Catholic response. If devotion to Mary is the hallmark of correct Christology, the full integration of women in all levels of the Church is the hallmark of genuine Catholic salvation.

Some of my priest colleagues have accused  me of defending women priests ‘because it is politically correct’.  Others tell me Rome would not have reacted so fiercely  if it had not been for the ‘extremism of feminists’.  In some ecclesiastical circles feminists are viewed as incurable men-haters who pursue a policy of Church subversion. This totally unfounded perception seems due to the harsh (but often true) language of some feminists, the wounded pride of their male audience and, I am sorry to say, spiteful slander by other women.
  The unfortunate outcome is that quite a few people in the Church dismiss the ordination of women as ‘just another cause pushed by fanatic feminists’.  It is here that my contribution may be of use.

Though, with St. Paul, I fully subscribe to women being treated on equal terms as men in the Church, I am not a feminist. I am a man, and I cannot speak from my Christian experience as a woman, nor judge issues from a specifically womanly perspective as women theologians do. Neither did I enter the field with a feminist agenda, as I narrated in the first chapter. I am approaching the question of women’s ordination as a theologian. And as other theologians - both men and women -, I have come to the clear recognition that the reasons for barring women from ordination cannot be substantiated from scripture or tradition. Sacred Scripture leaves the question wide open. In so-called Catholic ‘tradition’ women were excluded from ministries because of social conditions and cultural prejudice. I will validate these claims in the next chapters. I am defending these conclusions as a man, as a professional theologian and as a Catholic.  


My thanks go to the members of my Housetop team who have helped me write this book: Roy Barton, Jackie Clackson, Deirdre Ford, Anne Miller and Barbara Paskins. I am grateful to Professor Mary Grey, Professor van Eyden and Professor Peter Nissen for reading the manuscript and sharing their comments and suggestions with me.
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Obituary of Gertrud Heinzelmann

‘Naissance et développement du mouvement pour l’ordination des femmes dans l’Eglise catholique romaine d’Europe’ 
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CLAIM AND COUNTER CLAIM

“It is not in the power of any creature, not even of the highest religious authority, to make statements true or false, otherwise then if of their own nature and in actual fact they are true or false.”

“It is surely harmful to the religious good of people if the authorities make it a heresy to believe what has been proved to be a fact.”

Galileo Galilei

The Authority of Scripture in Philosophical Controversies (1616)
5.

The mismatch in vision

However much a cuckoo’s egg may have looked like other eggs in its foster nest, by the time the young cuckoo flies out it is clearly different from the parents that nurtured it. The contrast stands out. In the following three chapters I will show that the non-ordination of women carries so many intrinsic contradictions and anomalies that it can clearly be seen to be in the wrong nest. And, like in the case of birds, we could start by studying the overall image.

Why were women singled out for omission?

Pope John Paul II and the Congregation for Doctrine tell us that the exclusion of women from the ministerial priesthood goes back all the way to Jesus himself. 

“In the light of tradition it seems that the essential reason moving the Church to call only men to the sacrament of order and to the strictly priestly ministry is her intention to remain faithful to the type of ordained ministry willed by the Lord Jesus Christ and carefully maintained by the apostles.”

Leaving the discussion of detailed arguments to further chapters, this then is the overall picture: Jesus himself decided that it would not be good for women to take part in the key ministry he left to his apostles. That is why he deliberately left women out when he picked the apostolic twelve. Yes, Jesus had some women among the group of disciples who followed him and he could easily have chosen one or two of them. But he did not do so. He was not influenced here by the social customs of his time, for when necessary he revolted against such customs. “It has to be recognized that Jesus did not shrink from other ‘imprudences’, which did in fact stir up the hostility of his fellow citizens against him, especially his freedom with regard to the rabbinical interpretations of the Sabbath. With regard to women his attitude was a complete innovation: all the commentators recognize that he went against many prejudices, and the facts that are noted add up to an impressive total”.
 But when it came to choosing the twelve and commissioning them at the Last Supper, he pointedly omitted women. It must have been a deliberate decision by Jesus himself.

“In calling only men as his apostles, Christ acted in a completely free and sovereign manner. In doing so, he exercised the same freedom with which, in all his behaviour, he emphasized the dignity and the vocation of women, without conforming to the prevailing customs and to the traditions sanctioned by the legislation of the time.”


This is, Rome claims, confirmed by tradition. The apostles laid their hands on worthy persons to succeed them and they found many excellent women among the new converts. The apostles never imposed their hands on women. The Early Church continued this practice. The Fathers of the Church criticise Gnostic sects in which women were given a variety of ministries. The Fathers of the Church point out that Jesus only chose men. In the Middle Ages this tradition became explicit. The medieval theologians state categorically that in not ordaining women, the Church follows the example of Christ. The conclusion is, therefore, inescapable:

“Priestly ordination, which hands on the office entrusted by Christ to his apostles of  teaching, sanctifying, and governing the faithful, has in the Catholic Church from the beginning always been reserved to men alone  .  .  . The fundamental reasons for this include: the example recorded in the Sacred Scriptures of Christ choosing his apostles only from among men; the constant practice of the Church, which has imitated Christ in choosing only men; and her living teaching authority which has consistently held that the exclusion of women from the priesthood is in accordance with God's plan for his Church.”

In the same apostolic documents the Pope also maintains that the exclusion from the priestly ministry does not in any way minimise the role or status of women. “The presence and the role of women in the life and mission of the Church, although not linked to the ministerial priesthood, remain absolutely necessary and irreplaceable.”  “The Church desires that Christian women should become fully aware of the greatness of their mission; today their role is of capital importance both for the renewal and humanization of society and for the rediscovery by believers of the true face of the Church.”   “By defending the dignity of women and their vocation, the Church has shown honour and gratitude for those women who -- faithful to the Gospel -- have shared in every age in the apostolic mission of the whole People of God. They are the holy martyrs, virgins, and the mothers of families, who bravely bore witness to their faith and passed on the Church’s faith and tradition by bringing up their children in the spirit of the Gospel.”

We can sum it up in the words: women share fully in the apostolic mission of the Church, but Christ did not want them to be ministerial priests. Does it make sense? 

A ministry of ‘people like you and me’ 

To understand the specific ministry established by Jesus Christ, we should note that he abolished the Old Testament priesthood based on so-called 'sacred' realities. He did away with the priesthood as understood in Old Testament terms.The Old Testament priesthood rested on a philosophy that distinguished between the sacred and the profane. Some every-day realities, such as houses, cattle, eating and sleeping, doing business, and so on, were ordinary or ‘profane’. God was not really directly present in these realities. Other realities of our world, however, were considered to have been penetrated with God’s presence and to have become ‘sacred’ on that account. This is the origin of ‘sacred’ times (the Sabbath and feast days), ‘sacred’ places (mainly the Temple), ‘sacred’ objects (e.g. vessels used for worship) and ‘sacred’ persons (priests) consecrated to God. The Old Testament priest was separated from other people on the same basis as the Sabbath was considered holier than the Monday, or the Temple was a more sacred place than the Pool of Bethzatha. The priest was the embodiment of a divine presence in a profane world.

Instead of substituting new holy realities for the old ones, Christ went further. He radically abrogated the distinction itself between the sacred and the profane. This may seem startling to some Christians who unconsciously continue to think along Old Testament lines. They may imagine the New Testament to be an updated version of the Old. They think our churches have taken the place of the Temple at Jerusalem, that our Sunday replaces the Sabbath, that our sacred vessels continue the Temple furniture and that the New Testament priest is a polished version of the Old Testament one. The cause of this misunderstanding is partly due to developments within the Church in the course of her history, partly in deference to the human necessity of having quasi-sacred realities like churches as part of an established religion. But basically the clinging to realities that are intrinsically ‘sacred’ is a regression and contrary to the teaching of the New Testament. 

In the new kingdom of God Jesus came to establish, it was ordinary things that were turned into signs of God’s presence and means of grace. Plain water, used in baptism, makes people into children of God. The bread and wine of a family meal provide the matter for the Eucharist. The anointing with oil normally applied to wounds can come to signify God’s healing and forgiveness. Jesus’ humanity was a sacrament and the sacramental order he brought about sanctified ordinary things and ordinary people.


Jesus abolished the priesthood as a sacral institution. He himself did not belong to the priesthood of Aaron. As representative of all human beings, he abolished that priestly dignity which was linked to bodily descent. He established a new priesthood built on ‘the power of indestructible life’.
 The Old Testament notions of the priesthood were so alien to Christ that we never find him applying the term priest to himself or his followers.
  Jesus called himself “the son of man” which, in Aramaic, translates as “an ordinary person”, “someone like you and me”.


The people Jesus chose to continue his ministry were not members of a privileged class, but ordinary people like himself: fishermen, tax collectors, farmers, craftsmen, businessmen. The ministry Jesus initiated was a ministry by ordinary people, not by sacred functionaries. If he abolished all the other categories, why would he have held on to the requirement of the male gender in future ministers? Would that not be odd and contradictory?
 

The sons and daughters of God

The Gospel of John tells us: “To all who accept him, he has given power to become children of God, to all who believe in his name, who are born not out of human stock, or urge of the flesh or human will, but of God himself.”
 Note that no distinction is made between men and women here. All become God’s children through baptism. And all receive a share in Jesus’ priestly and prophetic ministry.

Every disciple, whether man or woman, carries his or her cross with Christ. Each of his followers has to bear witness to him even unto persecution and death. All worship the Father with Christ. All Christians thus participate in the royal priesthood of Christ.
 All are called “priests to his God and Father”, “priests of God and of Christ”. Both men and women constitute “a kingdom and priesthood to our God”.
 

“Christ the Lord, High Priest taken from among people, ‘made a kingdom and priests to God his Father’. The baptized, by regeneration and the anointing of the Holy Spirit, are consecrated into a spiritual house and a holy priesthood.”

This common priesthood is given through the sacrament of baptism. We should note that this baptism is exactly the same for every single person. There is absolutely no difference in the baptism conferred on women. This was a revolutionary change that Jesus brought about. The position of women in religion changed dramatically through it. Whereas women had only belonged indirectly to the covenant of Moses, through baptism they were made children of God on an equal footing with men. 

In the Old Testament, it was the men who were the immediate bearers of the covenant. It was only the male children who were circumcised when they were eight days old.
 The covenant, therefore, was concluded directly with the men. Women belonged to it only through men - first as daughters of their fathers, then as wives of their husbands. 

It was the men who were expected to offer sacrifices in the Temple. Three times a year, at the three major feasts, all the men folk were to appear before Yahweh’s face.
 The women could come along and take part in the sacrificial meal, as did children, slaves and guests. But it was not really their own sacrifice. The principal reason was that the wife, like children, slaves and cattle were, in fact, owned by the husband. ‘A good wife is the best of possessions.’ 
 The husband could practically divorce his wife at will, she could not divorce him. A religious vow by a woman was only valid if it was ratified by her father or husband.
 

In the Temple at Jerusalem, Jewish women were only admitted into a ‘parlour’: the court of women. They were not allowed to proceed further. The men, on the other hand, could enter the court of Israel. It was this court that faced the altar of holocausts and it was there that the priests accepted the gifts for the sacrifice. Men had the principal seats in the synagogues; women looked on from an enclosure. Men could read from the Torah. Only males, ten of them, could form the quorum, minyan, required for public prayers. At the age of 13, boys were initiated into their adult religious duties by the Bar Mitzvah ceremony. No such thing existed for girls.

All these things changed through Christ. St Paul affirms that the baptism of Christ transcends and obliterates whatever social differences exist among humankind.

“It is through faith that all of you are God’s children in union with Christ Jesus. For all who are baptised into the union of Christ have taken upon themselves the qualities of Christ himself. So there is no difference between Jews and Gentiles, between slaves and free persons, between men and women  .  .  .   You are all one in union with Christ Jesus.”
 

The ordination to the sacramental priesthood is an extension of the basic sacrificial and prophetic sharing that has already been given in baptism. Although the ministerial priesthood adds a new function to the powers received in baptism,  it is at the same time intrinsically related to it. 

“Though they differ essentially and not only in degree, the common priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial or hierarchical priesthood are none the less ordered one to the other; each in its own way shares in the one priesthood of Christ.”

When the Council says that the sharing in Christ's priesthood through the sacrament of Holy Orders is essentially different, it means that baptism by itself does not confer the commission to teach, rule and offer sacrifice in the name of Christ. It does not mean to say that for Holy Orders a different set of discriminating values would hold good. 

A common dignity

Jesus made men and women equal children of God. The common priesthood men and women share with Christ is ordered towards the ministerial priesthood. Why then would the ministerial priesthood suddenly be restricted to men only? Whatever may be required for ordination to the ministry, it cannot be a reality that would make one person intrinsically superior to another. Vatican II is explicit on this. 

“There is a common dignity of members deriving from their rebirth in Christ, a common grace as children, a common vocation to perfection, one salvation, one hope and undivided charity. In Christ and in the Church there is, then, no inequality arising from race or nationality, social condition or sex  .  .  .   Although by Christ’s will some are established as teachers, dispensers of the mysteries and pastors for the others, there remains, nevertheless, a true equality between all with regard to the dignity and the activity that is common to all the faithful in the building up of the Body of Christ.”
 

Jesus abolished gender as a category in his kingdom. Men and women are equal as God’s adopted children. Would it not be illogical to imply that discriminations wiped out by baptism should be revived in the sacramental priesthood? 

The idea that Jesus, after abolishing the priesthood based on sacrality and founding a ministry of people like you and me, would rudely exclude women makes no sense. The presumption that Jesus who had wiped out the ancient bias against women in the common priesthood of the faithful, would re-introduce it in ministerial priesthood defies all logic. The contention that Jesus, who brought worship “in spirit and in truth” and for whom love and service were the supreme characteristics of his ministry, would then introduce maleness as an essential requirement offends the inner consistency of the Gospel. 

Even before we have looked at all the arguments in detail we can already discern that the tradition of excluding women, whatever its origin, cannot really go back to a “deliberate decision of Jesus Christ”. It simply does not work. This tradition has all the plumage of a cuckoo hatchling. And even those who have not studied theology professionally can sense this, as we will see in the next chapter. 
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6.

The assessment of believers

In the previous chapter I indicated some theological reasons for stating that the ban on women as priests does not sit well with the actions and priorities which Jesus established in the Gospel. This mismatch is becoming more and more obvious to members of the Catholic community as they grow in understanding and autonomy. I believe that thinking and praying Catholics all over the world know in their heart of hearts and in the depth of their Catholic faith that it is not Jesus who keeps women from being ordained.

Some time ago I was visiting a Catholic family and the question of women’s ordination came up. The father is a bricklayer, yet he and his wife were managing to send four of their children to college.

“Of course, women should be ordained”, the father said. 

“How can you be so sure?” I asked.

“I’ve got two daughters”, he said, “and they are just as important to God as my sons. I’m sure that Jesus would not refuse ordination if one of them applied to him for it.”

Should we listen to a bricklayer to tell us what to believe? The answer, strangely enough, is: Yes. But before we analyze why, we should register the fact that many good and committed Catholics share the bricklayer’s conviction. They too appeal to their instinctive knowledge of what agrees with Catholic faith and what does not.

“I hate the double standards that the Catholic Church produces. Our school is an all-girl school and we are encouraged to be strong women of the nineties. But the views of the Pope and the church just hold women back. Will the Pope ever understand the injustice that women have suffered? When will the law on women in the priesthood be changed? The church will never have my full support until women receive the equality they deserve.”

But such opinions of Catholic believers can hardly be used as an argument, you may say. What do ordinary people know about the contents of faith?

The sense of faith


Let me first explain the theological meaning of  ‘sense of faith’ (sensus fidei). Other terms with slightly different meanings have been used throughout the centuries: the Gospel in the heart, the Catholic spirit (sensus catholicus), the ecclesiastical spirit (phronema ekklesiastikon), the mind of the Church (ecclesiae catholicae sensus), or sometimes the agreement of the Church (consensus ecclesiae), remembering that in these last expressions ‘Church’ stands for the whole community of believers. For simplicity’s sake I will just use the expression ‘sense of faith’.
 


The ‘sense of faith’ carried in the heart of believers implies fidelity to the core truths we believe in, combined with a growth in understanding. The beliefs which we, as the community of believers, received from Jesus Christ are not a dead parcel of stale doctrines, but a living tradition. The tradition lives because it manifests the growth through time of the truth entrusted to the Church, like the growth of a living plant. Tradition is living because it is carried by living minds—minds living in time. These minds meet with problems or acquire resources, in time, which lead them to endow tradition, or the truth it contains, with the reactions and characteristics of a living thing. It leads to adaptation, reaction, growth and fruitfulness. Tradition is living because it resides in minds that live by it, in a history which comprises activity, problems, doubts, opposition, new contributions, and questions that need answering.
  In the issue of the ordination of women, the ‘sense of faith’ in the hearts of believers tests its conformity with the intentions of Christ. 

The sense of the faith may also be understood in terms of ‘awareness’. Tradition is the people of God’s awareness, an ever renewed awareness. Its role in the Church is similar to that played by awareness in a person’s life: comprehension and memory; gauge of identity; instinct of what is fitting; witness and expression of personality. The awareness in the heart of the faithful, however, is special, because this awareness comes from Christ, it holds data it has received as a deposit. The Church keeps and actualizes the living memory of what she has received, and the Holy Spirit continually sustains and deepens that living memory in her. In a sense, this awareness possesses its object totally and integrally from the start, but it does not express it fully at each moment in its history.
 

Ordinary believers know a lot about the contents of faith. In fact, they are the main carriers of the Church’s gift of infallibility. Many Catholics think that the deposit of faith lies first and foremost with the hierarchy, with the Pope and the Bishops. The model they have in mind is a top-down flow of knowledge and communication, like the commander-in-chief of an army and his staff who hold all the information, make the plans and pass them down to the ranks.

The true picture is different. The Church is more like a large family business in which the core of information is carried by all the family members jointly and individually, through a wide range of skill, experience and competence. The Pope and the Bishops have the duty and the charism to articulate that knowledge as teachers of the Church. They can only do so by paying careful attention to the sensus fidelium, the faith that lives in the hearts of the faithful. This is how the Second Vatican Council put it:

“The body of the faithful as a whole, anointed as they are by the Holy One (cf. 1 John 2,20.27), cannot err in matters of belief. Thanks to a supernatural sense of the faith which characterizes the People as a whole, it manifest this unerring quality when ‘from the bishops down to the last member of the laity’, it shows universal agreement in matters of faith and morals. For, by this sense of faith which is aroused and sustained by the Spirit of truth, God’s People accepts not the word of human beings, but the very Word of God (cf. 1 Thessalonians 2,13). It clings without fail to the faith once delivered to the saints, penetrates it more deeply by accurate insights, and applies it more thoroughly to life.”
 


The Pope and the college of  bishops have a crucial role in articulating matters of faith and morals through their authoritative teaching. However, this exercise is grounded in the infallibility of the whole people of God, not the other way about. A proposed amendment during Vatican II that wanted to make the infallibility of the magisterium the source of the people’s infallibility was rejected by the Council as being contrary to Tradition.
 The infallibility of the Church’s teaching office is ordered to giving explicit expression to what is infallibly believed by the whole people of God. The infallible teachings of the Pope and the college of bishops do not need the approval of the faithful, but “the assent of the church can never fail to be given to these definitions on account of the activity of the same Holy Spirit, by which the whole flock of Christ is preserved in the unity of faith”.

The sense of faith in action

It is not always easy to pin down this sense of faith regarding a particular issue, especially when the issue is being reflected on, debated and researched; as is the case with the ordination of women. The sense of faith then needs to be carefully listened to in prayer. It needs to be discerned. We may not use it as a conclusive proof  of something being right for the Church or not. On the other hand, neither may the strong testimony of believing and committed Catholics be dismissed out of hand. The body of infallible truth lies, after all, in the heart of the believers.

It is my conviction that, with regard to the ordination of women, the voices of lay people in our Catholic community may no longer be ignored. A very great number of them feel strongly that openness of women to holy orders is implied in our faith priorities. They sense unresolved contradictions in the official Church’s present position. Just listen to what they have to say. 

“My wife and I are Catholics of 67 years standing. One of the matters that deeply concerns us is that throughout that 67 years and all of the years before our church has been greatly impoverished. This impoverishment has arisen because every facet of the life of the Church has been dictated and viewed by and from the male perspective. The gifts, charisms and insights of 50% of the church, the female 50%, have been almost entirely ignored except for a few well known exceptions i.e. Teresa of Avila, Thérèse of Lisieux. Jesus clearly saw women and men as equal. It is only the male priesthood that sees them as inferior. The male priesthood has adopted a dreadful arrogance of righteousness which only serves to cover the impoverishment that they inflict on the whole church by their treatment of women. As life long Catholics we find it offensive and un-Christian to be told by the Pope that to be Catholic means that we must believe that Jesus does not want women to be ordained. If we take his words seriously we are surely excommunicated for our deeply held conviction that on this matter he is not speaking for Jesus Christ.”

“I have sometimes wondered whether this is not a logical deduction: the premise that it is impossible for women to be ordained implies ultimately that women cannot receive salvation. I think it would be possible to prove the connection -- thus giving the lie to the premise as there have been many women saints.” 

“I am not a priest or theologian, just a member of the laity -- I hate that word because of its implicit reference to the hierarchy. The church is interfering with the work of the Holy Spirit amongst the people of God because of its narrow view of the role of women. I look forward to the day when the Catholic Church will accept the ordination of women.” 

“My layman’s logic would get to the heart of the matter in this way: How can the Church support gender equity everywhere except in the Church? How can the Church baptise women into the priesthood of the faithful and then exclude them from the priesthood? How can the Church offer one less sacrament to half of humankind?” 

“It has seemed to me for a long time that, apart from the theological and historical arguments, one of the most compelling arguments for the ordination of women is that the church is impoverished by a single-sex priesthood. In the structure of the Catholic church everything in the end is promulgated through the priesthood, it is the holder of all power and authority. If, then, the priesthood is chosen from only one sex, only one approach to life, spirituality, belief in Christ and the attaining of salvation is ever preached. All papal, episcopal and other pronouncements are made by men. In every Catholic church, every Sunday morning, all over the world, only a man preaches the word of God. In every confessional only a man offers guidance and comfort. Every time a priest is required for anything, it is always a man who undertakes that duty. In every facet of the Church’s mission the male voice leads and directs. The quality of what these males do is not in question (at least not all of it !), what is in question is that the charism, wisdom, insight, perception,  understanding and all the other gifts and abilities of women are lost to the Church. Women are different from men. God made people that way and gave us different male and female characteristics. Without women as priests, we are only half a church. Such a church is not the church Jesus left with Peter. The church we have now is a Vatican imitation of a truly Christian church.” 

“I am a California high school student and I am a confirmed Catholic as of last year. Anyway, I was assigned a research paper for my English class and I chose to investigate why on earth women can’t be priests. I just want to say that after reading the official church documents, I am absolutely shocked!!! I am not kidding - I dropped my jaw! I cannot understand why the Church would shy away from this topic, and I feel that women may be allowed to become priests in the future - maybe just not yet. But I had no idea that I’m potentially a heretic for believing this!” 

And it is not just a few people who think like this. 

· Surveys in the USA show that two-thirds of Catholics support the ordination of women. 63% of Catholics would want women who are ordained priests to remain celibate, 54% would accept also married women. 63% also state that the laity should have a say in deciding the question whether women should be ordained or not.

· Among Catholic college students in Australia 62% believe priestly ordination should be open to women.
 

· By the most recent statistics, Catholics in other western countries too favour women priests: Spain 74%, Germany 71%, Portugal 71%, Ireland 67%, Italy 58%. At the Montreal Synod in Canada in 1998, 66% of participants voted in favour of women priests, 73% in favour of women deacons.

The voices of committed Catholics may not always be articulate. They speak from that deep Gospel awareness that lives in their heart. But what they tell us is crystal clear: excluding women from priestly ordination is a mistake. It does not come from Jesus. It is an intrusion of anti-feminine prejudice from outside. 
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Naming the culprit

My mother used to say jokingly at times that through the van Ditshuisens from who she descended via her grandmother, she was distantly related to Alessandro Farnese, the Duke of Parma. Now, to Dutch ears, this is hardly something to be proud of. The Duke of Parma was the military governor in the Netherlands (1587-1592) of Philip II of Spain. He is remembered for ruthlessly suppressing nationalist Dutch uprisings while enjoying the amorous advances of local noble ladies. The Duke descended from an illegitimate son of Pope Paul III and an illegitimate daughter of the Habsburg Emperor Charles V. Tracing one’s ancestry can uncover nasty surprises!

The custom of refusing priestly ordination to women does not easily fit what we know about Jesus’ vision in the Gospel. Ordinary believers feel there is something wrong with blaming Jesus for the exclusion of women. But if the ban does not derive from Jesus, where did it come from? Research points to the anti-feminine cultural bias in the past. But we can be even more specific. The greatest culprit was ancient Roman law which the Church gradually made its own. How do we know this?

Geographic variations

Prejudices against women existed everywhere in the past. But in Christian countries that stood predominantly under Greek influence, the prejudices were less. I will give some examples.

Plato’s philosophy (427 - 347 BC), though partly overshadowed by Aristotle’s, remained influential. And Plato’s attitude to women was ambivalent. In some of his writings he ascribed the inferior status of women clearly to a degeneration from perfect human nature. In other writings he advocated a fairer deal for women. In his idealised Republic he foresaw an upper class of ‘guardians’ among whom the chattel status of woman would be abolished, that is: she would no longer be owned by her husband. Then women would receive equal education to men. This is a far cry from Aristotle’s claim that women were inferior by nature.

When we read the Greek-speaking Fathers of the Church, we are often surprised to find a greater openness than among the Latin-speaking Fathers. The Latin Fathers Tertullian, Augustine and Jerome routinely implied that women owed their ‘state of punishment’ to Eve. The Greek-speaking St. Irenaeus (140-203 AD) presented a more even-handed interpretation of the Genesis account. He blamed the devil, rather than Adam and Eve. And he held Adam more responsible than Eve. He showed real empathy with women and regretted the unjust plight they were often made to suffer. St. Ignatius too, another Greek Father (died 110 AD), had no grudge against women. Yes, the fall came through one woman, Eve, he said, but redemption came through another woman, namely Mary.

In Latin speaking circles there existed an abhorrence of menstruation. Women were told to stay at home, to abstain from receiving communion until they were cleansed, and so on. The 3rd century Didascalia, however, an instruction book composed in North Syria, presented a truly Christian response. Women should not think that their monthly periods were a time of evil during which they should keep away from prayer or the Eucharist. No, God has created the body and all its functions. They are all holy. “And through baptism women receive the Holy Spirit, who is ever with those that work righteousness, and does not depart from them by reason of natural issues and the intercourse of marriage, but is ever and always with those who possess him”.

The Greek Fathers of the Church spoke of Mary as a priest. Epiphanius II, a bishop in Cyprus who died in 680 AD, composed a long hymn on Mary’s priestly status, saying among other things: “I call the Virgin both priest and altar,  she, the ‘table-bearer’  who has given us the Christ,  the heavenly bread for the forgiveness of sins.”
  The term ‘table-bearer’ was a title of the ‘priestesses’ of Pallas Athene.
  We do not find this association between priesthood and women with the Latin Fathers. 

For about nine centuries the Early Church had sacramentally ordained women deacons. They flourished in the Greek speaking countries of the Byzantine empire. In the Latin speaking countries, however, they were only grudgingly tolerated. Soon local councils in North Africa and Gaul imposed local bans to stop the diaconate of women altogether.

There are tantalising traces of women having been ordained priests in the southernmost part of Italy among Greek speaking colonies until the 3rd of 4th century when the practice was stamped upon from Rome. 

Although a bias against women existed everywhere, the hardest prejudice was found in the Latin speaking regions of the old Roman empire: central and north Italy, Gaul [= present-day France], Northern Africa, Spain and Britain. Let me give some examples.

In Carthage, North Africa, lived Tertullian (ca. 155 - 245 AD) who exercised a great influence on the Latin Fathers who were to follow him. As the initiator of ecclesiastical Latin, he was instrumental in shaping the vocabulary and thought of Western Christianity for the next 1,000 years. Tertullian opposed any participation of women in Church ministries. “It is not permitted to  a woman to speak in the church; but neither may she teach, baptize, offer, claim for herself a share in any masculine role, certainly not in any priestly office.”
  Tertullian’s negative stand was followed by other Latin Fathers, such as Augustine (Hippo, North Africa), Jerome (Italy, Palestine) and Ambrosiaster (North Italy).
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The local synod at Carthage (345-419) forbade bishops, priests and deacons to touch women before eucharistic celebrations. The synod of Orange in Gaul (441 AD) abolished the ordination of women as deacons in its area. The priest Gennadius of Marseille in Gaul drew up a list of rules, known as the Statuta Ecclesiae Antiqua  that included restrictions against women (late fifth cent.). The synods of Epaon (517) and Auxerre (588), both in Gaul, reiterated the local abolition of the diaconate of women and forbade women to touch sacred objects or receive communion in the hand. Bishop Theodore of Canterbury in Britain (died 690 AD) forbade women, whether lay or religious, to enter into church or receive communion during the time of menstruation.


From such examples we can establish that the rejection of women was strongest in the Latin tradition.


This would be continued in the Middle Ages. The anti-woman code of church laws assembled by the monk Gratian in Bologna, Italy, in 1140, became the core of future church legislation. 


The theologians and canon lawyers of the Latin speaking universities of Italy, France, Spain and England carried on the same tradition of keeping women in submission and barring them from access to ‘sacred things’.


What is behind all this? Why all this hostility in the territories of the ancient Roman empire?  What is the Latin connection? 

Roman Laws


No system of law has been so influential in the world as that which arose in the city of ancient Rome.  Its thinking dominated the Roman empire for more than a thousand years, and in the Byzantine empire it remained in use till 1453. It formed the basis for the law codes of most western countries. More important for us: it shaped much of church law in the Catholic church.


The great contribution of Roman legislation was its laying down of simple and clear principles. Roman law was detailed, specific, practical. It lent itself to resolving disputes. It was a form of law developed by people who were able administrators and efficient organizers. But organization often hides structural prejudice, and this is what happened in the case of women. For Roman law was hostile to women. 

Roman family law was based on the principle that the father of the family (pater                         familias) had complete authority both over the children and his wife. This was defined as                         paternal power (patria potestas). 


The wife depended totally on her husband: 

· The wife was the property of her husband. She was completely subjected to his disposition. 

· He could punish her in any way, even kill her, or sell her as a slave -- though this last punishment was forbidden after 100 BC. 

· As far as family property was concerned, the wife herself did not own anything. Everything she or her children inherited belonged to her husband, including also the dowry which she brought with her to her marriage. 


