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Women in Leadership at Union Chapel

Earlier this year, The Elders of Union Chapel made a unanimous decision to change our
position regarding women in leadership.  Going forward, our leadership structure will include
(and consequently no longer exclude) women in all areas of leadership in our church
(particularly the role of “Elder”). We explain here why we believe this change is both right and
necessary for our community. This paper will not cover the full breadth of this discussion, but it
can be a reference and launchpad for ongoing discussion.

Framing the Discussion
As a leadership team, we realized that there were four important lenses through which to

approach this decision. The principal lens to begin with is Scripture. We must begin with key
passages, seek to understand them, and then explain how our leadership team is interpreting
them. While Scripture sets the stage for the conversation, it is one of four lenses that we had to
consider: Scripture (to examine key passages), History/Tradition (to examine the role of
women in leadership in the biblical story and throughout the centuries), Culture (to examine
how our current moment interacts with the Scripture), and Experience (to examine our specific
church context).

We'll begin with a brief discussion around key Scripture passages.

SCRIPTURE
How do scholars, and the elders at Union Chapel, deal with the biblical passages that

discuss women, some of which seem to limit their leadership and teaching roles? Tens of
thousands of pages have been written on this topic by scholars who read the same passages
and interpret them differently. A good rule of biblical interpretation is that when really good
scholars who agree on the major biblical issues are all over the map on a particular biblical
issue, that probably means that the passages are difficult and complex. We should probably
hold on to our interpretations of them with open hands. It also means that churches that truly
seek to follow God and his Word will end up deciding and practicing differently concerning
women in leadership.

Generally, scholars who argue that the Bible allows women to be in pastoral leadership
(also known as egalitarians) believe the limitations in the text are about cultural issues of the
time and places the Bible was written and do not apply in the same way today. They believe that
the New Testament Church is a place where women and men are to be equal partners in
service and leadership. Below are a few of the most important passages and examples of how
egalitarians might understand them.
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Galatians 3:26-29
26 So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, 27 for all of you who were
baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 28 There is neither Jew nor
Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ
Jesus. 29 If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to
the promise.

This is the most general of these passages. The context is that people become children
of God by faith in Christ, not by the Law. The categories of people Paul mentions are pairs
between which there are barriers, separation, and inequality in the culture. This passage speaks
to the Church as a community because it says that all these categories of persons, separated in
the world, are one in Christ.

The Church is the place where barriers created by these differences in culture must be
broken down. This does not mean that there is no longer male and female, but that in Christ and
his church the barriers of inequality, prejudice, and oppression that exist between these groups
in the world are eliminated. For example, in the Book of Philemon, Paul fleshes out this idea by
teaching that while a man may still be legally a slave of his master in the world, if they are both
believers, in the Church they are equal,and the slave could even be an elder and the master
might not be.

1 Corinthians 11:3-16
3 But I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the
woman is man,[a] and the head of Christ is God. 4 Every man who prays or prophesies
with his head covered dishonors his head. 5 But every woman who prays or prophesies
with her head uncovered dishonors her head—it is the same as having her head shaved.
6 For if a woman does not cover her head, she might as well have her hair cut off; but if it
is a disgrace for a woman to have her hair cut off or her head shaved, then she should
cover her head.
7 A man ought not to cover his head,[b] since he is the image and glory of God; but
woman is the glory of man. 8 For man did not come from woman, but woman from man;
9 neither was man created for woman, but woman for man. 10 It is for this reason that a
woman ought to have authority over her own[c] head, because of the angels. 11
Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of man, nor is man independent of
woman. 12 For as woman came from man, so also man is born of woman. But everything
comes from God.
13 Judge for yourselves: Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head
uncovered? 14 Does not the very nature of things teach you that if a man has long hair, it
is a disgrace to him, 15 but that if a woman has long hair, it is her glory? For long hair is
given to her as a covering. 16 If anyone wants to be contentious about this, we have no
other practice—nor do the churches of God.

