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1

INTRODUCTION

Women in Ministry Is Not  
a Twentieth- Century Phenomenon

I (Anneke) am sitting in a guesthouse at a monastery in Michigan. I came 
for a writing retreat, for quiet, and for prayer. On the way here, I called 
a friend, and we reminisced about our freshman year of college, when 

both of us made our first visit to a monastery. The experience changed the 
course of both of our lives. It was for both of us the first time we had ever met 
a monk or a nun. I remember thinking that the chanted liturgy was incredibly 
beautiful. There were only a few monks in the chapel, but they filled the small 
space with their resonant chanting of the Psalms. On future trips to this same 
monastery, I rose in the middle of the night, pulled on a sweater, wrapped 
a scarf around my head, and silently crossed the courtyard to the chapel. I 
sat in the pew and basked in the beauty of the monks singing, a beauty that 
deeply connected me to God.

The book you have in your hands will lead you on a journey into monas-
tic communities like the one I am currently visiting. You will visit the lands 
around the Mediterranean, where the early church grew, and the lands where 
African prophet- healers founded churches in the twentieth century. Parts of 
the story are beautiful, and parts of the story are uncomfortable. You might 
not feel drawn to the nuns you encounter on these pages. You might find their 
lives of poverty, chastity, and obedience hard to imagine today. That’s okay. 
Church history is filled with a diverse array of women, and our hope is that 
some of their stories will connect with your own. You’ll meet Anthusa, the 
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fourth century’s version of a “homeschool mom.” Her son, John Chrysostom, 
became one of the most celebrated bishops of the early church. And Elleanor 
Knight, who persevered in her call to preach despite her husband’s disapproval, 
expulsion from her beloved church, and ridicule from nineteenth- century 
American society. You’ll meet Dora Yu, who led the revivalist movement that 
swept through China in the early twentieth century. And Ida B. Wells, the 
great African American crusader against lynching, who leaned heavily on the 
words and promises of Scripture to get her through difficult times.

We hope you will gain an appreciation for the roles these women and others 
played in the mission of the church. Through their prayers, activism, theology, 
art, preaching, teaching, patronage, mystical visions, and child- rearing, they 
ministered to God and to God’s people. Their work has been central to the 
mission of the church in every generation.

We also hope you will come away from this book feeling troubled by the 
obstacles that women in church history have faced on account of their sex. 
Because of the doctrine of the imago Dei and the way in which Jesus inter-
acted with women, Christians historically have affirmed women’s humanity 
and value. Yet at the same time, Christianity has also been plagued with 
strands of thought that devalue women. The early church was born into the 
Greco- Roman world, and most people in that world saw women as irrational, 
cowardly, and more susceptible to temptation than men. This perspective is 
especially clear in the thought of Aristotle, a Greek philosopher from the 
fourth century BC, whose thought influenced not only Greek and Roman but 
also medieval European culture.1 Aristotle considered men superior to women 
because men could produce seed, whereas women were only the receptacle 
for the seed. Aristotle developed an entire theory of gender from this starting 
point. He described baby girls in utero as “deformed men.” He stated that 
while both women and men could reason, women lacked the ability to use 
that reason to control their emotions and desires.2

Many of the early leaders of the church were influenced by Aristotle and other 
Greek and Roman thinkers. The Greek and Roman classics were part of their 
education. Their world included myths, works of art, and everyday conversa-
tions that were peppered with commentary about women’s fickleness and lack 
of self- control. They would have known the story of Pandora. According to this 
Greek myth, Pandora, the first woman, was given to humanity after Prometheus 
stole fire from the gods. Pandora had a jar that she should have kept closed. Of 
course, she opened it and, in so doing, introduced evil into the world.

1. Allen, Concept of  Woman, 127, 251, 413.
2. Aristotle, Politics 1.13. See also Allen, Concept of  Woman, 97.

Women in the Mission of the Church
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Human beings are shaped by their cultural context. Just as twenty- first- 
century culture forms one of the lenses people today look through as they 
study Scripture, so Greco- Roman culture formed one of the lenses for the 
biblical exegetes in the first few centuries of the church. Thus, a strand of 
thought that depicted women as in some ways inferior to men was woven into 
some of the sermons preached and works of theology written at this time. And 
because the church has continued to form itself around these sermons and 
works of theology, that Greco- Roman perspective on women has continued 
to impact the church right up to the present day.

Of course, biblical passages about Jesus honoring women and passages 
about men and women being “one in Christ” also impacted how the early 
exegetes viewed women.3 So too did their relationships with their mothers, 
sisters, and wives, many of whom showed a dedication to Christ, a level of 
self- control, and an inner strength that the church fathers found admirable. 
The early exegetes were also influenced by the courage of women who were 
martyred and the intellectual capacity of women who dedicated themselves 
to learning the ancient languages and studying the Scriptures. Therefore, the 
sermons and theology of the early church leaders present a highly inconsistent 
portrait of women. As Elizabeth Clark says, “The most fitting word with 
which to describe the Church Fathers’ attitude toward women is ambivalence. 
Women were God’s creation, his good gift to men— and the curse of the 
world. They were weak in both mind and character— and displayed dauntless 
courage, undertook prodigious feats of scholarship.”4

This inconsistent view of women became an obstacle to the church’s flour-
ishing. It is true that some women in the early and medieval church were 
revered, even elevated above men. But their elevation did not change the fact 
that most women were still seen as inferior to men, as irrational and more 
susceptible to temptation. Not only did women have to carry this disparaging 
view of their sex with them as they lived their lives, but some of the specific 
obstacles they faced also flowed out of this underlying perspective. We will 
explore some of these specific obstacles in the chapters that follow.

Women Are Missing from the Historical Record

Another obstacle facing women is that the church collectively has tended to 
favor a certain type of church history, the type that focuses on major theologians, 

3. See Luke 8:43–48; 10:39; Gal. 3:28. The doctrine of the bodily resurrection also cultivated 
greater respect for women. Allen, Concept of  Woman, 213.

4. Clark, Women in the Early Church, 15.

Introduction
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bishops, and founders of new monastic movements and denominations. Telling 
the story in this way tends to leave out all but a few women. With the move 
toward social and cultural history and the entrance of numerous women his-
torians into the field, the contributions of women are slowly making their way 
into mainstream church- history textbooks. However, some of women’s most 
significant contributions to church history continue to be overlooked because 
the church has not deemed their work important enough to remember.

Women are also missing from the historical record because in some cultures 
it is considered inappropriate for women to take individual credit for their 
work. For example, the virtues of modesty and humility led many medieval 
nuns to leave their literary works anonymous.5 Women have been socialized to 
be helpers, supporters of others. The result is that they may have downplayed 
their work with statements like “It wasn’t a big deal” or “It just needed to 
be done.” While it might be easy to blame women for this tendency not to 
acknowledge their own contributions, research has shown that there is a good 
reason for women to take this approach. Many societies have strong stereo-
types about how men and women are expected to behave. Women who break 
those stereotypes by acting contrary to social expectations— for example, tak-
ing credit or drawing attention to their work— often suffer what’s known as 
the backlash effect.6 Backlash happens when women who behave in ways that 
don’t fit the stereotypes suffer some kind of negative effect like disapproval or 
criticism. Girls learn quickly that calling attention to their achievements may 
be perceived as bragging and as inappropriate for well- behaved girls, and they 
may be puzzled when they see boys around them making similar statements 
but without the negative reactions. Still, they stop telling people about their 
accomplishments, focusing instead on just doing the work.

Yet another reason women are missing from the historical record is that 
often they lacked access to the tools needed in order to write. Education is a 
prime example. Anyone without an education can’t write; women were— and 
in places continue to be— disproportionately impacted by a lack of educa-
tion. People in many societies have argued that educating a woman is a waste 
of time because what she needs to do is get married, have children, and care 
for her family. The push for women’s education in the United States came 
about because of the argument that a republic needed women to be able to 
educate their children, especially their sons, to become good citizens.7 Thus, 

5. Temple, “Mysticism and Identity,” 649.
6. Rudman and Glick, “Prescriptive Gender Stereotypes”; Rudman and Phelan, “Backlash 

Effects.”
7. The ideology became known as “republican motherhood.” See Kerber, Women of  the 

Republic, 235.

Women in the Mission of the Church
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education for women was promoted as a means to an end rather than as a 
value for women themselves.