In later time this absolute power of the husband was somewhat diminished leading to what was known as a form of  ‘free marriage’ which husband and wife could agree upon. However, even in this new situation, the husband had the right to make the final decisions in all questions concerning the family: for instance the place of residence which the wife had to share with him, the education of the children, the exclusive rights on her wifely duties, while the husband himself could make love to other women with impunity. 


The rights of women in general civil Roman law were not much better.


Although the woman was considered a Roman citizen, she obtained her position only through her husband. Women could not carry their own name, as little as slaves could. Only men carried this distinct sign of their being a Roman citizen. 

·    The general principle was: “In many sections of our law the condition of women is weaker than that of men”.  

· 
Moreover, the woman was excluded from all public functions and rights: “Women are excluded from all civil and public responsibility and therefore can neither be judges nor carry any civil authority, they cannot bring a court case, nor intercede for someone else nor act as mediators”.

· 
A woman could not have charge of another person. “Guardianship is a man’s duty.”  She could not have patronage of even her children and cousins -- except in later Roman law. 

· 
Women could not function as witnesses, whether at the drawing up of a last will, or in any other form of law. “A  woman is incapable of being a witness in any form of jurisprudence where witnesses are required”. Like  minors, slaves, the dumb and criminals, women were reckoned to be incapable of being witnesses. 

· 
Women could not enter a court case without being represented by a man. Women could not represent themselves in law “because of the infirmity of their sex and because of their ignorance about matters pertaining to public life”. 

In spite of a slight relaxation in laws which offered more protection to women in the Roman Empire of the 3rd and 4th centuries, the overall inferior status of women remained the same.
 

If we understand that this was the condition of women by law, a law which everyone greatly respected, we can appreciate how this devaluation of women slipped into Church thinking. The inferior status of women was so much taken for granted that it determined the way Latin speaking theologians and church leaders would look on matters relating to women. Just listen to this reasoning by Ambrosiaster (4th cent) which is typical of the time:

“ Women must cover their heads because they are not the image of God  .   .  .  How can anyone maintain that woman is the likeness of God when she is demonstrably subject to the dominion of man and has no kind of authority? For she can neither teach nor be a witness in a court nor exercise citizenship nor be a judge  --  then certainly not exercise dominion!”

Ambrosiaster states that woman “has no kind of authority”. Why not? Because by civil law a woman could not hold any public function or exercise any authority. He goes on to say that she cannot be “a witness in court, or exercise citizenship [ = take part in public meetings] or be a judge”. Why not? Because civil law forbade it. Now notice the argument. Woman does not bear the image of God because she is manifestly subject to man as we can see from civil law! The real argument rests on Roman law which is taken as right and just. And here the parent is revealed. The cuckoo raises its ugly head. The position of woman is not really decided by any Christian tradition or inspired text, but by the pagan Roman law which was believed to be normative.

Or take this example from the law book assembled by Gratian (1140):

“Wives are subject to their husbands by nature  .  .  .  As Augustine states: ‘It is the natural order among people that women serve their husbands and children their parents, because the justice of this lies in (the principle that) the lesser serves the greater’  .  .   And Jerome states: ‘God’s word is blasphemed by either despising God's original sentence and reducing it to nothing, or by defaming the Gospel of Christ, when a woman, against the law and fidelity of nature, in spite of being a Christian and made subject by God’s law, desires to dominate her husband, since even pagan wives serve their husbands by the common law of nature’.”

What is the subjection of women based upon? Nature  .  .  .  How do we know what is natural? Quoting Augustine and Jerome, the answer lies in law: ‘the natural order of people’, ‘against the law and fidelity of nature’, ‘the common law of nature’. What they mean is: the law as they knew it, Roman civil law and family law. The pagan laws of ancient Rome thus became the basis for the Church’s own legislation against women. The crass Latin bias against women is even expressed in these words which remained in the Church’s Book of Law till 1917:

“You must know that Ambrose does not call the husband ‘man’ (Latin vir) on account of his male sex, but by the strength (Latin virtus) of his soul; and you should realise that ‘woman’ (Latin mulier) is not called so because of the sex of her body but because of the weakness (Latin mollicies) of her mind.”


Since Church leaders took Roman Law as the norm for what is right and just, the same negative rules regarding women found their way into Christian thought, practice and law. It is obvious that Christians who accepted the socially and culturally inferior status of women enshrined in civil law, could not envisage her in the leadership role demanded of bishops and priests. Here we find the true origin of the so-called ‘christian’ tradition of banning women from the ministry. But is this all?

Monthly periods

The Latin speaking countries, more it would seem than countries that had adopted Greek culture, abhorred menstruation. A taboo against women during their monthly periods was common. Not only were women considered to be ‘impure’ at such a time, but in danger of communicating their impurity to others. This is why Pliny the Elder said in a Latin classic that was quoted and re-quoted as an authority:

“Contact with the monthly flux of women turns new wine sour, makes crops wither, kills grafts, dries seeds in gardens, causes the fruit of trees to fall off, dims the bright surface of mirrors, dulls the edge of steel and the gleam of ivory, kills bees, rusts iron and bronze, and causes a horrible smell to fill the air. Dogs who taste the blood become mad, and their bite becomes poisonous as in rabies. The Dead Sea, thick with salt, cannot be drawn asunder except by a thread soaked in the poisonous fluid of the menstrual blood. A thread from an infected dress is sufficient. Linen, touched by the woman while boiling and washing it in water, turns black. So magical is the power of women during their monthly periods that they say that hailstorms and whirlwinds are driven away if menstrual fluid is exposed to the flashes of lightning.” 

We can see this prejudice at work in the Fathers. “For our salvation the Son of God was made the Son of Man. Nine months he awaited his birth in the womb, undergoing the most revolting conditions there, to come forth covered with blood.”
  We see it at work in Church practice. “Menstruous women ought not to come to the Holy Table, or touch the Holy of Holies, nor enter churches, but to pray elsewhere.”
 “While a priest is celebrating Mass, women should in no way approach the altar, but remain in their places, and there the priest should receive their offerings to God. Women should therefore remember their infirmity, and the inferiority of their sex: and therefore they should have fear of touching whatever sacred things there are in the ministry of the Church.”
 The prejudice was repeated over and over again by medieval theologians. 

Apart from stopping women from receiving communion during their monthly periods, it also became an obstacle to women’s ordination. For who dared to imagine what could happen when a woman served at the altar?

The real culprit that stopped women from being received into the ministry was pagan bias. On the one hand  it consisted in the prejudice that considered women incapable of holding authority, a prejudice that lay enshrined in Roman civil law and that became part of church law. On the other hand there was the taboo that considered a woman’s menstrual blood unclean and dangerous. How could such an inferior and unclean creature ever be a priest?  And did Scripture not say the same thing?

	Readings from Women Priests web site
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The law collection of Gratian
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	The taboo against menstruation
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CROSS-EXAMINING THE EVIDENCE

“Rather than committing to memory who said what, remember the reasons people had for holding their views.”

“An assertion is as valid as the arguments on which it rests.”

St. Thomas Aquinas 

De modo studendi (1265)
8.

The arguments found in ‘tradition’

When Florence Nightingale arrived in the British military hospital at Scutari in 1854 during the Crimean war, she found that atrocious conditions prevailed. The barracks were overcrowded with the wounded and dying, and infested by fleas and rats. Furniture, clothing, bedding and medical supplies were deficient. Sanatory provisions were minimal. The water allowance per patient was one pint a day for all purposes. Florence took in hand a thorough reform of the local situation, but she did more: she began to campaign for soldier welfare in the whole British army. And she invented a surprisingly effective tool: statistics.

To overcome the hostile reception by the army establishment, she started to compile lists of facts and to display them in simple diagrams. She would detail, month by month, how many soldiers had died in battle and how many had died of infectious diseases. She would make comparative tables of the cost of health prevention and of medical aftercare. She published these statistics in Britain and even presented them to Queen Victoria in October 1856. They achieved their purpose. A royal commission on the health of the army began work that same year.

In this chapter I will try to follow her approach. Leaving the detailed discussion of various arguments to later, I want to achieve clarity on some basic facts. 

My main question is: what were the traditional arguments for refusing ordination to  women? Now, during the first 1000 years after Christ, the ordination of women to the priesthood was rarely discussed. In the few sporadic texts where it was mentioned we cannot speak of any systematic reflection on the issue. Fathers of the Church, Popes or local church councils responded to this or that event. These early testimonies are, of course, important and we will give due weight to them when tracing the origin of various arguments. It is more revealing to study the reasons given by the medieval theologians, because it was during this time that (a) the ban against women’s ordination became part of church law and (b) the reasons for it were methodically reflected on. 

Rome quotes five medieval theologians in support of their arguments: Aquinas, Bonaventure, Richard of Middleton, John Duns Scotus, Durandus a Saint-Pourçain. These will be my main source. I have done my own research on them. I obtained the original Latin texts, translated them into English and analysed them in full.

I have supplemented this list with eleven contemporary canon lawyers.
 It should be noted that church law and theology were closely related in those days. Commentators of church law were theologians. Theologians used church law as one of their principal sources. 

My list therefore contains 16 medieval theologians who have expressed a theological judgment on women’s ordination. This list seems to be complete as far as known written sources go. We can safely base a representative analysis on them. If we catalogue the reasons they gave for excluding women from ordination, we have a fair idea of how the tradition of not-ordaining women was justified. 

· Gratian of Bologna (1140)

· Paucapalea (1148)

· Bandinelli (1148)

· Rufinus (1159)

· Sicardus of Cremona (1181)

· Hugucchio (1188)

· Teutonicus (1215)

· Aquinas (1225 - 1274)

· Bonaventure (1217-1274)

· De Sergusio (1253)

· Richard of Middleton (13th cent.)

· John Duns Scotus (1266 - 1308)

· Durandus a Saint-Pourçain (1270 - 1334)

· De Baysio (1300)

· Joannes Andreae (1338)

· Antonius de Butrio (1408)

The arguments these theologians give can be divided under two main headings: (a) women are inferior to men and (b) women have been excluded from ordination by the Church.

Women are inferior to men

This is, without any doubt, the main argument presented. In short it comes to this: women lack the intelligence and leadership qualities that men possess. They obviously depend on men for guidance and need to be ruled by men. Women cannot hold any position of authority. Thus women lack that degree of pre-eminence that is required in the spiritual leadership of the ordained ministers.

· “In the female sex a pre-eminence of degree cannot be signified since she occupies a state of subjection”.
 

·  “Since it is not possible in the female sex to signify eminence of degree, for a woman is in the state of subjection, it follows that she cannot receive the sacrament of Order.”
 

· “[Holy] Orders establish the ordained person in some degree of eminence, which has somehow to be signified in the eminence of nature of the person ordained. But woman possesses a state of subjection with regard to man, which also corresponds to her nature. For the female sex is naturally imperfect in comparison to the male sex.”

The inferior status of women is theologically justified in various ways. A woman is not created in God’s image. God subjected women to men at creation, or God subjected women to men in punishment for Eve’s sin. Table 1 speaks for itself.

	Table 1.      Women’s Inferior Status



	
	Medieval theologians who held this view
	Medieval theologians who presented this explicitly as an argument against the ordination of women
	

	God made women subservient to men.
	Gratian, Bandinelli, Sicardus, Huguccio, Teutonicus, Aquinas
	Huguccio, Bonaventure, de Sergusio, Middleton, Scotus, Durandus, Andreae
	☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻

	Women are inferior to men by nature.
	Gratian, Bandinelli, Sicardus, Huguccio, Teutonicus 
	Aquinas, Bonaventure, Middleton, Scotus, Durandus


	☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻

	Women are not created in the image of God, as men are.
	Gratian, Aquinas, de Sergusio
	Huguccio, Bonaventure, de Baysio, de Butrio
	☻☻☻☻☻☻☻

	Women cannot hold public authority, as stated by law.
	Sicardus, Teutonicus
	Gratian, de Sergusio, Scotus


	☻☻☻☻☻

	Women still carry the burden of Eve’s sin.
	Gratian, Sicardus, Teutonicus
	Huguccio, de Baysio
	☻☻☻☻☻

	Women cannot be ordained ‘because of their sex’, i.e. it is against their nature.
	
	Bandinelli , Huguccio, Sicardus, Teutonicus
	☻☻☻☻

	Women are not perfect human beings and thus cannot represent Christ.
	
	Aquinas, Bonaventure, Andreae
	☻☻☻


The Church excludes women

The second batch of arguments start from the fact of women’s exclusion. This is most frequently attributed to Paul. Since he forbade women to speak in church or to have authority over men, it is obvious that women cannot be ordained.

“Every Order is received towards the priesthood and teaching. But teaching belongs chiefly to priests, as it is held in dist. 16. quaest. 1 [= in church law]; and not to Deacons, unless by commission, when a sermon or an instruction is regarded as the reading of the Gospel, which it is fitting for deacons to read. But that deed is prohibited to women, 1. Timothy 2. ‘Let the women learn in silence’, and ‘I do not permit them [women] to speak or to teach’, where a gloss [reads], ‘not only I but also the Lord does not permit it’; and this is so because of the weakness of their intellect, and the mutability of their emotions, which they commonly suffer more than men. For a teacher ought to have a lively intellect in the recognition of truth, and stability of emotion in its confirmation.”
 

Some theologians - only 4 out of the 16! - attribute the exclusion to Jesus Christ. They usually point to the fact that no women are mentioned in the Gospel as having been present at the last Supper. The words: “Do this is commemoration of me”, can, in their opinion, only apply to men.

“The female sex is an impediment to the reception of [Holy] Orders because the male sex is required by necessity of the sacrament, whose principal cause is the institution of Christ, whose right it was to institute the sacraments, both regarding the administering of them as their reception. But Christ ordained only men in the supper when he bestowed upon them the power of consecrating, and after the resurrection when he gave them the holy Spirit saying: whose sins you will remit, etc.”

The theologians see the exclusion of women confirmed in other legislation. For women may not touch sacred objects, distribute communion, wear sacred vestments, or enter a church when having their periods. Some state that it is not proper for women to wear a tonsure - the distinguishing mark of a person entering the clerical state. In all these cases the argument is presented as a conclusion from less to more. If women may not even touch a chalice, how could they be allowed to be priests?

“Clerics need to be given the tonsure, as has been stated before. But 1 Cor. says it is a shame for a woman to shave her hair, and she should not. If she looks after her hair, it is her glory. Therefore, only clerics should be ordained, a woman ought not to be ordained.”

“The fact that the female sex impedes the taking of Orders, is clear in the Decrees [of church law], distinc. 23. We do not permit women consecrated to God, or nuns, to touch the sacred vessels or the sacred palls, or to carry incense around the altar, etc., because—there is no doubt to any wise person— all such ministries [of women] are filled with reprehension and condemnation. But what impedes the handling and touching of the sacred objects, impedes much more the reception of Orders. Therefore if sex impedes in the first [case], then also in the second.”

See Table 2 for yourself!

	Table 2.     The Exclusion of Women by the Church

	
	Medieval theologians who held this view.
	Medieval theologians who presented this explicitly as an argument against the ordination of women.
	

	Paul forbids women to  teach in church or to have authority over men.
	Gratian, de Sergusio
	Aquinas, Bonaventure, Middleton, Scotus, Durandus, Andreae
	☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻

	Christ did not include a woman among the apostolic twelve. There were only men at the last Supper.
	
	de Sergusio, Middleton, Scotus, Durandus
	☻☻☻☻

	Women cannot be ordained because it is forbidden by the Church.
	
	Rufinus, Huguccio, Teutonicus, Bonaventure
	☻☻☻☻

	Women may not touch sacred objects or wear sacred vestments.
	Gratian, Rufinus
	Middleton, Scotus
	☻☻☻☻

	Women may not visit church during their monthly periods, etc.
	Paucapalea, Rufinus, Sicardus


	
	☻☻☻

	It is not proper for women to receive the tonsure.
	
	Middleton, Scotus
	☻☻

	Women are not perfect members of the Church.
	
	de Baysio
	☻


From what these theologians themselves say it is clear that the weightiest argument is the inferior status of woman. That was the reason why Paul forbade women to teach, they say. Her lack of pre-eminence must also have been the reason why Jesus himself chose only men to continue his mission. 

The legal position of women was well summarised by Henricus de Sergusio who later became cardinal-bishop of Ostia and who is also known as Cardinal Hostiensis. He wrote the Summa super Titulis Decretalium, also called the Summa Aurea between 1250 and 1253; and the Commentaria in Quinque Decretalium Libros in 1268. He lists “eighteen reasons why women are worse off than men”.

“In many articles of our law, the situation of woman is worse than that of men.

First, because a woman may not act as judge . . . . 

Secondly, because she cannot undertake arbitration . . . .

Thirdly, because she may not teach, preach public sermons, hear confessions or exercise any other function belonging to the power of the keys . . . .

Fourthly, because she cannot receive holy orders . . . .

Fifthly because she cannot start a court case . . . .

In the eighth place, because she cannot launch an accusation . . . .

In the ninth place, because she may not adopt a child . . . .

In the fourteenth place, because her condition is worse as a witness to a will . . 

In the fifteenth place, because she cannot represent others in a court case . . . .

In the eighteenth place, in her subjection to man, and the need to veil her head, and her defective formation into the likeness of God.”

The key arguments


It is obvious that we do not need to discuss each and every single one of these medieval arguments against the ordination of women. The Roman authorities themselves concede the influence of bias. “It is true that in the writings of the Fathers one will find the undeniable influence of prejudices unfavourable to women.”
  We shall have to return again to this Roman admission later. At this stage, everyone agrees that we need not waste time to discuss the merits of reasoning involving the tonsure, women touching sacred objects or visiting church during their monthly periods and so on. Also, we may forgo the general statements of prejudice such as: “Women cannot hold public authority”,  or “Women are not perfect members of the church”. Everyone admits that such reasonings were invalid -- even though the knock-on effect of these faulty reasonings may not be overlooked.

What then remains of arguments that deserve a fuller discussion? I have selected five on one or more of the following criteria:

· They were the main theological reasons on which the tradition of non-ordaining women was explicitly based by medieval theologians.

· They rested on specific scripture texts.

· They are still invoked by the Congregation for Doctrine as valid arguments today.

	Table 3.     The five key arguments

	
	Scripture texts quoted in support of this argument
	Ranking of this argument among medieval theologians
	Status of this argument according to recent Vatican documents
	Will be discussed in:



	Women are not created in the image of God, as men are. 

Women are created subservient to men.
	Gen 1,26-27

Gen 2,21-22

1 Cor 11, 7-9
	☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻

☻☻☻
	not valid

according to Rome
	chapter 9

	Women are not allowed to teach in church.
	1 Tim 2,11-15

1 Cor 14,34-35
	☻☻☻☻☻☻☻☻
	still valid today

according to Rome
	chapter 10

	Women still carry the burden of Eve’s sin.
	Gen 3,16
	☻☻☻☻☻
	not valid

according to Rome
	chapter 11

	Christ did not include a woman among the apostolic twelve.
	Mk 3,13-19
	☻☻☻☻
	main argument according to Rome
	chapter 12

	Women are not perfect human beings and thus cannot represent Christ.
	
	☻☻☻
	still valid today according to Rome, with modification
	chapters 13 and 14


We will now look at these arguments in detail.

	Readings from Women Priests web site
	

	Medieval Theology and ‘Women Priests’

Overview of medieval theologians writing about women

Bonaventure (1217 - 1274)

on women priests, general


	http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/med_gen.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/theology/overv_th.htm
http://www.womenpriests.org/theology/bona_gen.htm


	Bonaventure’s actual text on women priests


	http://www.womenpriests.org/theology/bonav1.htm


	
	


9.

Not Created in God’s Image?


I was born in Indonesia during the final days of Dutch colonial rule. With considerable embarrassment I remember how, even as a small child, I became aware of my own status and rank as a white person, a tuan blanda, a totok. This distinguished me from the brown-coloured Indonesians, and from the mixed race of so-called indo-blandas.  Though in my family as Christians we believed that all human beings are equal - - my parents taught in missionary schools! - - , I can recall the glow of social satisfaction inherent to belonging to a superior class of people. The tendency to ascribe higher and lower statuses to people seems ingrained in any human culture.


In the Middle Ages men considered themselves superior to women. It was a fact of life. Not only had the various European races brought their own patriarchal traditions with them. The almost universal adoption of ancient Roman law, with its institutionalisation of male dominance, made sure that men were the boss, whether at home, in politics, in the army, in business or in the pursuit of the arts and sciences. It truly was a man’s world. 


In such an environment, the question of the ordination of women was hardly discussed. In the few theological treatises were it was mentioned, as a curiosity, it was always dismissed on the basis of obvious male superiority. However, the argument was then often strengthened with a scriptural ‘proof’. Men were superior because only the male had been created in God’s image!


St. Bonaventure (1217-1274) for instance, makes the following assertion: 


“The male sex is required for the reception of Orders…for no one is capable of taking up Orders who does not bear the image of God, because in this sacrament a human being in a certain way becomes God, or divine, while he is made a participant in divine power. But it is the male who is, by reason of his sex ‘Imago Dei’, the image of God, just as it is said in the eleventh chapter of the first letter to the Corinthians. Therefore in no way can a woman be ordained”.
 


St.Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274) is a little more circumspect. Yes, women are also created in God’s image, but only to some extent. The real image of God is the male.


“The image of God, in its principal signification, mainly the intellectual nature, is found both in man and woman. Hence after the word, ‘to the image of God he created him’, it is added, ‘male and female he created them’ (Gen 1,27). Moreover it is said ‘them’ in the plural, as Augustine remarks, lest it should be thought that both sexes were united in one individual. However, in a secondary sense the image of God is found in the male, and not in woman: for the male is the beginning and end of woman; as God is the beginning and end of every creature. So when the apostle [Paul] had said that ‘man is the image and glory of God, but woman is the glory of man’, he adds his reason for saying this: ‘for man is not of woman, but woman of man; and man was not created for woman, but woman for man’. ”

Hugucio, from Bologna in Italy, wrote in 1188 that men, and not women are the image of God for three reasons. The first is that God is the origin of everything, and the male is the origin of the whole human race. Secondly, that the Church arose from the side of Christ, just as the woman was taken from the side of Adam. And thirdly the male is the one who rules. “Just as Christ is head of the Church and governs the Church so the husband is head of his wife and rules and governs her. And through these three causes the male is stated to be the image of God and not the woman, and therefore the male must not be like the woman a sign of subjection, but a sign of freedom and pre-eminence”.

To the medieval mind therefore, the picture was clear. Just observe the difference between men and women, they would say. A man automatically takes charge. He understands a situation. He is in control. The woman, on the other hand, is clearly his subordinate. She obeys her husband. She simply does what the man tells her to do. In this superior bearing of the male person, they would continue, we can see God himself in action. God is, after all, the omnipotent Lord who has charge of the whole world and rules everything by his powerful will. It is man, not woman, who reflects God in this manner. Therefore it is appropriate that it is only men, and not women, who are given the power to represent God through ordination.


The influential law book of Gratian on which future church law was based (1140 AD), quotes Augustine and Scripture to prove that women are not made in the image of God.

“Women are in servile submission, on account of which they must be subject to men in everything. As Augustine says: ‘This is the likeness of God in the male that he is created as the only being from whom the others have come, and that he possesses, as it were, the dominion of God as his representative, since he bears in himself the image of the one God. So woman is not created in the image of God; this is what (Scripture) says: ‘and God created the male, according to the image of God he created him’. And therefore the apostle also says: ‘a man certainly must not cover his head, because he is the image and reflection of God, but woman must cover her head because she is neither the reflection nor the image of God’.
 

What about the Fathers of the Church?


Predictably, there is some difference here between the Greek and the Latin Fathers. 


Epiphanius (315-403), a Greek speaking bishop in Cyprus who was not particularly known for being friendly to women, stated quite clearly that both Adam and Eve were made in the image of God. God made Adam directly in his own image, he maintained, and Eve was, after all, made of one of Adam’s ribs, so that the children they produced were also made in God’s likeness and image.
 


The Latin speaking Tertullian in Carthage, North Africa (155-245), on the other hand attributed likeness to God to men alone. Men are more intimate to God than women are, because they are “Gods image”, he said. He accused women of trying to tempt men to sin, thereby destroying “him who is God’s image”.


Pseudo-Ambrose from Northern Italy (4th cent.) anticipated the medieval position when he asserted: “How can anyone maintain that woman is the likeness of God when she is demonstrably subject to the dominion of man and has no kind of authority? For she can neither teach nor be a witness in a court nor exercise citizenship nor be a judge  - - and certainly not exercise dominion”.
  


It must be said in mitigation of what the Fathers thought that they based themselves on Scripture texts which could be interpreted as ascribing male dominion, and being the image of God, only to men. It is this, which we will now have to investigate. 

Images of the Creator


The first creation account, Genesis 1,1 – 2,4, narrates the origin of the universe as a building process by God the Architect. The world, as people knew it at the time, that is: in the 4th century BC, was thought of as a huge house. The floor of the house was made up of the flat earth. The sky was its ceiling. The sun, moon and stars were lights for day and night. The fish in the sea, the plants and animals on the land and the birds in the air were seen as furniture put in by God, and as sources of food.


The climax of God’s building work was the creation of human beings. They were special because the world was built to be their home. They were also special because, like God, they could think logically and act with responsibility. They carried God’s own image. Here follows the crucial text in a literal translation from the original Hebrew:

“God said: ‘Let us make a human being (Adam) in our own image, in the likeness of ourselves, and let them rule over the fish of the sea, the birds of heaven, the cattle, all wild beasts and the reptiles that crawl upon the earth’. And God created the human being (Adam) in the image of himself. In the image of God, he created him. Male and female he created them.”
 


Now this passage can be understood in different ways. There was a strong rabbinical tradition that interpreted the text as stating that only the man was created in God’s image. The word ‘Adam’ can be understood as ‘man, male’ or as ‘human being’; just as homo in Latin, homme in French or man in traditional English. Since the text says literally: “In the image of God he created him”, it could be interpreted as referring to the male person only. Many Rabbis favoured this interpretation because it agreed with the position of predominance which men enjoyed both in social and in religious life.
 It was this Rabbinical understanding of the inferior position of women that explains a very common prayer among male Jews until recently. In the so-called eighteen blessings they would thank God three times a day with these words: “Blessed are you, Lord our God, king of the universe, for not having made me a Gentile, for not having made me a slave, for not having made me a woman”.

The original text should however, for many reasons, be read in a different way. 

(a) The word ‘Adam’ is obviously meant in its collective sense. This is clearly expressed by the following line: “male and female he created them”.  

(b) That both male and female are included is also clear from the fact that giving dominion over the other creatures is explicitly given to both men and women. “God blessed them and said to them:  ‘Be fruitful.  .  .   and take charge of all living things  .  .  .  !” This is precisely the aspect in which human beings are reflecting God’s image as creator. 

(c) It can also be shown from this parallel passage in Genesis: “When God created the human being [= Adam], he made him in the likeness of God. Male and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them ‘human being’ [= Adam] when they were created”.
 

(d) Two other Old Testament texts that comment on God’s creating human beings according to his image, apply this to both men and women.
 

A helper or an equal?

Also the second creation story influenced the thinking about man and woman. It  describes how God drew the woman from the man,  and is usually translated as follows:

“For the man there was not found a helper fit for him. So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib which the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman.”

In the rabbinical tradition that downgraded women, this text was explained as clearly demonstrating women’s dependence on men. Man was created first. Woman came later, to be a helper to man. After all, woman was only a ‘rib’ of man’s.
 It would lead to many snide observations, as this one from the Middle Ages: “A woman is more carnal than a man, as is clear from her many carnal abominations. It should be noted that there was a defect in the formation of the first woman, since she was formed from a bent rib, that is, a rib of the breast, which is bent as it were in a contrary direction to a man. And since through this defect she is an imperfect animal, she always deceives.”
 

However, the original text is far more subtle and just to women’s status. The Hebrew word that was commonly translated as ‘rib’ (tsela) actually means, ‘side’. It stands for the side of a mountain, the side of the Tabernacle, the sides of the altar, the side wings of the temple gates, and the side or wings of the temple building.
 In fact, in no other verse of Scripture is the word tsela translated as ‘rib’. The original text therefore says that God took one side, that is: one half of the human being and formed it into Eve.

This corresponds well to the ancient conception according to which the original human being was male and female at the same time; which is technically known as him/her having been androgynous. From a description in Plato,
  we know that the original human being was imagined to carry two faces, looking in opposite directions. It had four arms and walked on four legs. To make the two sexes, the creator God cut the human being into two halves, giving each half one face, two arms and two legs. We find a similar tradition among the Rabbis.

So this is a better translation of the passage in Genesis: 

“The Lord God made the human being (Adam) fall into a deep sleep. While he was sleeping, God took a ‘side’ from it and closed the gap with flesh. Then the Lord God built a ‘wo-man’ from the side he had taken from the human being. And he introduced her to the human being. The human being exclaimed: ‘This at last is bones from my bones and flesh from my flesh! She will be called ‘wo-man’ because she was split off from a man.’ That is why a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his ‘wo-man’. And so they become (again) one body.”

Whatever the details of this original concept, the scriptural text clearly states that woman is truly equal to man. She was not created separately, like the animals, after the human being had been created. She was truly ‘the other half’, ‘flesh of my flesh and bones of my bones’. Rather than teaching the subjection of woman to man, this text proclaims their basic equality as human beings.
 

What about Pauline texts?

Paul endorsed the new position of women as equal to men which had come about through baptism in Christ. He states it explicitly: “There is no longer man or woman … we are all one in Christ”.
  However, at times, as a former rabbi, he could not help but fall back on some of the ancient reasoning. 

When Paul wrote to the new community in Corinth, he was upset about the fact that some women had stopped wearing a veil, as was the Jewish custom. Scholars do not agree about why Paul considered this such an important point. Could it be that by praying with their hair loosened, the Christian women of Corinth were giving the impression of imitating a Hellenistic cult?
 Whatever his reason, Paul argues at length. He gives all kinds of reasons, among them the old rabbinical interpretation of Genesis:

“For a man should not cover his head for he is the image of God and reflects God’s glory. But a wife reflects her husband’s glory. For man was not created from woman, but woman from man. Neither was man created for woman, but woman for man”.
 

These words of Paul were picked up in later tradition as a confirmation of the Genesis reading according to which, it was thought, only a man is created in God’s image, and not a woman.  However, are we allowed to give such weight to these words of Paul? 

To assess the doctrinal weight of this text we have to consider it in its context. Paul had heard from some Christians who visited him  in Ephesus, that there were uncontrolled  scenes of trance  and  speaking  in  tongues during  their prayer  meetings.
  It  would  seem that,  as  an  expression  of  ecstatic  frenzy, some women   were tempted to take off their veils  and loosen their hair. Perhaps,   they  prayed  with   their arms  raised  high and  their  heads  thrown back as was the custom in certain oriental cults.
 This   must   have   upset   other   members   of   the   community.    Paul    worried    about   it   because  it   threatened  to  destroy  order and  peace.