This specific passage is universally acknowledged as one of the most difficult passages
to interpret in the New Testament. If the passage does establish some model of hierarchy
between men and women, that hierarchy here is most likely husbands and wives. Paul nowhere
seems to be interested in supporting the idea of women, in general, being in subjection to men
in general, as a societal structure.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+cor+11%3A3-16&version=NIV#fen-NIV-28604a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+cor+11%3A3-16&version=NIV#fen-NIV-28608b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+cor+11%3A3-16&version=NIV#fen-NIV-28611c
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The key observation in this passage, especially as it is related to 1 Cor. 14:33-35
(women are to be silent) is that women are allowed to pray and prophesy in public worship.
Prophesying is generally acknowledged as giving an authoritative proclamation which the
speaker is convinced is from God. It is closely related to preaching. This is a very powerful
action for a woman to take. And most contemporary scholars see the head covering as a
symbol on a woman’s head that she has the right and authority to speak, and that authority does
not come from her husband.

1 Timothy 2:8-15
8 Therefore I want the men everywhere to pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or
disputing. 9 I also want the women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety,
adorning themselves, not with elaborate hairstyles or gold or pearls or expensive clothes,
10 but with good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God.
11 A woman[a] should learn in quietness and full submission. 12 I do not permit a woman
to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet. 13 For Adam was formed
first, then Eve. 14 And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was
deceived and became a sinner. 15 But women will be saved through childbearing—if they
continue in faith, love, and holiness with propriety.

This is also recognized generally as a very difficult passage to interpret. The passage
includes things we already dispense with because they are cultural. For example, we don’t
require men to pray with uplifted hands or that women don’t braid their hair. So what does Paul
mean here when he says he does not allow a woman to teach or have authority over a man?
Does this still apply today?

To give some literary context, both 1 and 2 Timothy are written to combat false teaching.
Also, some of the false teachers seem to be particularly targeting women for their heresy and
sin (2 Tim 3). There also seems to be a problem with women spreading idle gossip, (1 Tim 5).

So, when Paul gives his reasons for not allowing women to teach or lead, he uses Adam
and Eve to illustrate that Eve, who was deceived, led Adam into sin. Then he indicates that
Adam’s sin was actually greater because he was not deceived, he knew better. But of course,
his point here cannot be that women are more easily deceived theologically, or that men are
more disobedient. We know that neither is true. So, it must relate to something going on in
Ephesus.

Several scholars suggest that perhaps the illustration points to the fact that Eve did not
know as much about God’s commands as Adam did since she was created after him. So, the
Eve story illustrates what happens when a woman becomes deceived theologically and then
communicates that heretical teaching to someone else. This is what was happening in Ephesus.
The solution is not gender discrimination, but education. The application for today would be that
qualifications to teach and lead in the church are about Christian maturity and adequate
education in the Scriptures to teach them responsibly.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+tim+2%3A8-15&version=NIV#fen-NIV-29728a
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It is important to recognize that all the passages referenced above are from the New
Testament. But that does not mean that the rest of the Bible is unconcerned about the place of
women in the family and among the people of God. Numerous women played important
leadership roles in Israel and even spoke for God to his people. But are there any specific Old
Testament passages that address the role of women in relation to men? Scholars on both sides
of this issue usually go first to the account of the creation of Adam and Eve in Genesis 2-3. Two
questions usually arise from this passage: What does it say about Eve in relation to Adam that
she is called his helper? And what should we take from the affirmation that Adam would rule
over Eve? See below the section on the creation of Eve, and then the curse given by God to her
after their sin:

Genesis 2:18-25, 3:16
The Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable
for him.” Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground all the wild animals and all the
birds in the sky. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and
whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name.  So the man gave
names to all the livestock, the birds in the sky and all the wild animals. But for Adam no
suitable helper was found.  So the Lord God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and
while he was sleeping, he took one of the man’s ribs and then closed up the place with
flesh.  Then the Lord God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and
he brought her to the man.  The man said,
“This is now bone of my bones
    and flesh of my flesh;
she shall be called ‘woman,’
    for she was taken out of man.”
That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they
become one flesh. Adam and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame. . .