Women as a group have made massive contributions over two millennia 
to the mission of the church. Yet their story is hardly known. The efforts 
they have made to spread the Christian faith, the trials they have endured for 
the sake of that faith, the fidelity they have shown in the face of opposition, 
and the persistence with which they have obeyed God’s call are all too often 
tragically overlooked.

Including Women in the Telling of Church History

Lack of knowledge about women in church history is problematic for many 
reasons. The old phrase “Those who don’t know history are doomed to repeat 
it” persists. Generations of women preachers in America would have been 
much encouraged in their own pursuit of God’s call had they known the sto-
ries of women who had gone before them. If they had known the stories, they 
wouldn’t have had to start from scratch. They could have read the autobiogra-
phies of other women who had combed the Scriptures for support of women in 
ministry. But those stories had already been lost, so each generation of women 
had to repeat the angst- filled nights of crying out to God, feeling so alone.

The concept of women’s work disappearing, or more accurately “get[ting] 
disappeared,” from public view was named by Joyce Fletcher in 1999.8 She 
discovered that organizations claimed to highly value certain behaviors among 
employees, and yet because those behaviors were not easily measured or re-
ported and because they were viewed as feminine or “soft” skills, they tended 
to vanish from organizational memory, especially when performed by women. 
A careful look at the existing historical record shows that women’s participa-
tion gets disappeared at an alarming rate. This disappearance matters because 
women matter.9 What women see and how they reflect the image of God in 
humanity sometimes differ from what men see and reflect. Both perspectives 
matter to humanity’s engagement with God’s mandates to care for and build 
the kingdom. “Like facets of a diamond reflecting the divine image, we need 
to see and hear from one another in order to appreciate the fullness of the 
beauty of who God is.”10

8. Fletcher, Disappearing Acts, 3.
9. Bryan Loritts makes a similar argument regarding people of color. He says, “When your 

name is never called— when you are never addressed by that name— you are being told you 
don’t matter.” Loritts, Insider Outsider, 41.

10. Turpin, “Whose Stories We Tell,” 96.

Introduction
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The marginalization of women also sets an unfortunate precedent. Because 
people today do not know what women have done in the past, they may assume 
that what women do in the present is also unimportant. In effect, women are 
starting from a deficit position in relation to the men around them.11 Thus, 
women themselves may struggle to believe that women have anything of sig-
nificance to contribute to the kingdom. They may undervalue themselves 
and their work, believing that women have little to offer. Similarly, some men 
may struggle to see the value or importance of women’s work and may treat 
women and women’s concerns as irrelevant to the story of Christianity and 
their contributions as minimal.

Telling church history as a story predominantly about men suggests that 
women have not done much to extend the impact of the church, to deepen 
its thinking, or to contribute to its flourishing. Even when a few stories of 
women are included on the sidelines of the stories about men, the result is 
that people tend to see women’s work as peripheral to the grand scheme of 
church history.

Nothing could be further from the truth. Women have been absolutely 
essential to the mission of the church historically. And they continue to be 
essential to mission today. As Dana Robert writes in her book Christian Mis-
sion, “The ratio of female to male Christians is approximately two to one. 
Within Catholicism, sisters outnumber brothers and priests by more than 50 
percent.”12 As scholars, pastors, and parishioners tell the story of Christianity, 
we all need to find ways to include the stories of women so that women are 
not seen merely as token voices here or there but as coworkers in the kingdom 
of God.13 We need to try to give equal weight to the ways in which men and 
women have shaped Christianity’s history and been shaped by it.

Terminology and Assumptions

In this book, we use the word “mission” to mean anything that leads to the 
extension of the church or to the deepening of Christian commitment, such 
as teaching, preaching, evangelizing, prophesying, and founding churches. 
We also consider “mission” to encompass social justice work on behalf of 
disadvantaged members of society. We use the word “leadership” to signify 

11. For a visual display of the impact of advantage and disadvantage, watch the video “Privi-
lege/Class/Social Inequalities Explained” on YouTube. While privilege consists of many factors 
in addition to gender, gender is still a major factor cutting across all additional categories such 
as race, class, and socioeconomic status.

12. Robert, Christian Mission, 118.
13. The language of “coworker” is how Paul talks about several women in Rom. 16.

Women in the Mission of the Church
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having authority and influence in society. This book will demonstrate that 
women have held positions of missional leadership throughout the history 
of the church.

At the same time, however, we want to challenge the assumption that the 
kingdom work of women and men in the public sphere is more important than 
their work in the domestic sphere. Women and men who raise their children 
to love the Lord and serve their neighbor are as important to the purposes of 
God as women and men who preach in public. This book will describe women 
in both public and domestic roles who were faithful to God’s call on their lives.

Similarly, we want to state clearly our assumption that all vocations— 
married, celibate, active, and contemplative— are important to the work of 
God in the world. The medieval church saw priests, monks, and nuns as the 
most faithful followers of God. American evangelicals today tend to elevate 
pastors, married people, and cross- cultural missionaries. We prefer to ap-
proach church history with a perspective informed by the nineteenth- century 
French nun St. Thérèse of Lisieux. St. Thérèse describes the diversity of hu-
manity as a field of flowers that God has created, each flower with its own 
purpose and beauty. “The splendor of the rose and the whiteness of the lily 
do not rob the little violet of its scent nor the daisy of its simple charm.” 
Moreover, “if every tiny flower wanted to be a rose, spring would lose its 
loveliness.”14 Our survey of church history will therefore describe some of the 
diverse ways that women, with their different callings, have served the church. 
Ultimately, what matters in the kingdom of God is the extent to which people 
have been faithful to the particular callings that God has given them. Or as 
St. Thérèse says, “Perfection consists in doing His will, in being that which 
He wants us to be.”15

Chapter Overview

Each chapter of this book describes opportunities that women have had for 
mission, obstacles that women have faced, and ways that women have navi-
gated those obstacles. We want readers to recognize the historical precedent 
for women in leadership in the church. Women’s leadership is not a twentieth- 
century phenomenon. On the contrary, women have played a leadership role 
in the mission of the church since the days of Jesus.

The first part of this book covers the early church from the time of Jesus 
to the fifth century. During much of this time, Christianity was not a legal 

14. Thérèse of Lisieux, Story of  a Soul, 2.
15. Thérèse of Lisieux, Story of  a Soul, 2.

Introduction
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religion, and its followers were subject to persecution, imprisonment, torture, 
and death. Yet during this time, women followers of Jesus were exceedingly 
strong, both in numbers and in steadiness of commitment. Chapter 1 describes 
how the Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene, and other women were involved in 
the ministry of Jesus and the early church. Nympha, Lydia, and Mary were 
patrons who hosted house churches and likely presided over the Eucharist. 
Junia was an apostle, Phoebe a deacon, Dorcas a widow, and Priscilla a mis-
sionary and gifted teacher. Blandina, Perpetua, and Felicitas were martyred 
for their faith. Chapter 2 discusses the ways in which virgins, ascetic scholars, 
desert mothers, and deacons contributed to the mission of the church. The 
chapter closes by addressing some of the reasons church leaders opposed the 
leadership of women, particularly women deacons.

The second part of the book looks at women’s leadership in late antiquity 
and the Middle Ages. Chapter 3 discusses mothers, sisters, empresses, and 
queens who lived virtuous lives themselves and inspired their family members 
to do the same. Through their relationships with their influential male rela-
tives, these women also shaped the theology, practices, and landscape of the 
developing church. Three Western queens, Clotilda, Bertha, and Ethelberga, 
played a major role in the Christianization of Europe by facilitating the con-
version of their husbands and the wider population to the Christian faith. 
Chapter 4 describes how nuns contributed to the mission of the church by 
copying books, founding some of the first medieval hospitals, and provid-
ing support for their wider community through prayer and charitable work. 
Chapter 5 turns to the beguines, who crafted for themselves a more flexible 
form of religious life. Like nuns, they still lived in community, prayed together, 
and served poor people, but they did not take lifelong vows of poverty, chastity, 
and obedience. So many beguines and other women dedicated themselves to 
new forms of religious life in thirteenth- century Europe that scholars have 
referred to this movement as “the women’s religious movement.” Some be-
guines and nuns during this period also began to have mystical visions, which 
they shared with the church for its edification. Chapter 5 closes with a short 
discussion of the Reformation’s impact on religious women. The Reformers’ 
opposition to celibacy and monasticism dismantled the foundations for the 
leadership of medieval nuns. But even as they negatively impacted the minis-
tries of nuns, they also positively impacted married women by elevating the 
missional significance of marriage and parenthood.