In a typically rabbinical fashion Paul begins to argue.  He presents many reasons:

· “The head of every man is Christ, the head of every woman is her husband, etc. ” (verse 3) 

· “A woman who prays with her head unveiled dishonours her head - it is as if she were shaven bald, etc.” (verses 4-6). 

· “For a man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but woman is the glory of man” (verse 7). 

· “For man was not made from woman, but woman from man” (verse 8). 

· “Neither was man created for woman, but woman for man” (verse 9). 

· “That is why a woman ought to have a veil on her head, because of the angels” (verse 10).
 

· [Pauline correction:] “Nevertheless,  in the Lord woman  is not  different  from  man,  nor man from  woman.
 Woman  may  come from  man, but  man  is  born  from woman. And all come from God” (verses 11-12). 

· “Judge for yourselves: is it proper for a woman to pray with her head unveiled? Does not nature itself teach you that for a man to wear long hair is degrading, but if a woman has long hair it is her pride . . . etc.” (verses 13-15). 

· “If anyone is disposed to be contentious, we recognise no other practice, nor do the churches of God!” (verse 16). 

Remember, Paul’s main point is that he wants women to cover their hair with a veil when they attend the Christian assembly.  It is clear that he is just piling reasons on top of each other which he himself realises are ‘rationalisations’. That is: they are not statements in their own right, but remarks that serve a limited purpose. He indicates this by correcting himself and by admitting that one could disagree with his arguments.

Rationalisations

We can compare this to some other passages in Paul:

“It has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there is quarrelling among you. What I mean is that each one of you says, ‘I belong to Paul, or ‘I belong to Apollos’, or ‘I belong to Cephas’, or ‘I belong to Christ’. 

· Is Christ divided? 

· Was Paul crucified for you? 

· Or were you baptised in the name of Paul? 

· I am thankful that I baptised none of you except Crispus and Gaius; lest anyone should say that you were baptised in my name.

· I did baptise also the household of Stephanus. 

· Beyond that, I do not remember whether I baptised anyone else. For Christ did not send me to baptise but to preach the gospel”.
 

Now if we analyse this passage we see that Paul is mainly concerned about stopping the Corinthians from forming parties within the community. He rationalises to argue his point, but in doing so he utters some absurd statements which would not make any sense in themselves. Is he really grateful for not having baptised anyone? He also corrects himself a couple of times: “I baptised no one else   .  .   Of course, there was Stephanas  .  .  I remember no one else!” -  - even though he was speaking under inspiration! Finally, he says that he did not come to baptise, in spite of Jesus’ command for his disciples to go out and baptise all nations! It is clear that this passage of Paul teems with rationalisations, which may not be interpreted as a list of dogmatic statements. 


And what about this passage in the Letter to Titus?

“There are many insubordinate men who must be silenced  .  .   One of them, a prophet among them, has witnessed: ‘Cretans are always liars, beasts, and gluttons’. And this statement expresses the truth. So correct them with severity!”


The main point of the author is to make Titus, the Bishop of Crete, stand firm against some troublesome Jewish converts. However, what about the terrible condemnation of Cretans followed by the ominous words: “and this statement expresses the truth”? Does this mean that, under inspiration, we are told that Cretans are always liars, beasts and gluttons?  Cretans were considered cheats in the Greek world. To ‘crete’ about something [Greek = krêtizein] meant as much as ‘to tell lies’ about that subject. Plutarch mentions a saying ‘to crete to the Cretan’ meaning: ‘to cheat a cheat, to pay  a charlatan with the same coin’.
  Is it not clear that we are dealing here with a rationalisation, a thing said in the heat of an argument, which is not to be taken as a dogmatic statement? 

The same applies to Paul’s statement regarding the man being in the image of God and not the woman. He is falling back on rabbinical argumentation in the heat of the discussion. His true intention in this is made clear when finally he says: “Judge for yourselves; is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head uncovered?”  What Paul is saying about only man being in God's image is clearly a rationalisation, and not a formal theological assertion.

Moreover, Paul, who was too much a true Christian rather than just an Old Testament rabbi, immediately saw the weakness of his own argument. It needed correcting. In Paul’s days it was not possible to erase text, as we do on the computer today, or even to scratch out passages, which could be read afterwards anyway. So after the offending passage he adds: “but remember, in the Lord woman is not independent of man nor man of woman, for as woman was made from man, so man is born of woman. And all things are from God”.
  In other words: as Paul so often does in his letters, he corrects himself and now states that ‘in the Lord’, that is: in Christ, man and woman are truly equal. They depend on each other and each in his or her own way derives his or her existence from the other. Paul hereby amends the old rabbinical tradition, but unfortunately, this correction was not picked up by tradition. People quoted the earlier lines, not the later ones!

No Catholic theologian today would support the belief that women are not created in God’s image, or are less created in God’s image than men are. With this admission, the whole medieval scheme of higher and lower status tumbles down. If women too carry God’s image, women too are capable of leadership -- and exercising priestly authority  .  .  .  But had women not been forbidden to teach?
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10.
Not allowed to teach?

Some years ago I gave a course for Christian writers in the district of Multan in Pakistan. The adult literacy rate among rural men, I was told, is 70%; among women only 15%. Until the advent of TV, the only instruction most people got was the Friday sermon by the mullah in the local mosque. It made me understand why the mullahs enjoy such a lot of political power in Muslim countries. They have a captive audience. And the situation was not much different in the European Middle Ages. Most of the time only priests could read and write. They were the teachers who instructed the faithful through lengthy sermons at Sunday mass. The priests controlled the sources of information for only they understood Latin, the language of scripture, of liturgy, of church law and theology.

Erasmus (1469 - 1636) has left us a satirical parody of how some preachers would flaunt their erudition. He describes an experience he had while visiting England.

“Preachers begin with a clever introduction. I have had the privilege of being among the audience of a preacher who was 80 years old and who had such a reputation as a theologian that one could imagine having met Scotus in the flesh. After declaring that he would explain to the common folk the mystery of Jesus’ name, he stated with an amazing perspicacity of mind that all that can be said about Jesus’ name is already contained in the letters of the word. It was surely an image of the Blessed Trinity, he said, that the word Jesus in Latin can only be inflected in three cases. Next, an unspeakable mystery lies in the fact that the nominative case ‘Jesus’ ends in ‘s’, that the accusative case ‘Jesum’ ends in ‘m’ and the dative case ‘Jesu’ in ‘u’, because through these three letters it is indicated that he is summus (the highest), medius (the middle) and ultimus (the last). With a pair of compasses an even more profound mystery could be dug up in the word. He split the word ‘Jesus’ into two parts in such a way that the third letter remained as the pivot on its own. Then  he proved that this letter ‘s’ is called ‘syn’ in Hebrew. This word ‘syn’ means, if I am not mistaken, ‘sin’ in the English language from which, he said, it was a clear as could be that Jesus takes away the sins of the world. This kind of nonsense preachers call the introduction  .   .   . ”

“In the next part of their speech - which is actually the sermon part itself - preachers explain a small passage from the Gospel, but they do this quickly and superficially, whereas in fact this should have been their main task. Then preachers assume a new character and introduce a theological question, normally one which floats between heaven and earth obviously convinced that tackling such a question is also part of preaching. This is the moment when real theological pride manifests itself. Quoting each other, they throw about their splendid titles at this juncture, such as: sublime teachers, profound and super-profound teachers, indisputable teachers, etc. Then they bamboozle the simple people with syllogisms, majors, minors, conclusions, corollaries, suppositions and more such scholastic nonsense.”

Since priests were preachers by definition, we need not be surprised that a presumed prohibition against female teaching in I Timothy was seen as a major obstacle to the ordination of women.

“I permit no woman to teach or have authority over men. She is to keep silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor.”

It became part of church law:

“Even if a woman is educated and saintly, she still should not presume to instruct men in an assembly. A lay man, however, should not presume to instruct in the presence of the clergy, unless he is asked by them to do so.”
 

From a study of medieval theologians we see that it became a standard argument which authors would copy one from the other. Compare these two texts:

	Thomas Aquinas (1224 - 1274 AD)


	Durandus a Saint-Pourçain (1270 - 1334 AD)



	[Women cannot receive holy orders] for it is said (1 Tim. 2:12): “I suffer not a woman to teach in the Church, nor to use authority over the man.”

	“The office of teaching is conjoined to [holy] orders, but it is not fitting for women or children to teach, as to children because they lack reason and as to women because of the prohibition of the Apostle (Tim. 2.) I do not permit a woman to teach in the Church, nor to rule over her husband, etc.”



Now we know that Durandus is quoting Aquinas, or both a common source, for 1 Timothy 2,12 does not mention ‘in the church’. The text is a conflation with 1 Corinthians 14:34 which says: “Let women keep silence in the churches”. The mutual dependence is even clearer with other scholars, as when we look at these two Franciscans.

	John Duns Scotus (1266 - 1308)


	Richard of Middleton (13th cent.)

	“Every Order is received towards the priesthood and teaching. But teaching belongs chiefly to priests, as it is held in dist. 16. quaest. 1 We add: and not to Deacons, unless by commission, when a sermon or an instruction is regarded as the reading of the Gospel, which it is fitting for deacons to read. But that deed is prohibited to women, 1. Timoth. 2. ‘Let the women learn in silence’, and ‘I do not permit them [women] to speak or to teach’, where a gloss [reads], ‘not only I but also the Lord does not permit it’; and this is so because of the weakness of their intellect, and the mutability of their emotions, which they commonly suffer more than men. For a teacher ought to have a lively intellect in the recognition of truth, and stability of emotion in its confirmation.”

	“The office of teaching belongs to [Holy] Orders and every Order is arranged towards the priesthood, to whom this office properly belongs (Dist 16, qu. 1). We add that it also belongs to the diaconate (Decret. Dist 25, ‘perlectis’ r. 92 at ‘In facta’), which should be interpreted thus: that the priest holds the principal office [of teaching] but the deacon by delegation, or that preaching for them means reading the Gospel. But teaching in public is not proper for a woman because of the weakness of her intellect and the instability of her emotions, of which defects women suffer more than men by a notable common law. But a teacher needs to have a vivid intellect to recognise the truth and stable emotions to persist in their expression  .  .  .”

“These two reasons we can also extract from the very apt statement in 1 Tim 2: Let women keep silent in church in all submission - I do not permit a woman to teach nor to rule over a man.”




These two Franciscan authors obviously reflect the common thinking of the time: women cannot become priests because Paul has forbidden them to teach in church. And Paul’s prohibition makes sense because women are emotionally unstable and intellectually not up to the demands of teaching.

The Congregation for Doctrine maintains that the Pauline prohibition still holds. Because women may not teach in the Christian community, they cannot be ordained priests. 

“The Apostle’s forbidding of women ‘to speak’ in the assemblies (cf. 1 Cor. 14:34-35,1 Tim. 2:12) is [not socially conditioned], and exegetes define its meaning in this way: Paul in no way opposes the right, which he elsewhere recognises as possessed by women, to prophesy in the assembly (cf. 1 Cor. 11:5); the prohibition solely concerns the official function of teaching in the Christian assembly. For Saint Paul this prescription is bound up with the divine plan of creation (cf. 1 Cor. 11:7; Gen. 2:18-24): it would be difficult to see in it the expression of a cultural fact. Nor should it be forgotten that we owe to Saint Paul one of the most vigorous texts in the New Testament on the fundamental equality of men and women, as children of God in Christ (cf. Gal. 3:28). Therefore there is no reason for accusing him of prejudices against women, when we note the trust that he shows towards them and the collaboration that he asks of them in his apostolate.”
 

So how to interpret 1 Timothy 2,12 and 1 Corinthians 14,34-35?

Anti-Gnostic measures against women

The prohibition for women to teach should be seen within its context.

Like the other pastoral letters, 1 Timothy is now generally accepted by biblical scholarship as having been composed by a disciple of Paul who wrote in the apostle’s name to indicate that he stood in the same tradition. Date: around 100 AD. Place: possibly Asia Minor or Greece. The main concern of 1 Timothy is to counteract the influence of Gnostic teachers. 

The Gnostic teachings were of a mixed hellenistic and Jewish origin. Gnostic doctrine included dualism, contempt for material things, dependence on knowledge (=spiritual experience), not faith, as a way to salvation, secret wisdom reserved for the elite few and restrictive teachings about sexual practice. 

The accusations made by the author are mainly centred around ‘speaking’ and ‘teaching’. 

· He warns of ‘fruitless discussion’; 

· ignorant assertions about the law; 

· ‘wordly fables’; 

· ‘godless philosophical discussions...’;
 

· see also: ‘wrangling about words’; 

· ‘talking nonsense’; 

· ‘...avoid foolish speculations, the quibbles and disputes about the Law...’.
 

Gnostic teaching endangered men as well as women for we hear the biblical author complain about “contention and grumbling among the men” and about “backsliding and apostasy among the women”.
 Yet, the author seems to be more concerned about women. In Gnostic circles women were upheld and glorified as ‘favoured channels of revelation’ and feminine imagery was freely applied to God and his/her emanations. The text about women’s ‘silence in the assembly’ should be read in this context.
 I will comment on the text in some detail.

“Let a woman learn in silence with all submissiveness.” (verse 11)

To whom should women be submissive? Since in our text the object is not specified, it is inappropriate to assume that universally man is the object. The Letter was written to deter women from submitting to false teachers, and so “the admonition to learn with all submission seems to imply a learning from true teachers”.
 “Just as wives (Titus 3:5), children (1 Timothy 3:4), and slaves (Titus 2:9) must be submissive within their households,  .  .  . so the community (especially women in our case), should not have contempt for their ministers.”

“I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men. She is to keep silent.” (verse 12)

There is no doubt about the fact that the author of 1 Timothy had imposed a prohibition on women that forbade them to teach or to have authority in his Christian assembly. However, the main question is: was this just a local and temporal prohibition, or a universal norm imposed under inspiration for all time to come? We can deduce that it was only a temporary and local prohibition from the following considerations:
1. When the verb ‘to permit’ (epitrepsein) is used in the New Testament, it refers to a specific permission in a specific context.
  Moreover, the use of the indicative tense indicates an immediate context. The correct translation, therefore, is: “I am not presently allowing”;
 “I have decided that for the moment women are not to teach or have authority over men”.
 

2. We know for a fact that Paul allowed women to speak prophetically in the assembly.
 Women functioned in the Church as deaconesses.
 We know, therefore, that women did speak in the assemblies. 1 Timothy 2,12 is an exception, a later ruling to counteract a specific threat. 

3. The immediate context of the prohibition was the danger of Gnostic teaching that at the time affected mainly women. Enlarging its purpose to including a permanent norm for all time goes beyond the literal sense of the text and the intended scope of the biblical author. 

The overall meaning of this verse is, therefore: “Until women have learned what they need in order to get a full grasp of the true teaching, they are not to teach or have authority over men.”
  

“For Adam was formed first, then Eve. (verse 13)

And Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor. (verse 14)

Yet woman will be saved through bearing children, if she continues in faith and love and holiness, with modesty” (verse 15).
It is clear that these verses are not carefully considered theological statements. Because, strictly speaking, they do not make sense. If Eve is subject to Adam because she was created later, Adam and Eve are subject to the animals because they were created after the animals.
 Then, according to the first creation story Adam and Eve were created simultaneously: “God created him, male and female he created them”.
 Also, Adam was equally deceived and equally guilty as the story makes clear.
 Pain in childbirth and being dominated by their husbands were seen as punishments for Eve, but the victory of woman over evil is ignored by our author. Are these heavy doctrinal pronouncements?
Why then did the biblical author of 1 Timothy quote the second creation story in Genesis so clumsily to back up his opinion? No doubt, the use of Genesis to teach women a lesson was common among Jewish expositors, as we saw in the previous chapter. But the Gnostics also used the creation story. These verses may well have been “a polemic directed against several misconceptions concerning Adam and Eve”.
  “The gospel is struggling in Ephesus with Gnostic-influenced women trumpeting a feminist reinterpretation of Adam and Eve as a precedent for their own spiritual primacy and authority”.

The polemic against Gnostic teachers may reveal the author’s real point. In Genesis Eve was deceived by the snake and transgressed; in Ephesus some women were deceived by false teachers, and for this reason they transgressed. Since according to 1 Timothy 2,14 the emphasis is on the fact that Adam was not the one who was deceived, it reveals the context in which the letter was written, i.e. women are the ones who were causing the trouble. Therefore the author of l Timothy was addressing a specific situation.

It is possible that it was just the author’s patriarchal prejudice against women, rather than the specific Gnostic context, that caused his rather anti-feminine outburst. If so, there is even more reason not to take this broken and clumsy interpretation of the creation story to be solemnly defined doctrine. These verses about Adam and Eve are typical rationalizations that is, as we have seen, ad hoc reasonings to undershore something stated. They could only be fully understood by a specific audience within the context of the letter, and therefore had a limited scope.

The tragedy is that these verses were extensively used in later tradition to justify contemporary prejudices against women. They were supposed to prove from the inspired Scriptures that God subjected women to men and that women are more susceptible to temptation and deception. 

A gloss in 1 Corinthians

1 Corinthians 14,33-34 is usually quoted in tandem with 1 Timothy. It states:

“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 even the law says.”

The passage has clearly been inserted into Paul’s original letter at a later time The interpolation can be inferred from the following facts:

· Verses 34- 35 appear after verse 40 in a number of important old manuscripts: the Claromontanus of Paris , the Boernerianus of Dresden , Minuscule nr 88, and versions of the Old Latin translation (the Itala, 2nd - 4th cent.). It shows that the verses were a gloss written in the margin of the original papyrus which entered the body of the text in later copies. 

· The rule that women should “keep silence in the churches” (vs. 34) flatly contradicts what Paul says about women prophesying in church in 1 Corinthians 11,5. See also: “Whoever prophesies speaks to people for their upbuilding and encouragement and consolation”.
 

· The phrase “as even the Law says” (vs. 34) contradicts Paul’s teaching that we have been liberated from the Law.
 

Although in 1 Timothy 2,12 the author used didaskein (= teaching) while in 1 Corinthians 11,35 the word used is lalein (= speaking), the parallelism of the two texts on women’s/wives’ restrictions is generally accepted by scholars. Probably 1 Corinthians 14,34-35 stems from a similar origin as 1 Timothy 2,11-14, an effort in Asia Minor of around 100 AD to counteract the Gnostic recruitment of women. 

The limitation of biblical statements

The context of the passages restricting women from teaching in the assembly shows these texts not to have permanent validity for all time to come. They are passages with a limited scope. Is this rare in scripture? The answer is no: scripture abounds with statements, assertions, sayings, admonitions, prescriptions that only had a restricted reach. 

· Remember Paul’s advice to Timothy: “Stop drinking just water. Drink a little wine. It will ease your indigestion and frequent illnesses.”
 --- Was this a revelation from God to teach us about the benefits of drinking wine?

· And Jesus said:   “Do   not   call   yourself  ‘teacher’,  for   you   have   one   Teacher  and you are all brothers and sisters.  Call  no   man ‘father’ on earth, for you have one Father, who  is   in heaven.” ---  Did Jesus really forbid these titles for all time to come?

· “I tell you, do not take any oaths  .   .   .    Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’.” ---Did Jesus ban the taking of sworn statements in court for all time to come? Was that his real intention?

· “Do not offer resistance to violence. If someone  strikes   you on the right cheek, turn to him the other too.” --- Did Jesus veto self defence? Did he prohibit a state to have police, or an army for all time to come?

Why would a provisional and temporary prohibition have validity for all time to come? Can this really be considered a valid reason to exclude women from holy orders?

	Readings from Women Priests web site
	

	Richard of Middleton (13th cent.)

on women priests, introduction 

on women priests, actual text

John Wijngaards

Discussion of 1 Timothy 2,11-15

Discussion of 1 Corinthians 14,33-34

Explaining the principle of limited scope
	http://www.womenpriests.org/theology/middlto1.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/theology/middlton.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/scriptur/timothy.htm
http://www.womenpriests.org/scriptur/1cor14.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/scriptur/intscope.htm


	
	

	
	


11.

Carrying the burden of Eve’s sin?

It was only in the early Middle Ages that the ordination of women began to be discussed in theological treatises. It was always dismissed out of hand, usually with just a few lines of justification. The reasons given are instructive. Let us listen to Guido of Baysius’s judgment in 1296 AD:

“Women are unfit to receive ordination, for ordination is reserved for perfect members of the church, since it is given for the distribution of grace to other men. But women are not perfect members of the church, only men are.

Moreover, woman was the effective cause of damnation since she was the origin of transgression and Adam was deceived through her, and thus she cannot be the effective cause of salvation, because holy orders causes grace in others and so salvation.”


For Guido, women are not perfect members of the church because they do not reflect the glory of God.
 Moreover, woman was the effective cause of damnation. This applies not only to Eve, but to all women. All women are defiled by sin and cannot administer grace. It is like saying that all women are carrying an incurable, infectious disease such as AIDS and can therefore not be doctors or nurses. Then what about Jesus’ mother Mary? Guido has his answer ready: “A woman can be the cause of salvation in a material way. Indeed because woman was [after all] taken from man in a material way since she was made from Adam’s rib. And in this way [that is only materially] the Virgin Mary had to be the cause of salvation. And this is true that the female sex was the material cause of our salvation since Christ our salvation proceeded materially from the Blessed Virgin.”
 


For medieval theologians, every woman carries the curse of sin. The consequences were that God punished her by subjecting her to man and this punishment was irreversible. She could not be ordained to any spiritual ministry. She always had to be treated with circumspection as a lasting source of temptation. On the question why a mother remains unclean for forty days after giving birth to a son, but for eighty days after giving birth to a daughter, the Franciscan theologian Sicardus replies: “Why was the time for a female child doubled? Solution: because a double curse lies on the feminine growth. For she carries the curse of Adam and also the [punishment] ‘you will give birth in pain’.


And the official law book of the Church made the curse official:

 “Women must cover their heads because they are not the image of God. They must do this as a sign of their subjection to authority and because sin came into the world through them .  .  .  Because of original sin, they must show themselves submissive.”

The opinion of the Fathers of the Church

The early Greek Fathers had no such idea as the curse of Eve lying on women. St. Ignatius of Antioch ( died 110 AD) taught that the fall came through a woman, but so came redemption.
  St. Irenaeus (ca. 140 - 203) stated that, though the devil defeated the human race through a woman, he also lost through a woman, namely Mary, Jesus’ mother.
 He even maintained that Adam was more to blame than Eve. 

“If you say that the devil attacked Eve as being the weaker of the two, [I reply that], on the contrary, she was the stronger, since she appears to have been the helper of the man in the transgression of the commandment. For she did all by herself resist the serpent, and it was after holding out for a while and after offering resistance that she ate of the tree, being tricked by deceit; whereas Adam, making no fight whatever, nor refusal, simply took the fruit handed to him by the woman, which is an indication of the utmost imbecility and effeminacy of mind. And the woman, indeed, deserves pardon since she was defeated in the contest by the devil; but Adam deserves none, for he gave in to the woman, - although he had personally received the command from God.”


Such Greek voices were soon silenced by the Latin Fathers who began to explain women’s subject state as a consequence of Eve’s role in original sin. Tertullian (155-245 AD) was one of the worst. Listen to this master piece of undiluted prejudice:

“Every woman should be  walking about as Eve, mourning and repentant, in order that by every garb of penitence she might the more fully expiate that which she derives from Eve, -- the ignominy, I mean, of the first sin, and the odium [attaching to her as the cause] of human perdition. ‘In pains and in anxiety you will bear children, woman; and you will desire your husband, but he will lord it over you.’ And do you not know that you are [each] an Eve? The sentence of God on this sex of yours lives on in this age: the guilt must of necessity live on too. 

· You are the devil’s gateway! 

· You violated that [forbidden] tree! 

· You were the first to desert divine law! 

· You were she who persuaded him whom the devil was not valiant enough to attack (Adam)! 

· You destroyed so easily God’s image, man! 

· On account of what you deserved - that is, death  - even the Son of God had to die!”
 

Now we should read Tertullian’s words carefully. “The sentence of God on this sex of yours lives on in this age.”  What did he mean?  What was the sentence of God?  Being under the dominion of men.  How do we know that it lives on in this age, in spite of Christ?  Because women are still under the dominion of men! Remember Roman law?
  Women were owned by their husbands and subject to their every command. Women could not hold any public responsibility or exercise any authority. They could not be witnesses in a court case or represent themselves. If so, Tertullian argues, God’s punishment still lies on women! But God does not punish without guilt  .  .  .  . “The sentence of God on this sex of yours lives on in this age. This means that the guilt must of necessity live on too.” Therefore, every woman still carries the guilt of Eve’s sin!


It becomes a theme repeated by many of the Fathers. St Chrysostom (344 - 407) reasoned like this: “Does Eve’s sin affect other women? Certainly; for the whole sex is weak and fickle, and scripture speaks of the sex collectively. For it says not Eve, but ‘the woman ate’, which is the common name of the whole sex, not her proper name. Was then the whole sex included in the transgression for her fault?   .   .   . Yes, the whole female sex transgressed, and not the male.”
 


St. Jerome (347 - 419) repeatedly said that the punishment of Eve rests on every woman. But women can escape the punishment by bearing children, or even better by remaining virgins.
 In a letter to Lucinus, a wealthy Spaniard who, together with his wife Theodora, had made a vow of sexual abstinence, Jerome stated that his wife had now ‘become a man’. “She was once your partner in the flesh but is now your partner in the spirit; once your wife but now your sister; once an inferior but now an equal; once a woman but now a man.”
 The curious reasoning is, therefore, that as a wife Theodora carried God’s curse of subjection. By abstaining from sexual intercourse she is free from the curse -- and has become a man.

 What do we find in Scripture?

Genesis 3,1 - 24  describes our human sinful condition in the myth of our two  original ancestors, Adam and Eve. Both the man and the woman share in the rebellion against God. Both feel guilty and ashamed. On both, hardship is inflicted as punishment. The text then mentions examples of typical human hardship: a man’s toil to produce a crop on hostile land, a woman’s pain in childbirth and domination by the husband.

To the woman God says: “I will multiply your pains in childbirth. You shall give birth to your children in pain. You will long for your husband, but he will lord it over you.” This is not to be understood as a licence to husbands to keep their wives in submission. It is a statement of fact. It notes the consequences of sin. In a perfect world men would not need to struggle to grow crops amidst drought, disease and locusts. In the same perfect world, women would not have pain in childbirth or face bullying by their husbands. This is now the accepted interpretation of Catholic scholarship.

The rabbis interpreted this in terms of the guilt and punishment of women. This crops up in 1 Timothy 2,14 where the author adduces additional reasons for women to stick to a subservient role.

“For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor. Yet woman will be saved through bearing children, if she continues in faith and love and holiness, with modesty.” 

As I have shown in the previous chapter, these rationalizations were added in the context of pastoral concern that women could become entangled in Gnostic sects. It is clear that these verses are not carefully considered theological statements. And just think of the absurdity of imputing to later women guilt for Eve’s transgression.

· Parents may not be put to death for their children, nor children for their parents. Each person should die for one’s own sin.

· Even the Old Testament taught complete forgiveness: “Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be white as snow. Though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.”

· If Eve’s transgression was part of original sin, which it is not, it would still be wiped out by baptism. For baptism forgives all sins, including original sin.

· If some guilt would still cling to women, why would a similar guilt not cling to men? For God is not a respecter of persons and in Christ the distinction between men and women has vanished.

In spite of all this, the official law of the Church maintained that women should be kept in submission also because of their responsibility for bringing sin into the world. I will print here the official text from the Corpus Iuris Canonici which I have provided with headings and comments to facilitate its reading.

[A legal question]

“May a woman lay an accusation against a priest?

[The legal answer]

It seems not because as Pope Fabian says, neither complaint nor testimony may be raised against the priests of the Lord by those who do not have, and cannot have, the same status with them.

Women cannot, however, be promoted to the priesthood or even the diaconate and for this reason they may not raise a complaint or give testimony against priests in court. This is shown both in the sacred canons [= Church regulations] and the laws [= Roman & civil laws].

[my comment]

Notice that the exclusion of women from ordination, cited as part of the argument, is based both on previous church laws and (!) on civil law, which was the ancient Roman law! The law he refers to is mainly the principle that no woman can hold any authority.

[Legal objection]

However, it would seem that whoever can be a judge may not be prevented from being a plaintiff and women became judges in the Old Testament as is clearly shown in the book of Judges [Deborah was a judge]. So those cannot be excluded from the role of plaintiff who have often fulfilled the role of judge and who are not forbidden by any word of Scripture to act as plaintiff . . . .

[Legal answer]

In the Old Testament much was permitted which today [i. e. in the New Testament] is abolished, through the perfection of grace. So if [in the Old Testament] women were permitted to judge the people, today because of sin, which woman brought into the world, women are admonished by the Apostle [Paul] to be careful to practice a modest restraint, to be subject to men and to veil themselves as a sign of subjugation.”

[my comment]

In other words: because of the enduring sin that rests on women -- for they brought sin into the world, women are not allowed to hold authority in the New Testament, as they could in the Old! This shows that we live in a time of more perfect grace!

Rarely in my 45 years as a theologian have I come across such utterly ridiculous and twisted thinking. Yet the above text was part of the Church’s official book of law, the Corpus Iuris Canonici, until 1918. This was the kind of reasoning with which women were barred from priestly ordination. 

	Readings from Women Priests web site
	

	Readings from ‘tradition’ on women’s carrying Eve’s guilt

Four articles on the psychological and social effects of the negative Eve myth:

Anne Baring
‘The Separation from Nature and the Loss of the Feminine Aspect of Spirit’ &

 ‘The Myth of the Fall and the Doctrine of Original Sin’

Anne Baring and Jules Cashford
‘Eve the Mother of all the Living’ &  ‘Eve in Christian Culture’


	http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/sinful.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/body/baring1.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/body/baring2.htm
http://www.womenpriests.org/body/baring3.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/body/baring4.htm


	
	

	
	


12.

Deliberately left out by Jesus Christ?

In all its recent statements the Congregation for Doctrine has made clear that it considers Jesus Christ himself as the origin of the tradition of not ordaining women in the Catholic Church.. By not making a woman a member of the apostolic team, it claims, Jesus set a permanent norm, which the Church will never be able to change.


“Jesus Christ did not call any woman to become part of the Twelve. If he acted in this way, it was not in order to conform to the customs of his time, for his attitude towards women was quite different from that of his milieu, and he deliberately and courageously broke with it …It must be recognised that we have here a number of convergent indications that make all the more remarkable the fact that Jesus did not entrust the apostolic charge to women”.

“The Church holds that it is not admissible to ordain women to the priesthood, for very fundamental reasons. These reasons include the example recorded in the Sacred Scriptures of Christ choosing his apostles only from among men; the constant practice of the Church which has imitated Christ in choosing only men; and her living teaching authority which has consistently held that the exclusion of women from the priesthood is in accordance with Gods’ plan for his Church. The Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles attest that this calling (of men only) was made in accordance with Gods eternal plan. Christ chose those whom he willed (cf. Mk 3,13-14; Jn 6,17), and he did so in union with the Father, ‘through the Holy Spirit’, after having spent the night in prayer (cf. Lk 6,12). Therefore, in granting admission to the ministerial priesthood to men alone, the Church has always acknowledged as a perennial norm her Lord’s way of acting in choosing twelve men whom he made the foundation of His Church (cf. Rev 21,14).”

