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Public Body, Private Women:

The Ideology of Gender and Space and the Exclusion of Women from Public Leadership in the Late First Century Church

Brian J. Capper

The hope for a universally recognised role for women in all offices of the Christian churches has often received an ambiguous answer from reflection on the New Testament documents. While the leadership roles of women such as the patroness-deacon Phoebe (Romans 16:1-2) and the apostle Junia (Romans 16:7) are increasingly accepted, the absence of women from the circle of the Twelve remains an objection to the possibility of the call of God to the highest offices in the Church. In his first letter to Corinth Paul seems both to allow (1 Cor 11:5) and forbid (14:34-35) the voice of women in worship. 1 Tim 2:11–12 explicitly excludes women from teaching and authority in the assembly. In the ancient development of Christian institutional structures the harsher view and texts ultimately prevailed; women were excluded from the leading offices of the Church, and from presiding at the eucharist.


The gender ideology which defines the public sphere as properly belonging to men, and restricts women to the private, domestic sphere has been persistent in Western culture
 and has indeed been proposed by the anthropologist Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo as a universal though 'non-necessary' aspect of culture.
 Karen Jo Torjesen has employed the anthropological understanding of the gender-based dichotomy between public and private space to explain the limitation of women's roles in ministry in early Christianity.
 She emphasises the limited evidence from the second and third centuries which shows women in leadership roles, and finds a turning point around 250 AD. 'Up until the middle of the third century, early Christian worship took place in the homes of prosperous householders… the earlier "house congregations" were clearly located in the private sphere.' With the transition to the public sphere, women were no longer allowed leadership roles. The restriction of women's roles only became complete in the fourth century with the construction of basilicas after the model of the Roman reception hall, whose 'architectural space clearly define Christian worship as public.'


The purpose of this paper is to argue that the transition to a public form of worship actually happened in many sectors of the church as early as the generation after the apostles, accounting for the harsher New Testament texts and the general exclusion of women from the monarchical episcopate, which arose precisely with the transition of Christian worship to space which was perceived as 'public'. The early timing of this transition in many areas explains the very limited evidence for women in leadership roles from the second to the fourth centuries compared with the New Testament. The present author has argued elsewhere that the rise of the monarchical bishop and the threefold ministry was due to the late first century development away from a cellular structure of small household groups, under the patronage of a group of householders and linked by the authority of peripatetic apostles, to a form in which larger, gathered city congregations met under the leadership of the first 'bishops' proper. The new episcopal class arose to offer authoritative leadership in these larger congregations as the apostolic class passed away.
 In the public space where these large city congregations met, cultural norms of modesty excluded women from leadership roles.

Gender and the ideology of public and private space

The anthropologist Jill Dubisch observes that Greek women in rural villages today should be 'Ideally… confined to the house, leaving its boundaries only as necessity demands and never for idle or frivolous reasons… By spending too much time outside of the house, a woman is not only neglecting her domestic duties, but also may be engaging in polluting and destructive activities, such as illicit sexual activity or gossip, which can disrupt social relations and damage a family's reputation.'
 The anthropological categories of honour and shame, at the root of the ideology of gender and space, have been seen to define pivotal values of ancient mediterranean culture.
 Public space was the proper place for males, whereas females belonged in the private space of the household.
 Men acquired honour in the arena of public interaction, where male sexuality was understood to be aggressive.
 By contrast, women preserved the honour of their males and family group by preserving their shame, acknowledgement in the public sphere of their sexual exclusivenness. Since sexual exclusiveness was most easily challenged if a woman moved too freely outside the protected sphere of the household, the conventions of female modesty included semi-seclusion.


 The restrictions which the cultural handling of sexuality placed on women for the sake of male and family honour were transformed in rhetorical discourse into virtues. The gender ideology of public and private included a powerful political component, by which leadership roles in the public sphere were restricted to men, while the only proper sphere of female control was the household. According to a Pythagorean treatise of the second or third century BC 'Men's vocations are to be generals and city officials and politicians, and women should guard the house and stay inside and receive and take care of their husbands'.
 The ideal woman was absent from public space or silent and invisible when within it. Aristotle counted silence as the principal virtue of a woman, appealing to the poetic tradition: 'All classes must be deemed to have special attributes; as the poet says of woman, 'Silence is a woman's glory', but this is not equally the glory of men.'
 For Plutarch, 'a virtuous woman ought to be most visible in her husband's company, and to stay in the house and hide herself when he is away'; the women of early Rome were 'not to speak, even on the most necessary topics, unless their husbands were with them'; indeed, 'the name of a good woman [i.e. any information concerning her], like her person, ought to be shut up indoors and never go out'.
 In Pericles' famous funeral oration, the virtuous widow is she 'of whom there is least talk among men whether in praise or blame',
 so completely withdrawn from public space and comment that she has reputation for neither good nor evil.


The Jewish Philo, writing shortly in advance of the first New Testament authors, would have kept women out of public space altogether:

Market-places and council-halls and law-courts and gatherings and meetings where a large number of people are assembled, and open-air life with full scope for discussion and action — all these are suitable to men both in war and in peace. The women are best suited to the indoor life which never strays from the house, within which the middle door is taken by the maidens as their boundary, and the outer door by those who have reached full womanhood.