Part 3 describes opportunities women have had for leadership since the 
Reformation. We chose to devote an entire chapter, chapter 6, to the history of 
women preachers in America because this topic is so often treated as an issue 
that arose after the feminist movement of the 1960s. In actuality, hundreds of 

Women in the Mission of the Church
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women preached during the First and Second Great Awakenings, and hundreds 
more preached throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Women 
around the world during this period were also active in numerous social justice 
causes, and chapter 7 tells the story of this “global sisterhood.” Chapter 8 
describes the work of the nineteenth- century women’s missionary movement: 
evangelizing; planting churches; modeling Christian homes; providing medical 
care; founding schools, hospitals, and universities; and teaching. Chapter 9 
describes how the faith mission movement provided new opportunities for 
women to serve as evangelists. This chapter also chronicles women’s leader-
ship in Chinese and African revivals and in African Initiated Churches, many 
of which were founded by women prophet- healers.

Final Thoughts

In choosing to write a history book that spans two millennia of church his-
tory, we were faced with some important choices. Perhaps the most obvious 
was the choice to “go wide” rather than “go deep.” Furthermore, for every 
story told in this book, there are dozens or hundreds more that could have 
been told. For those who would like to “go deep,” we have cited numerous 
sources throughout each chapter, and we invite interested readers to dig more 
deeply into any particular woman who is of interest to them.

The choice to present breadth rather than depth is an important one for us. 
It allows us to dispute the narrative that there are only a handful of important 
women in church history. A focus on only a “heroic few” can have the unin-
tended effect of communicating to most women that they really don’t matter. 
If the only stories available are the big- name ones, regular women may feel 
discouraged and believe that their everyday faithfulness is unimportant. We 
want to argue the contrary: everyday faithfulness is of primary importance.

We want to draw attention to a consistent, two- thousand- year history of 
faithful Christian service carried out by women. Women’s contributions to 
the spread of Christianity have not been sporadic or insignificant. In every era, 
there have been Christian women who loved God and actively engaged in the 
spread of the Christian message. Their contributions have been incalculable. 
Taking a big- picture perspective and showing the persistent, faithful partici-
pation of women throughout history reveals that women are not marginal; 
we are central to God’s story.

Introduction
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1

Patrons, 
Missionaries, 

Apostles, Widows, 
and Martyrs
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The New Testament shows that women were involved as leaders in the 
church from its earliest days. Women were disciples and supporters of 
Jesus. After Jesus’s death, some women patrons hosted house churches, 

some served the church as widows, and some became important apostles, 
missionaries, and teachers of the faith. When persecution came, courageous 
martyrs held fast to their faith even to the point of physical death. This chapter 
describes some of these early Christian women. It shows how the ministry 
of women influenced the developing church and unpacks why their ministry 
was controversial in light of Roman social norms.

Women in the Life of Jesus

Jesus loved women, and women were an integral part of his ministry from 
the very beginning. God the Father could have sent his Son into the world in 
any number of ways, but God chose childbirth; God gave Mary the honor of 
being the Theotokos, the “Mother of God.”1 Mary carried the Son of God 
in her womb for nine months. She birthed him, nursed him, reared him, and 
urged him to do his first miracle. When so many deserted him, Mary stood 
by Jesus at the foot of the cross. She rejoiced when he rose again, she was in 
the upper room when he sent the Holy Spirit, and she was a revered leader 
of the early church.

Mary was Jesus’s first teacher and first disciple. Jesus learned about devo-
tion to God from his mother, and she in turn learned from him. At one point 
in Jesus’s public ministry, a woman called out from the crowd, “Blessed is 
the womb that bore you and the breasts that nursed you!” Jesus responded, 
“Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it!” (Luke 
11:27–28 NRSV). On first glance, this passage seems to depict Jesus as dismis-
sive of his mother, but it actually makes more sense to read it as Jesus praising 

1. At the Council of Ephesus in 431, the church used this title for Mary in order to say 
something about Jesus: that he was one person with two natures.
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his mother’s devotion to God.2 During this time, women were valued for their 
capacity to bring forth children. They were especially valued when they bore 
children who turned out to be important figures. But Jesus says that Mary is 
not to be valued primarily for her ability to bring forth children but for her 
ability to “hear the word of God and obey it” (Luke 11:28).3

Tradition says that Mary’s parents dedicated her to God from an early age.4 
Perhaps that is why she demonstrated such courage when the angel Gabriel 
visited her and told her she was going to bear the Son of God. Mary dared 
to ask the powerful, holy angel a question: “How will this be . . . , since I am 
a virgin?” (Luke 1:34). The angel told her that the Holy Spirit would come 
upon her, and Mary agreed to this amazing proposition. By saying yes, Mary 
became the “new Eve,” just as Jesus would be the “new Adam.” The first Eve 
had turned away from God and was told her husband would rule over her; this 
pattern of gender relations came to dominate history. Instead of letting this 
curse or her own fears rule over her, Mary courageously submitted herself to 
God and said, “I am the Lord’s servant. . . . May your word to me be fulfilled” 
(1:38). In saying yes to God, she became part of God’s plan of redemption. 
She birthed the savior of the world, trained him in the wisdom of God, and 
learned to follow him when he began his earthly ministry.

Other women followed Jesus too. Many people need to shift their mental 
picture a bit to accommodate them. Usually Jesus is pictured with the twelve 
disciples, but Luke states that as Jesus “traveled about from one town and 
village to another, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God,” 
the Twelve were not the only ones with him. There were “also some women 
who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) 
from whom seven demons had come out; Joanna . . . ; Susanna; and many 
others” (Luke 8:1–3). When Jesus taught women, he did not speak in a way 
that differed from how he spoke with men. “It was no occasion of surprise 
to Him that woman could grasp His highest truths. He presented them 
as simply and naturally to women as He did to men, expecting the same 
response.”5 The Samaritan woman at the well discussed theology with Jesus 
and became a disciple and evangelist (John 4). Mary and Martha became 
his dear friends, and Martha, like Peter, confessed him as the Christ (John 
11:27). Jesus affirmed Mary for sitting at his feet, making him the first rabbi 

2. Part of the reason it makes more sense to view it this way is that it is essentially a restate-
ment of what Elizabeth says in Luke 1:42, 45. Green, “Blessed Is She Who Believed,” 11–13; 
R. Brown et al., Mary in the New Testament, 171–72.

3. Mbonu, Handmaid, 15–16.
4. Protevangelium of  James, 55–66.
5. Southard, Attitude of  Jesus, 36–37.
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to accept a woman as a disciple in this manner.6 And Mary demonstrated 
her love for Jesus by anointing his feet with perfume and wiping his feet 
with her hair. Even though the disciples chastised her for this act, Jesus 
made her an exemplar of faith.7 According to New Testament scholar Ben 
Witherington, these “female disciples . . . were as loyal to Jesus as the male 
disciples, indeed more so at the end when the men abandoned, denied, or 
betrayed him.”8

Women were also the first witnesses of the resurrection. The “Myrrh- 
Bearing Women” carried spices to the tomb, found it empty, and ran to tell 
the disciples. There is difference in the four Gospel accounts about exactly 
which women went to the tomb, but in each account Mary Magdalene is 
prominent. For her role in telling the male disciples about the empty tomb, 
she has been honored with the title “Apostle to the Apostles.”

Women actively participated in the inauguration of the kingdom of God 
through Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, and they were integral to the 
continued growth of the kingdom after he ascended into heaven. Paul chose 
a woman, Phoebe, to take his letter to Rome and proclaim it in the sanctuary, 
a task that required her to speak publicly in church. In Paul’s letter to the 
Corinthian church, where he speaks of women being “silent,” he also tells 
women that when they are speaking in church (prophesying), they should 
keep their heads covered— so it is clear that women were speaking in church 
(1 Cor. 11:5).9 In the book of Acts, Luke tells the story of Lydia, the first 
convert to Christianity in Philippi. After listening to Paul and Silas preach 
the gospel, Lydia established the first church in Philippi. A wealthy merchant, 
Lydia supported the church financially and drew other people to it (Acts 
16:13–15). The issue of women in ministry was debated in the early church; 
some in the church opposed the leadership of women, but not Paul. Time 
and again, Paul affirmed the women who were his coworkers in the mission 
of the church.