The teaching authorities in Rome therefore declare that the omission of women from the apostolic team was a deliberate act on the part of Jesus, something he had decided upon in prayer after consulting the Father in the Holy Spirit. By not choosing women, he had, in fact, laid down a permanent norm, a rule the Church would never be able to change. They also say that this is the reason why, in tradition, women were not admitted to ordination.


What do we find in Tradition itself?


It is not true that early tradition consciously based the exclusion of women on a decision taken by Jesus.  The exclusion of women from ordination was simply a bare fact, hardly reflected upon. The real reasons, as we saw in the previous chapters, were the presumed inferior status of women and their womanly ‘infirmity’, referring to menstruation. 

Early tradition has a few references to Jesus’ omitting women from the apostolic twelve, but these bear clearly the hallmark of being rationalizations, i.e. external reasons adduced to cover up one’s real reasons and motives. Let us examine them a little more in detail.

The earliest reference is found in the so-called “Didascalia”, a fourth-century document from Syria containing admonitions for various groups in the Church, admonitions which were presented as spoken by the apostles. The instruction is particularly concerned about the influence of pastoral workers known as the ‘widows’. Let me give some information about this first.

From the earliest apostolic times we see older women playing a pastoral role in the community: “The aged women must conduct themselves as befits a holy calling; they must not be given to slander or drunken habits; they must teach what is good and train the young women to love their husbands and children.”
  Here the widowed state seems to imply a demand for perfection and some kind of a mission directed to the young women of the community. “Honour widows who are widows indeed  .  .  . A widow indeed is one who has put her trust in God and perseveres day and night in the intercessions and the prayers. Before she can be inscribed on the role, a widow must be sixty years old at least, once married, one who has practiced hospitality, washed the feet of the saints and been given to all good works.”
  The interesting point is the enrolment on a register and the conditions it requires, for this makes it plain that we are concerned here not with all the widows, but with some of their number who constitute a special category in the community. This is the first indication we have of an order of  widows, parallel to the clerical orders in the Church.

During the 2nd and 3rd centuries the order of ‘widows’ had acquired a clear position on the pastoral scene. The author of the Didascalia addressed a long chapter to widows. He was worried in particular about their presuming to instruct non-Christians without adequate knowledge. Here is the excerpt that refers to Christ’s example:

“For the Lord God, Jesus Christ our teacher, sent us the twelve to instruct the people and the Gentiles; and there were with us women disciples, Mary Magdalene and Mary the daughter of James and the other Mary; but he did not send them to instruct the people with us. For if it were required that women should teach, our Master himself would have commanded these to give instruction with us.”

If we read this by itself -- as it is quoted in Roman documents -- we get the wrong impression. The reference to Jesus’ example is only secondary. The real reason for worry is the danger of widows turning away prospective converts by an inapt presentation of Christian doctrine. Here is the text that immediately precedes the above quote, put by me within its structural framework:

 [The central concern]

“When a widow is asked a question by anyone, let her not straightaway give an answer, except only in general concerning salvation and faith in God; but let her send those that desire to be instructed to the leaders of the Church. And if people ask them questions, let the widows restrict themselves only to the refutation of idols and to the unity of God. But concerning punishment and reward, and the kingdom of the name of Christ, and his mysteries, neither a widow nor a layman ought to speak.”

[Main reason: prospective converts may misunderstand Christian doctrine]

“For when they [widows or lay people] speak without the knowledge of doctrine, they will bring blasphemy upon the word. For our Lord compared the word of his good news to mustard; but mustard, unless it be skilfully tempered, is bitter and sharp to those who use it. Therefore our Lord said in the Gospel, to widows and to all the laity: ‘Cast not your pearls before swine, lest they trample upon them and turn against you and attack you.’ For when the Gentiles who are being instructed hear the word of God not fittingly spoken, as it ought to be, unto edification of eternal life, how that our Lord clothed himself in a body, and concerning the passion of Christ: they will mock and scoff, instead of applauding the word of doctrine. 

[Rationalization 1. Women are inferior.]

This will happen all the more if the instruction is spoken to them by a woman — and she shall incur a heavy judgement for sin. 

[Rationalization 2. Women should not teach (from 1 Tim 2,11-15?).]

It is neither right nor necessary, therefore, that women should be teachers, and especially concerning the name of Christ and the redemption of his passion. For you have not been appointed to this, oh women, and especially widows, that you should teach, but that you should pray and entreat the Lord God.

[Rationalization 3. Jesus Christ did not send women to teach.]

For the Lord God, Jesus Christ our teacher, sent us the twelve to instruct the people and the Gentiles; and there were with us women disciples, Mary Magdalene and Mary the daughter of James and the other Mary; but he did not send them to instruct the people with us. For if it were required that women should teach, our Master himself would have commanded these to give instruction with us.”

The example of Jesus, seen in context, is no more than a rationalization to stop widows from making mistakes in the delicate area of instructing converts. It follows on a clear expression of prejudice against women and a misunderstood scripture text.
 It has nothing to do with the ordination of women. And, in spite of its wording, it is not the intention of the author to exclude other women from teaching. For in the next chapter the Didascalia tells women deacons to look after women converts, to “teach and instruct them (!) how the seal of baptism ought to be kept unbroken in purity and holiness. For this cause we say that the ministry of a woman deacon is especially needful and important. For our Lord and Saviour also was assisted in his ministry by women ministers, Mary Magdalene, and Mary the daughter of James and mother of Jose, and the mother of the sons of Zebedee, with other women beside. And there is a need of the ministry of a deaconess for many things; for a deaconess is required to go into the houses of the heathen where there are believing women, etc.”
 In other words, the quote cannot be used to demonstrate that women were not ordained priests because of the norm Jesus had set. Referring to Jesus as an example in this was an aside.

Now the Didascalia was a treatise which pretended to have been written by the apostles at the time of the Council of Jerusalem (50 AD). Putting the instructions in the mouth of the apostles was probably just a literary device, but how were later readers to know? So the text was considered official teaching, carrying the authority of the apostles.

And now what I call the original sin effect occurred. The initial misguided text assumed in later centuries the stature of an established truth. Compare it to a fog in which drivers tend to focus on the tail lights of cars in front of them. If the first one makes a false turn and drives into a ditch, many others will follow his/her example. This is what happened to the Didascalia passage.

The text was quoted by Epiphanius of Cyprus (315-403) in the context of a diatribe against women who functioned as priests in the Collyrian sect. Epiphanius was a misogynist who described women as “feeble, untrustworthy and of mediocre intelligence”. He also says in the same passage: “Of course, the devil knows how to make women spew forth ridiculous teachings”, and: “the Church has to fight such feminine madness”. The Disdascalia text also found its way into the Statutua  Ecclesiae Antiqua (8th cent. France) and from there into the earliest law books of the Church (Gratian 1140 A.D). 

It is instructive to read a reflection by Scotus (1266 - 1308) in his discussion on why women cannot be ordained priests. He says: “I do not believe that by the institution of the Church or by the precept of the apostles there was removed any useful degree [= ecclesiastical grade?] towards salvation from any person, and much less from a whole sex in life. Therefore if neither the Apostles nor the Church are able to remove from any one person, and much less from the whole female sex, any useful degree towards salvation, unless Christ, who is their head, intended that it be removed, then it must be that Christ, who instituted this sacrament, laid it down by precept.”
 In other words: the Church could not by itself leave women out. It must have been done on Jesus’ explicit command! But that is precisely begging the question. There was no explicit command. So, let us go back to Jesus.

Non-decisions by Jesus

What can we prove from the non-fact of Jesus not choosing women among the twelve apostles? The answer is: nothing. There are so many significant elements in our Catholic faith and practice that Jesus did not decide, but which were later decided upon by the Church. Often it involved modifying what Jesus himself had done.

· Although Jesus followed a liberal interpretation of Jewish law, such as is clear from the way he looked on the Sabbath, he never abolished Mosaic Law as such.
  At the Council of Jerusalem in 51 AD, the leaders of the early Church declared that Mosaic Law was no longer of obligation to Christians except with regard to some practical pastoral measures. 

· Jesus Christ formed various groups of disciples, such as the 12 apostles, the 72 disciples and the band of women disciples.
 It was left to the Church to gradually give a more concrete expression to the sacrament of ordination. This resulted first in the establishment of deacons, then in appointing overseers (bishops) and elders (priests). It is only by the time of the Council of Trent that these three “holy orders” were clearly distinguished from the many minor ministries which had also arisen in the course of time. 

· Jesus gave the power to bind and to loosen and to forgive sins.
 However it was only gradually that the sacrament of confession fully developed. This also applies to the legal conditions of  ‘jurisdiction’ that is: who has the sacramental power to forgive sins, as is now contained in church law.

· Jesus did not specify anything regarding the sacraments of marriage, confirmation and anointing of the sick. Perhaps, the beginning of these sacraments can be seen in some of Jesus’ symbolical actions such as the miracle at the wedding of Cana, or his healing the sick. But Jesus did not in any way explicitly institute any of these sacraments. Does that mean, however, that they do not have a valid place in the practice of the Church, or that the Church had no right to institute them or regulate them as it does today?

· For Jesus, the inspired word lay in the Hebrew scriptures. He never left instructions about the writing of the four Gospels, or about the Letters which his Apostles would write later. These things happened spontaneously under the prompting of the Holy Spirit. Does Jesus’ silence about the inspiration of these New Testament texts mean that they were not inspired? Or does it mean that the Church did not have the authority and competence to determine which of the books were genuine, which not?

· Jesus Christ did not found religious orders and congregations. He did not establish the present structures in the Church: the Roman curia, ecumenical councils, bishops’ conferences and so on. Did he not leave all these things to his Church? Does his silence on these matters mean disapproval?

· Jesus Christ did not establish church law, or define its provisions. He did not envision the beatification and canonisation of saints, the consecration of churches and cathedrals, priestly training to be given in seminaries, and so. Can his silence on all these topics be construed as his having laid down a perpetual norm against them?

It is utterly ridiculous to read into a thing Jesus did not do his laying down a permanent norm that would need to be followed for all time by the future Church. This is all the more so when we understand the background of Jesus’ actions: the reason why he did certain things and why he omitted others.

Jesus’ vision

In practically all matters of faith and practice, Jesus did not determine any of the details. What he did - - and this was his crucial contribution -- he presented ideals. In what he did and said he laid down principles that were to form the foundation for the Church's future faith and life. 

For instance, Jesus never established religious orders or congregations. On the other hand, by his sketching the counsels of perfection, Jesus outlined the principles on which later religious life could be based. It was up to the community of future believers, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, to give various colourful forms to his vision in this regard.

The same applies to Jesus involvement with women. It is clear that in his kingdom women would take the same place as men. This has been explained at greater length in chapter 5. Whereas in the old dispensation women took second place to men, since only men were full members of the covenant, in his kingdom women were baptised and became disciples on a precisely equal footing. Though Jesus himself did not express this specifically, it is clear that this principle about women –  which St. Paul expressed explicitly: “No longer male or female, but all are one in Christ” (Gal 3,28) - - implicitly requires an inclusion of women in the ministerial priesthood as it was going to be developed by the Church.

However, why then did Jesus  not include women among the apostolic twelve? 

Limitations

What Jesus himself could implement of his vision was clearly limited by the conditions of his time and his own specific circumstances. We should not forget that Jesus had to present his message to a society that was completely patriarchal both from a religious and socio-cultural point of view. The roles, which Jesus’ contemporaries attributed to men and women were totally different from what they are now. Though Jesus had close women disciples, he could not, without complicating his message enormously, have women in leadership roles that would be totally misunderstood at the time. 

Remember that his public ministry only lasted for three years, most of which were spent in preparing his Galilean compatriots for the totally new religious vision that he preached. He had to travel from village to village on foot. There were no newspapers, radio or TV bulletins. There are only fifty-two weeks in a year and he could only address one crowd at a time. Expecting Jesus to solve and put into practice every implication of his world-changing vision is totally unrealistic.

We can see the same restriction at work regarding the abolition of slavery. Though Jesus’ vision implied a total equality for all - - and again it is Paul who saw this clearly! - -, Jesus himself did not make an explicit plea for its abolition. The question is simply: what could he do within the short time available to him? On the other hand when he was nailed on the cross he drew to himself the injustices of all time, including slavery and the oppression of women. And by rising from the tomb he won, in principle, freedom from every form of unjust domination.

Understanding symbolism

For the apostolic team Jesus chose the number twelve, to symbolise the twelve tribes of Israel, the twelve sons of Jacob. It was natural for him to choose twelve men to express this symbol, but what was significant was not their manhood, but their starting a new Israel. Maleness was not the point of the symbolism.

On the other hand, Jesus’ actions were inclusive.

Jesus was as sensitive to women as to men. He responded with love to the repentant prostitute who poured ointment on his feet, the widow of Naim who walked behind the bier of her dead son, the woman who was bent double with arthritis, the widow in the Temple who put two small coins in the offering box and the women of Jerusalem who wept as they saw Jesus carrying his cross.
 

Jesus learned from women and drew them into his ministry: the woman suffering from a flow of blood; the Syro-Phoenician mother whose faith he praised; Martha’s sister Mary whose discipleship he upheld although she upset the conventional expectations of a woman’s role; the Samaritan woman who became the apostle to her own village; and Mary of Magdala, Joanna and Suzanna who were part of the apostolic band. Do these symbolic actions of Jesus not cry out for the inclusion of women in the ministerial priesthood?

 Recent research has again highlighted that community meals played an important part in  Jesus’ ministry. At all these events, as far as we can find out from the Gospels, women were present. So we can presume the same was true about the Last Supper. Moreover, the Last Supper was specifically the Passover meal at which, according to Jewish law, the women of the family were also to be present.
 We can presume therefore with full confidence that women were there when Jesus said: “Do this in commemoration of me”. These words were also spoken to women.
 Who is therefore to say that women were excluded by Jesus himself  from participation in the future ministry?

The claim that Jesus barred women from the ministry cannot be substantiated, neither from scripture nor from tradition. 

	Readings from Women Priests web site
	

	Selections from the ‘Didascalia Apostolorum’

Selections from the ‘Apostolic Constitutions’

 Jesus Christ: 

* chose twelve apostles 

* did not directly fight male dominance 

* was truly human 

* grew in wisdom

* did not know everything 

* left decisions to the later Church 

* was open to women

* established a radically new baptism & priesthood 

SuzanneTunc, ‘The meals of Jesus‘ community’

Marjorie Reiley Maguire, ‘Bible, liturgy concur:  women were there’
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13.

Not human enough to represent Christ?

The final traditional argument we need to consider is the representation of Christ. In our own time, the Congregation for Doctrine has revived this argument. It concedes that it does not have conclusive force, but it feels that this argument shows the “profound fittingness that theological reflection discovers between the proper nature of the sacrament of Order, with its specific reference to the mystery of Christ, and the fact that only men have been called to receive priestly ordination.” In other words, once we understand this point we will sit up and exclaim: “Aha, that is why! Now it all makes sense!”

The Congregation develops this argument by stating that the priest does not act in his own name, but in the person of Christ. The supreme expression of this representation, it argues, is found in the altogether special form it assumes in the celebration of the Eucharist, which is the source and centre of the Church’s unity, the sacrificial meal in which the People of God are associated in the sacrifice of Christ. The priest, who alone has the power to perform it, then acts not only through the effective power conferred on him by Christ, but acts in persona Christi, taking the role of Christ, to the point of being his very image, when he pronounces the words of consecration. The question therefore arises: can a woman act in the person of Christ? The Congregation thinks not.

“The Christian priesthood is of a sacramental nature: the priest is a sign, the supernatural effectiveness of which comes from the ordination received, but a sign that must be perceptible and which the faithful must be able to recognize with ease. The whole sacramental economy is in fact based upon natural signs, on symbols imprinted upon the human psychology: ‘Sacramental signs,’ says Saint Thomas, ‘represent what they signify by natural resemblance’. The same natural resemblance is required for persons as for things: when Christ’s role in the Eucharist is to be expressed sacramentally, there would not be this ‘natural resemblance’ which must exist between Christ and his minister if the role of Christ were not taken by a man: in such a case it would be difficult to see in the minister the image of Christ. For Christ himself was and remains a man.” 

“Christ is of course the firstborn of all humanity, of women as well as men: the unity which he re-established after sin is such that there are no more distinctions between Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female, but all are one in Christ Jesus (cf. Gal. 3:28). Nevertheless, the incarnation of the Word took place according to the male sex: this is indeed a question of fact, and this fact, while not implying an alleged natural superiority of man over woman, cannot be disassociated from the economy of salvation.”

When I began to teach in India, in 1965, I was surprised to find that in seminary plays women’s roles were acted by men. The reason was simple: there were only men around. I found it quite unnatural for a man to present himself as a woman, in spite of the make up and the female saree. Later things changed, and it was agreed that men should act men’s roles and women play women’s roles. The Congregation takes up a parallel position with regard to the drama of the eucharist. Jesus Christ was a man, it states. Only a man can properly represent him to the community.

Since the Congregation quotes St. Thomas Aquinas in this context, let us first examine the origin of the argument.

Women are imperfect human beings 

Thomas Aquinas did, indeed, believe that a woman could not be a sacramental sign representing Christ. We should read his words carefully.

“Certain things are required in the recipient of a sacrament as being requisite for the validity of the sacrament, and if such things be lacking, one can receive neither the sacrament nor the reality of the sacrament. Other things, however, are required, not for the validity of the sacrament, but for its lawfulness, as being congruous to the sacrament; and without these one receives the sacrament, but not the reality of the sacrament. Accordingly we must say that the male sex is required for receiving Orders not only in the second, but also in the first way. Wherefore even though a woman were made the object of all that is done in conferring Orders, she would not receive Orders, for since a sacrament is a sign, not only the thing, but the signification of the thing, is required in all sacramental actions; thus it was stated above that in Extreme Unction it is necessary to have a sick man, in order to signify the need of healing. Accordingly, since it is not possible in the female sex to signify eminence of degree, for a woman is in the state of subjection, it follows that she cannot receive the sacrament of Order.”
 

Aquinas states that a woman cannot receive ordination validly. The reason he gives, however, is significant. It is not, as the Congregation seems to say, that a woman does not look like a man, but that a woman “cannot signify eminence of degree”. It sounds ominous -- and it is!

Aquinas explains himself further in another text. Some people have wondered why God would make imperfect human beings such as women? Aquinas replies that women, though deficient as human beings, have a purpose in God’s overall scheme of things.

“Objection: It can be argued that woman should not have formed part of the world as it was initially created. For Aristotle says that a female is an misbegotten male. But it would be wrong for something misbegotten and [hence] deficient to be part of the initial creation. Therefore woman should not have been a part of that world.” 

Reply: “Yes, with regard to its particular nature [i.e., the action of the male semen], a female is deficient and misbegotten. For the active power of the semen always seeks to produce a thing completely like itself, something male. So if a female is produced, this must be because the semen is weak or because the material [provided by the female parent] is unsuitable, or because of the action of some external factor such as the winds from the south which make the atmosphere humid. But with regard to universal nature  the female is not misbegotten but is intended by Nature for the work of generation. Now the intentions of Nature come from God, who is its author. This is why, when he created Nature, he made not only the male but also the female.”

What did he mean? Women do play a useful role in the overall scheme of things, but considered in themselves they are unfinished. Only men are complete human beings. Females become females because something has gone wrong in the process of their conception and birth.

Aquinas and his contemporaries still followed ancient Greek and Roman notions. They considered the semen to be the active principle in conception. Only men produced seed and therefore only men were responsible for procreation. They taught that semen was cast into the womb as seed into the soil. The process of embryonic development was activated by the semen and nourished by the blood of the mother. 

“When thirsting for children a man falls into a kind of trance, softened and subdued by the pleasures of procreation as by sleep, so that again something is drawn from his flesh and from his bones and is ... fashioned into another man. For the harmony of bodies being disturbed in the embrace of love, as those tell us who have experienced the marriage state, all the marrow and generative part of the blood, like a kind of liquid bone, coming together from all the members worked into foam and curdled, is projected through the organs of generation into the living body of the female.”

We see here how the heat of passion serves to create the semen, and so passion, and its concomitant pleasure for both men and women were considered essential to procreation. Foetuses developed their full potential, their maleness, if they amassed a decisive surplus of ‘heat’ and ‘vital spirit’ in the early stages in the womb. Females were the result of insufficient heat being absorbed by the foetus. This belief is the medical basis of Aristotle’s contention that women were ‘misbegotten males’. Women’s softer, moister and colder bodies meant they were less formed and ordered by nature than men. Proof of this is women’s inability to ‘concoct’ semen from blood, as it was thought that men did. Therefore, any excess nourishment over what was needed for sustenance had to be secreted from the body so that women would not be ‘water-logged’. This quotation from Aretaeus the physician demonstrates the interconnections between heat, semen, maleness and superior formation: “The semen, when possessed of vitality, makes us men hot, well braced in limbs, heavy, well-voiced, spirited, strong to think and act”. 

But it is not semen per se that created new life. The semen was the vehicle for the spiritual principle, the ‘vital heat’ which was the first and efficient cause of life. Aristotle taught that the cause of life is not fire or any such force, but the spirit included in the semen and the accompanying foam. The proof of the spiritual nature of semen was that it is white, as opposed to menstrual blood which is red. Sexed bodies become symbolic of aspects of the cosmos: woman’s nature is analogous to earth, and man’s to the heavens. Hence male superiority was based on an understanding of men’s optimal formation in the womb, from which flowed superior personal characteristics, and their power to procreate.

So now we understand what Aquinas means: a woman is misbegotten because “if a female is produced, this must be because the semen is weak or because the material [provided by the female parent] is unsuitable, or because of the action of some external factor such as the winds from the south which make the atmosphere humid”. Women are therefore not perfect human beings. For women are, after all, not fully created in God’s image. It can be seen in the fact that women have inferior intellects and are emotionally unstable. That is why they are subject to men. It also explains why Paul forbade them to teach. Women thus occupy an inferior status. And that is the reason why they cannot represent Christ, “since it is not possible in the female sex to signify eminence of degree”.
The Congregation for Doctrine quoted Thomas Aquinas in the matter of representing Christ, without telling us about the background of Aquinas’ opinions. Do they seriously want to claim validity for the traditional argument? But if they do not, then what remains of the argument in our better understanding of human biology and the equality between the sexes?

Can a woman not represent Christ?

Women carry the image of Christ

The Congregation for Doctrine maintains that a woman cannot preside over the eucharist because Christ was a man, and only a man can symbolise him properly. The eucharist is a sacrament which essentially depends on its sign value. The water poured in baptism signifies the cleansing action of God. We may not substitute petrol or milk, for these do not have the same symbolic meaning. The oil used at the anointing of the sick expresses healing. We could not legitimately apply water or vinegar in its stead. In the same way, it is argued, Christ’s maleness requires maleness in the priest who represents him at the eucharist. For the priest is Christ’s image.

But what makes the priest an image of Christ? If the natural resemblance between the minister of the eucharist and Christ formally concerned the maleness of Christ, then strictly speaking everything would have to be done to make the priest today resemble as closely as possible what we gather a Jew of the first century looked like. This is not being flippant; it is the logical corollary of the Congregation’s argument. If natural resemblance means physical likeness, then for the sake of making the image more perfect the priest ought to dress at Mass as a first century Jew dressed. As it is, the priest at Mass dons vestments which serve to hide his very maleness and to highlight his ministry as representative image, not as physical likeness of Christ the mediator.
 

It is crucial to understand the difference between a ‘photocopy’ and an ‘image’. To be a symbol does not require that the symbolic person or function or object be a literal copy of the person, function or object symbolized. On the contrary, a symbolic manifestation or expression loses both vigor and viability, meaning and vitality if it becomes a stereotype. A bank note, for example, represents the State, which promises the owner to repay its nominal value in gold. The note will carry a symbolical image: a ruling monarch or a founding father. It does not need to carry a picture of the gold coins it takes the place of. Again, the queen of England need not be represented by a woman, and the president of the United States, if he is a man, by another man. Ambassadors represent the authority, the power, the function, not sex or gender. A woman may not be a photo likeness of Christ, but she can be, and is, Christ’s image. This is, after all, exactly what Paul is teaching:

“In Christ Jesus you are all children of God, through faith.

For all of you who were baptised into Christ, have put on Christ.

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female.

For you all are one in Christ Jesus.”

“And we all, with unveiled faces,

reflecting the glory of the Lord,

are being changed into his likeness

from one degree of glory to another.”

“We know that God cooperates with all those who love him  .  .  .

They are the ones he chose especially long ago

who he intended to become true images of his Son.”

In other words: every baptised person, also every baptised woman, carries the image of Christ. 

“Is Inter insigniores saying that having women at the altar would be the equivalent of using pizza instead of bread, or Coke instead of wine? Are we being told that the sign-value would be defective because women are of a fundamentally different nature than men, and therefore of Christ? Are we to understand that a woman cannot resemble Christ sufficiently for the faithful to see Christ in her, for her to become a sacrament of Christ?  .  .  . What would be the reaction if one said that a particular race or nationality could not adequately image Christ? And yet in another age and among certain groups, this too would have been acceptable. The sacramentality of the priesthood cannot demand a male presence in the same way that the celebration of the Eucharist requires the elements of bread and wine. Christ is the destination and ultimate identity of each human being, and all are called to be remade in his image. Thus women are not called to be lesser images of Christ than are men.”

Women act in the person of Christ

The Congregation for Doctrine says that a woman cannot act in the person of Christ at the Eucharist. But women are already acting in the person of Christ. It is common sacramental doctrine that the minister of every sacrament acts as a vicar of Christ. With regard to baptism, it is the explicit teaching of the Church that anyone with the use of reason, having the right intention and employing due matter and form, may be the minister of this sacrament. The minister, male or female, acts in persona Christi. “By his power Christ is present in the sacraments, so that when a person baptizes it is really Christ himself who baptizes.”

The ministers of the sacrament of matrimony are the partners themselves. As Pius XII succinctly expressed it in Mystici Corporis: ‘The spouses are ministers of grace to each other’.
 The sacrament of matrimony is a permanent sacrament. Consequently, as long as the marriage lasts husband and wife remain ministers of Christ’s love and grace to each other. In the words of St. Augustine: “When a man marries, it is Christ who marries her; when a woman marries, it is Christ who marries him”.

Women also act in the person of Christ as Christians in their daily lives, and they do so as women. The early Church honoured a rule of faith: “What is not assumed [into Christ's humanity] is not saved”. This defined the proper understanding of the human persona in the fourth-century controversy on the humanity of Christ. Any notion of the humanity of Christ that excluded anything essentially human from his existence was judged an inadequate notion according to this rule, since the excluded human dimension would not share in the hypostatic union and so not enjoy the union’s saving effects. But the Congregation for Doctrine comes very close to making Christ’s maleness an essential part of his incarnation.

“Christ is of course the firstborn of all humanity, of women as well as men: the unity which he re-established after sin is such that there are no more distinctions between Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female, but all are one in Christ Jesus (cf. Gal. 3:28). Nevertheless, the incarnation of the Word took place according to the male sex: this is indeed a question of fact, and this fact, while not implying an alleged natural superiority of man over woman, cannot be disassociated from the economy of salvation: it is, indeed, in harmony with the entirety of God’s plan as God himself has revealed it, and of which the mystery of the Covenant is the nucleus.”
 

“What is not assumed [into Christ's humanity] is not saved. If maleness is constitutive for the incarnation and redemption, female humanity is not assumed and therefore not saved.”
 Giving Jesus’ maleness a privileged status as the Congregation for Doctrine does, particularizes the human notion of persona in a way that puts it at odds with the ancient rule of faith, thus destroying the Christian notion of human person implicit in our Christian awareness. Christ’s being a male cannot exclude women from any part of the salvation he brought, sacraments and all. Since woman too is a person in Christ, she can act in his persona.

A man is, first and foremost, a male person and a woman is a female person. This means that both men and women have always in common that capacity for full humanness and for the full range of symbolic action and function that the primacy of personhood involves. There are differences between male and female, but they both are totally subservient to being a person. Any added symbolical meaning in gender may never lose sight of the primacy and meaning of personhood in both men and women. To cherish that value and to respect that validity require, therefore, that the symbolism of sexuality be applied to ministerial status. It functions within the larger and more adequate context of the personal, and not within a limited sexual-anatomical perspective.

It is interesting to reflect on discussions among moralists as to what kind of water is required for the symbolism of baptism. Would dirty water, for instance, not invalidate the baptism  -- since the sacrament signifies cleansing? The Church has rejected such subtle distinctions. Any water  is valid for baptism: ditch water as much as rain water, salt water as much as spring water, chlorinated water and carbonated water as much as filtered water, in short anything that is water. The analogy to holy orders is clear. Any person who is in Christ can represent him at the Eucharist. 

At the Eucharist the priest also acts in the person of the Church

The Congregation for Doctrine puts the main emphasis on the priest’s task at the moment of consecration. In its view the priest is then fully identified with Christ.

“The supreme expression of this representation is found in the altogether special form it assumes in the celebration of the Eucharist, which is the source and centre of the Church’s unity, the sacrificial meal in which the People of God are associated in the sacrifice of Christ. The priest, who alone has the power to perform it, then acts not only through the effective power conferred on him by Christ, but in persona Christi, taking the role of Christ, to the point of being his very image, when he pronounces the words of consecration.”

“Saying ‘in the name and place of Christ’ is not however enough to express completely the nature of the bond between the minister and Christ as understood by tradition. The formula in persona Christi in fact suggests a meaning that brings it close to the Greek expression mimema Christou [= doing an impression of Christ]. The word persona means a part played in the ancient theatre, a part identified by a particular mask. The priest takes the part of Christ, lending him his voice and gestures.”
 
But is this really true? We obtain a different picture from studying the liturgy itself. Throughout the eucharistic prayer the priest speaks in name of the community.  It is enough to read the words themselves, as we find them, for instance, in the traditional ‘Roman’ eucharistic prayer. The priest always speaks of ‘we’, ‘us’, ‘all of us’, etc. I will just indicate the beginnings.

· “We come to you, Father, with praise and thanksgiving through Jesus Christ your Son. Through him we ask you to accept and blesss these gifts we offer you in sacrifice  .  .  .  ” 

· “We offer them for your holy catholic Church . . . ”

· “Remember, Lord, those for whom we now pray . . . . ”

· “Remember all of us gathered here before you. You know how firmly we believe in you and dedicate ourselves to you . . . . ”

· “In union with the whole Church we honour Mary . . . ”

· “Father accept this offering from your whole family. Grant us your peace in this life and save us from final damnation . . . ”

· “Bless and approve our offering . . . ”

The priests says ‘we’, ‘us’. He speaks as representative of the community. And the words of consecration fit into the same pattern. 