(Then after Adam and Eve sin…)

 To the woman he said,
“I will make your pains in childbearing very severe;
    with painful labor you will give birth to children.
Your desire will be for your husband,
    and he will rule over you.”

Complementarians tend to read these passages to say that since Eve is Adam’s helper
she is subservient to him and that God’s statement that Adam would rule over her indicates that
she is created to be submissive to her husband. Egalitarians read this passage very differently.
First they argue that the word “helper” in English creates a misunderstanding. The Hebrew term
ezer is a very broad term for “help” which does not necessarily indicate submission. Indeed,
God himself is called Israel’s ezer, and surely God is not submissive to Israel. Also, Eve is
called Adam’s kenegdo, which indicates one who is different and equal to another, not lower.
Further, God’s statement that Adam will rule over Eve is made after the fall and is in a group of
curses that are the result of Adam and Eve’s sin. So, Adam’s rule over Eve is not a creation
reality, but the result of the fall.
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So, this understanding of the creation/fall story would indicate that there is no sense in
which women were created to be submissive to men, but on the contrary were created as equal
companions. It is human culture that creates women’s submissiveness, not God.

HISTORY & TRADITION
If we are going to ask the question about whether women should be in leadership in the

church today, it is important to examine where and how women have been leaders in the past,
both in the story of the Bible and in the history of the church.

Women Leaders of the Bible:
● Miriam, the sister of Aaron, helped compose a wonderful theological response to the

exodus. (Ex. 15)
● Hannah, the mother of Samuel, sang a song of great theology in response to the birth of

Samuel and in anticipation of the messiah/king. (1 Sam. 2)
● Deborah, a prophet, led Israel’s armies to victory. (Judges 4-5)
● Huldah, a prophet during the reign of the righteous King Josiah, gave the king a word

from the Lord when he was desperate to understand and hear from God. (2 Kings 22).
● Esther saved her nation from destruction, pressing beyond the cultural constructs of the

status of women in her day.
● Mary, the mother of Jesus, knew the great themes of the Scriptures and sang of God’s

deliverance of his people in the Messiah as a young woman. (Luke 1)
● Martha got a bad rap for thinking about making dinner instead of listening to Jesus

teach, but she showed amazing insight into the identity of Jesus when his disciples were
still trying to figure it out. Her confession of Jesus as the Messiah was similar to Peter’s
in Matthew 16. (John 11)

● Mary of Bethany knew that learning from Jesus and following him was the most
important thing in the world.

● Priscilla instructed Apollos, a powerful teacher of the Church, correcting his theology.
(Acts 18)

● Lydia, a businesswoman and Paul’s church planting partner, oversaw a church in her
house. (Acts 16)

Women Leaders in Church History
When we look at the history of the church after the apostolic period we find that women

have had a leadership role at various times and places. Christian art from the first and second
centuries shows women performing various ministry activities including teaching, baptizing,
even administering the Lord’s Supper. However, as a result of the institutionalization of the
Church in the 4th and 5th centuries, the church adopted the generally negative view of women
of the surrounding culture, and women became excluded from leadership.

In the middle ages, women found places of leadership in the monasteries. Catherine of
Siena (14th c. Italy) and Teresa of Avila (16th c. Spain) were called “Doctors of the Church.”
Abbesses of convents had significant authority. They governed their lands, heard confessions,
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and appointed parish priests. Originally abbesses were even ordained. But after the 12th
century, their leadership began to decline. The Council of Trent (1545-1563) finally put all their
leadership under that of male abbots.

In America, women held significant leadership roles in the revivals and Great
Awakenings of the 18th and 19th century especially those influenced by the Wesleyan tradition.
But from the mid-19th century on, there were conservative reactions to this trend such that
several ministry organizations started and run by women were taken over by men.

Since the 20th century, both Black and White Pentecostal traditions have welcomed
female pastors and leaders. It has been generally understood in these traditions that where the
Holy Spirit anoints people to preach or teach, they have authority no matter what their gender.