6. Witherington, Women and the Genesis of  Christianity, 100. Paul himself describe his own 
training to become a rabbi as sitting “at the feet of” Gamaliel (Acts 22:3 ASV).

7. Matt. 26:6–13; Mark 14:3–9; Luke 7:36–50; John 12:1–8. Because of  the different details 
in each telling of  this story, there is discussion among scholars about whether this event 
happened once with Mary or another time with an unnamed “sinful” woman.

8. Witherington, Priscilla, 106.
9. The use of the word “silent” in 1 Cor. 14:34 in many translations is questionable. Paul 

uses the same word in v. 28 and v. 30. The NIV translates it as “keep quiet” in v. 28 and as 
“stop [speaking]” in v. 30. So the word clearly doesn’t mean absolute silence at all times. Paul 
is concerned about order in the service, so a better explanation is that the reason he opposed 
women speaking in church in this instance was that they were uneducated women who were 
disrupting the service with their questions. See Keener, “Learning in the Assemblies,” 162–63.
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Women Were Patrons, Hosted House Churches,  
and Likely Officiated the Eucharist

The early church depended on patrons like Lydia, who is named in Acts 16. 
Patrons were people of means who used their wealth and influence for the 
mission of the church. In the early church, women as well as men were patrons, 
and some of these wealthy women opened up their homes so that communities 
of Christians could worship there. After all, there were no church buildings 
yet. Christians were a small sect within the Roman Empire, and these Chris-
tian communities depended on the generosity of wealthy believers to supply 
space for their meetings. Luke recorded the stories of some of these women 
in the book of Acts. For example, after an angel led Peter out of prison, “he 
went to the house of Mary the mother of John, also called Mark, where many 
people had gathered and were praying” (Acts 12:12). Scholars think they had 
gathered there to pray because Mary hosted a house church in her home. 
Several of Paul’s letters mention other women who hosted house churches. 
In his letter to the Colossians, he says, “Give my greetings to the brothers and 
sisters at Laodicea, and to Nympha and the church in her house” (Col. 4:15). 
Lydia, Mary, and Nympha were patrons of the church, women who donated 
their resources to its mission and were regarded as leaders of the church.

Roman society had a complex and long- standing system of patronage 
that regulated the relationship between the upper class and the lower class. 
Members of the upper class were expected to patronize (support in exchange 
for service and loyalty) members of the lower class. People who grew up in the 
upper class learned that they had a responsibility to care for certain individu-
als from the lower class. These individuals were called “clients.” The clients 
were bound to the upper- class “patron” in a mutually beneficial relationship. 
The patron would give funds or legal help, and the client would run errands 
or support the patron in running for office. Having many clients bestowed 
honor on a Roman patron, and honor was important in Roman society.

Both women and men in Roman society played the roles of patron and 
client. Wealthy Roman women, though they couldn’t run for formal political 
office, still had influence, and so these women had clients.10 Wealthy women 
patrons could decide to fund a temple project or erect a statue. If they be-
came a follower of Jesus, they could decide to host a church. Wealthy women 
were sometimes independent and headed their own household. According to 
Christine Schenk, “The Christian Scriptures provide the best literary evidence 
available that independent women such as Lydia the purple- dye merchant 

10. Osiek and MacDonald, Woman’s Place, 209.
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(Acts 16:14–40), Mary in Jerusalem (Acts 12:12–17), and Nympha of Laodi-
cea (Col. 4:15) were heads of their own household without reference to any 
male relative.”11

Lydia, Mary, and Nympha were independent patrons who hosted churches 
in their homes.12 They also introduced Paul to people in their social circles, 
thereby facilitating the continued spread of the gospel into the upper ech-
elons of society. Some patrons gave of their resources to support the social 
services carried out by members of the Christian community: caring for sick 
people, visiting those in prison, helping poor people. Jesus had benefited 
from women’s patronage (Luke 8:1–3), and women patrons continued to 
be essential to the mission of the church. In fact, there may have been more 
wealthy women than wealthy men who supported the mission of the church 
during this early period. Schenk says, “There is good reason to surmise that 
over half of Rome’s early house churches were founded and hosted by female 
patrons.”13

There was significantly more openness to the ecclesial leadership of women 
in the earliest days of the church than there was later. It was common practice 
for the head of a household to officiate the Eucharist, and since Lydia, Mary, 
and Nympha were hosts of the churches that met in their homes, they likely led 
the Communion (or Eucharist) service that was part of early church worship.14

Women Were Missionary Evangelists, Teachers, and Apostles

One of the best places to see acclaim given to women in the mission of the 
church is chapter 16 of Paul’s letter to the Romans.

I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a deacon of the church in Cenchreae. I ask 
you to receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of his people and to give her any 
help she may need from you, for she has been the benefactor of many people, 
including me. Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my co- workers in Christ Jesus. They 
risked their lives for me. Not only I but all the churches of the Gentiles are grate-
ful to them. Greet also the church that meets at their house. . . . Greet Mary, 
who worked very hard for you. Greet Andronicus and Junia, my fellow Jews 
who have been in prison with me. They are outstanding among the apostles, 
and they were in Christ before I was. . . . Greet Tryphena and Tryphosa, those 

11. C. Schenk, Crispina and Her Sisters, 19.
12. Phoebe from Rom. 16:1 and Euodia and Syntyche from Phil. 4:2 may have also hosted 

house churches. Osiek and MacDonald, Woman’s Place, 158–59.
13. C. Schenk, Crispina and Her Sisters, 35, 230.
14. Osiek and MacDonald, Woman’s Place, 209.
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women who work hard in the Lord. Greet my dear friend Persis, another woman 
who has worked very hard in the Lord. (vv. 1–7, 12)

Some of the women Paul names in this list were missionary evangelists and 
teachers. Priscilla is one of the most interesting, in part because her name 
is mentioned before that of her husband, Aquila. Mentioning her first may 
suggest that she married beneath her social class or that Paul considered her 
a more prominent church leader than her husband.15 Or she may simply have 
been the more memorable character of the two.16 Priscilla and Aquila were 
Jews who followed Jesus as Messiah and were part of the growing band of 
his followers. When Emperor Claudius expelled Jews from Rome in AD 49, 
Priscilla and Aquila moved to Corinth, where they founded a church.17 As 
tentmakers, they were able to “offer Paul, who was also a tentmaker, both 
lodging and steady work” when he came to Corinth a few years later.18 They 
later went with Paul as missionaries to Ephesus to found another church (Acts 
18:18–19).19 It was there that they met Apollos, another Jewish follower of 
Jesus and a gifted preacher. The book of Acts tells us that Apollos was already 
“a learned man, with a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures” (18:24), but 
Priscilla and Aquila “invited him to their home and explained to him the way 
of God more adequately” (18:26).20

The two couples Paul affirms in Romans 16— Priscilla and Aquila and 
Andronicus and Junia— took risks for the sake of the gospel. Paul says of the 
former, “They risked their lives for me” (v. 4); the latter were imprisoned with 
Paul. Both missionary couples were clearly proclaiming the gospel with great 
courage and conviction. And “there is no indication of the female partner’s 
having a different or diminished role in relation to the male partner.”21

Notice that in Romans 16:7, Paul calls Junia an “apostle.” Sometimes Paul 
uses the word “apostle” (apostolos) to signify “a messenger or emissary of the 

15. Priscilla is named seven times in the New Testament; in five of them, her name precedes 
Aquila’s.

16. This idea is suggested by Paula Gooder, who has written a fictional but historically in-
formed account of the interactions of Priscilla, Aquila, Phoebe, Junia, Andronicus, and other 
church leaders in Rome at the time of Paul’s letter to the Romans. See Gooder, Phoebe, 8.

17. Witherington, Acts of  the Apostles, 541.
18. C. Schenk, Crispina and Her Sisters, 36. See also Acts 18:1–4.
19. Paul likely wrote his first letter to the Corinthians from the home of Priscilla and Aquila 

in Ephesus. At the end of his letter, Paul puts in a little “hello” from Priscilla and Aquila: “The 
churches in the province of Asia send you greetings. Aquila and Priscilla greet you warmly in 
the Lord, and so does the church that meets at their house” (1 Cor. 16:19).

20. In particular, Apollos didn’t know about the need to be baptized in the name of Jesus. 
Witherington, Priscilla, 71–72.