Following Thomas Aquinas and other medieval theologians, Rome gives the impression that the words of consecration stand apart, that - while the priest speaks these words - he steps outside his role as leader of the community and suddenly speaks only in the name of Christ. “The priest, who alone has the power to perform it, then acts not only through the effective power conferred on him by Christ, but in persona Christi, taking the role of Christ, to the point of being his very image, when he pronounces the words of consecration.” This is not the case. Let us look at the text itself, as we find it in the first eucharistic prayer (the socalled Roman Canon). I will give a literal translation from the latin text which is at least ten centuries old.

[invocation prayer]

“Bless and approve our offering, make it acceptable to you, an offering in spirit and in truth. Let it become for us the body and blood of Jesus Christ, your only Son, our Lord

[institution narrative]

who on the day before he suffered took bread in his sacred hands and looking up to heaven, to you, his almighty Father, gave you thanks and praise. He broke the bread, gave it to his disciples, and said: ‘Take this, all of you, and eat it: this is my body which will be given up for you’. When supper was ended, he took the cup. Again he gave you thanks and praise, gave the cup to his disciples, and said: ‘Take this, all of you, and drink from it: this is the cup of my blood, the blood of the new and everlasting covenant. It will be shed for you and for all so that sins may be forgiven. Do this in memory of me’. ”
It is clear that the words of consecration are part of the whole eucharistic prayer.  Textually the institution narrative depends upon the invocation which precedes it, and the narrative is unintelligible except as a continuation of the invocation. The narrative does not stand alone or in disjuncture from the rest of the eucharistic prayer. Moreover, the institution narrative, which quotes the verba Christi, is spoken in the third person: it is a quotation within a narrative recital addressed as part of a prayer to God the Father, and it is encompassed within a prayer spoken in the name of the whole church. 

An examination of all eucharistic prayers shows that even at the moment of consecration the priest does not really step into the character of Christ or play his part, even though he uses certain words and gestures of Christ. The form of this part of the mass is not drama; it is narrative, in which the priest speaks throughout of Christ in the third person, clearly as someone other than himself, even in the pronunciation of the words of consecration. He unmistakably maintains his direct representation of the church and his identity as its minister right through the sacred action. 

Christian antiquity, at least until the fourth century, universally viewed the entire prayer as consecratory. Western theological reflection, for a variety of reasons had by the high Middle Ages singled out the institution narrative as ‘words of consecration’. More recent theological reflection, attentive to the nature and structure of the eucharistic prayer, has returned to the older view. Isolating the ‘words of consecration’ ignores the structure of the eucharistic prayers, which are composed of a number of elements, of which the institution narrative is certainly one, but, very importantly, the epiclesis [=calling down of the Spirit] is another. It is the epiclesis that is considered consecratory in the Byzantine tradition.

The well known liturgist, Ralph A. Keifer, who was general editor for the international committee for English in the liturgy, comes to this conclusion:

“At no point in the eucharistic prayer does the priest speak directly in the name of Christ. He continually speaks in the name of the church. Even the institution narrative, which quotes the verba Christi, is spoken in the third person: it is a quotation within a narrative recital addressed as part of a prayer to God the Father, and it is encompassed within a prayer spoken in the name of the whole church. The Congregation contends that the priest represents the church because he first represents Christ himself as head and shepherd of the church  .  .  . On the level of sign, in what is said and done at the act of eucharist, the exact opposite is the case. It is only by praying in the name of the church that the priest enacts his role as consecratory representative of Christ.” 
“Thus in the articulation of the eucharistic prayer in the Roman rite no clearcut distinction is made between the priest’s representing the praying church and his representing Christ the head and shepherd of the church. The two roles are enacted simultaneously. Even on a view which insists on pinpointing a temporal moment of consecration with the recitation of the verba Christi, there is still no disjunctive representation of Christ as the head and shepherd of the church apart from the priest’s representation of the church as the body and bride of Christ. In reciting the institution narrative, the priest continues to speak on behalf of the praying church. And since, on the level of sign, the representation of Christ is grounded in representation of the Church, it would seem that a woman could perform the priestly role of representing Christ as well as a man.”
 

The sign of Christ’s priesthood is love


One problem with the Congregation for Doctrine’s approach is that it is excessively cultic. But Christ’s priesthood is about much more than presiding at the eucharist. It implies a service of the Christian community in many pastoral fields: instructing and affirming people in faith; absolving and healing; encouraging and empowering; guiding people to God in prayer and leading them in action.

What does it mean to be such a  spiritual leader representing Christ? Listening to Christ himself we hear him stress love as the sign he requires.

· Christ proved his love by laying down his life for his friends. That is the leadership he expects. 

· It is by such love that the true shepherd is distinguished from the hireling. 

· Readiness to serve, not the power to dominate, makes one to be like Christ. 

· Not in presiding at table alone but in washing people's feet is the Master recognised.
 

One should note that we are not dealing here with love as a mere moral requirement but with an element that has sign value. “By this love you have for one another, everyone will know that you are my disciples”. Although elsewhere Christ spoke of love as a commandment, he is here addressing the apostles on the very occasion he is ordaining them as his priests. His “Do this in memory of Me” presupposes pastoral love as the special sign by which his disciples should be recognised. It is such love he demands from Peter before entrusting him with the apostolic commission.

Such considerations do not directly prove that women could be ordained priests. They demonstrate, however, that Scripture itself lays stress on values such as sympathy, service and love on the level of the sacramental sign, rather than on accidentals like being a man. Are we not nearer to Christ’s mind when we stipulate that a woman filled with the spirit of Christ’s pastoral love is a more ‘fitting’ image of his presence than a man who were to lack such love? And will  women, with their special charisms of healing and insight, of sensitivity and care, of attention and self-effacing generosity, not represent Christ’s priestly love in ways that men cannot? Does the Catholic Church at present not lack the priestly service that women could give “in the person of Christ”?

It is clear from the above considerations that women can represent Christ, also in the administration of the sacraments and in the Eucharist.
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14.
Not man enough to represent the ‘groom’?

In recent years the authorities in Rome have produced a new argument for the non-ordination of women, one that was unknown to antiquity. It is based on the symbolic relationship between Christ and the Church as the bridegroom and his bride. The imagery was commented on in Tradition, of course, but never in the context of excluding women from ordination. Also, Rome admits that this is not an argument based on facts, but an argument of ‘congruence’, an ‘analogy of faith’.
 Let me explain what this means.

We believe in the Blessed Trinity: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The theological rationale for this can be found in Scripture and Tradition. But theologians add their arguments of congruence: reasons why it is ‘fitting’ that there should be three Persons in God. One of them was the popular notion that the Father by knowing himself generates the Son, and that Father and Son generate the Spirit by their mutual love. Such reasoning is no more than a pious reflection, or a useful image from our own, limited human experience. Arguments of congruence will never prove that there should be three Persons in God.

Such, by Rome’s own admission, is the novel argument based on symbolism. It aims to show that ‘it makes good sense’ for women to be excluded from the priestly ministry. So what do the Roman documents say? In brief the ‘argument’ comes to this: 

· At creation God gave men and women a distinct dignity and vocation. 

· When God concluded the covenant, he (!) was the Bridegroom and Israel his bride. In the same way Christ is the Bridegroom and the Church his bride.

· This symbolism is so important that Jesus Christ had to become human as a man. 

· Jesus wanted this symbolism to continue by insisting that only male priests represent him at the Eucharist.

Let us examine this in more detail.

What makes a woman a woman?

Pope John Paul II, while repeatedly stressing that he recognises the equality of women and men, states that women are ‘different’ because of the ‘femininity’ they received at creation.

“The personal resources of feminity are certainly no less than the resources of masculinity: they are merely different. Hence a woman, as well as a man, must understand her ‘fulfilment’ as a person, her dignity and vocation, on the basis of these resources, according to the riches of the femininity which she received on the day of creation.”

The Pope then continues to fill in the specific nature of femininity. Woman is first and foremost ‘mother’, a person dedicated to be open to new life. “Motherhood is linked to the personal structure of the woman and to the personal structure of the gift [of life].” “The biblical exemplar of ‘the woman’ [= Eve] finds its culmination in the motherhood of the Mother of God.”  This puts women in a special category.

“Motherhood has been introduced into the order of the Covenant that God made with humanity in Jesus Christ. Each and every time that motherhood is repeated in human history, it is always related to the Covenant which God established to the human race through the motherhood of the Mother of God.”

After talking about virginity as the other major vocation of woman, the Pope identifies ‘love’ in the sense of  ‘self giving’ as the characteristic feature of womanhood.

“[Love is] decisive for the dignity of women both in the eyes of God - the Creator and Redeemer - and in the eyes of human beings - men and women. In God’s eternal plan, woman is the one in whom the order of love in the created world of persons takes first root. The order of love belongs to the intimate life of God himself, the life of the Trinity  .  .  .   It enables us to grasp in an essential manner the question of women’s dignity and vocation: the dignity of women is measured by the order of love  .  .   .  Unless we refer to this order, we cannot give a complete and adequate answer to the question about women’s dignity and vocation   .   .    .   This concerns each and every woman, independently of the cultural context in which she lives, and independently of her spiritual, psychological and physical characteristics, as for example, age, education, health, work, and whether she is married or single.”

Now such spiritual philosophising turns out to be highly dangerous. For it imposes a particular understanding as absolutely normative, since it is supposed to derive from woman’s created nature. But can we truly say what constitutes a woman’s identity? Studies in the fields of anthropology, psychology, biology, history and sociology show that “far from being fixed and immutable from conception onward, gender identity is in fact variable and diverse and arises over a long period of time as a result of the interplay of complex cultural and other forces.”
  The Pope’s definition excludes women from large realms of human experience. “In our ecclesiastical jargon we run the risk of confining the feminine to an essentialist cage. Woman is presented first as mother, then as virgin. Nothing is said about woman as partner. The ‘essential’ difference between man and woman is highlighted, and the nature and task of woman is seen as care and concern for others. A professional life is not envisaged for her, for that would involve concern about herself.”
  It is the first step to banning women from the priestly ministry.

The ideal of ‘selfless love’ which the Pope proclaims to be woman’s vocation sounds like another attempt by men to curtail women’s full human growth. “The characteristics of the eternal woman are opposed to a developing, authentic person, who will be unique, self-critical, self-creative, active and searching. By contrast to these authentic personal qualities, the eternal woman is said to have a vocation to surrender and hiddenness; hence the symbolism of the veil. Selfless, she achieves not individualization but merely generic fulfilment in motherhood, physical or spiritual.”
  It is time for women “to wake up, to bid farewell to passivity, to kiss Sleeping Beauty Goodbye and take responsibility for their lives”.

The symbolism of bridegroom and bride

The Pope now turns to scriptural imagery which, in his view, expresses a key truth  about the nature of God’s relationship to humanity, and the specific roles God gave to men and women. Already in Old Testament times God is presented as the husband, Israel as his wife. This symbolism reaches its climax in Christ.

“Christ is the Bridegroom; the Church is his bride, whom he loves because he has gained her by his blood and made her glorious, holy and without blemish, and henceforth he is inseparable from her. This nuptial theme, which is developed from the Letters of Saint Paul onwards (cf. 2 Cor. 11 :2, Eph. 5 :22-23) to the writings of Saint John (cf. especially Jn 3:29, Rev. 19:7, 9), is present also in the Synoptic Gospels: the Bridegroom’s friends must not fast as long as he is with them (cf. Mk 2:19); the Kingdom of Heaven is like a king who gave a feast for his son’s wedding (cf. Mt. 22:1-14). It is through this Scriptural language, all interwoven with symbols, and which expresses and affects man and woman in their profound identity, that there is revealed to us the mystery of God and Christ, a mystery which of itself is unfathomable.”

The main source for this nuptial theme is found in Ephesians. It requires further discussion. The ‘church’ in this text, as everywhere else in the New Testament, stands for ‘the community of believers’.

“Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, be subject to your husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife,  as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Saviour. Husbands, love your wives as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the the washing of water with the word, that he might present the church to himself in splendour, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish. In the same way husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife, loves himself. For no man ever hates his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, as Christ does the church, because we are members of his body. ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one.’  This is a great mystery, and I mean in reference to Christ and the church; however, let each one of you love his wife as himself, and let the wife see that she respects her husband.”

The text is part of the socalled ‘household codes’ that contain practical instructions for masters and slaves, parents and children, husbands and wives.
  This means that the example of Christ’s wedding serves the purpose of inculcating the right attitudes between husband and wife. A metaphor has here grown into an allegory. Like a groom Christ loves his church. He cleansed her from sin through baptism - reference to the bridal bath before the wedding. He nourished her through the Eucharist - reference to the wedding meal. He became one flesh with her - reference to intercourse during the wedding night. The quotation from Genesis ‘the two shall become one flesh’ gives the author an opportunity to remark: “This is a great mystery, and I mean in reference to Christ and the Church”.

The symbol of  Christ’s ‘marriage’ to the community of believers should be seen in the context of rabbinical imagery that described the coming of the Messiah as a wedding feast.
 Perhaps there is an allusion to the ‘sacred marriage’ - hieros gamos - the marriage of a god with a human being, that was found among hellenistic writers and that would become a major theme in 2nd and 3rd century Gnostic sects.
  The image of marriage, of ‘becoming one body’, comes naturally to the author of Ephesians because he is concerned about the building up of the body of the church in Christ, who is its head.

Why does he call the union of Christ and his church a ‘great mystery’? Ephesians makes this abundantly clear. The mystery is God’s purpose with the whole of humankind which has now been revealed, namely “to unite all things in Christ”.
  The stress here is on all. In the past the Gentiles had been excluded from the Covenant. God’s great mystery now revealed is that the Gentiles too can be members of Christ’s body. “You can perceive my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to people of other generations as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets through the Spirit, that is, how the Gentiles are co-heirs, members of the same body and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus.”
  This explains the remark in the text on husbands and wives. As the author speaks about Christ loving his body, the church, he sees ‘the great mystery’ already foreshadowed in the creation passage. “A man [= Christ, the Son of Man] leaves his father and mother [= incarnation] and clings to his wife [= the whole of humankind]. The two become one flesh [= one church].”

So far so good. Rome, however, sees the ‘great mystery’ in another light. It seems to think that the ‘mystery’ reveals something about sex and gender, about God being somehow male and humankind female, about the created difference between men and women. Rome sees a cosmic nuptial symbol that transcends imagery because it is real. The bridegroom passage in Ephesians describes reality rather than speaking only in metaphors. And this reality has enormous consequences for the incarnation. For Christ, as the divine Bridegroom, had to be a man and only men can represent him at the Eucharist.

“It is through this Scriptural language, all interwoven with symbols, and which expresses and affects man and woman in their profound identity, that there is revealed to us the mystery of God and Christ, a mystery which of itself is unfathomable.”

“The fact that Christ is a man and not a woman is neither incidental nor unimportant in relation to the economy of salvation  .  .  . God’s covenant with men (!) is presented in the Old Testament as a nuptial mystery, the definitive reality of which is Christ’s sacrifice on the cross  .  .  .  Christ is the bridegroom of the Church, whom he won for himself with his blood, and the salvation brought by him is the new covenant. By using this language, revelation shows why the incarnation took place according to the male gender, and makes it impossible to ignore this historical reality. For this reason, only a man can take the part of Christ, be a sign of his presence, in a word ‘represent’ him (that is, be an effective sign of his presence) in the essential acts of the covenant.”

“The Bridegroom - the Son consubstantial with the Father as God - became the Son of Mary. He became the ‘son of man’, true man, a male. The symbol of the Bridegroom is masculine  .  .  .  .   The Eucharist is the sacrament of the Bridegroom and the Bride   .  .  .   Since Christ, in instituting the Eucharist, linked it in such an explicit way to the priestly service of the Apostles [who were all men], it is legitimate to conclude that he thereby wished to express the relationship between man and woman, between what is ‘feminine’ and what is ‘masculine’.  It is a relationship willed by God both in the mystery of creation and in the mystery of redemption. It is the Eucharist that expresses the redemptive act of Christ the Bridegroom towards the Church the Bride. This is clear and unambiguous when the sacramental ministry of the Eucharist, in which the priest acts in persona Christi, is performed by a man.”

In other words: the image of the Bridegroom, Rome says, is so important that the Son of God had to become human as a man. When the ‘Word became flesh’, the Word could not have lived among us as a woman. This symbolism may not be lost in the Eucharist which re-enacts creation and redemption. A male groom, Christ, presides at his wedding feast. Therefore he excluded women and chose only men to represent him as his priests.

Symbolism run amock?

We may begin by observing that the conclusions drawn from Ephesians 5,21-33 regarding the nuptial mystery go beyond the meaning of the inspired text. In no way does the ‘mystery’ consist in God revealing that he wants to save people as a male. The masculinity of the bridegroom may be part of the image; it is not part of the contents. When Jahweh calls Israel his ‘wayward wife’, does it follow that God is truly male or God’s people truly female? The image speaks about relationship, not sex and gender. 
Images can be instructive, of course, but they remain no more than images. They are metaphors. Christ is compared to a bridegroom in three Gospel passages, but he is also compared to a shepherd, a judge, a rabbi, a light, a door, a vine, a loaf of bread, a path, a servant, a mother hen and a thief who comes in the night. Some of these images could be worked out as at least equally important to the bridegroom image. The Old Testament often sees God as the owner of a vineyard.
 This is a rich symbol involving owner, workers, vines, wine. Jesus frequently refers to the image.
 That Jesus supplied the wine at Cana is highly significant from the perspective of creation, redemption and the outpouring of the Spirit.
 Moreover, the sign is directly eucharistic. By applying the symbol of ‘the vine nurturing the branches’ to Jesus, the Gospel of John adopts female imagery as elsewhere in the Gospel.
 The nurturing with ‘flesh and blood’ which is more truly eucharistic than ‘presiding as the bridegroom’ could much better be represented by a woman than by a man. Why should one symbol prevail over the other?

But if we take the Pope’s eucharistic imagery seriously, the symbolic significance of the phallus is now emphasised as it has never been in Christian tradition. “To argue that Christ’s eucharistic gift of self is the action of the bridegroom in such a way that it requires a male body, is to make it an act of coitus and not of self giving in death. The symbolic function of the priesthood is therefore no longer primarily concerned with death but with sex, since male and female bodies both die and therefore either sex could represent the death of Christ.”
  With the masculinity of the Bridegroom taking central stage, Christ’s kenosis (self emptying) at Mass assumes the overtones of a male orgasm. Hans Urs von Balthasar, one of Rome’s theological advisers, has made the image quite explicit. Von Balthasar was a member of the Papal Theological Commission since 1967 and became one of Pope John Paul II’s favourite theologians. The Pope named him a Cardinal in 1988, a few days before he died. Von Balthasar does not mince his words.

· “The priestly ministry and the sacrament are means of passing on seed. They are a male preserve. They aim at inducing in the Bride her function as a woman.”
 

· “What else is his eucharist but, at a higher level, an endless act of fruitful outpouring of his whole flesh, such as a man can only achieve for a moment with a limited organ of his body?”

 Tina Beattie adds this comment:

“The ‘what else ... but’ implies that it is nothing else. This is the eucharist understood not primarily as Christ’s identification with the universal human tragedy of death, but rather as the identification of Christ’s death with the uniquely male experience of penile ejaculation  .  .  . The justification given for the essentialisation of the male priesthood has reduced the symbolic richness of the Mass so that it is indeed nothing but a cosmic male orgasm, as von Balthasar suggests. The female body, lacking the ‘limited organ’ which allows for this experience, cannot represent Christ in the eucharist. Ultimately this means that women have become bystanders in the metaphysical consummation of homosexual love, a marriage between men and God in which the male body is both the masculine bridegroom and the feminine bride, the masculine God and the feminine creature, the masculine Christ and the feminine church. This makes Catholic theology more explicitly phallocentric than has been the case in the past, since the phallus has become the defining symbol of Christ’s giving of self in the Mass.”

Beattie calls it homosexual love, because whereas the Pope excludes women from representing the bridegroom, he explicitly includes men when talking of ‘the bride’. “All human beings - both women and men - are called through the Church to be the ‘Bride’ of Christ, the Redeemer of the world. In this way, ‘being the bride’ and thus the ‘feminine’ element, becomes a symbol of all that is ‘human’.”
  Men have it all, women have nothing.

Making sense of it all?

There is much more that would need to be said about the symbolism proposed by Rome. For one thing, by insisting that only a male priest can represent Christ as the masculine Bridegroom, women are effectively cut off from the symbolic support they need in their own journey of faith. “The woman at the altar enlarges people’s understandings and imaginings about God. In prayers and in celebration, the ordained person is representative of the people to God and of God to the people. If the image is always male, God is represented only as male. As women are included symbolically as representative people, the image of God is larger. The feminine becomes more than the Spirit dimension. Sonship begins to include daughters.”

Analysing the experience of women priests in other Christian denominations and  probing the Catholic search, Kelley Raab has convincingly demonstrated the absolute need of female identity persons in the Catholic Church of our time. Women priests are now psychologically required for a healthy spirituality and a truly Catholic liturgy. It is a dimension I am not able to do justice to in this book, but it exposes the male-only symbolism still defended by Rome to be injurious to the Church.

By Rome’s own admission, the symbolism of the Bridegroom and the bride is no more than an ‘argument of congruence’. And, as Thomas Aquinas (1224 - 1274 AD) pointed out, “a theology based on symbols does not prove anything”.
  Moreover, our reflections have shown that the symbolism, in its sexual application, does not have a valid scriptural basis and does not make sense. 

Rome often mentions the bridegroom ‘argument’ in one breath with the argument based on acting in persona Christi which we discussed in the previous chapter. It clearly attempts to present the traditional argument in a new garb. But even with this face lift the  argument fails. Women can represent Christ, as validly and as fully as men can.
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15.

Verdict on the presumed ‘tradition’

The Second Vatican Council defined that Scripture and Tradition are not two separate sources of revelation. They belong together.

“Sacred Tradition and sacred Scripture, then, are bound closely together, and communicate one with the other. For both of them, flowing out from the same divine well-spring, come together in some fashion to form one thing, and move towards the same goal. Sacred Scripture is the speech of God as it is put down in writing under the breath of the Holy Spirit. And Tradition transmits in its entirety the Word of God which has been entrusted to the apostles by Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit  .  .  . Sacred Tradition and sacred Scripture make up a single sacred deposit of the Word of God, which is entrusted to the Church.”

The implication is that, in order to be valid, tradition must be scriptural. And a tradition does not become scriptural just because Fathers of the Church, theologians or the magisterium of the Church quote some scriptural texts. In order to be validly scriptural, the use made of Scripture must be legitimate. This means that only those written sources are valid sources of tradition which employ Scripture according to the intended meaning of the inspired authors. In this respect the presumed ‘tradition’ banning women from ordination has been proved to be a fake, for its scriptural basis was inadequate.

When we go to a museum and we see an ancient human skull, we accept the information presented by the museum on its antiquity, origin and significance. We rely on the museum having a scientific basis for such claims. But what if the scientific basis is flawed? For 41 long years, from 1912 to 1953, the British Museum in London exhibited the cranium and jawbone of the socalled ‘Piltdown Man’, a supposedly ancient human from the Pleistocene period. The presumed scientific basis turned out to be a mixture of deliberate fraud and archeological incompetence - the jawbone belonged to an orang utang! The same applies to ‘traditions’ in the Church. Their value does not depend on how long they have been exhibited, but on their basis.

But has the Church had its own ‘Piltdown Man’ embarassments?

Unscriptural traditions

In chapter 2, I have already outlined the presumed ‘tradition’ that defended slavery. It was based on misunderstood texts in the Old Testament, in the Gospels and in St. Paul’s Letters. Remember, as late as 1866 the Congregation for Doctrine taught that it was “not against Divine Law [= Scripture!] for a slave to be sold, bought, exchanged or given”. The fact that slavery was upheld for nineteen centuries by Fathers of the Church, medieval theologians and Popes did not give the tradition any greater validity. For it rested on a flawed scriptural basis.

Another infamous example has been the socalled ‘tradition’ that excluded non-Catholics from salvation. Until at least 1854, the official teaching emanating from Rome was that there was no salvation outside the Church. Here are some statements by the magisterium:

· In a profession of faith prescribed by Pope Innocentius III in 1208 we read: “We believe that outside the one, holy, Roman, Catholic Church no one will be saved”.

· In the IVth Lateran Council of 1215: “There is one universal Church of the faithful outside which no one at all is saved”.

· Boniface VIII solemnly defined in his Bull Unam Sanctam of 1302: “We declare, we proclaim, we define that it is absolutely necessary for salvation that every human creature be subject to the Roman Pontiff”.

· The Council of Florence in 1442, under Pope Eugene IV: “[The Holy Roman Church]   firmly believes, professes and preaches that no-one remaining outside the Catholic Church, not only pagans, but also Jews, heretics or schismatics, can become partakers of eternal life; but they will go to the ‘eternal fire prepared for the Devil and his angels’ (Mt. 25:41), unless before the end of their life they are received into it. For union with the body of the Church is of so great importance that the sacraments of the Church are helpful only for those remaining in it; and fasts, almsgiving, and other works of piety, and exercises of a militant Christian life bear eternal rewards for them alone. And no one can be saved, even if he sheds his blood for the name of Christ, unless he remains in the bosom and unity of the Catholic Church”.

We find the ‘tradition’ already with the Fathers: Origen, Cyprian, Jerome, Augustine and Fulgentius.  The ‘tradition’ was mainly based on two Scripture texts: “I give you the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven. Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven. Whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”  And: “Whoever believes and is baptised will be saved. Who does not believe will be condemned”.
 Through the centuries it was argued that these texts are exclusive in what they state. They attribute universal power to the hierarchy and make baptism the only means of salvation. However, Jesus’ absolute way of speaking is a specific literary form, the hyperbole, a characteristic Jewish idiom to make a point.
  Jesus stressed the importance of baptism without entering into the wider question of how virtuous people are saved in and through their own religions. The exclusive interpretation went beyond his intention.

  

In the 19th century the Roman authorities began to modify their teaching, stating that one could belong to the Church also ‘in desire’ and that this sufficed for salvation. Vatican II completed this process by clearly stating that there is salvation for those outside the Church.

“Those also can attain to everlasting salvation who through no fault of their own do not know the Gospel of Christ or his Church, yet sincerely seek God and, moved by grace, strive by their deeds to do his will as it is known to them through the dictates of conscience.”

This recognition has the following implications: The presumed ‘tradition’ that was thought to limit salvation to Catholics and on which the magisterum based its doctrinal justification was, in fact, not part of the real Tradition handed down from Christ. The socalled ‘tradition’, which was claimed to be scriptural has been proved to be not scriptural. The biblical texts were quoted illegitimately. Their interpretation went beyond the inspired and intended sense. The real Tradition that came down from Christ and the apostles was contained in other Scripture texts, such as Christ’s respect for the religious sincerity of Romans, Samaritans and Syro-Phenicians; and Paul’s teaching that God judges everyone, Jews or non-Jews according to the dictates of their own conscience.
 Only this Tradition was valid because its basis was biblical. 

The biblical basis for not ordaining women

In the presumed ‘tradition’ for not admitting women to ordination four scriptural reasons were given. None of these holds up to scrutiny as we saw in the preceeding chapters.

Women were believed not to have been created in God’s image, at least not to the full extent men were. We could find no satisfactory scriptural basis for this assertion.  The first creation story in Genesis was misunderstood, in dependence on rabbinical interpretations. Similar rabbinical remarks in Paul’s Letters can be shown to be typical Pauline rationalizations, not doctrinal statements. The real source was cultural prejudice: “How can anyone maintain that woman is in the image of God when she is demonstrably subject to the dominion of man and has no authority?”
 (chapter 9)

It was said that no woman was ever allowed to teach in Church. The prohibition was derived from 1 Timothy 2,12 and 1 Corinthians 14,34-35. These texts do not, however, imply a permanent exclusion of women from teaching in Church. They reflect a specific measure taken by local church leaders which are not applicable to later times. The justification for accepting the ban on women’s teaching had a cultural origin. “This is so because teaching in public is not proper for a woman because of the weakness of her intellect and the instability of her emotions, of which defects women suffer more than men by a notable common law. But a teacher needs to have a vivid intellect to recognise the truth and be emotionally stable  .  .  .”
 (chapter 10).

Women were believed to carry the punishment for Eve’s sin. The references in ‘tradition’ to Genesis incorrectly put most of the blame on Eve. Moreover, any guilt incurred by the Fall was wiped out by Christ, and men and women share equally in Christ’s redemption. Prejudice was again at the root of this incredible distortion of Scripture. “Women are unfit to receive ordination, for ordination is reserved for perfect members of the church, since it is given for the distribution of grace to other men. But women are not perfect members of the church, only men are. Moreover, woman was the effective cause of damnation since she was the origin of transgression and Adam was deceived through her, and thus she cannot be the effective cause of salvation, because holy orders causes grace in others and so salvation”
 (chapter 11).

Jesus Christ had deliberately left women out of the apostolic team, it was said. He wanted to exclude women from the priesthood for all time to come. A study of the gospels proved this to be an insupportable conclusion. Jesus left women out of his team for practical reasons, as an ad hoc measure. So many non-decisions by Jesus were later on filled in by the Church. Jesus’ vision clearly included women as equal in every respect and this logically requires their inclusion in the full priestly ministry.
  Blaming Jesus for exclusing women is mentioned first in the Didascalia (4th cent.) in the context of stopping widows from instructing converts.
  Unfortunately this text, and the social bias it contained, snowballed into becoming some kind of surrogate scriptural argument.  “When the Gentiles who are being instructed hear the word of God not fittingly spoken, as it ought to be, unto edification of eternal life, how that our Lord clothed himself in a body, and concerning the passion of Christ: they will mock and scoff, instead of applauding the word of doctrine. This will happen all the more if the instruction is spoken to them by a woman — and she shall incur a heavy judgement for sin  .  .  .  If it were required that women should teach, our Master himself would have commanded these to give instruction with us”
 (chapter 12).

The final reason against the ordination of women, which is still favoured by the Congregation for Doctrine, is not scriptural at all. Jesus Christ was a man, so he can only be represented at the Eucharist by a man. The argument contradicts everything else we know from Scripture: women’s equal share in baptism, women’s equally reflecting Christ’s image, women’s already acting in the person of Christ, the priority of love rather than gender in Christ’s priesthood. It also has an abysmal origin. It springs from a mistaken biological interpretation. St. Thomas Aquinas who is quoted by the Congregation in support of its position, held that women cannot represent Christ because they cannot signify eminence of degree. “The active power of the semen always seeks to produce a thing completely like itself, something male. So if a female is produced, this must be because the semen is weak or because the material [provided by the female parent] is unsuitable, or because of the action of some external factor such as the winds from the south which make the atmosphere humid  .  .  .  A female is a deficient and misbegotten male”
 (chapter 13).