In today’s American evangelical Christian world there is a wide spectrum of opinion and
practice on this issue. Excellent and respected biblical scholars, all of whom recognize the Bible
as the inspired, infallible, and authoritative Word of God, differ on this issue. And the
overwhelming majority of them would agree that this is not an essential of the Christian faith, nor
is it what the church would generally consider a moral issue.

In looking briefly at biblical passages and church history, we shared how  some key
passages are understood by Bible teachers who believe that women are free to participate
equally with men in church leadership. The elders care deeply about the leadership structure of
Union Chapel being in line with the teaching of God’s Word. We take the Bible seriously and are
not simply capitulating to the winds of changing culture. In fact, the practice of limiting women in
the church is more a result of patriarchal culture than of the Bible. But people of goodwill who
are good students of the Bible disagree on this issue and that is OK. Especially on issues that
are not essentials of the faith, sometimes the Bible is just not crystal clear. In those cases, good
and godly churches may come to different conclusions about how to apply biblical principles of
leadership.

CULTURE
Ken Meyers, founder of the Mars Hill Audio Journal, defines culture as “what human

beings make of the world—in both senses." In other words, culture is both the things we make
and the meaning we make in the world. From the start, God gives humans the capacity to
co-create culture with him, to both make material things, and to make and draw meaning and
conclusions. This project goes horribly wrong in Genesis chapter 3, when humans take
culture-making into their own hands and determine right and wrong, not on God's terms but their
own. The rest of the story of the Bible is about God going on a mission to restore the people and
culture (remember the final vision is one of a "holy city" teeming with kingdom culture). That
culture is described as "the Kingdom of God."

Ever since then, humanity has been bent on defining and creating a culture in its own
image. Jesus, as the true image of God, arrives to form a new community, saves them through
his sacrificial death and, after his resurrection and ascension, leaves them with the gift of his
Spirit that they might be new creations who make new creations (culture) in his kingdom.

Thus, the role of the church is to be a visible communal witness to the rule and reign of
Jesus Christ in a specific place and time and to partner with him in the creation of that culture,
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until its complete fulfillment. When Jesus himself encourages us to pray for God's “kingdom to
come on earth as it is in heaven,” it implies that His kingdom is both presently breaking through,
and yet has not fully arrived into our broken and fractured world. Thus, the church is a new kind
of culture and yet still exists amongst the cultures of the world that continue to live in rebellion
towards God's rule and reign.

There are two familiar pitfalls for the church concerning its posture toward the rebellious
culture. Compromise and Separation. When the church compromises the truth of the gospel it
loses its distinctiveness (see the letter to the Laodiceans in Revelation chapter 3). In contrast,
the separatist church loses its mission and becomes an ingrown enclave hiding out in a bunker
until Jesus comes to save them.

But when Jesus prays for the church in his high priestly prayer, he prays for a different
reality:

And I am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to you. Holy
Father, keep them in your name... I do not ask that you take them out of the world, but
that you keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, just as I am not of the
world. Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, so I
have sent them into the world. (John 17:11,15-18)

Jesus makes it clear that his church will be sent into the world and will not be removed
from it (no room to be separatists here). But He also prays for the Father to "keep them from the
evil one" and to "sanctify them in truth." He doesn't want them to lose the truth and
accommodate the rebellious culture around them (thus, no room for compromising). Jesus lived
a different way and longs for us to follow him. So, when it comes to culture, the church is always
riding the razor's edge. We are called to be among the culture and yet distinct from it.

When it comes to decisions such as the one before us, we must be concerned with the
razor's edge. Are we accommodating the "winds of the changing culture" and losing the
distinctiveness of a community committed to the word of God, the risen Christ? And, conversely,
are we losing the mission of the church by isolating ourselves from the culture out of fear of
contamination? These are questions worth keeping before us.

Some might rightly ask "Are we twisting the Scripture to accommodate the cultural
moment?" We’ve established that the answer is "No" in the Scripture section of this paper. We
believe our decision is faithful to God's word and does not require interpretive gymnastics. We
are called to faithfulness to Jesus and his word, and that will not allow us to make future
accommodations that require ignoring the scripture.