21. Osiek and MacDonald, Woman’s Place, 229.
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church (for example, 2 Cor. 8:23). But Paul frequently uses the term to refer to 
itinerant preachers of the gospel (2 Cor. 11:4–6, 13; 12:11–12).”22 The descrip-
tion of Junia’s work in Romans 16:7 suggests that both she and Andronicus 
were itinerant preachers, just like Paul. Some scholars think Junia may have 
even known Jesus, which would have made her a particularly important leader 
in the early church.23 Sadly, Junia’s name has been mistranslated as “Junius” 
(a male name) in many versions of the Bible.

Paul counted many women among his coworkers. In his letter to the Phi-
lippians, he names two women, Euodia and Syntyche, who “contended at 
my side in the cause of the gospel” (Phil. 4:3). In his letter to the Romans, he 
highlights three more women— Tryphena, Tryphosa, and Persis, who “worked 
very hard in the Lord” (Rom. 16:12). According to Peter Lampe, Paul’s use of 
the word kopiaō (work) in the book of Romans demonstrates that women in 
Rome were very active in mission and evangelism. Often, kopiaō is translated 
merely as “to work,” but kopiaō actually was “a technical term in missionary 
language.” Significantly, Paul uses this word to describe himself in Galatians 
4:11 and 1 Corinthians 15:10 and to describe four women in Rome (Rom. 
16:6, 12).24

Women’s Leadership Curtailed

Women who held leadership positions in the church gradually saw their op-
portunities for leadership curtailed. Increasingly, church documents specified 
that only ordained men should officiate the Eucharist, baptize, and preach.25 
This shift was due in part to the doctrine of the priesthood that was unfolding 
over time as church leaders consulted biblical texts, held councils, and solidi-
fied doctrine, but it was also in part an accommodation to Roman culture. 
Women’s leadership made Christianity subject to attack from Roman critics. 
In fact, it was common for all kinds of new religious movements in Rome to 
be “attacked by highlighting their attraction for women.”26 Most Romans 
thought women were more susceptible to being deceived. They believed that 

22. Osiek and MacDonald, Woman’s Place, 226.
23. Scholars think this because when “Junia” is translated into Hebrew, it becomes “Joanna,” 

and Luke tells us about a Joanna who was among the women who went to the tomb to anoint 
Jesus (Luke 24:9–12). Paul tells us that Junia was a Jew and that she was a Christian before he 
was (Rom. 16:7). Furthermore, the word “apostle” suggests that the person actually saw the 
risen Lord. See Witherington, Priscilla, 98–98.

24. Lampe, From Paul to Valentinus, 166.
25. Tucker and Liefeld, Daughters of  the Church, 122.
26. Osiek and MacDonald, Woman’s Place, 222.
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women were intellectually inferior to men. Celsus, a pagan who criticized 
Christianity in the second century, made fun of Christianity by saying that 
it attracted only “the silly, and the mean, and the stupid” women and chil-
dren.27 In short, the wider society viewed women’s leadership as potentially 
dangerous and suspect. Interestingly, Celsus’s critique helps to prove that 
women were integral to church leadership during this period. Another docu-
ment from the period—a letter from a Roman governor named Pliny to the 
emperor— also highlights women’s leadership in the church. After a series of 
investigations into the Christian sect, Pliny wrote, “I judged it all the more 
necessary to find out what the truth was by torturing two female slaves who 
were called deaconesses.”28 That Pliny chose these two women suggests that 
they held a particularly prominent place in the church community.

As the doctrine of the priesthood developed and as the Christian sect began 
to grow into a larger movement, some in the church likely viewed curtailing 
women’s leadership as a pragmatic and missiological step, which would aid 
in the growth of the church. In the earliest days of Christianity, “tension be-
tween the church and the world was much less pronounced.”29 Fairly quickly, 
however, Christians began to be accused of incest because they called their 
gatherings “love feasts” and called each other “brother” and “sister.”30 They 
were accused of being cannibals because of the words they used in administer-
ing the Eucharist—“This is my body; this is my blood”— and because they 
were known to rescue babies that had been abandoned. Some people thought 
Christians were eating these babies at their love feasts. Despite criticism, the 
Christian movement continued to grow, but some in the movement felt that it 
was incumbent upon them “to present an appropriate male and female divi-
sion of labor.”31 They viewed this move as a way to avoid the hostility that 
was being directed at them by people like Celsus.

In addition, some in the early church opposed the leadership of women 
because they saw limiting women as a way of distinguishing Christianity from 
pagan cults that gave women leadership roles. Similarly, the church struggled 
to distinguish itself from Montanist and Gnostic sects, many of which placed 
women in positions of high leadership. In an attempt to appear as dissimilar 
to these sects as possible, some churches hesitated to place women in posi-
tions of leadership.32

27. Origen, Contra Celsum 3.44.
28. Pliny, “Pliny to the Emperor Trajan” (AD 113).
29. Osiek and MacDonald, Woman’s Place, 229.
30. Minucius Felix, Octavius 9; Tertullian, Apology 7.
31. Osiek and MacDonald, Woman’s Place, 229.
32. Fitzgerald, Women Deacons, 136, 139.
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Last, some of the church fathers held a perspective on women that was 
informed not only by Scripture but also by Aristotle and other Greek phi-
losophers who considered women rationally and morally unfit to lead. Some 
of them believed that women were more prone to sin than men and that they 
suffered from “weak intellects.”33 Even though Jesus had welcomed women 
to participate in his ministry, some of the church fathers persisted in seeing 
women as “the devil’s gateway.”34 Some saw limiting women’s leadership as 
a fitting response to what happened in the garden of Eden. “[Eve] taught the 
man once, upset everything, and made him liable to disobedience. Therefore 
God subjected her, since she used her rule, or rather, her equality of honor, 
badly,” writes Chrysostom.35 Thus, even though Chrysostom revered his own 
mother (see chap. 3) and had many wonderful things to say about family 
life and women’s spiritual significance as mothers, here in his sermon on 
1 Timothy, it is the curse rather than redemption in Christ that characterizes 
his vision of women.36 Additionally, as Elizabeth Clark points out, many of 
the fathers were not particularly adept with the Hebrew language. Thus, when 
it came to explicating how Eve was Adam’s “helper” (Gen. 2:18), the fathers 
tended to talk about women’s “help” in childbearing. However, they “failed 
to mention that the word ʿezer is sometimes used in Scripture to designate 
God as the gracious helper of his Chosen People.”37

But we are getting ahead of ourselves in telling the story. Before we talk any 
more about obstacles to women’s leadership, we will take time to appreciate 
the wealth of leadership opportunities that women did have in the earliest 
days of the church.

Widows Had a Vocation in the Church

When the apostle Paul wrote letters to the various churches he had helped 
to found, he discussed different aspects of church order. Embedded in these 
discussions were comments about ministries that would eventually become 
full- blown vocations for women. It is common today to talk about a person 
being “called” to be a pastor or missionary. In the early church, a woman 

33. Clark, Women in the Early Church, 163.
34. This phrase comes from Tertullian, On the Dress of  Women I.1.2, quoted in Clark, 

Women in the Early Church, 39.
35. John Chrysostom, Homily 9 on 1 Timothy 1, quoted in Clark, Women in the Early 

Church, 157.
36. See Frost, Maternal Body, 13, for a claim about Chrysostom’s esteem for families and 

mothers.
37. Clark, Women in the Early Church, 15–16.
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could be called to be a widow or a virgin or a deacon. Each of these vocations 
was a way of serving God and the church. And just as we talk today about 
“the order [or office] of the priesthood,” the early church had an order of 
widows, an order of virgins, and an order of deaconesses. There was overlap 
between the work of widows, virgins, and deaconesses, but the orders were 
also seen as having distinct features and requirements. The order of widow as 
a vocational ministry is described in 1 Timothy 5:9–10: “Let none be enrolled 
as a widow under threescore years old, having been the wife of one man, well 
reported of for good works; if she hath brought up children, if she hath used 
hospitality to strangers, if she hath washed the saints’ feet, if she hath relieved 
the afflicted, if she hath diligently followed every good work” (ASV). Modern 
English translations of the Bible, such as the TNIV, the NIV, and the NASB, 
translate Paul’s instructions as saying that a widow is to be “put on the list.” 
Older translations say “be enrolled” (ASV) or “be taken into the number” 
(KJV). These earlier translations have a more active feel to them. A widow 
was choosing to participate in something, and the following verses described 
the qualifications for participation. She must be over sixty years old, have 
been the wife of one man (married once, according to some translations), 
have raised children, have been hospitable, and have done a number of good 
works. The widows who met these qualifications were enrolled as ministers 
for the early church and were paid a stipend in exchange for service to the 
church.38 The arrangement was meant to benefit both the women and the 
church they served. Only widows who did not have family members available 
to help care for them were eligible (see 5:4, 16).