The imagery of the bridegroom and bride may not be legitimately interpreted as confirmation of the representational argument, as Rome does. It is just one image among many. The ‘great mystery’ alluded at in Ephesians 5,32 does not refer to masculine incarnation, but to the inclusion of the Gentiles. There is no scriptural basis for contending that Christ had to become human as a man. Insisting on Christ’s maleness as a predominant eucharistic symbol distorts the true meaning of the sacrament (chapter 14).

What more needs to be said? The presumed ‘tradition’ had no authentic scriptural basis. Perhaps, there were mitigating circumstances for the medieval theologians, such as their inadequate rules of scriptural interpretation, defective knowledge of biology, insufficient access to reliable historical data, and the overwhelming and seductive power of Roman law. Such excuses do not hold good today. The practice of not-ordaining women can clearly be seen to have sprung from social and cultural prejudice. And as St. Cyprian aptly remarks: “A practice without truth is merely an ancient error.”

Where will we find traces of the real Tradition, genuinely scriptural and Catholic?
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PICKING UP THE PIECES

“It can happen, and it has happened, that what was at first dissent from common teaching, has subsequently been accepted as the doctrine of the Church. One could name several other issues, such as the Church’s judgment on the absolute necessity of explicit Christian faith for salvation, on the morality of owning and using human persons as slaves, on the taking of interest on loans, on religious liberty, and on non-Christian religions, where what was at first a dissenting opinion has become the doctrine of the Church.”

Francis A. Sullivan

 Theological Studies 58 (1997) pp. 509-15.
16.

Genuine Tradition

As Catholics we believe that Jesus Christ entrusted the ‘deposit of faith’ to his apostles. They in turn passed this on to the young churches they founded and these have, through one century after the next, handed it on to us. This is the Tradition. Now the Tradition was not, and is not, a collection of clearly defined truths. It is a complex, dynamic persuasion, a living practice whose contents are only gradually fully discovered and more clearly defined. Jesus words apply here about the householder who brings out of his storeroom ‘things new and old’.

It has always been recognised in the history of the Church that the real Gospel was not a written text. Paul said: “You are a letter from Christ, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts”.
 In terms of the tradition of faith, this came to mean that Christ had entrusted to his community of believers an internal awareness of his revelation that exceeded everything written in either the New Testament, or in later Church documents. It was the reality in the consciousness of the believing community, the ‘Gospel in the heart’. Clement of Alexandria expressed it in this way: “By the Saviour’s teaching, given to the apostles, the unwritten tradition of written tradition has been handed down to us, written by the power of God in new hearts, which correspond to the newness in the book of Isaiah.”
  Nicephorus of Constantinople stated: “Everything done in the Church is Tradition, including the Gospel, since Jesus Christ wrote nothing but put his word into the souls of people.”

St. Thomas Aquinas says, with St Augustine, that all Scripture, including the New Testament, when considered as written and therefore external to the heart of people, is a mere letter that kills. External means of communication continue to be used under the New Dispensation but these are only secondary realities. Their role is merely to support the interior fruit, the primary reality. They are are only a help. The central reality is the grace of the Holy Spirit  i.e., the grace in which the new law properly consists, the law of the Spirit written not in ink, but by the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.

The concept of the ‘Gospel in the heart’ was taken up strongly by Catholic theologians in their defence of traditional doctrine against the Reformers who narrowed revelation to only those truths explicitly stated in Sacred Scripture.
 Joseph Ratzinger, the present Cardinal Prefect of the Congregation for Doctrine, has shown that the ‘Gospel in the heart’ was very much discussed at the Council of Trent (1601 - 1612 AD). Cardinal Cervini proposed to the Council three principles and foundations of our faith:

The sacred books which were written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 

The gospel which our Lord did not write, but taught by word of mouth and implanted in people’s hearts, and part of which the evangelists later wrote down, while much was simply entrusted to the hearts of the faithful. 

Guidance of the Spirit since the Son of God was not going to physically abide with us for ever, he sent the Holy Spirit, who was to reveal the mysteries of God in the hearts of the faithful and teach the Church all truth until the end of time.

When it comes to specific questions, such as “Can women too be ordained priests?”, we have to be extremely careful. For such truths may be contained in the internal core Tradition without the carriers of that Tradition even being aware of it. Cardinal Newman has written extensively on such pregnant, latent Tradition. 

“Naturally as the inward idea of divine truth, such as has been described, passes into explicit form by the activity of our reflective powers, still such an actual delineation is not essential to its genuineness and perfection. A peasant may have such a true impression, yet be unable to give any intelligible account of it, as will easily be understood. But what is remarkable at first sight is this, that there is good reason for saying that the impression made upon the mind need not even be recognized by the parties possessing it. It is no proof that persons are not possessed, because they are not conscious, of an idea. Nothing is of more frequent occurrence, whether in things sensible or intellectual, than the existence of such unperceived impressions  .  .  .  Consider, when persons would trace the history of their own opinions in past years, how baffled they are in the attempt to fix the date of this or that conviction, their system of thought having been all the while in continual, gradual, tranquil expansion; so that it were as easy to follow the growth of the fruit of the earth, ‘first the blade, then the ear, after that the full corn in the ear’, as to chronicle changes, which involved no abrupt revolution, or reaction, or fickleness of mind, but have been the birth of an idea, the development, in explicit form, of what was already latent within it  .  .  . Now, it is important to insist on this circumstance, because it suggests the reality and permanence of inward knowledge, as distinct from explicit confession. The absence, or partial absence, or incompleteness of dogmatic statements is no proof of the absence of impressions or implicit judgments, in the mind of the Church. Even centuries might pass without the formal expression of a truth, which had been all along the secret life of millions of faithful souls.”

Unpacking the True Tradition

We can now tackle the question: “Is the priestly ordination of women contained in the Church’s Tradition?” Twenty centuries of  experience as Jesus’ community has taught us to distinguish different areas within Tradition: root convictions, explicit testimonies and implied beliefs. Some examples may clarify what I mean.   


Catholics have grown used to accept the Immaculate Conception of Mary and her Bodily Assumption into heaven as doctrines of faith. These truths are not found in Scripture and they were not taught by the apostles. They were contained in a deep conviction that the redemption Jesus Christ had brought us, was fully implemented in his mother. The faithful carried this conviction from the earliest times. This was the root Tradition, which remained latent for a long time. Then we find some Fathers of the Church expressing their belief in the Immaculate Conception and the Assumption explicitly.  The beliefs of the faithful were also implied in what they did, such as feasts and devotions to Mary, which revealed the depth of the latent Tradition. Now these various aspects of Tradition were not separate. Together they formed part of the one living Tradition.

Or consider the doctrines of the primacy and infallibility of the Pope. Jesus gave authority to the apostles which was the root Tradition, but explicit testimonies to the role of the ‘bishop of Rome’ only emerged in later centuries. The Church’s persuasion that the Pope has special authority was implicitly, and thus latently, contained in the acceptance of papal supremacy. But St. Peter himself would not have been able to formulate the extent and limits of the Pope’s infallibility in ex cathedra pronouncements as declared by Vatican I.  And, in spite of his respect for Mary, he might well have rejected as esoteric gobbledegook the phrase that “the blessed Virgin Mary was preserved from all stain of original sin in the first instant of her conception, in view of the merits of Christ.”

That women can be ordained priests is contained in the root conviction that men and women are baptised equally in Christ, which implies openness to all the sacraments including priestly ordination. This root conviction was carried by the sensus fidelium, as explained in chapter six. Women’s openness to holy orders was given explicit recognition in the ministries entrusted to women, especially in their sacramental ordination to the diaconate. It was also implied in the devotion to Mary as priest. It manifests itself today in the fact that many Catholic women feel called to be priests. In fact, the implicit belief erupted in many forms throughout the centuries. 

Women in priestly ministry?

New historical evidence confirms that in some parts of the Church women have functioned as priests. For instance, in the South of Italy tomb stones attest to the presence of women priests. In the catecomb of Tropea a fifth-century inscription reads: “Sacred to her good memory. Leta the presbytera lived 40 years, 8 months, 9 days, for whom her husband set up this tomb. She preceded him in peace on the day before the Ides of May”. A sarcophagus in Salona mentions: “I, Theodosius, bought for three golden solids a plot in the cemetery of Salona from the presbytera Flavia Vitalia.”  The term ‘presbytera’ is sometimes used in ancient sources as ‘the wife of a priest’. But in these cases the evidence points against it. In 494 Pope Gelasius wrote a letter to the southern provinces of Italy, condemning the ministry of women. “We have heard to our annoyance that divine affairs have come to such a low state that women are encouraged to officiate at the sacred altars, and to take part in all matters imputed to the offices of the male sex, to which they do not belong.”

An analysis of the available facts makes Professor Giorgio Otranto conclude that the ministry of women priests was a fact in the three provinces of Lucania, Bruttium and Sicily. It is confirmed by the testimony of Bishop Atto of Vercelli (9th cent.). Atto stressed that in the ancient church not only men, but also women were ordained and officiated as the leaders of communities; they were called presbyterae and they assumed the duty of preaching, directing, and teaching.

In a separate study, historical inscriptions about ‘women bishops’ have been analysed, including Theodora Episcopa, the mother of Pope Paschal I (817-824). The previous interpretation of these having been the wives of bishops is rejected, after careful analysis. A basis in pastoral practice is no longer ruled out. “The women bishops mentioned in inscriptions have in research always been interpreted as having been the wives of bishops, in harmony with the Catholic paradigm that denied any plausibility to female bishops. However, on the ground of tombstone evidence it seems likely that some women in Rome itself and in the Roman provinces actually functioned as bishops.”
 

It would also seem that some persons in the ‘Celtic Church’ were more open to women in the ministry. The Celtic Church, mainly present in Ireland and Britain, manifested divergent practices in the fifth to the ninth centuries such as the 84-year Easter cycle, the Celtic tonsure, variations in liturgy, baptismal rites and monastic rule. There were also differences regarding episcopal consecration and jurisdiction. Cogitosus tells us that Saint Brigid of Kildare (died 528 AD) was ordained bishop by Bishop Mel. Brigid had jurisdiction over the double monastery of nuns and monks. She invited her friend St. Conleth to function as the local bishop for the people, under her jurisdiction.
 St. Hilda of Whitby in England (614 - 680) held similar jusrisdictional powers. 

Another glimpse of Celtic practice can be seen in the Breton region of Gaul at the beginning of the 6th century where two Celtic priests were reported to be assisted at Mass by women. “While the priests distributed the eucharist, the women held the chalices and administered the blood of Christ to the people.”
 Much of what really happened has been obliterated by the imposition of Roman discipline on Celtic communities in later centuries.

Women priests may have existed in the Saxon dioceses of Germany, the Netherlands and England. The 10th century Chronicle of Widukind mentions ‘priests of either sex’.
  The historian George Fabricius, who drew from the annals at Quedlinburg, mentions eleven abbesses who were ordained as sacerdos maxima, among them Ebba, abbess of the monastery at Coldingham, and Etheldreda of Ely. Three of the abbesses of Quedlinburg were ordained as sacerdos maxima. The ordination of 11th century Mechtild took place in the cathedral of Halberstadt in the presence of twelve archbishops and bishops.
  Croziers and other episcopal insignia have been found in the tombs of early medieval abbesses.
 

These examples do not prove that ordaining women was a common practice. On the contrary, they may have been exceptions that were later rigorously suppressed by the dominating Latin culture. What it does show, though, is that Christian awareness, left to its own, would admit women to the priesthood. They reveal a natural openness in Christian consciousness. 

During the Middle Ages, when the whole weight of Latin anti-feminine culture was brought to bear on women in the Church, we find the surprising devotion to Mary of Magdala. And Mary, it should be remembered, was seen to have done in her life what no other woman could ever dream of doing. According to ancient tradition, the apostles did not believe in the resurrection of Christ. It was Mary of Magdala who preached the Gospel to them and brought them back to accepting Christ. Peter had objected to Mary’s role because she was only a woman. Then Levi rebuked him: “I see that you are contending against women like adversaries. But if the Saviour made her worthy, who are you to reject her? Surely the Saviour knows her very well. That is why he loved her more than us.”
 Tradition had it that Mary later traveled to France and preached the Gospel there.

Preaching was the preserve of priests. Women could not be ordained priests because they were forbidden to preach.
 But Mary of Magdala had preached. And devotion to her soared. We find her on statues, paintings, friezes, altar panels and manuscript illustrations. Usually she is presented either as receiving her commission from Christ, as reading Scripture or preaching to townsfolk. A twelfth-century Psalter of St. Albans in England shows her addressing the assembled apostles who respectfully listen to her, their heads bowed. She obviously functioned as a counter-heroine.
 And Mary of Magdala was not alone.

The Middle Ages knew legends of many women saints who had disguised themselves men to become monks: Saints Pelagia, Marina, Apollinaria, Euphrysinia, Reparata, Theodora and Hilaria, to mention just a few.
 In a twelfth-century Church at Vézelay in the South of France, we find, on the capital of one of the columns a depiction of St. Eugenia who wears a  tonsure and habit, but who also exposes her breasts. The scene of the capital recounts the fact that Eugenia had to reveal herself as a woman before court when she had been falsely accused of having committed adultery. This happened after she had ruled the monastry for some years as its abbot.
 Catholics of the day obviously knew that women could do more than the passive roles ascribed to them by men.

St. Catherine of Siena (1347 - 1380), Doctor of the Church, wanted to disguise herself and so  become a Dominican priest. The plan did not work. Later she expressed her frustration to God in prayer. “My sex, as you know, is against me in many ways, both because it is not highly considered by men, and also because it is not good, for decency’s sake, for a woman to mix with men.” But God reassured her: “Am I not He who created the human race, and divided it into male and female? I spread abroad the grace of my Spirit where I will. In my eyes there is neither male nor female, rich nor poor, but all are equal, for I can do all things with equal ease.”
  It resonated with St. Catherine’s conviction that she could be a priest. The God of her visions did not tell her to submit to her subordinate position as a woman. Many other women stood up against their patriarchal environment, such as Hildegard of Bingen, Mechtild of Magdeburg, Mechtild of Hackeborn, Catherine of Genoa and Julian of Norwich. Their significance is only now coming to light.

In recent days this deeply Catholic conviction was shown again when Bishop Felix Davidek ordained women as deacons and priests in the Czech Republic during the days of communist persecution. At a diocesan synod he stated: “Today humankind needs and is literally awaiting the ordination of women. The Church should not oppose it. This is the reason why we have gathered here. This fact leads us to the need for prayer and the need for sacrament. Nothing else. Society needs the service of women. It needs the service of women as a special instrument for the sanctification of the second half of humankind.”
 

	Readings from Women Priests web site
	

	Giorgio Otranto, ‘Notes on the Female Priesthood in Antiquity’ &  ‘The Problem of the Ordination of Women in the Early Christian Priesthood’ 

Letter by Bishop Atto of Vercelli
Letter by Bishops Licinius, Melanius, and Eustochius on Celtic women in the ministry

 Excerpts from biography of Catherine of Siena

The veneration of Mary of Magdala
Interview with Ludmila Javorová, first Czech Catholic woman priest


	http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/otran_1.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/otran_2.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/atto.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/kelts.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/called/siena.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/magdala/intro.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/called/javo_int.htm



	
	

	
	


17.

Nine centuries of women deacons


The Congregation for Doctrine bases its opposition to women priests also on what it believes to be an indisputable fact. The Church has never ordained women as priests. This has been the unchanging and constant practice throughout the past 2000 years. 

“The Catholic Church has never felt that priestly or episcopal ordination can be validly conferred on women . . .  Since that period [of the Middle Ages] and up to our own time, it can be said that the question has not been raised again, for the practice has enjoyed peaceful and universal acceptance  .  .  . The Church’s tradition in the matter has thus been so firm in the course of the centuries that the magisterium has not felt the need to intervene in order to formulate a principle which was not attacked, or to defend a law which was not challenged.”
  

The Congregation thus claims that the practice of not ordaining women proves by its own fact that it is part of sacred Tradition. But does it? It would not be difficult to expose the fallacy of such a claim. A practice by itself, however long, proves nothing. For nineteen centuries the Church practiced slavery. Did that prove it belonged to Tradition? But with regard to ordaining women, the Congregation even got its facts wrong. For women did receive the sacrament of ordination during the first millennium of the Church. Tens of thousands were ordained as deacons and thus participated in the first level of the sacramental ministry of the priesthood.

In the early Church a plethora of ministries had arisen that all seemed more or less related to the priesthood. They included acolytes, readers, catechists, doorkeepers and subdeacons. When during the time of the Reformation many of the sacraments came under attack including that of the priesthood, the Council of Trent declared in 1563 that three ministries had from the earliest times formed part of the sacrament of holy orders: the episcopate, the priesthood and the diaconate.

“Whereas the ministry of so holy a priesthood is a divine thing; to the end that it might be exercised in a more worthy manner, and with greater veneration, it was suitable that, in the most well-ordered settlement of the Church, there should be several and diverse orders of ministers, to minister in the [one] priesthood, by virtue of their office; orders so distributed as that those already marked with the clerical tonsure should ascend through the lesser to the greater orders. For the sacred Scriptures make open mention not only of priests, but also of deacons; and teach, in most weighty words, what things are especially to be attended to in their ordination .  .  . If anyone says, that, in the Catholic Church there is not a hierarchy by divine ordination instituted, consisting of bishops, priests and deacons; let him be anathema.”
 

The Congregation for Doctrine acknowledges that there were women deacons in the early Church, but it denies that they received a sacramental ordination. The diaconate for women was only a minor ministry, it says, a blessing, a commission to perform some practical tasks, not a sacrament. But are they right?

We know that women deacons were ordained in the early Church through precisely the same ordination rite as male deacons. This fact is so crucial that I will move step by step through the ancient rite, proving that the diaconate given to women was as much a sacrament as the diaconate given to men. In this chapter I will base myself on the rituals in an ancient Greek manuscript discovered in the library of Cardinal Francis Barberini. It had come from the monastery of St.Mark in Florence, which in turn had received it from the inheritance of Nicolai de Nicolis. That is why I call the manuscript the Nicolai manuscript. An analysis of the uncial script used by the copyist would indicate that the copy was transcribed between the 9th and the 12th centuries at the latest. The contents are much older and reflect Byzantine practice  in the 6th to 8th centuries AD. Remember that at that time East and West had not yet split in the Church.
 


The manuscript is a rituale,
 i.e. it contains detailed instructions on the ceremonies and prayers to be used  at the ordination of bishops, priests, deacons, subdeacons, readers, acolytes and doorkeepers. It has separate ordination rites for male deacons and female deacons. For easy comparison I will print these rites side by side in this chapter. I reproduce the complete text interrupted only by an unavoidable  word of comment.
Opening ceremony

	“The Ordination of Deacons”
	    “Ordination prayer for Deaconesses”

	“After the sacred offertory, the doors [of the sanctuary] are opened and before the Deacon starts the litany ‘All Saints’, the man who is to be ordained Deacon is brought before the Archbishop. And when the ‘Divine Grace’ statement has been said, the ordinand kneels down.”
	“After the sacred offertory, the doors [of the sanctuary] are opened and, before the Deacon starts the litany ‘All Saints’, the woman who is to be ordained Deacon is brought before the Bishop.
 And after the Bishop has said the ‘Divine Grace’ with a loud voice, the woman to be ordained bows her head.”


As the Orthodox theologian Evangelos Theodorou points out, the setting for both ordinations indicate that we are dealing with a major order. To begin with, the ordination is called  cheirotonia i.e. Greek for the ‘imposition of hands’. Then, the ordination takes place in the sanctuary before the altar. Remember how even today in the oriental rites the sanctuary that encloses the altar is hidden from the people through a sacred screen. Now the doors of the screen are opened to admit the candidates into the sanctuary itself. Moreover, the ordination of both male and female deacon takes place during the liturgy of the Eucharist and at a very solemn moment, namely after the sacred Anaphora [= offertory]. So-called minor orders, such as the lectorate and subdiaconate, are imparted by a simple imposition of hands [cheirothesia] outside the sanctuary and not during the Eucharist.

When the candidate stands before him, the bishop makes a public proclamation designating the candidate by name for the diaconate. The text read as follows: “Divine Grace, which always heals what is infirm and makes up for what is lacking, promotes so-and-so to be a Deacon. Let us therefore pray that the grace of the Holy Spirit may descend on him/her.”

The time, the place, the solemn declaration in the presence of the people and the clergy, all of it imparts a public character to the ordination. The intention is obviously for all to know that so-and-so will from now on be a deacon.

First laying on of hands

	Male ordinand
	Female ordinand

	The Archbishop puts the sign of the cross on his forehead three times, imposes his hand and prays:

“Lord our God, in your providence you send the working and abundance of your Holy Spirit on those who through your inscrutable power are constituted liturgical ministers to serve your immaculate mysteries, please, preserve, Lord, this man whom you want me to promote to the ministry [leitourgia] of the diaconate in all seriousness and strictness of good behaviour, that he may guard the mystery of faith with a pure conscience. And give him the grace, which you have given to Stephen your first martyr.

And after having called him to the work of your ministry, in your good pleasure make him worthy to perform the degree [of responsibility] you entrust to him. For those who perform it well, will acquire for themselves a high degree [of reward]. Make your servant perfect, for yours are the kingdom and the power.”
	The Bishop imposes his hand on her forehead, makes the sign of the cross on it three times, and prays:

“Holy and Omnipotent Lord, through the birth of your Only Son our God from a Virgin according to the flesh, you have sanctified the female sex. You grant not only to men, but also to women the grace and blessing of the Holy Spirit. 

Please, Lord, look on this your maidservant and dedicate her to the ministry [leitourgia] of your diaconate, and pour out into her the rich and abundant giving of your Holy Spirit. 

Preserve her so that she may always perform her ministry [leitourgia] with orthodox faith and irreproachable conduct, according to what is pleasing to you. For to you is due all glory and honour.”


To appreciate the importance of this section, we need to go back to basics. Sacraments are, by definition, sacred signs. In its long history the Church has come to accept two aspects of the  ‘sign’ in each sacrament: the matter (an object or an action) and the form (the words that are spoken). In baptism, the washing with water is the matter, the words “I baptise you in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit” are the form. These two elements make up the substance of the sacramental sign. Where we find them present, we know that the sacrament has been validly administered. And being precise in details here is no luxury, as the Catholic Church has always insisted. 

In the case of Holy Orders, from time immemorial the imposition of hands has been considered as the matter of the sacrament, the invoking of the Spirit on the ordinand as the form. These constitute the essence of the sacramental sign, by which everyone knows that this person has been truly ordained. By laying his hands on the head of the ordinand and by invocatory prayer the bishop imparts the sacrament. 

In the ceremony we are studying here we find that the Holy Spirit is called down on both the man and the woman for the ministry of the diaconate. Both are therefore sacramentally ordained. Note also that the prayer is said aloud for the whole congregation to hear. 

The Intercessions

	Male Ordinand
	Female Ordinand

	“One of the other Deacons now starts a litany of intercessions: for the salvation of our souls, for peace in the world, for our Archbishop, for our Emperor, etc. etc.”
	“One of the other Deacons now starts a litany of intercessions: ‘for the salvation of our souls, for peace in the world, for our Archbishop, for our Emperor, etc.etc.”


We know from parallel rituals in other manuscripts that special prayer for the ordinands were included. One of the prayers we find was: “For so-and-so the Deaconess, who has just been ordained, and for her salvation, let us pray the Lord. That the most merciful Lord may give her a sincere and faultless diaconate, let us pray the Lord.”

Second imposition of hands

	Male ordinand
	Female ordinand

	While the officiating Deacon makes these intercessions, the Archbishop, still imposing his hand on the head of the ordinand,  prays as follows:

“God, our Saviour, with incorruptible voice you have foretold it, you announced that he would be first who would perform the ministry of the diaconate, as it written in your holy Gospel: ‘Whoever want to be first among you, must be your servant [diakonos]’, please, Lord of all, fill this servant of yours whom you have made worthy to enter the ministry [leitourgia] of the diaconate, through the life-giving coming of your Holy Spirit, with all faith, charity, power and holiness.

For grace is given to those you deem worthy, not by the imposition of my hands, but by the visitation of your rich mercy, so that, purified from sin, he may on that fearful day of your judgement be presented to you without guilt, and receive the reward of your unfailing promise. For you are our God, God of mercy and salvation, etc. etc. [sic!]”
	While the Deacon makes these intercessions, the Archbishop, still imposing his hand on the head of the ordinand, prays as follows:

“Lord, Master, you do not reject women who dedicate themselves to you and who are willing, in a becoming way, to serve your Holy House, but admit them to the order of your ministers [leitourgôn]. Grant the gift of your Holy Spirit also to this your maidservant who wants to dedicate herself to you, and fulfil in her the grace of the ministry of the diaconate, as you have granted to Phoebe the grace of your diaconate, Phoebe whom you had called to the work of the ministry [leitourgia]. Give her, Lord, that she may persevere without guilt in your Holy Temple, that she may carefully guard  her behaviour, especially her modesty and temperance.

Moreover, make your maidservant perfect, so that, when she will stand before the judgement seat of your Christ, she may obtain the worthy fruit of her excellent conduct, through the mercy and humanity of your Only Son.”


Again the bishop performs the laying on of hands and invokes the Holy Spirit. Just like the first imposition, this action by itself would suffice to impart the sacrament. Only candidates for the three major orders: bishops, priests and deacons  receive a double imposition of hands. Perhaps the second imposition arose from a felt need to make absolutely sure that the candidate was validly ordained. Notice also that this second invocation of the Holy Spirit is spoken softly by the bishop. It seems to reinforce the intercessions spoken aloud by the officiating deacon.

Investiture

	Male ordinand
	Female ordinand

	“The Archbishop takes away the [man’s] scarf from the ordinand and lays a stole [on his shoulders]. He kisses him and hands him the holy thurible and makes him incense the holy gifts when they are exposed on the [altar] table.”
	“The Archbishop puts the stole of the diaconate round her neck, under her [woman’s] scarf, arranging the two extremities of the stole towards the front.”


Both the male and the female deacon receive the stole as their official vestment. The male deacon, one of  whose future tasks it will be to assist at the altar during the eucharist, is handed the thurible and made to incense the gifts for the first time.

Distributing Communion

	Male ordinand
	Female ordinand

	“When [at the time of communion] the newly ordained has taken part of the sacred body and precious blood, the Archbishop hands him the chalice. He in turn makes all those who approach him take part in the sacred blood.”
	“When [at the time of communion] the newly ordained has taken part of the sacred body and precious blood, the Archbishop hands her the chalice. She accepts it and puts it on the holy table [= the altar]. ”


Both the male and the female deacon are handed the chalice by the bishop. According to Byzantine practice, this chalice contains parts of the consecrated bread immersed in the consecrated blood. By holding the chalice in their hands both the male and female deacon accept the task of distributing communion. Since male deacons assisted at the eucharist in church, the male deacon starts to distribute at his ordination. Female deacons took communion to the sick. We will return to the tasks allocated to male and female deacons in the next chapter. Suffice it here to note that there is no difference in the ministry to which both were ordained. Also women deacons were ordained “to serve your Holy House”, “to the work of the ministry [leitourgia] …in your Holy Temple”.
Each sacrament is by definition a visible  sign, something people can see and distinguish from something else. Male and female deacons were ordained to the same diaconate, through identical rituals, under parallel invocations of the Holy Spirit. If a man was sacramentally ordained and a woman not, how were people to know? The truth is simple. Women deacons were admitted to Holy Orders. Otherwise we make a mockery of the intention of the ordaining bishops and the rite of ordination itself.

“If anyone says that, through sacred ordination, the Holy Spirit is not given, and that therefore the Bishop says in vain: “Receive the Holy Spirit, or that through this ordination the character [of holy orders] is not imprinted  .  .  .  , Let him be anathema.”

The sacramental character, which the Council of Trent described as ‘a spiritual and indelible seal’ is also received by deacons. Theologians do not agree on how the ‘character’ imprinted through the diaconate relates to the ‘character’ of the priesthood and the ‘character’ of the episcopacy. Many think the diaconate ‘character’ predisposes to the reception of the other ‘characters’. In this context many point to the old rule which prescribed that no one should be ordained a priest without first being ordained a deacon.
  The women who received the ‘character’ of the diaconate truly shared in the sacrament of ordination and could have been ordained priests.

	Readings from Women Priests web site
	

	Texts of ordination rites from: 

* the Apostolic Constitutions 

* the Nicolai manuscript 

* the George Varus manuscript 

* Vatican manuscript no 1872 

* reconstructed from 7 manuscripts 

* Syriac manuscript 


	http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/deac_con.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/deac_gr1.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/deac_gr2.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/deac_gr3.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/deac_gr4.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/traditio/deac_syr.htm



	
	

	
	


18.

The reality of Women Deacons

Traditional theologians who reject the ordination of women dismiss the phenomenon of  the ‘deaconesses’ as irrelevant for a number of reasons:

· “Church Councils forbade the ordination of women as deacons.”

· “Women deacons did not assist at the eucharist as male deacons did.”

· “The ordination of deaconesses was only a blessing, not a real sacrament.”

· “Women deacons were only a fringe phenomenon of local and temporary significance.”

 It is these objections that we will now inspect.

Church Councils forbade it  .    .    .    ?


The Council of Nicea (325 AD) is often quoted to prove that the ordination of women was not considered sacramental by the early Church: “With regard to the deaconesses who hold this position we remind [church leaders] that they possess no ordination [= cheirotonia], but are to be reckoned among the laity in every respect” (canon 19). But what does the passage really mean?


The decree in question deals with the followers of Paul of Samosata, a heresy which the First Council of Nicea sought to counter. The Council lays down rules on how they should be received back into the Church.

“With regard to Paulicians who take refuge in the Catholic Church, it has been decided that they definitely need to be [re]baptized. If, however, some of them have previously functioned as priests, if they seem to be immaculate and irreprehensible, they need to be baptized and ordained by a bishop of the Catholic Church. In this way one must also deal with the deaconesses or with anyone in an ecclesiastical office. With regard to the deaconesses who hold this position we remind [church leaders] that they possess no ordination [= cheirotonia], but are to be reckoned among the laity in every respect.”

The Council basically declared all the Paulician sacraments invalid: baptism, priesthood and diaconate.  The reason was Paul of Samosata’s refusal to accept Jesus as the Incarnate Son of God, and all sacraments are imparted in Jesus’ name. The Council particularly rejected the Paulician women’s diaconate since it was not given through ordination [cheirotonia] as the Catholic diaconate was. However, the Council did not reject women deacons as such.

Another favourite quote is canon 26 of the ‘Council of Orange’ (441 AD): “Altogether no women deacons are to be ordained. If some already exist, let them bend their heads to the blessing given to the [lay] people.”
  This, however, was not a universal council of the Church, but a local synod in Gaul, involving only a few dioceses. The prohibition demonstrates opposition to the women’s diaconate in parts of the Western Church. At the same time it attests to the fact that women deacons were ordained elsewhere.