Some might also be wondering, “Is this a slippery slope? Is this a sign of Union Chapel
accommodating the times, and if so, where does the accommodation end?” We have already
stated that the authority of God’s Word is paramount. Therefore, there will be places that the
culture might want the church to accommodate that we will simply never entertain. And so we
don’t believe this to be a slippery slope at all. In fact, we believe the slippery slope argument to
be a red herring that has kept the church at large from making space for women to lead, which
is tragic.

So then, what impact has the culture had on our decision? First, It is no secret that the
surrounding culture has elevated the conversation around women and patriarchal leadership
structures in recent years. Though women have been treated poorly throughout history, the
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#metoo movement and events related to racial injustice have spurred a national debate around
creating equitable environments for women in our culture. No stream of culture has remained
untouched. The uncovering of scandals related to the abuse and silencing of women has
happened in every arena of our society including the church. These recent movements have
played a large part in our discussions. They have caused us to ask difficult questions. Questions
like, "Why aren't women included in leadership structures at Union Chapel?" "What are the
biblical reasons for excluding women from these roles?" and "Why do we operate this way?"
The cultural moment hasn’t changed our mind on this subject matter, but it has forced us to pay
attention and revisit these questions with a kind of rigor that we hadn’t before.  .

While the broken culture does not get to define truth, it can still cause the church to
revisit and refine itself, pushing the church to be more faithful to the truth they so passionately
proclaim. Throughout history, cultural movements have played a part in pushing the church to
question their orthodoxy (beliefs) and orthopraxy (practices). A healthy church should be able to
accept the pressure the culture applies and use it as a tool to refine and strengthen its beliefs
and practices. In this sense, the culture can push the church to audit itself for faithfulness. This
is a far cry from accommodating, rather it's a refining process.

This cultural moment has led to the refining and reforming of our position. Most
importantly, we believe that this will enable our church to be a more faithful witness to the rule
and reign of Jesus in our community.

OUR EXPERIENCE
Lastly,in the past few years, the experiences of our elder team have played a huge part

in shaping our conversation. We’d like to visit a few of those experiences and observations that
come from our own community, and speak to how they play a part in our decision making
process.

First, we see women in our community that have spiritual gifts of leadership, preaching,
teaching, and shepherding. While these giftings can be recognized in complementarian settings,
the women who possess them are often relegated to using those gifts in the limited contexts of
women and children’s ministry. This is a tragedy for our community to limit the contribution of
women to these ministries alone. If we desire to be a more faithful witness, we are convinced
that the entire body of Christ needs to be using their giftings at full capacity. To keep women
from using their gifts not only constrains the individual, but it also robs the community of
receiving the gift as well. We want Union Chapel to be a place where the spiritual gifts of women
can be developed and used to edify the entire body of Christ.

Second, over the last few years, specifically since the merging of two churches into
Union Chapel, our leadership team can look back at specific decisions and events where we
distinctly sensed the absence of a female perspective. Of course, one solution to this is to make
a “council of women” that could advise our team. But even this feels less than what we believe
God is leading us to, which is full participation. If one of the primary roles of our elder team is to
shepherd and care for the souls of our community, we began to understand that our elder team
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would be better equipped to care for and represent the needs of our entire community if women
were present at all levels of leadership at Union Chapel.

Third, and lastly, there are women at Union Chapel who are already preaching,
teaching, leading, pastoring and shepherding. They may not hold the title of “pastor” or “elder”
but they are certainly pastoring and eldering nonetheless. Our desire is to create an
environment at Union Chapel where these individuals can continue to lead with the full approval
and encouragement of our community.

Each of these experiences has reiterated the importance of having women in the
leadership structure at Union Chapel.