The Gospel of Luke tells the story of Anna, a prophet and widow who 
spent her time in the temple, who met the parents of Jesus when they brought 
him to be dedicated as the firstborn son. “There was also a prophet, Anna, 
the daughter of Penuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was very old; she had lived 
with her husband seven years after her marriage, and then was a widow 
until she was eighty- four. She never left the temple but worshiped night and 
day, fasting and praying. Coming up to them at that very moment, she gave 
thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward 
to the redemption of Jerusalem” (Luke 2:36–38). Anna, according to Luke, 
had been married for seven years and then had lived as a widow to the age 
of eighty- four. Despite her advanced years, she spent her time in the temple, 
worshiping, fasting, and praying. When Jesus’s parents brought him in to be 
dedicated, she recognized Jesus and, according to the text, “spoke about the 
child” to everyone she could. Perhaps she had heard Simeon’s pronouncement 

38. Belleville, Women Leaders, 66.
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(2:25–35), or perhaps the Holy Spirit had spoken directly to her as to Simeon. 
However she had learned that Jesus was the promised one, she told all who 
would listen. Anna is an example of a widow who dedicated herself to min-
istry after her husband’s death.

Acts 9:36–41 contains another good example of a ministering widow. The 
story goes like this:

In Joppa there was a disciple named Tabitha (in Greek her name is Dorcas); 
she was always doing good and helping the poor. About that time she became 
sick and died, and her body was washed and placed in an upstairs room. Lydda 
was near Joppa; so when the disciples heard that Peter was in Lydda, they sent 
two men to him and urged him, “Please come at once!” Peter went with them, 
and when he arrived he was taken upstairs to the room. All the widows stood 
around him, crying and showing him the robes and other clothing that Dorcas 
had made while she was still with them. Peter sent them all out of the room; 
then he got down on his knees and prayed. Turning toward the dead woman, 
he said, “Tabitha, get up.” She opened her eyes, and seeing Peter she sat up. He 
took her by the hand and helped her to her feet. Then he called for the believers, 
especially the widows, and presented her to them alive.

Dorcas, or Tabitha, appears to have been a well- loved woman in her com-
munity. When she died, her fellow widows were devastated. They knew that 
Peter was nearby, so they sent for him. Dorcas had been a diligent seamstress, 
and they were quick to show Peter how many garments she had made. Pre-
sumably, these were garments for donation to poor people, not simply clothes 
for herself. In one of only a few recorded resurrection miracles in the New 
Testament, Peter prays for Dorcas, and God brings her back to life. The 
unspoken assumption is that she continued with her ministry of making 
clothing as part of the widows’ circle in Joppa. The text does not specifically 
state that she was receiving support from the church in exchange for her 
ministry of sewing. But it is not hard to think that this was the case, since 
it was only a little earlier, in Acts 6, that the “problem” of widows had first 
been addressed. In that story, seven godly men were chosen to oversee some 
practical concerns in the church in Jerusalem, including the care of widows 
in the church. It’s quite possible that the tradition of financial and practical 
provision for widows in exchange for their service to the church began in 
Jerusalem and spread to other cities.

However, as with any ministry, it seems some people might have been abus-
ing the system. When Paul wrote to Timothy, who was leading the church 
in Ephesus, after describing how to enroll widows over sixty on the list of 
church ministers, Paul then comments about some younger women who might 
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have been taking advantage of the system. In 1 Timothy 5:11–14, Paul tells 
Timothy,

As for younger widows, do not put them on such a list. For when their sensual 
desires overcome their dedication to Christ, they want to marry. Thus they bring 
judgment on themselves, because they have broken their first pledge. Besides, 
they get into the habit of being idle and going about from house to house. And 
not only do they become idlers, but also busybodies who talk nonsense, saying 
things they ought not to. So I counsel younger widows to marry, to have chil-
dren, to manage their homes and to give the enemy no opportunity for slander.

Paul had three basic concerns when he talked about younger widows: their 
normal human desires for marriage and motherhood, their faith commitment, 
and the reputation of the church. On the basis of these concerns, he concluded 
that widows who were not yet sixty should not be enrolled in the minister-
ing order. Instead, they should marry again and have children, if possible. 
He was worried that their commitment to ministry would wane in the face 
of normal desires for a husband and family and that their desire might lead 
them away from their commitment to the church (1 Tim. 5:11–12). His very 
warning against enrolling younger women adds strength to the argument that 
what older widows were joining was indeed a ministry order. Paul comments 
that younger women might forget or violate their pledge (5:12). What pledge? 
Apparently, a pledge to celibacy and service to the church.

The early church certainly understood that older widows were taking a 
pledge of service to the church in exchange for support. Linda Belleville ex-
plains, “Ministering widows flourished in the postapostolic period. Polycarp 
calls them ‘God’s altar’ and Clement of Alexandria ranks them after elders, 
bishops, and deacons. There was some variation from church to church, but 
recurring responsibilities included praying for the church, teaching the rudi-
ments of the faith, hospitality, caring for the sick, fasting, prophecy, and car-
ing for the needs of destitute widows and orphans. . . . By and large what we 
have here is a distinctly pastoral position.”39 Widows were ordained and often 
sat in the front of the church.40 Because of their self- disciplined life without 
husband or children, widows and virgins were thought to be particularly ef-
fective in prayer.41

The Apostolic Constitutions, compiled in Syria around 380, functioned 
as a kind of handbook for the church, describing how to carry out worship 

39. Belleville, Women Leaders, 67.
40. Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, 78.
41. Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, 78.
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practices and the responsibilities of various church members. Duties of wid-
ows were described several times: “Let the widow mind nothing but to pray 
for those that give, and for the whole church; and if she is asked any thing . . . 
let her [only] answer questions concerning the faith, and righteousness, and 
hope in God.”42 The Apostolic Constitutions relied on Paul’s instructions in 
1 Timothy for the behavior expected of widows and also laid out precisely 
which doctrines were the responsibility of widows and which they were not 
to teach.

Women Martyrs Were Witnesses for the Faith

Before Christianity became recognized as a legal religion in 313, it was often 
seen as a threat to the empire. Some followers of Jesus were killed, and some 
of the most prominent of these martyrs were women. A second- century text 
called The Acts of  Paul and Thecla tells of Thecla, a virgin who faced mar-
tyrdom twice and escaped both times unharmed. Although most scholars 
think Thecla’s story is largely apocryphal, she “inspired generations of men 
and women to forgo their ordinary life” and to be willing to follow Christ 
even unto death.43 The Acts of  Paul and Thecla describes how Thecla, who 
lived in Iconium (now Konya, Turkey), was captivated by the apostle Paul’s 
preaching. Even though she was engaged to be married, she decided to become 
a Christian and embrace a virginal lifestyle. She informed her family that she 
was breaking off her engagement. Her fiancé and her mother were outraged 
but unable to change her mind. In the meantime, Paul had been arrested on 
charges of turning wives against their husbands. Thecla snuck into the jail 
to visit Paul and keep learning from him.

Soon afterward, Thecla was summoned to the governor’s presence and 
asked about her refusal to marry. She persisted, at which point her mother 
demanded she be executed. Thecla was sentenced to death by fire in the 
arena, but when she entered the pyre, she wasn’t burned. When the governor 
realized that the fire hadn’t harmed her, he released her. Then Thecla met a 
child buying bread for Paul, who was in hiding, and the child took her to the 
apostle. From that point on, she accompanied Paul on his travels.