In fact, two general Councils of the Church explicitly acknowledge the existence of women deacons. They lay down a minimum age in the same breath as they lay down minimum ages for priests and male deacons. 

· Chalcedon (451 AD). “A woman shall not receive the laying on of hands as a deaconess under forty years of age, and then only after searching examination. And if, after she has had hands laid on her and has continued for a time to minister, she shall despise the grace of God and give herself in marriage, she and the man united to her shall be anathematized.”

· Trullo (692 AD). “Let the canon of our holy God-bearing Fathers be confirmed in this particular also; that a priest be not ordained before he is thirty years of age, even if he be a very worthy man, but let him be kept back. For our Lord Jesus Christ was baptized and began to teach when he was thirty. In like manner let no deacon be ordained before he is twenty-five, nor a deaconess before she is forty.”

A different ministry    .    .   .   ?

Male deacons were ordained to serve at the altar, we are told. Their ministry was eucharistic and therefore male deacons were ordained sacramentally. Women deacons, however, only performed subsidiary tasks. The ordaining bishop did not intend to ordain them to a sacramental ministry.

Differences in the day-to-day division of work do not prove there was a separate diaconate, however. Many officials in the Curia in Rome, for example, have been ordained as bishops and archbishops for diplomatic reasons. They work mostly in administration. Though the use of ordination for organizational purposes is ethically questionable, it does not make such an ordination to the episcopate less valid than that of pastoral bishops. The diaconal/priestly/episcopal status is determined by the ordination rite, not by subsequent work. It was pastoral prudence that inspired church leaders to employ women deacons differently. Women serving the bishop in the sanctuary, which was screened off from the people during the holiest of moments, might invite the suspicion of impropriety. Moreover, women also had to battle with the prejudice of presumed ritual uncleanness during their monthly periods. But it is wrong to infer from this that, therefore, a woman deacon was ordained to a lower form of diaconate than a man. 

The ordination rite of the woman deacon itself contradicts this since she was handed a chalice, as the man was. The ordination prayers dedicated women deacons, as much as their male colleagues, to the ‘ministry’ (the Greek word is leitourgia) in God’s Holy Temple. Moreover, we know from ancient church laws in Syria that women deacons assisted at the altar when there were no male deacons, and that they took communion to the sick.
  “With permission of the bishop, the deaconess may pour wine and water into the chalice.”

One of the main tasks of the woman deacon was to assist at the baptism of women catechumens. It was the woman deacon who instructed them before baptism, “teaching unskilled and rural women with clear and sound words, both as to how to respond to the questions put by the baptizer at the moment of baptism and how to live after the reception of baptism.”
 The woman deacon also assisted at the baptism itself.

At the entrance to the baptistry, the officiating bishop or priest would anoint the catechumens with a sign of the cross on the forehead, saying a prayer such as: “I anoint you with the oil of gladness which overcomes all violence of the enemy and by which you will be protected in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.” Then the woman deacon would take the catechumens into the baptistry itself. There she would strip them of all their clothes and ornaments. The woman deacon would then anoint them with the oil of catechumens over every part of their body.


It is clear that both the stripping and anointing were total. “The person to be baptised is stripped naked . . . All silver and gold ornaments, and clothes, are taken off . . . Anoint that person on his breast, his arms, his stomach, his back, in the middle of both hands, etc.”  “The deacon removes from the catechumen all clothes, ornaments, earrings and whatever they wear  . . .  He pours the oil for anointing into the cup of his hands and rubs it on the whole body of the catechumen, also in between the fingers of his hands and the toes of his feet, and his limbs, and his front and his back..”
 


It is obvious that the anointing of women demanded the service of women deacons. “Ordain a deaconess who is faithful and holy for the ministrations towards women. For sometimes he [the bishop] cannot send a deacon, who is a man, to the women, on account of unbelievers. You must therefore send a woman, a deaconess, on account of the imaginations of the bad. For we stand in need of a woman, a deaconess, for many necessities; and first in the baptism of women, the deacon shall anoint only their forehead with the holy oil, and after him the deaconess shall anoint them: for there is no necessity that the women should be seen by the men.”

[image: image2.wmf]From the ancient rituals we can more or less reconstruct what happened next. Ancient baptistries were like small ponds, with steps leading into the water. The deaconess led the (female) catechumen down the steps, from the west to the east, so that the catechumen faced east. In the middle the font was about 3 feet deep. According to some sources, the bishop or priest (the baptizer) had also descended into the font. This person then immersed the catechumen three times, saying a formula such as: “I baptize you in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.” The baptizer then handed the newly baptized person to the deacon or deaconess, who brought them up the steps, dried them with a towel and helped them put on a white dress. This is a possible interpretation of the ancient instruction: 

“After that, either thou, o bishop, or a presbyter that is under you, shall in the solemn form name over them the Father, and Son, and Holy Spirit, and shall dip them in the water; and let a deacon receive the man, and a deaconess the woman, that so the conferring of this inviolable seal may take place with a becoming decency. And after that, let the bishop anoint those that are baptized with ointment.”

It is also possible, and even likely, that the immersion itself was done by the deacon or the deaconess while the baptismal formula was spoken either by them or by the bishop or priest who stood outside the baptistry. The immersion of a female catechumen by the deaconess seems to follow from a number of indications. The expression ‘to receive’ in ‘the deacon shall receive a man’, ‘the deaconess shall receive a woman’ may originally have meant: ‘immerse’. We find the expression in some baptismal rituals. The anxiety that ‘no man should see’ a female catechumen naked and that the conferring of baptism be done ‘with becoming decency’ required that the deaconess did both the anointing and the immersion. Also, the opposition to women ‘baptizing’ among some Latin Fathers in the West, obviously reflected a full involvement of female deacons in other regions of the Church. 


In any case, it is clear that women deacons carried a distinct and equivalent ministry to male deacons. 

Only a blessing  .  .  .  ?

In the early Middle Ages theologians were aware of the fact that the Council of Chalcedon (451 AD) had fixed a minimum age of 40 years for ‘deaconesses’.  Since the institution of women deacons had ceased to exist in the West for some centuries, they were puzzled as to what this diaconate had meant. Their ignorance of the historical facts is clear in what they write.

· “There is no doubt that formerly there existed the custom of ordaining deaconesses, that is: readers of the gospels. Because no deaconess was allowed to be ordained before the age of forty and after ordination they were forbidden to marry. But women have no part in the order of the priesthood, nor can they have any.” (Rolandus Bandinelli, 1148 AD)

· “In the past some nuns were ordained to be deaconesses, not to holy orders but to some ministry such as to proclaim the Gospel during matins or something similar. At present this does not happen, but without any specific institutions there are still some nuns in some places who read the Gospel  .  .  Deaconesses were ordained, that is: they were elected and established with some solemnity in one or other ministry, which agrees with deacons. Perhaps they sang or read out the Gospel during matins as well as prayer. This ministry and dignity was called the diaconate.”  (Hugucchio 1188)

· “Some people have asserted that the male sex is necessary for the lawfulness and not for the validity of the sacrament [of ordination], because even in the Decretals (cap. Mulieres dist. 32; cap. Diaconissam, 27, qu. i) mention is made of deaconesses and priestesses. But deaconess there denotes a woman who shares in some act of a deacon, namely who reads the homilies in the Church; and priestess [presbytera] means a widow, for the word ‘presbyter’ means elder.” (Thomas Aquinas, 1225-1274).

· “Clearly it was the opinion of certain people that women of old had received Orders. For it states [in the twenty-seventh Cause Question 1 = canon 23 of the Decree of Gratian]: “We have decided that a deaconess should not be ordained before the age of forty”. And in the same Question, “If anyone ravishes or disturbs a deaconess”, and similarly in Distinction thirty-two [of the Decree of Gratian], mention is clearly made of a presbytera [which could mean ‘female priest’ in Latin].  But surely if we pay attention to what is said in Distinction thirty-two, Presbyteram, etc., it is shown there that widows and older women, and matrons were called presbyteras; and from this it is gathered that the women who shared with the deacons in reading the homily were called deaconesses. They received some kind of blessing. Therefore in no way should it be believed that there were ever women promoted to sacred orders according to the canons [=laws of the Church].”  (Bonaventure, 1217-1274)

It is obvious that the medieval theologians in the West were simply ignorant of the facts surrounding women deacons. Their assessment of the women’s diaconate carries no value. If they had known the ordination rite, they would have changed their mind.

A fringe phenomenon?

Literary sources have left us ample records of deaconesses in different parts of the Byzantine Empire. We know quite a few deaconesses by name, often because of their connections with Church leaders. They represent thousands whose names remain hidden, like those of male priests and deacons.

Olympias in Constantinople had been ordained by Bishop Nektarios. She was a friend of St. Gregory of Nazianzus and later of St. John Chrysostom whom she greatly helped during his conflict with the emperor and his exile. At her time, Constantinople’s main cathedral, the Hagia Sophia, counted among its clergy 6o priests, 100 male deacons and 40 women deacons. She died in 418 AD. 

Theodoret of Cyrus (466 AD) tells the story of a deaconess in Antioch who instructed and converted the son of a pagan priest in the Christian faith. Out of propriety, or perhaps for safety reasons, she is known as ‘Anonyma’. This was the period of the persecutions under Emperor Julian (361-363 AD). After fully preparing the young man for baptism, she helped him escape from his father’s house so that he could join the Christian community in a safer locality.

Radegunde, a Thuringian princess from southern Gaul and wife of the Frankish king Clothaire I, fled from her palace in 550 AD and was ordained a deacon by Bishop Medardus of Noyon. She founded a ‘free’ convent in Poitiers -- free that is from episcopal or political interference, and evangelised the surrounding area.

From the correspondence of the Fathers of the Church we know Procula and Pentadia, to whom St. Chrysostom wrote letters. Salvina who later became a deaconess in Constantinople,  wrote letters to St. Jerome. Bishop of Antioch Severus mentions the deaconess Anastasia in his letters. The deaconess Macrina was the sister of St. Basil the Great. She had a close friend who was also a deaconess: Lampadia. The deaconess Theosebia was the wife of the Doctor of the Church, St. Gregory of Nyssa. The Orthodox calendar of saints includes 22 women deacons who are mentioned by name, as well as the seven women deacons who were martyred with Bishop Abdjesus in fifth-century Persia.

The names of deaconesses have also been preserved on tomb stones. At least 28 have been identified. Here are some typical examples:

· Sophia of Jerusalem (4th cent. AD?). The Greek inscription reads: “Here lies the servant and virgin of Christ, the deacon [!], the second Phoebe [Rom 16,1], who passed away in peace on the 21st day of March . . . May the Lord God . . .”. 

· Theodora of Gaul carried this latin inscription on her tomb: “Here rests in peace and of good remembrance Theodora the deaconess who lived about 48 years and died on 22 July 539.” 

· [image: image3.png]


PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Tomb stone of Athanasia"Athanasia of Delphi in Greece (5th cent.): “The most devout deaconess Athanasia, established deaconess by his holiness bishop Pantamianos after she had lived a blameless life. He erected this tomb on the place where her honoured [body ?] lies. If soneone else dares to open this tomb in which the deaconess has been buried, may he receive the fate of Judas, who betrayed our Lord Jesus Christ . . . Nothing less the clerics who were found gathered . . ”PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Tomb stone of Eneon"
· The deaconess Eneon at Jerusalem had ministered to the sick: “Tomb of Eneon, daughter of Neoiketis, deaconess in this hospital.”
 

Not scriptural?

The Church has known deaconesses right from the apostolic age.  Paul mentions “Phoebe, our sister, who is a servant (diakonos) of the Church at Cenchreae. She has often been a helper both to myself and to many others”.
  Did the word diakonos applied to Phoebe carry with it the sense of a precise ministerial function which it would have later where women were concerned? We do not know for certain, even though diakonos did soon become a well circumscribed function in the Church.
 Also, Clement of Alexandria (150 - 215 AD) puts the women’s ministry right back to apostolic times. “The apostles, giving themselves without respite to the work of evangelism as befitted their ministry, took with them women, not as wives but as sisters to share in their ministry to women living at home: by their agency the teaching of the Lord reached the women’s quarters without arousing suspicion”.

This early diaconate of women is confirmed by a classical passage in 1 Timothy that is often overlooked: 

“Deacons must be men of grave behaviour; they must be examined and if found blameless may afterwards serve as deacons. The women must be of grave behaviour, not slanderers, temperate, in every respect faithful. Deacons must be married only once.”
 

The whole passage is about those serving in the diaconate, both men and women. Cardinal Daniélou who defended the sacramental nature of the women’s diaconate writes as follows: “The word ‘deacon’ is here [ in 1 Timothy 3,8-12] used in its technical sense. It also seems clear that by ‘the women’ in question, who are clearly distinguished from the wives of the deacons while the description of them is parallel to that of the deacons, we must understand women deacons. It indicates a ministry which formed part of the ordained ministry itself.”
 This is confirmed by the fact that Pliny the Younger in 112 AD reports on the presence of two women deacons in a Christian community in Asia Minor.
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19.

The Devotion to Mary as Priest

In this chapter we will study another manifestation of latent Catholic Tradition which shows that the faithful, in their hearts of hearts, knew that women too could be ordained priests.  It follows from the fact that love for Mary has included down the centuries, among popes, theologians and people, a conviction that she is a model priest. In our time we have come to be more circumspect about Marian devotions, aware as we are that misunderstandings and excesses in previous centuries offended the sensitivity of many Christians in other denominations.

I want to make my purpose crystal clear. I am not advocating a return to the devotion to Mary Priest, however excellent its pedigree. I am simply pointing out its significance as a spontaneous witness to Catholic conviction that Mary was ‘as much a priest as any ordained man’. And if Mary is a priest, then any woman can be priest, since the priesthood is denied to women on the grounds of their being women. It reminds me of that famous court case in England involving a black slave.

In 1767 Granville Sharp, a pioneer campaigner for the abolition of slavery, tried to free a slave called Jonathan Strong, arguing in court that in England no human being can be held in slavery. The owner of the slave, however, won the court case as it was decided that a black person is not a full human being (!). Slaves, therefore, remain the property of their master even in England. Sharp did not give up. In 1772 he initiated another court case in Liverpool to free the black slave James Somersett. He only won the case after producing the expert witness of scientists who examined James and declared him a human being like everyone else. The court then decided that a slave, even a black person, gains freedom the moment he/she sets foot on English territory. For what applied to one black person, applied to all. The same is true in the case of Our Lady. In spite of all her privileges, she was and remains a woman.

The belief that Mary is a priest

With our short ecclesiastical memories we have almost forgotten that in the run up to its dogmatic definition in 1854, Mary’s Immaculate Conception was often justified on the grounds of her being a priest. Tradition frequently applied Hebrews 7,26 to her: “It is fitting that we should have such a high priest, holy, blameless, unstained, separated from sinners, exalted above the heavens.” The Benedictine prior Jacques Biroat wrote in 1666 that “Paul’s reasoning [in Hebrews 7,26] is relevant to Christ’s mother. She shares in the priesthood of her son and is the origin of our reconciliation to God. Therefore, she had to be entirely innocent and separated from sinners. She had to be preserved from original sin.” Mary was immaculately conceived because she had to be a priest without stain.

Mary has captured the Catholic imagination more than any other person except Jesus Christ. Generation after generation has seen in her the highest reflection of saintliness and love. Catholics have been fond of Mary because she is Jesus’ own mother. They also respected her as his closest associate in redemption, as his first ‘priest’.

A pastoral worker in Holland recently drew my attention to a sixth century mosaic depicting Mary wearing a chasuble and stole. She had come across its description while researching on the theme of Mary visiting Elisabeth. During the summer she and her husband planned their holiday around it. It took them to the ancient parish church of Parenzo in Croatia and, indeed, the coloured mosaic behind the altar showed Mary in priestly garments blessing a pregnant Elisabeth. For reasons that will become clear later on in this article, she, as most Catholics today, had not been aware of the link between Mary and the priesthood. Jean-Jacques Olier (1608-1657), the founder of the famous seminary of St. Sulpice in Paris, could have told her differently: 

“The Blessed Virgin’s greeting had the effect, on St. John in Elisabeth’s womb, of the sacramental words of baptism, sanctifying him and imparting the fullness of the gifts of the Holy Spirit . . . Thus the Blessed Virgin, as bishop in the Church, confirmed the son of the high priest Zechariah, making him holy and, through the imposition of her power, imprinting the Holy Spirit on him.”

All Christian believers share in Christ’s priesthood, but the priestly role ascribed to Mary went well beyond the common priesthood of the faithful. Ferdinand Chirino de Salazar SJ (1575-1646) echoed century after century of tradition when he wrote: 

“Christ, ‘the anointed’, poured out the abundance of his anointing on Mary, making her a saint, a queen and a priest forever. Mary obtained a priesthood more eminent and excelling than that possessed by anyone else. For in unison with priests who are performing the sacred mysteries and together with Christ and in the same mystical way as he does, she always offers the Eucharistic sacrifice, just as, at one with him, she offered the sacrifice on Calvary.”

Tradition focussed on Mary also as a sacrificial priest, a belief that had started in the early Church and that I want to emphasize, since this is the aspect of the priesthood of which Rome declares all women incapable.

Mary’s exclusion from ministry?

In the context of the Bridegroom and Bride argument, Rome has recently held out Mary as the model of  woman’s true vocation as mother and virgin.
  It presents this as a continuation of the ancient theme of Mary as mother and model of the Church. It has begun to speak of two dimensions in the Church: the marian one and the apostolic-petrine one.

The apostolic-petrine dimension exists in the hierarchy. In this dimension bishops, priests and deacons represent Christ, the Bridegroom. The function can only be fulfilled by men, since Christ is male. Though Rome calls this a service, the priestly dimension holds the real power in the body of the Church: of teaching, governing and, most important to Rome, performing sacred rites such as the eucharistic sacrifice. The marian dimension consists in the response of love: presenting one’s body as a living sacrifice, giving witness to Christ and living a good Christian life. It corresponds to a woman’s double vocation of motherhood (giving life) and virginity (gift of self in celibacy). It corresponds to the church’s role as the Bride. In short it means the call to sanctity.

Whereas men can partake of both the marian and petrine dimensions, women share only in the marian one. This should not distress them, according to Rome, for the marian dimension is higher, is more sublime, than the petrine one.

“The Marian dimension of the Church is antecedent to that of the Petrine, without being in any way divided from it or being less complementary. Mary Immaculate precedes all others, including obviously Peter himself and the Apostles. This is so, not only because Peter and the Apostles, being born of the human race under the burden of sin, form part of the Church which is ‘holy from out of sinners’ [sic!], but also because their triple function [of teaching, governing and sanctifying] has no other purpose except to form the Church in line with the ideal of sanctity already programmed and prefigured in Mary. A comtemporary theologian has rightly stated that Mary is ‘Queen of the Apostles without any pretensions to apostolic powers: she has other and greater powers’ (H. U. von Balthasar, Neue Klarstellungen).”

The picture is clear. The two key words are sanctity and power. Women should not have any pretensions to apostolic power, i.e. ordination, because their call to holiness is of a higher order. “A woman who desires priesthood is thus said to choose the ‘lesser part’, and to deny and betray the ‘more’ she is. In the past women were kept out of the priestly ministry on the pretext of their ‘inferior status’; now a ‘state of eminence’ is ascribed to them with non-ordination as the same result.”
 

Much could be said at this point. Rome’s paternalistic attitude to women reminds me of an acquaintance of mine whose mother-in-law took up residence with the family for a long time. When she expressed the wish to drive the family car, he was at his wits end as to how to disssuade her. In the end he hit upon this ploy. He told her that it would be below her dignity to drive the car, since important people left the driving to their  ‘chauffeur’. I doubt whether it convinced her. Women, as little as men, are taken in by double speak.

“Mary is metaphorically relegated to hearth and home. There is not even speculation that Mary was present at the Last Supper. Her role on Calvary, at the resurrection, and at Pentecost is a private one, always secondary to the public role of the male apostles. The exaltation of this domesticated Mary as a model for women devalues actual women in practice  . . .  It promotes obedience, passivity, and subordination as key religious values for good women, the very values that were thrown out of the window by the women who announced the resurrection of Jesus to the apostles.”

I do not intend to explore all aspects of the Pope’s Marian symbolism here.
 In the context of our search for latent Tradition, I will restrict myself to pointing out that, in the age-old Mary Priest devotion, all those priestly, apostolic, petrine functions which are now being denied to women, were ascribed to Mary. In spite of her being a woman, real priestly powers were attributed to her.

Mary was a sacrificial priest

The Fathers of the Church pointed out that Mary belonged to a priestly family, as her relationship to Elizabeth shows. She was “Aaron’s staff which has budded forth as a guarantee of the eternal priesthood” (St. Methodius). According to legends Mary had spent her childhood in the Holy of Holies, where only the High Priests could enter and then once a year. “Who has ever seen or heard anything the like, that a woman was introduced into the intimacy of the Holy of Holies, a place inaccessible even to men?” (St.Germanus of Constantinople). The Fathers loved calling Mary ‘the sanctuary’, ‘the ark of the covenant’, ‘the golden thurible’ and ‘the altar of incense’, implying her priestly dignity. “Hail young woman, sacrificial priest, world-wide propitiation for mortals, by whom from the East to the West the name of God is glorified among all nations and who in every place offers a sacrifice of incense to his name, as the holy Malachi says” (Theodore the Studite).

Mary’s priesthood was worked out much more in detail during the Middle Ages. Points of departure were the scriptural texts in which Mary was seen to have performed sacrificial functions. At the presentation in the Temple, for instance, Mary functioned as “an ordained virgin who offered Jesus for our reconciliation as a victim agreeable to God”, in the words of St. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153). Ubertino of Casale (1259-1330) added that there was no other priest. Only she could offer Jesus, and she was, after Jesus himself, the greatest of all priests. It became a common theme. 

“When the sacred Virgin arrived at the altar, she knelt down, inflamed by the Holy Spirit more than the seraphim are, and holding her son in her arms, she offered him as a gift and acceptable sacrifice to God, praying in this way: ‘Accept, almighty Father, the oblation which I offer for the whole world. Accept now from the arms of your handmaid this holy morning sacrifice which will be offered to you again, later, from the arms of the cross as the evening sacrifice’.”
 

Many theologians commented on the fact that Mary stood under the cross, in the posture of a sacrificing priest. Among them we find St. Antoninus of Florence, a Doctor of the Church (1389 - 1459). 

“Mary is the ‘queen who stands at God’s right hand in golden apparel’ (Ps 45,14). She is also the righteous priestess because she did not spare her own son, but stood by the cross, not as blessed Ambrose says, to just witness the sufferings and death of her son, but to further the salvation of the human race, committed as she was to offering the Son of God for the salvation of the world.”

As Fr. F. W. Faber put it in 1857: “Mary was the minister of the Incarnation. She had as little the right to come down from Calvary as a priest would have to leave the altar while the sacrifice of Mass is going on.”

Was Mary’s being a woman not a problem?

As we have seen, in the Roman culture that dominated the thinking of the Latin Fathers no less than that of medieval theologians, it was inconceivable for a woman to be entrusted with the leadership roles implied in the priesthood. Women were considered inferior to men both intellectually and emotionally. As ‘incomplete human beings’ they could not hold any public office. Consequently they were deemed incapable of wielding sacred power or of representing Christ who, as a man, had been a complete human being. Because of their monthly periods women were also ‘a ritual risk’, best kept out of the sanctuary for fear of defilement. Theological rationalisations were added for good measure: Christ had not chosen a woman among the apostolic team; God kept women in submission in punishment for their share in original sin; Paul had forbidden women to teach, and so on. How did this apply to Mary?

During the first ten centuries the tradition of Mary’s priestly status grew without being explicitly confronted with the ban against women, though the tension was there. In the fourth century, Epiphanius of Salamis had pointed out that if Mary had been a priest, Jesus would have been baptised by her and not by John the Baptist. It did not stop tradition extolling Mary’s priestly dignity. But the contradiction was tackled head on only by legal-minded medieval scholars.

It was St. Albert the Great, Doctor of the Church (1200-1280), who formulated the classic solution. Mary has not received the sacramental character of Holy Orders, he tells us, but she possesses the substance of the sacrament in abundance. In any hierarchy, superiors possess all powers and dignities of their inferiors. Since Mary occupies the highest level in the Church, she possesses eminently whatever dignities and powers priests, bishops and even popes possess.

“Although the most blessed Virgin did not receive the sacrament of [Holy] Orders, she possessed in full whatever dignity and grace is conferred by them. And a sevenfold grace is conferred in Holy Orders; but she was full of grace in every way. 

♦ Also, there are in the sacrament of orders: spiritual power, ministerial dignity, and executive power. But the most blessed Virgin possessed these three [powers] within herself excellently and equivalently. Ministers of the Church possess a beneficial dignity through their [sacramental] character of excellence, but the most blessed Virgin possessed the crown of the triumphant kingdom as well as of the Church militant. Whence the greatest of ministers is called the Pope, and he is the servant of the servants of God; she is the Queen and Mistress of Angels; he is the servant of the servants of God; she is the Empress of the whole world.

♦ Also, in ministers resides a spiritual and temporal power from God, either delegated or vicarious; in her resides a perpetual plenitude of celestial power from ordinary authority.

♦ Also, in ministers resides the power of binding or dissolving by the use of keys; in her there is the legitimate power of dominating by binding or dissolving through imperial rule.

And thus it is clear that the blessed Virgin does not lack to any degree whatever there is of grace and dignity in [Holy] Orders.”

Did St. Albert the Great not realise that this has consequences for an exclusion of women from ordination merely based on their sex? I believe he did. It is significant that he carefully listed the standard objections against the ordination of women, but then, in deviation from his practice regarding all other questions, omits to pronounce his own judgement on them. Entrapped though he was in the cultural and theological prejudices of his time, did he grasp that in Mary the ban against women might have been decisively broken?

Other theologians followed St. Albert’s thinking in a myriad of ways: 

· In ordinary priests the sacramental character is external, in Mary it lies inherent.
 

· It was the Holy Spirit himself who anointed her at the moment of her conception.

· Mary shared in the priestly anointing Jesus had received, who was, after all, the ‘anointed’ par excellence.
 

· Just as Jesus was never formally ordained although he is the high priest for ever, so Mary is the greatest priest after him without sacramental ordination.
 

The devotion to Mary Priest obviously struggled to make a point sometimes stated explicitly: “In Mary the obstacle of her sex has been overcome by the authority of the saints, by the example of scripture and the power of reason.”
  Do we not have here the voice of latent tradition: an awareness in the heart of Christian belief, strong in spite of surrounding prejudices, that the priesthood cannot be refused to women because of their sex, since, if anyone is a priest, Mary is? 

Why did it stop?

Discussion of Mary’s priesthood came to an abrupt end at the beginning of this century. While Leo XIII in 1903 had still accepted, with approval, a painting of Mary in priestly vestments, the Holy Office forbade in 1913 the practice of portraying Mary as a priest.
 In 1907 St. Pius X had still attached a 300-day indulgence to the prayer: “Mary, Virgin Priest, pray for us”,
 but in 1926 the Holy Office declared that the devotion to Mary Priest “is not approved and may not be promoted”.
 Is it a coincidence that just at that time the campaign for women’s ordination began to stir in other Christian Churches? 

	Readings from Women Priests web site
	

	Texts of St. Albert the Great 

* Mary possessed the priesthood equivalently

* Mary can rightly be called an apostle, evangelist and pastor

* Mary acted as a sacrificial priest 

Texts of more than 90 theologians and writers who wrote on Mary’s priesthood

Aspects of Mary Priest devotion

* Mary as sacrificial priest

* Mary as model priest

* Mary and holy orders


	http://www.womenpriests.org/mrpriest/albert3.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/mrpriest/albert5.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/mrpriest/albert2.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/mrpriest/mpr_list.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/mrpriest/m_sacrif.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/mrpriest/m_priest.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/mrpriest/m_orders.htm

	Galleries of Mary Priest illustrations

* Mary wearing an episcopal pallium

* Mary in priestly vestments
	http://www.womenpriests.org/mrpriest/gallery1.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/mrpriest/gallery2.htm

	
	


20.

Women with a priestly vocation

On October 19, 1997, St. Thérèse of Lisieux was officially declared a Doctor of the Church. Although the Roman authorities may not have realised this, their recognition of Thérèse’s orthodox faith and soundness of teaching has consequences for the ordination of women. For St. Thérèse had a profound longing to be a priest and so, implicitly, gave testimony to her deep ‘Catholic sense’ that women can and should be ordained.

“If I were a priest, how lovingly I would carry you in my hands when you came down from heaven at my call; how lovingly I would bestow you upon people’s souls. I want to enlighten people’s minds as the prophets and the doctors did. I feel the call of an Apostle. I would love to travel all over the world, making your name known and planting your cross on a heathen soil”.

Céline, Thérèse’s sister who was closer to her than anyone has ever been, tells us: “The sacrifice of not being able to be a priest was something Thérèse always felt deeply. During her illness, whenever we were cutting her hair she would ask for a tonsure, and then joyfully feel it with her hand. But her regret did not find its expression merely in such trifles; it was caused by a real love of God, and inspired high hopes in her. The thought that St. Barbara had brought communion to St. Stanislaus Kostka thrilled her. ‘Why must I be a nun, and not an angel or a priest?’ she said. ‘Oh! What wonders we shall see in heaven! I have a feeling that those who desired to be priests on earth will be able to share in their honour of the priesthood in heaven’.”
 

Priestly vocations among women

In the past, calls to the priesthood among women were simply squashed by the weight of official prejudice. The issue has become more visible in our own day with thousands of Catholic women expressing the call to the priesthood. Every vocation needs to be tested, of course. But if a Catholic woman, after a process of prayer and discernment, shows all such   signs of a genuine vocation as are generally accepted for men, may we say that her vocation cannot be from God just because she belongs to the female sex?

Over the past few years I have collected the testimonies and life stories of more than eighty Roman Catholic women who feel called to the priestly ministry. Some I know personally. Some have corresponded with me. Some have left the record of their inner searchings and their pastoral involvements in magazine articles and books. They hail  from all over the globe: Australia, Canada, the USA, England, Ireland, Scotland, Italy, Spain, Germany, France, Austria, Switzerland, Belgium and the Netherlands.

What will strike any unbiased observer is that the women speaking in these testimonies are balanced, dedicated, spiritual and competent people. Almost all possess theological qualifications. Many have proved their mettle in prolonged and demanding pastoral ministries. We are not dealing here with fanatics or with women who want to be ordained to redress a psychological hurt. We are listening to women who care and who know they cannot give others the spiritual and sacramental support they should be able to, as priests.