CONCLUSION
We believe that the bible teaches that men and women are equal in status, gifting,

and should have the same opportunity for ministry service.  It is our conviction that God
intends for women and men to teach, lead, and serve together in a full partnership. This
kind of partnership involves complete participation, collaboration, mutual support, and
unity of purpose. In this partnership, each person has a voice and a valued perspective in
the work of ministry. Therefore, at Union Chapel women are fully included in the life of
the church, and both men and women are free to participate in all ministries and
positions, including the roles of elder and Lead Pastor.1

As a leadership team, we began discussing this topic back in the Spring of 2019. In the
early part of 2020, we came to an official decision. That set in motion a timeline to make this
decision public and make this transition in leadership structure. We have not come to this
decision flippantly or lightly. We understand that our community will have wide-ranging opinions
regarding this matter. However, we pray this will not become a means of division or quarreling.
We desire that our community will continue to have the mind of Christ, looking to serve rather
than be served.

We also acknowledge that a history at Union Chapel of all male leadership has created
opportunities for harm and wounding. We grieve the ways in which our posture has not fully
valued the work of women in our community, and we grieve the instances where the voice and
input of women has been subdued or silenced. It is not enough to simply change our leadership
structure and proceed like all is well. We commit to courageously embrace our blindspots and
actively seek healing and restoration and will gladly welcome any opportunity to seek such
things. If you would like to reach out to our current elder team, you can find our information
below.

We are prayerful that this change in leadership will ultimately serve and strengthen our
community. We look forward to what God will do in and through our community with women
empowered in places of leadership.

1 http://idcpdx.com/position-change/
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QUESTIONS

What if I disagree with the position of the Elder Team?
We expect there to be some disagreement. Quite frankly, disagreement has already existed in
our community. As our community has been complementarian in practice for some time, there
are plenty of people in our community who have lovingly chosen to be a part of Union Chapel
despite being in disagreement with that position. These individuals have seen this issue as a
“non-essential” doctrine (meaning, not a reason to be at another church, or break fellowship with
those who differ from them). Our hope is that this spirit of deference and understanding would
continue to permeate our church. While we understand that you may disagree with our decision,
this must not become an opportunity for division and dissension. Everyone must hold their
position with humility and love.

If this paper has not sufficiently addressed your concerns, please know that we plan on hosting
some “family meetings” to give our community space and time to ask questions, express
concerns and give feedback to our elder team.

What do I do if I have questions or concerns that were not addressed in this paper?
First, we’d invite you to attend our family meeting, as that would be a great place to ask
questions or address concerns. If that is not a forum that you’d like to engage in, you are
welcome to reach out to our elder team. Brad Harper wrote the Scripture and History portions of
this paper, and Adam Hendrix wrote the Culture and Experience portions. Please feel free to
contact them if you have specific questions related to those headings.

How soon will Union Chapel have female elders?
We hesitate to put a date on these changes but would like you to know that it is a high priority to
not only make this change on paper but also in practice. The next time we move to nominate
elders, our community should expect to see women put forward for that role.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES:
Here are some additional resources if you would like to do more personal study around this
topic. We’ve included resources that will give perspective from both sides of this debate.

Two Views on Women in Ministry, edited by Stan Gundry. Zondervan Academic, 2005.  (In this
book, four well-known evangelical scholars, two on each side of the debate, share their views
and then dialog with each other.  It is a great place to see both sides engaging each other.)

Women in the Church’s Ministry: A Test-case for Biblical Hermeneutics, by R.T France.

Partners in Christ: A Conservative Case for Egalitarianism, by John G. Stackhouse, Jr.
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Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism. Edited
by John Piper and Wayne Grudem.  Crossway, 1999, revised 2012. (This book is a collection of
articles by dozens of scholars who address a number of different questions related to men and
women from a complementarian point of view.)

Discovering Biblical Equality: Complementarity without Hierarchy. Edited by Ronald Pierce and
Rebecca Merrill Goothuis.  IVP Academic, July 2005. (This book is a collection of articles by
dozens of scholars who address a number of different questions related to men and women
from an egalitarian point of view.)

http://idcpdx.com/position-change/
The church that we were planted out of (our “mother church”, Imago Dei Community in
Portland) has recently made a similar change of position. Their paper and sermon series is an
excellent resource that we highly recommend.
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