When they arrived in Antioch, a local nobleman named Alexander noticed 
Thecla’s beauty and tried to embrace her, but she fought him off. He had 
her sentenced to death by wild beasts in the arena. Once again, Thecla was 
protected. Through a series of miraculous events, neither the lions nor the 

42. Apostolic Constitutions 3.1.5; MacHaffie, Readings in Her Story, 19.
43. Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, xix.
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other beasts harmed her. By this point, the governor and Alexander were 
terrified because of her apparent power and stopped the attempts to kill her. 
She proclaimed God as her protector and was released. Once more she was 
reunited with Paul, who commissioned her to return to Iconium and continue 
preaching the gospel. Thecla died in nearby Seleucia, where she had traveled 
to continue her preaching ministry.44

According to Lynn Cohick and Amy Hughes, the story of Thecla may have 
been inspired by a real follower of Jesus from the first or second century, but 
her story “has been enhanced, changed, and remixed such that only the barest 
outline of historicity can be discerned.”45 However, readers of Thecla’s story 
saw it as an example of “what could happen,” and they looked to Thecla for 
inspiration.46 Her courage in the face of danger and her willingness to sac-
rifice family, wealth, security, and status for a life of virginity and preaching 
continued to inspire Christians after her.

The fourth- century church historian Eusebius tells the story of Blandina, 
an enslaved woman who converted to Christianity and became the leader 
of a group of martyrs killed in Lyon (France) in 177. Blandina entered the 
arena with a young man, age fifteen. Blandina took it upon herself to act as 
the man’s mother and encouraged him to stand firm in the faith all the way 
to their deaths. The most striking feature of Blandina’s account, however, is 
what happened prior to her death in the arena. The Roman authorities had 
tried to kill her in various other ways. She was described as a “noble athlete,” 
refusing to die despite her suffering. At one point, Blandina hung on a stake 
in a way that evoked Christ on the cross. According to Eusebius, “She seemed 
to be hanging in the shape of a cross, and by her continuous prayer gave great 
zeal to the combatants, while they looked on during the contest, and with their 
outward eyes saw in the form of their sister him who was crucified for them, 
so that she persuaded those who believe on him that all who suffer for the 
glory of Christ have for ever fellowship with the living God.”47 The thought 
is striking: Blandina hanging in the posture of Christ on the cross, her body 
evoking Christ, her soul united with him, sustained by him so that she might 
sustain others of his church body who were suffering.

Twenty- five years after Blandina was martyred, an upper- class Roman citi-
zen named Perpetua became the leader of a group of martyrs in Carthage, 
North Africa. In this group was an enslaved woman named Felicitas, who 
was pregnant when she was thrown into prison. Perpetua had an infant son, 

44. Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, 1–7.
45. Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, 8.
46. Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, 9.
47. Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 5.1, quoted in Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, 96.
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who was still nursing. At first, Perpetua’s family brought the infant to her 
to nurse, but then Perpetua decided to keep the baby with her in prison. We 
know about Perpetua and Felicitas because Perpetua kept a diary while in 
prison. She wrote about her anxiety for her son and about the visions that 
God sent her to transform her anxiety into trust. In one vision, she saw herself 
climbing a ladder. A shepherd was at the top of the ladder. When she reached 
the top, the shepherd fed her a little bit of cheese. When she awoke from the 
vision, she still tasted the cheese on her tongue. She interpreted the vision to 
be God feeding her the Eucharist. Significantly, it was cheese, rather than the 
customary bread and wine, that he fed her. The cheese served to remind her 
of the milk that she herself was feeding to her infant son. A few days later, 
she wrote in her diary, “As God willed, the baby no longer desired my breasts, 
nor did they ache and become inflamed, so that I might not be tormented by 
worry for my child or by the pain in my breasts.”48 Buoyed by her vision, she 
knew that God would take care of her in the arena and that he would take 
care of her child after her death.

The experience of motherhood also gave Felicitas comfort and inspiration 
for her approaching martyrdom. Because the group of imprisoned Christians 
wanted to be able to die in the arena together, they prayed that Felicitas, who 
was eight months pregnant, would go into labor early. Their prayer was an-
swered. As Felicitas labored to bring forth a daughter, the nearby prison guard 
taunted her: “If you are suffering so much now, what will you do when you 
are thrown to the beasts which you scorned when you refused to sacrifice?”49 
She replied, “Now I alone suffer what I am suffering, but then there will be 
another inside me, who will suffer for me, because I am going to suffer for 
him.” Felicitas links the suffering of childbirth with the suffering of the cross 
and the suffering of martyrdom.50 “While the guard sees only a suffering slave, 
who will endure greater pain a few days hence, Felicitas sees her childbirth 
experience as representative of Christ’s passion. One might even suggest that 
her successful birth of a baby girl is a metaphor for her own success in the 
arena.”51 Felicitas expressed her confidence that Christ would be with her in 
the arena. Just as she suffered to bring forth a child in the prison cell, she be-
lieved Christ would suffer for her in the arena. And because Christ laid down 
his life for her, she looked forward to laying down her life for him.

After giving birth, Felicitas turned over the care of her daughter to another 
“sister” in the church. Her milk supply, unlike Perpetua’s, did not dry up. She 

48. Heffernan, Passion of  Perpetua and Felicity, 128.
49. Heffernan, Passion of  Perpetua and Felicity, 132.
50. Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, 59.
51. Cohick, “Motherhood and Martyrdom.”
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went to the arena with milk still dripping from her breasts. The narrator of her 
account said that she went “from blood to blood”; she went from the blood 
of giving birth to the blood of martyrdom. The narrator also described her 
death as “a second baptism.”52 Thus, Felicitas’s recent experience of child-
birth continued to give meaning to her martyrdom. In baptism, a person is 
lowered into the water (to symbolize dying with Christ) and lifted up out of 
the water (to symbolize rising with Christ). After baptism, a person is said 
to be “born again.” We don’t often stop to think about this metaphor, but 
it is about childbirth, the experience Felicitas just had. When she went into 
the arena for her “second baptism,” it was a baptism of literally dying and 
literally rising again. Martyrdom was for her being “born again.” It was a 
second baptism, a second childbirth. Her suffering in childbirth led to new 
birth, a baby girl. Her suffering in the arena led to her own new birth. “As a 
mother, Felicitas can reflect Christ, the one who gives life and the one who 
births his followers. And Felicitas as a martyr resembles her child who receives 
life from her ‘mother’ Christ.”53

The early church called women like Blandina, Perpetua, and Felicitas mar-
tyrs because the Greek word martys meant “witness.” These women were 
witnesses for Jesus. They demonstrated what it looked like to “take up [their] 
cross and follow” him (Matt. 16:24; Mark 8:34; cf. Luke 9:23). These women 
and the male martyrs imprisoned with them also demonstrated the truth 
of the gospel that “there is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, 
nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). 
Blandina’s status as an enslaved woman did not keep the group in Lyon from 
looking to her as their leader. In the Carthage prison, Perpetua and Felicitas 
met together with the other believers— slaves and free, men and women— to 
pray. Social class and gender were not obstacles in this family of God. There 
is a particularly poignant illustration of equality in the narrative of their mar-
tyrdom. At one point in the arena, with the beasts running around, Felicitas 
fell down. When Perpetua saw her, “she went over to her, gave her her hand 
and helped her up. And the two stood side by side.”54 In icons of Perpetua 
and Felicitas, the two continue to stand “side by side,” illustrating that in 
Christ there is “neither slave nor free.” The two are also often depicted with 
different colors of skin, one with darker skin and one with lighter skin. The 
varying skin tones offer further commentary on the capacity for people from 
different ethnic backgrounds to become “one in Christ Jesus.”

52. Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, 61.
53. Cohick, “Motherhood and Martyrdom.”
54. Heffernan, Passion of  Perpetua and Felicity, 134 (emphasis added).
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Women Martyrs Shaped Theology and Church Practices

Through their actions, women like Blandina, Perpetua, and Felicitas helped 
to shape the developing theology and practices of the church. First of all, 
they shaped a theology of suffering. Paul told the Corinthian church, “Fol-
low my example, as I follow the example of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1). Martyrs 
showed what imitating Christ looked like. They helped people reflect on 
the role of suffering in the Christian life. Every year Blandina, Perpetua, 
and Felicitas were celebrated on the anniversaries of their deaths. On that 
day, pastors preached sermons about them, and people looked to them as 
exemplars of the faith.