Claire Daurelle, who died in October 1998, ministered in la Duchère, a run-down parish of Lyons, for 25 years. “I discovered my vocation gradually and reluctantly”, she told La Croix in an interview. “I have been commissioned to preach, baptise, wed and bury. I keep saying to my bishop: ‘Complete the job and impose your hands on me!’ He answers that he may not.”

A lay missionary who prefers to remain anonymous, serves rural communities in a remote corner of Africa. She does everything for her people: conducts Sunday service with sermons and communion, teaches the catechism, baptises and blesses marriages. What she cannot do is hear confession, preside at the eucharist and anoint the sick. For this she relies on the occasional priest who visits every two or three months. “I am the priest for these people day in day out”, she tells me. “Can this really be God’s will that an outsider, who doesn’t even speak the people’s language, represents Christ better only because he is a man? What message does this give to my people about the dignity of women in the Church? Or about Christ’s priority of love?”

Thirty years old Ulrike Murr from the archdiocese of Munich in Germany has studied both theology and chemistry. She earns her living as a college lecturer, but spends most of her free time serving in the parish. “I have known myself called since I was young”, she says. “I have wrestled with my priestly vocation. I have tried to run away from God, but I cannot. My spiritual director and many of the people entrusted to my care affirm that I would make a good priest. I cannot understand the hierarchy. Here I stand offering a precious gift: the total dedication of my whole life to be another Christ. But the door is slammed in my face. At the same time we are urged to pray for vocations.” 

On Maunday Thursday every year Catholic women hold prayer vigils in front of  key cathedrals all over Britain. They wear something purple to symbolise their mourning for women’s lost and rejected gifts. “We sing, we pray, we keep silent and we think of our foremothers who have been such an inspiration to us”, says Helen Blackburn who feels a personal call to the priesthood.  Born in Lancashire, she now represents the Catholic Women’s Ordination in Scotland. “For some reason, those opposed to women’s ordination often seem to think it is perfectly acceptable to be rude to people like myself”, Helen continues. 

“I have had people who barely know me demand to know what kind of books I read and whether I go to Mass. Even priests have made unpleasant jokes at my expense. One or two have even asked me why I don’t just become an Anglican. At the Chrism Mass last year, a woman to whom I was handing out a leaflet at the cathedral door, took it, ripped it in half and almost flung it back at me. She was so angry, but the incident made me feel sad. I put the torn pieces into my pocket and kept them for several days. I just couldn’t stop wondering what it is about the issue of women’s ordination that brings out so much emotion in people. Does ripping a leaflet in half make someone feel better? Is it fear of  change, fear of the unknown, fear of what the hierarchy might think? I don’t have any answers but I do think the ban on discussion contributes significantly to the problem.”

 No isolated phenomenon

Formerly any potential vocations to the priesthood among women were quickly nipped in the bud or side-tracked into religious life, and their historical record wiped out. Now, with the cultural prejudices gradually melting away, the promptings of the Spirit can no longer be ignored. And it is clear that many Catholic women in many different circumstances are hearing the call.

In 1973 a network of about 80 women who felt called to the priesthood existed in the French speaking countries of Europe. They decided to preserve anonymity because of the official Church’s attitude.
 A study on 100 women in the USA who felt a  priestly vocation, was published in 1978.
  Twenty-seven women called to the priesthood in the German speaking countries published their testimonies in 1998.
  

The American study describes the findings of a thorough investigation by trained psychologists and spiritual guides. After rigorous tests and personal interviews, surpassing even those normally applied to male applicants for the priesthood, the researchers concluded that 54% of the female candidates had a mature personality, and 37% a developing personality. Only 9% were rated unsuitable. Moreover, 44% of the applicant women were rated as definitely making effective ordained ministers and 33% probably so. The success of the remaining 23% was deemed less certain. In other words: three quarters of the women who felt called were spiritually, psychologically and pastorally suitable for the ministry of the priesthood. 

Not authenticated?

The official line on women’s priestly vocations is that they can safely be dismissed on the grounds that they lack the Church’s seal of approval. 

“A vocation within the Church does not consist solely or primarily in the fact that one manifests the desire for a mission or feels attracted by an inner compulsion. Even if this spontaneous step is made and even if one believes one has heard as it were a call in the depths of one’s soul, the vocation is authentic only from the moment that it is authenticated by the external call of the Church.”

The Church is, indeed, the authenticator of vocations to the extent that the community of believers plays a role in assessing new candidates. This is why at ordination the bishop asks the people whether they judge the ordinand to be worthy. Nowadays the question is usually answered by the rector of the seminary where the person was trained, but even then he speaks on behalf of the assembled faithful. Also, the  bishop’s final call does add some kind of institutional approval, but to state that vocations are only authentic ‘when candidates are externally called’ by the Church, makes no sense. 

From time immemorial, priestly vocations have been ascribed to God. In spite of, and in the middle of, their human origins and human growth, vocations are inspired by the Holy Spirit we were told. It is God who calls. It is God’s voice youngsters are urged to discern in the stirrings of their heart and in the encouragement of other believers. How may that same pull of God be ignored when God speaks in the spiritual awareness of women? Do we not have a parallel case here to Peter’s discerning the Holy Spirit in the faith of Cornelius and his Gentile household? Should the Church, like Peter, not recognise: “God is no respecter of persons. Could anyone refuse to ordain these women who have received the call of the Holy Spirit as much as we have?”
 

Pope John Paul II has spoken of his own vocation as God’s mysterious inner voice. 

“I am often asked, especially by young people, why I became a priest. Maybe some of you would like to ask the same question. Let me try briefly to reply. I must begin by saying that it is impossible to explain entirely. For it remains a mystery, even to myself. How does one explain the ways of God? Yet I know that, at a certain point in my life, I became convinced that Christ was saying to me what he had said to thousands before me: ‘Come, follow me!’ There was a clear sense that what I heard in my heart was no human voice, nor was it just an idea of my own. Christ was calling me to serve him as a priest.”
 

“What I heard in my heart was no human voice, nor was it just an idea of my own.” Since men and women are one in Christ and share the same life of the Spirit, how may we declare God’s call in women invalid? Is the Spirit not free to call whom she wishes? Does authentication by the Church imply the right to ignore true vocations?

Moreover, if the hierarchy is the sole authenticator of vocations, why does the Church “not have the power to ordain women”, as Pope John Paul II and Cardinal Ratzinger have stated a number of times?
  If it is the hierarchy, and not specifically God, who is the sole arbiter of whose ‘calling’ is authentic and whose not, how can the hierarchy maintain that it does not have the authority to ordain women to the priesthood? If the hierarchy is the sole decision maker, how does it not have the authority?

	Readings from Women Priests web site
	

	Testimonies of women called to the priesthood 

* Claire Daurelle (France)

* Iris Müller (Germany)

* Vivian Rotering (USA) 

* Soline Vatinel (Ireland))

* Josefa Münch (Germany)

* Monique (missionary in Africa)

* Helen Blackburn (Scotland)

* Colette Joyce (England)

* Denise Donato (USA)

* Andrea Mayerhofer (Germany)

* Olive Powell (England) 

* Renate Put (Switserland)

* Rosa Maria Miguel (Spain)

* Alice (USA) 

* Ulrike Murr (Germany)

* Anne Brown (England)
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http://www.womenpriests.org/called/put.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/called/miguel.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/called/alice.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/called/murr.htm

http://www.womenpriests.org/called/brown.htm
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Unmasking the intruder

When we ask ourselves: What went wrong? How did the ban on women’s ordination manage to inveigle itself into Church practice?, we discover a multiplicity of factors. The pro-feminine attitude of Gnostic sects in early centuries worked against women. The taboo on menstruation raised practical obstacles: it put an end to women deacons in the Byzantine Church.
  The readoption of Aristotelean philosophy in the Middle Ages did not help, as we have seen in Thomas Aquinas.
 Male supremacy in the macho cultures of Europe added layers of prejudice. But we must single out Roman culture and Roman law as the main culprits. When the official Church began to adopt the laws and institutions of Roman culture, the fate of women’s ministries was sealed. Anchored within a packet of useful organisational material lay the tumour of pagan, anti-feminine bias. Even good things come at a cost. 

Roman Genius

Even after two thousand years we cannot help but admire the Romans. They established an empire that stretched all the way from Egypt to Britain. It is worthwhile to reflect on their achievements and to appreciate the quality of their skills, so that we can understand why the Church benefited so much from incorporating the Roman system into its Church administration. For Romans were first and foremost administrators.

Unlike the Greeks who excelled in literature, art and philosophy, the Romans were supremely practical. They knew that political power rested on the strength of the army. Consequently, they expended a lot of ingenuity and engineering skill in shaping their armies into unsurpassed military organisations. Each army was made up of legions, each of which was divided into cohorts and led by officers with precise functions. Soldiers were provided with standard weapons, such as breast armour, a helmet, a sword, a javelin, a shield, and superb sandals. These were mass-produced and of the same quality anywhere in the world. Soldiers were drilled in fighting techniques, but also in all the engineering skills they would require on their military expeditions. 

Wherever a legion stopped, it would build a fortified camp, which might soon grow out into a real fortress, a castra. This again was standardised. The castra was always square, with walls and moats of precise specification, and the gate and towers in exactly the same locations. The area inside was laid out according to a predetermined plan: barracks for the soldiers, store rooms for rations, latrines, officers’ quarters, war shrines, all in their fixed locations. There were blueprints for every part of the construction project. Timber would be prefabricated somewhere else, then assembled to either make a barracks, a gatehouse or a defensive tower as required.

Arrived at the place of battle, Roman soldiers would quickly build the equipment they needed: an onega for lobbying stones or a ballista, a large cross bow on a stand.  They would construct siege towers that rolled on large wheels and that were protected by shields from enemy fire. Such war engines were not carried along. They were put together on the spot in record time according to the accepted design. When Julius Caesar’s armies arrived at the Rhine in 55 BC after exhausting marches from Gaul, his soldiers built a 500-meter-long wooden bridge over the river in just 10 days. In places the Rhine is eight metres deep! The Romans could only achieve such a feat because they knew their skills and worked according to predetermined plans.

When the Romans occupied a country, the first thing they did was build all-weather roads.  They had learnt that having paved roads allowed them to maintain fewer legions in key locations who could then, in a short time, reach any area of conflict. These roads were really well made. Surveyors laid out the straightest route between two centres. The army, with local people pressed into service, would then hack free a path over hills and through forests, lay a foundation of heavy stones, impose a layer of fine sand, then cobbles, then finally flat paving stones, thus ensuring that it would survive even heavy rains. In first century Britain, the Romans laid a road network of 10,000 miles. Many of the major roads in England today still rest on the foundations laid by the Romans.

The Romans were equally thorough in introducing many of their other engineering marvels. Wherever they governed, they build villas for their officials and for veterans of the army who were often rewarded by grants of land. These villas enjoyed warm-air heating through ducts laid under the floor. They had bathhouses with hot, tepid and cold-water baths. They often enjoyed the convenience of flowing water that was brought from miles far over ingenious aqueducts. Here again mass production and common design prevailed. Bathroom tiles were the same whether used in Gaul, North Africa, Syria or Rome itself. The amphorae that held wine or fish-sauce found in Palestine, Sicily or Britain are identical.

The Romans applied this tight-knit system of uniform design and centralised control also to political rule.  Roman officials governed within clearly circumscribed roles. Roman coins, weights, and taxes replaced local customs. In addition, although the Romans tolerated local religion and native superstitions, they saw to it that their law prevailed.

Roman law

More than in their engineering projects, the Romans showed their organising genius in their law. Roman law formulated clear distinctions, laid down authoritative rules and prescribed a chain of precedence in rights and powers. Roman law was detailed, specific, definitive. It was not born from philosophy but from the practical need of settling disputes regarding persons, objects or events. Through principles and rules it imposed a very precise hierarchical order of rights, privileges, and duties. Roman law was a real gift to judges and administrators because it provided a rather simple tool to impose order on society. 
  Small wonder that present law in practically all European countries is based on Roman law.

The international order brought about by Roman law and Roman rule was known as the pax Romana, that is: ‘the Roman peace’.  It indicated the order and stability within the Roman Empire which made international trade a risk-free enterprise.

The pax Romana did have its dark side, of course. The international Roman culture could not be imposed on people of so many diverse racial origins without continuous violence. Not only were military uprisings suppressed, but also anything that upset international uniformity in organisation and government was squashed. The whole structure was maintained by taxes levied on the local populations and by an enormous slave force that was constantly replenished by new conquests and by inflicting it as a  punishment.

The Church becomes Roman

The Roman Empire in the West disintegrated in the fifth and sixth centuries under pressure of the new nations that invaded Europe. In the East, it continued as the Byzantine Empire until 1453, when the Turks overran Constantinople. The Church, meanwhile, went through its own traumatic experiences. On the one hand, it gained politic freedom and made new converts among the young European nations. On the other hand, it suffered greatly from the chaos and destruction in the wake of constant conflict and wars. The Church badly needed to be organised and it is here that the Roman genius found another outlet.

St.Benedict (480-547) had seen the moral degradation in Rome with his own eyes. First he lived as a hermit, but then he decided to draw others into spiritual reform. He allowed his mystic insights to be inspired by his Roman charism for management. He drew up the monastic rule that would create an explosion of religious life throughout Europe and that became the backbone for church reform in all European countries.

Benedict created small communities of like-minded people who were dedicated to both prayer and work. Monks prayed the office together, slept in the same dormitory, and ate in a common dining room at fixed hours, and worked at common tasks in teams. Though he might consult his companions, the abbot enjoyed absolute authority. He acted in God’s name. Obedience shown to him was obedience shown to God. The individual monks should learn humility. “Do not do your own will”. “Tell the abbot your secrets”. “Believe yourself inferior and less virtuous than all other men”. “Do nothing except what is recommended by the common rule”. “Do not talk if not asked”. “Do not be noticed in your appearance”.
 

The rule of St.Benedict was copied in numerous other religious congregations of both men and women. Within a few centuries thousands upon thousands of monasteries covered the whole of Europe, creating everywhere mission centres, dispensaries, schools, new agricultural farms, in short: the nodes from which Church ministry and spiritual reform could radiate to the local populations.  The Church in Europe owes much of its infrastructure to the devotion and commitment of monks and nuns who were helped by an organisational Roman blue print.

A century after St.Benedict another great Roman, Pope Gregory the Great (540-604) put his stamp on Church administration. Gregory belonged to a patrician family and had served as prefect of the city of Rome for a couple of years before entering Church service. When he was elected Pope, he immediately began to centralise the entire papal administration. He laid down rules on the liturgy and pastoral ministry. He co-ordinated new missionary efforts, such as the conversion of England. He asserted papal authority in face of Byzantine claims. He left a lasting stamp on the way the official church was run by applying Roman principles and Roman systems of management. He is considered by many historians as the architect of the later medieval papacy.
 

Meanwhile in the Latin speaking countries of the West, the young churches that adopted Roman organisation patterns also adopted Roman rules and customs. Local synods in North Africa, Gaul and Britain laid down rules that applied Roman thinking to Church practice. This came to a head in the early Middle Ages when at Universities, Roman law and church practice were amalgulated into one discipline.
  The monk Gratian, who taught at the university of Bologna, thus produced the first collection of Church law based on Roman law. It was this collection that was, with some additions, endorsed by one Pope after the other as the Corpus Iuris Canonici, the ‘Body of Church Law’ that remained in force until 1918.

Women were hemmed in on all sides in Roman law.
  The Roman principles that thus became enshrined in Church law and Church practice were:

· “In many sections of our law, the condition of women is weaker than that of men.”

· “Women are excluded from any civil and public responsibility and therefore can neither be judges nor exercise any authority.”

· Women are under the tutelage of men “because of the infirmity of their sex and because of ignorance about matters pertaining to public life.”
 

All other prohibitions in the Church’s lawbook followed from these principles. Women were not allowed to receive communion during their monthly periods. After giving birth to a child they needed to be ‘purified’ (=churched) before re-entering a church building. Women were strictly forbidden to touch ‘sacred objects’, such as the chalice, the paten or altar linen. They certainly could not distribute holy communion. In church, women needed to have their heads veiled at all times. Women were also barred from entering the sanctuary except for cleaning purposes. They were not to read Sacred Scripture from the pulpit, preach, sing in a church choir, be Mass servers, or become full members of confraternities and organizations of the laity. And -- does it still need mentioning? -- women were barred from receiving holy orders.
 

Cuckoo’s egg tradition

In spite of clever egg mimicry in the conventional argumentation, opposition to the priesthood of women did not derive from Jesus who made women equal members of the new covenant. It cannot be ascribed to the apostles who declared that there is no longer man or women in Christ - that “we are all one”. It cannot be blamed on the Early Church communities who welcomed women as ministers and imparted sacramental ordination to women deacons. The spurious parent bird that laid the egg was none other than secular pagan prejudice, a prejudice enshrined in Roman law. 

With typical cuckoo hatchling ruthlessness, the intruder killed off truly Christian initiatives of women’s ministries. Nine centuries of the women’s diaconate went by the board. Jurisdictions entrusted to women in the Celtic and Saxon churches were pushed aside. The age-long celebration of Mary’s share in Jesus’ priesthood was declared a mistake. And, worst of all, the genuine vocations to the priestly ministry in generation after generation of Christian women were denied, stifled, suppressed, usually mercilessly aborted before they could be born.

Church leaders have also demonstrated a typical host bird bonding to the adopted usurper. The fattening of the hatchling in the nest through many centuries and its succesful nest eviction of rival Christian hatchlings were now hailed as proof of an ‘unbroken tradition’. Excuses were found to explain the hatchling’s glaring incongruity with Christian principles, its negating the dignity of Christian women. The ritual risk of menstruation was adduced as a justification. Enduring punishment for Eve’s sin was blamed. In the Middle Ages much was made of the conviction that women are not fully human and therefore cannot represent the perfect ‘man’ Christ. In our own time an appeal is made to God’s grand design according to which Christ had to be male as the Bridegroom and the eucharist has to be presided over by little male bridegrooms. It is not easy to give up a fat hatchling one passionately wants to believe to be one’s own.

The ban on women priests has been unmasked as a pagan interloper, a cuckoo hatchling out of place in a Christian nest. Why allow it to continue its degrading devastation?

	Readings from Women Priests web site
	

	The Rights of Women According to Roman Law
Mary Ann Rossi, ‘The Passion of Perpetua, Everywoman of Late Antiquity’

Marie-Thérèse van Lunen Chénu and Louise Wentholt, ‘The Status of Women in the Code of Canon Law and in the United Nations Convention’

Marie-Thérèse Van Lunen Chénu ‘Human rights in the Church: a non-right for women in the Church?’ in Human Rights. The Christian contribution, July 1998.
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http://www.womenpriests.org/theology/lunen1.htm
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The way forward

The present Holy Father and the Congregation for Doctrine in Rome have decided to root out any support for women’s ordination in the Catholic Church. They see it as their task to defend what they perceive as orthodoxy. They are under pressure from vocal conservative groups in the Church. They fear disruption and confusion ‘if ever the idea of women priests would gain wider acceptance in Church circles’. I have no reason to doubt that they are sincerely trying to protect the Church by enforcing the ban on women priests with ever stricter measures. But, while their motives may be entirely honourable, will their actions really benefit the Church?

The truth of the matter is that, as we have seen, the traditional arguments they rely upon do not hold water. No valid reasons can be found in Scripture to keep women from the ordained ministry. On the contrary, Jesus’ full embrace of women in an equal baptism demands openness to the ministerial priesthood for all. Paul asserts this explicitly.
 Neither can valid objections against the ordination of women be found in Tradition. The practice of not-ordaining women can clearly be shown to derive from pagan and cultural prejudice, not from a genuinely Christian source of inspiration. In fact, women did receive sacramental ordination as deacons so that ordaining them priests follows on naturally. Moreover, an appeal to Bridegroom imagery fails to convince. But Rome has raised the stakes by appealing to authority.

The ordinary universal magisterium?

In their anxiety to ‘keep the lid on’, the Pope and the Congregation for Doctrine recently declared that the matter “has already been infallibly decided by the ordinary universal magisterium”.
 

The term ‘universal ordinary magisterium’ refers to the concordant teaching of all Catholic bishops together with the Pope, outside the rather rare occasions when the bishops are gathered in an ecumenical council. The First Vatican Council described it in these terms:

“All those things are to be believed with Catholic and divine faith which are contained in the Word of God, written or handed on, and are proposed by the Church either by a solemn judgment or by its ordinary and universal magisterium as divinely revealed and to be believed as such.”
 

The Second Vatican Council defined the universal ordinary magisterium more precisely and expressed the conditions under which it operates:

“Although the individual bishops do not enjoy the prerogative of infallibility, they nevertheless proclaim Christ’s doctrine infallibly whenever, even though dispersed through the world, but still maintaining the bond of communion among themselves and with the successor of Peter, and authentically teaching matters of faith and morals, they are in agreement on one position as definitively to be held.”
 

The Congregation for Doctrine seems to believe that the collective bishops of the world have spoken out on the issue of women priests. How? Rome has not explained, but we can guess. It is a well-known fact that for the past two decades or more, as a condition for acceptance candidates for the episcopal dignity have been asked by Rome whether they support the ordination of women. Only those who said they did not, have been promoted to become bishops. So the majority of bishops today are probably those who indicated opposition to women’s ordination.
 Rome may be convinced that this proves that the ‘universal ordinary magisterium’ supports their view. Hence their claim that it has been infallibly decided. Could they be right?

From the Vatican II text and other texts on which it depends, five conditions can be recognised as being required for infallible teaching by the ordinary universal magisterium:

1. Collegial action. The bishops must be involved in a collegial exercise of teaching authority. 

2.  As ‘judges’. The bishops must be free to express their own considered opinion. 

3.  In the service of the faith of the whole Church. The bishops must listen to the Word of God and the ‘sensus fidelium’. 

4.  Regarding faith and morals. The teaching must concern matters relating to the object of faith. 

5.  In a teaching consciously imposed as ‘definitive’. The bishops must want to impose the doctrine as definitely to be held.

These conditions have not been met in the case of the ban on the ordination of women. Were the bishops really free, when they were asked for their support? Did they consider the evidence carefully? Did they listen to the sensus fidelium? Did they consciously act as a collegial teaching body? Did they want to impose their view as binding on the world Church? None of these conditions seem fulfilled. Canon 749 of the Code of Canon Law declares that no doctrine is understood to have been defined infallibly unless this fact has been clearly established.

Consequently, prominent theologians all over the world have rejected the Congregation’s claim that the matter has been decided by the universal magisterium. Fr. Francis Sullivan, who taught me at the Gregorian University in Rome and who is an acknowledged expert on the teaching authority, voiced unambiguous disagreement.

“The question that remains is whether it is a clearly established fact that the bishops of the Catholic Church are as convinced by those reasons [against women priests] as Pope John Paul evidently is, and that, in exercising their proper role as judges and teachers of the faith, they have been unanimous in teaching that the exclusion of women from ordination to the priesthood is a divinely revealed truth to which all Catholics are obliged to give a definitive assent of faith. Unless this is manifestly the case, I do not see how it can be certain that this doctrine is taught infallibly by the ordinary and universal magisterium.”
 

Professor Nicolas Lash of Cambridge University spoke plain language:

“Neither the Pope nor Cardinal Ratzinger can make a teaching to be ‘founded on the written Word of God’ simply by asserting that it is so founded. Nor can they by assertion, make it a matter that has been ‘constantly preserved and applied in the tradition of the Church’. The attempt to use the doctrine of infallibility, a doctrine intended to indicate the grounds and character of Catholic confidence in official teaching, as a blunt instrument to prevent the ripening of a question in the Catholic mind, is a scandalous abuse of power, the most serious consequence of which will be further to undermine the future authority which the Pope seeks to sustain.”

The Catholic Theological Association of America appointed a task force to study the question. On June 6 1997, the general assembly received the report and endorsed its  rejection of Rome’s claims:

“There are serious doubts regarding the nature of the authority of the teaching that the Church’s lack of authority to ordain women to the priesthood is a truth that has been infallibly taught and requires the definitive assent of the faithful, and its grounds in Tradition. There is serious, widespread disagreement on this question, not only among theologians, but also within the larger community of the Church . . . It seems clear that further study, discussion and prayer regarding this question by all the members of the Church in accord with their particular gifts and vocations are necessary if the Church is to be guided by the Spirit in remaining faithful to the authentic Tradition.” 

The resolution was adopted in a secret ballot; with 216 theologians voting ‘YES’, 22 ‘NO’ and 10 abstaining.
  Arguments are not won by tightening thumbscrews.

What next?

 I believe that the time has come for those with responsibility to speak out. Because the justification for it fails, the ban against women priests will have to be lifted one day or other, and the longer the Church waits, the more damage will have been done. Even now credibility in the official Church’s leadership is fading with large sections of the membership. Women experience the exclusion from ministry ever more as deeply hurtful and discriminatory.
 Church leadership is wasting valuable time and resources in suppressing a legitimate development that will immeasurable enrich its pastoral ministry. But is retreat from the entrenched position possible?

When I was six years old I was interned, with the rest of my family, in a Japanese prisoner of war camp (1942 - 1945). Having experienced its horrors so closely, I am still fascinated by the war. And the older I become, the more I ponder its lessons. Recently I read again a detailed account of the battle of Stalingrad in 1942. It interested me all the more because one of my missionary colleagues in India, Fr. Othmar Reusch, had fought at Stalingrad. He owed his survival to the fact that a bullet had lodged in his spine and he was sent back to Germany on a supply plane. Most other German soldiers were not so lucky.

On the 22nd of November 1942 the 260,000 German troops in Stalingrad were surrounded by overwhelming Russian forces. They lacked food, ammunition and equipment. Their only salvation lay in breaking out from the encirclement, and retreat. But Hitler strictly forbade it, sending a radio message that “everyone should fight till the last man”. General Friedrich Paulus, the overall German commander at Stalingrad, knew it was a lost cause. What about the people under his command? The famous General Erich von Manstein, who was leading a neighbouring army, advised Paulus to ignore Hitler and break out. Paulus did not. He could not bring himself to oppose authority. Six weeks later, on 30 January 1943, only 90,000 Germans had survived the carnage. Hitler repeated his orders, but Paulus surrendered. All the remaining German troops went into Siberian captivity from which few returned.

This was not an isolated case. It was the general picture of the end of the war for Germany. German military leaders by that time realised they were fighting for a lost cause, and most probably disagreed with Hitler. But with few exceptions they allowed Hitler to fight on till 3 million of their soldiers were killed, till German towns and cities had been totally destroyed by arial bombardments involving 800,000 civilian casualties and till half their country was brutally colonised by Soviet Russia. And I am not even talking of all the victims of German aggression in occupied countries!  

I have many German friends and I esteem them highly. I do not believe this was a typically German phenomenon. I think that we see, in a living parable, what happens when systems with powerful authority structures take over. The Japanese were in a similar predicament, but they were eventually saved when Emperor Hirohito personally intervened on the 10th of August 1945, ordering his  Supreme War Council to accept unconditional surrender. It saved the mainland of Japan from devastation, and, incidentally also saved my own life. I was seriously ill and our camp doctor told me later that I would certainly have died if the war had lasted another month.

Now all this seems dramatic language and the comparison to the Nazi war machine or Japanese Banzai militarism may seem totally inappropriate. I highly respect the Holy Father and his assistants. I do not want for a minute to imply that, as persons, they resemble Hitler and his staff. I am just following the example of Jesus himself who drew valuable lessons from observing ‘the children of this world’.
  And while the Pope is no doubt utterly sincere in pursuing what he believes to be the right course, he does resemble Hitler in the absoluteness of power. Hitler claimed the right over life and death of his citizens. The Pope has an even greater power for he holds spiritual authority over the faithful. “Do not fear those who can kill the body, but cannot kill the soul”, Jesus said.
  Where there is authority, even if it is spiritual authority, the dangers of suppressing legitimate dissent, promoting a culture of misplaced docile acquiescence among subordinates, ruling by decree rather than by consultation, defending mistaken decisions for the sake of not seeming to lose face, in short: ‘of stifling the Spirit’ are real.
  

The need of reform in the Catholic Church does not limit itself to the question of women’s ordination. Other important issues are outstanding, such as the ban on artificial contraception; the maintenance of obligatory celibacy for clergy in the Latin rite; the role of the laity in Church administration and in the pastoral apostolate; the legitimate authority of bishops’ conferences; ecumenism; dialogue with other religions, recognition for homosexuals, to mention just a few. In all these areas Roman leadership is trying to hold the Church back from fresh approaches. This has led to a crisis about papal authority itself, about its justification as well as about the way it is being exercised.
  

The Church will need to redress the balance, as I am sure it will in due course. We do need a strong Pope as spiritual leader in an increasingly secular world. But we also need a more democratic way of governing the Church, an openness to the  Spirit in the ordinary faithful. It is my hope that the discussion around the ordination of women will be a catalyst that will also usher in other reforms. 

Yes, in the past the Church did not ordinarily admit women to the priesthood. This was the unfortunate consequence of the Church’s adopting Roman law. On the other hand, public pronouncements by Popes have been rare. They only date from 1976 and cover two papacies. The decision can easily be revoked. It is not a big deal, in spite of the mention of ‘infallibility’ in some documents. 

The ban against women priests inflicts serious damage on the Catholic community. It wounds all women in their dignity as daughters of God and members of Christ. It spurns God’s call in women who have a vocation to the priestly ministry and deprives the Church of their valuable gifts. By devaluing one half of God’s people, it bruises the Church as the sacrament of  ‘commnion with God and union among all people’.
 It destroys the credibility of the Catholic community and its leaders. All those with responsibility in the Church should now speak up to save the Church from further devastation.
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For texts of Thomas Aquinas I have followed the translation by the Fathers of the English Dominican Province in 1947, published by Benzinger Brothers Inc. An electronic version can be found for the Summa Theologica at the New Advent website (www.newadvent.org/summa) and for the Summa Contra Gentiles at the Jacques Maritain Center (www.nd.edu/Departments/Maritain/etext/gc.htm). 
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Inter Insigniores (15 October 1976)

‘Declaration of the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith on the question of the admission of women to the ministerial priesthood’, Acta Apostolicae Sedis 55 (1963) pp. 267-268; Briefing 7 (1977) no 5 & 6.
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Mulieris Dignitatem  (15 August 1988) 

Apostolic Letter of  Pope John Paul II on the Dignity and Vocation of Women, no 26; Acta Apostolicae Sedis 80 (1988) p. 1715; Pauline Books, Boston 1999.

Donum Veritatis (24 May 1990)

Instruction on the Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Acta Apostolicae Sedis 82 (1990) pp. 1550-1570; Origins 20 (1990) 5 July.

Ordinatio Sacerdotalis (22 May 1994)

Apostolic Letter by Pope John Paul II on Reserving Priestly Ordination to Men Alone, Origins 24 (1994) June 9; L’Osservatore Romano 24 November 1994. 

Ad Tuendam Fidem (May 28 1998)
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Commentary on Ad Tuendam Fidem (29 June 1998)
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