The experiences of childbirth and breastfeeding figured heavily in the nar-
ratives of Perpetua and Felicitas, and it is clear that these women derived 
inspiration from God’s communication to them through their experiences as 
women. However, their words and actions were seen as instructive for both 
women and men. People considered them heroes of the faith and journeyed 
on pilgrimage to the sites associated with their deaths. As people visited these 
sites and prayed to God at these sites, they began to believe that such heroes 
of the faith could intercede with God on their behalf.55

Many of the early martyrs were women, so it is important to see that 
even as the church was solidifying its preference for male priests and bish-
ops, women’s leadership was still central to the identity of the church. The 
stories of women were just as present in the minds of believers as the stories 
of men. As the stories of women martyrs were told every year on the an-
niversaries of their deaths, the stories inspired other Christians to pick up 
the baton of religious leadership. Just as the authority to lead the church 
was handed down through a process of apostolic succession (the apostles 
laid their hands on leaders to pass on their authority for leadership, and 
those leaders laid their hands on other leaders, etc.), in a similar way women 
martyrs and other women leaders handed down their power and authority. 
These women leaders passed the baton of religious leadership to the next 
generation every time people were inspired by their stories to live more  
faithfully.56

55. The idea of asking a saint to intercede with God on our behalf is strange to many Prot-
estants today, but in the context of the developing church, it made a lot of sense. People knew 
that Perpetua had lived an extremely faithful earthly life. She had prayed for her sisters and 
brothers while on earth. Since people believed she was alive and with Christ, they had every 
reason to believe that she could still take up their case with God (i.e., pray for them). People 
who felt a special affinity with her, perhaps because they too were mothers, began to talk to 
her as they would talk to a friend.

56. Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, 94.
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Women Martyrs Transformed Cultural Notions of Womanhood

In addition to shaping Christian theology and church practices, women mar-
tyrs also challenged their culture’s notion of femininity. We get a sense of 
how that happened when we read Perpetua’s account of her interactions 
with her father. Three times Perpetua’s father pleaded with her to give up 
her faith, and three times she refused to do so. Any Roman reading this 
account would have been shocked. A highborn Roman woman disobeying 
her father was unthinkable. And doing so publicly was shameful. We know 
from other aspects of her account that Perpetua was otherwise considered a 
very respectable woman. After all, she chose to nurse her baby— the ultimate 
sign of a woman’s dedication to her family. But when Perpetua met Jesus, 
the gendered norms of her culture fell flat. She simply could not obey her 
father if it meant disobeying Jesus. She owed primary loyalty to Jesus, not 
to her father— and ultimately not even to her son. Her decision to die rather 
than live to take care of her son would have been seen by her community as 
a selfish and dishonorable thing to do. And certainly she herself must have 
questioned whether it was the right thing to do. She had been raised to see 
familial loyalty as her primary commitment. This is likely why God sent her 
such a powerful vision. The vision of his provision assured her that she was 
making the right choice and that he would take care of her son.

Nevertheless, others in her culture would still have seen her as being com-
pletely in the wrong. It begins to make sense why Christians were considered 
rather dangerous and immoral. What might happen if countless women started 
standing up to their fathers, started insisting on doing what they thought was 
right rather than what their fathers thought was right? Such attitudes help 
explain why the state decided to kill women like Perpetua. It would be impos-
sible to run a stable empire with high- class women, let alone slave women like 
Felicitas, making their own decisions. In Roman thought, women were to obey 
their husbands and fathers, and slaves were to obey their masters. But in the 
kingdom of God, everyone obeys God. Husbands, fathers, sisters, mothers, 
slaves, and masters all become family, all become one in Christ. These are the 
truths that Perpetua, Felicitas, and Blandina died to proclaim.

In Roman culture, women were not known for being strong and coura-
geous, but women like Perpetua, Felicitas, Blandina, and Thecla demonstrated 
profound strength and courage. They drew this strength from Christ, and they 
pushed people in their culture to begin to think differently about women. An 
interesting linguistic problem arose, however, as people tried to communi-
cate the stories of strong women. Many languages use grammatical gender, 
meaning they have masculine and feminine endings for words. Some nouns 
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are considered masculine and others feminine, grammatically. For example, 
in Spanish, “window” (la ventana) is feminine, and “boat” (el barco) is mas-
culine. In the Roman world, the Latin words for “strong” and “courageous” 
were masculine words. There simply was no way of using these words to talk 
about women. So in one of Perpetua’s visions, she said, “I became a man.” 
According to Lynn Cohick and Amy Hughes, “The phrase ‘becoming a man’ 
is another way of saying, ‘I am courageous.’”57

We know from the rest of Perpetua’s account that she clearly did not 
think of herself as a man. God communicated to her and Felicitas through 
female imagery and experiences. These experiences communicated to them 
that they were not less in the kingdom of God by virtue of being women. 
Not all women, however, received that message. Rather than allowing God 
to widen their cultural conception of womanhood, many people in the early 
church chose instead to widen the cultural conception of manhood to in-
clude women. One church father, Palladius, said of some intelligent, holy 
women that they were “more like men than nature would seem to allow.”58 
The only way Palladius knew how to affirm women as devout, rational, and 
self- controlled was to say they were like men.

And so women martyrs and other holy women of this time were described 
with the Latin word vir, “manly.” This was considered a compliment. Unfor-
tunately, it also did women a disservice. The goal in calling women vir was 
to emphasize their full humanity with men, but this move did not ultimately 
challenge the notion that men were the model human beings. Many people in 
the Roman Empire followed Aristotle in thinking that women lacked the abil-
ity to use reason to control their emotions and desires.59 Thus, when women 
like Perpetua, Felicitas, and Blandina clearly demonstrated the ability to use 
reason to control their emotions (thereby being able to give themselves over 
willingly to death), people said they were vir, “manly.” Also visible in the 
word vir is the root of the word “virtue.” This masculine language shows once 
again what virtuous women were up against. It was essentially impossible for 
them to be both women and virtuous.60

57. Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, 42.
58. Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women, 43.
59. Aristotle, Politics 1.13.
60. When church people wanted to revere a virtuous woman, they described the woman as 

“this female man of God” (Swan, Forgotten Desert Mothers, 39). John Chrysostom said of 
the deaconess Olympias, “Do not say ‘woman,’ but rather ‘manly creature,’ for she is a man 
in everything except body. . . . In her way of life, her works, her knowledge, and courage in 
misfortune” (Palladius, Dialogue on the Life, 105). Gregory of Nazianzus, wanting to describe 
his pious mother, wrote, “Though in her body she was but a woman, in her spirit she was above 
all men.” Sanidopoulos, “Saint Nonna of Nazianzus.”
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Yet women did help the church to develop a vision of womanhood that 
departed from Roman ideals. Think about Blandina in the posture of Christ 
on the cross. Think about the fact that Eusebius, a powerful male leader of 
the church and member of Constantine’s inner circle, chose to include the 
story of Blandina in his account of church history. In choosing to include this 
account, he communicated approval of Blandina’s version of femininity. Of 
all the people killed with Blandina, she was the one whose body most fully 
demonstrated the image of Christ. She also showed courage, strength, and 
the capacity to conquer emotion with reason. Romans celebrated women for 
being faithful to their husbands and to the state, but Christians celebrated 
Blandina, Perpetua, Felicitas, and Thecla for being faithful to Christ. Romans 
saw these women as bringing shame upon their families, but Christians saw 
these women as the most honorable of human beings.

Conclusion

Women in the earliest days of the church had clear leadership roles. Starting 
with Jesus’s mother, Mary, and the other women disciples, this chapter has 
presented women who served in all kinds of capacities. Lydia, Mary, and 
Nympha were independent heads of households who hosted house churches, 
likely served Communion, and spread the gospel to their neighbors through 
word and deed. Priscilla was an evangelist, a teacher of men, and a mission-
ary who, with her husband, Aquila, established churches in Rome, Corinth, 
and Ephesus. Mary Magdalene and Junia were apostles. Dorcas belonged to 
the developing order of widows, who distributed aid to needy members of 
the church. These women had responsibilities for the mission of the church 
and commanded the respect and authority that accompanied their roles as 
leaders. They and their contributions to the mission of the church were lifted 
up by Paul when he wrote letters to the various churches.

Other women, like Blandina, Perpetua, and Felicitas, were martyred for 
their faith. Their lives not only testified to the power of Christ but also chal-
lenged some of the dominant thinking about women at the time. They showed 
the capacity of women to demonstrate courage, strength, and self- control. 
These woman were called vir, “manly,” but their experiences of motherhood, 
breastfeeding, and childbirth nurtured their dependence on God and encour-
aged the faithful around them. Every year as the faithful celebrated these 
women on the anniversaries of their deaths, they continued to exert influence 
on individuals and on the church’s developing theology.
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