Philo, with other ancient moralists, increased the rhetorical force of the ideal of the virtuous, silent woman by means of a harsh opposing stereotype of meddling and sexual impropriety:

A woman, then, should not be a busybody, meddling with matters outside her household concerns, but should seek a life of seclusion. She should not show herself off like a vagrant in the streets before the eyes of other men, except when she has to go to the temple, and even then she should take pains to go, not when the market is full, but when most people have gone home, and so like a freeborn lady worthy of the name, with everything quiet around her, make her oblations and offer her prayers to avert the evil and gain the good.

Since public activity was the preserve of men, the woman who got involved in a matter outside her household might be attacked for meddling where she did not belong. Philo tragically constructs a supposed virtue of holy silence out of women's restricted movement and social isolation. Plutarch held that Numa, the legendary king of Rome, had forbidden Roman matrons from 'busy intermeddling, taught them sobriety, and accustomed them to be silent'.
 Juvenal added the charge of gossip against the woman active outside the home, who was 'rushing boldly about the entire city, attending men's meetings, talking with unflinching face and hard breasts to generals in their military cloaks... she picks up the latest rumours at the city gates, and invents some herself'.
 Women's exclusion from public space could even be made a necessary consequence of universal female moral incapacity: 'Every woman has loose morals; the virtuous woman has just escaped notice'.
 Perversely opposing judgements about a women's movement in public space meant that it was literally an area in which women could not win. For Philo, when piety compelled the virtuous woman to move in public space, she would avoid crowds. The Pythagorean tract noted above judged that since movement 'at dawn or dusk' in public space put her sexual exclusivity in question, the virtuous woman only left the house 'when the forum is full of people, accompanied by one or at the most two servants.'
 Paul Veyne describes such customary accompaniment of the Roman woman as her 'mobile prison',
 an apposite description also for the public discourse created by such moralising.


The honour competition was greatest amongst the males of the the city elite. Since conspicuous public roles increased men's vulnerability to attacks on the reputation of their wives and daughters, elite wealth emphasised the retreat of the virtuous woman. Philo made exaggerated female modesty, withdrawal, and quietness a badge of social rank. Substantial restriction to the home was the price such moralists sought of the elite woman for the high public standing of her husband. Xenophon in his Oikonomikos articulated the ancient ideal gender division of labour management, something of a fiction: 'the woman should be responsible for all work indoors, and the man take charge of outdoor activities.'
 The timidity and caution of the woman, and the kinds of work at which she excels, make her more suited to the sheltered space of the home.
 Such views really arose from concerns about male honour rather than division of labour. The labour burden of the elite household largely fell upon its male and female slaves. Once basic decisions had been taken, competent slaves could be entrusted with oversight of the household. Yet the mistress's freedom from labour presented a danger if time spent outside the home resulted in accusation. More than household management, the elite male required of his wife the preservation of his honour and legitimate heirs, central concerns best met by keeping his wife generally at home. The male ideal of beauty even preferred a woman to have a white complexion, indicating that she remained indoors.


This was an impossible standard of propriety for women of the lower classes, who undertook tasks outside the home, and might at best keep virgin daughters within the immediate vicinity of the house. Women without slaves to run errands for them had to venture into the public sphere.
 The reality of life for the vast majority of women in the ancient world involved the public tasks of carrying, buying and selling at the markets, and land work (in the company of their males), as well as the domestic tasks of spinning, weaving and food preparation. Walter Scheidel has shown the importance of female labour in his treatments of the working women of the ancient agrarian economy, whom he calls 'The most silent women of Greece and Rome'.
 In ancient literature the lot of these women is undiscussed. The values of the elite moralists indicate that they were easily tainted with the suspicion of immorality.


For the better-off family of the ancient city, the ideology of gender and space was not dealt with at the outer threshold of the wealthy courtyard house, but extended to division of space within the house. The 'women's quarters' (gynaikôn or gynaikônitis), where women lived and worked, were located in the more remote rooms of the house, at a distance from the entrance. The women's living area was separated from the men's quarters by a door (Philo's 'middle door') which could be bolted.
 If the house had an upper storey, the women's quarters might be located there for greater privacy — or isolation.
 The dining room, where guests were entertained, was included in the men's area. It was itself termed the andrôn and was located so that male guests entering the house would have no cause to approach the women's quarters. Entry by an unrelated male into the women's quarters would be seen as outrage against custom and hospitality, if not criminal.
 The orator Lysias once impressed the court by claiming that his sister and niece were 'so well brought up that they are embarrassed in the presence even of a man who is a member of the family.'
 


The andrôn  provided the usual setting for early Christian worship in the Pauline congregations. In terms of the gender-space ideology, it lay on the border between public and private, 'separate both from the private world of the household and the fully public world outside.'
 In Greek custom women often dined apart from men in the women's quarters. When male guests were entertained in the symposia of ancient Athens, the wife and daughters of the household had no part to play. Courtesans, flute-girls and prostitutes provided female company if this was required.
 Roman practice, at least in the late republican and early imperial periods, allowed the woman of the household a role in entertaining. Sometimes the Roman wife might recline next to her husband. Often the women present would be given a couch or section of couches apart from the men.


Cornelius Nepo (99–24 BC) observed differences between Greek and Roman customs in the first century BC:

Many actions are seemly according to our code which the Greeks look upon as shameful. For instance, what Roman would blush to take his wife to a dinner-party? What matron does not frequent the front rooms of her dwelling and show herself in public? But it is very different in Greece; for there a woman is not admitted to a dinner-party, unless relatives only are present, and she keeps to the more retired part of the house called "the woman's apartment", to which no man has access who is not near of kin.

Meal customs in the eastern Mediterranean underwent a measure of change in the period immediately prior to the New Testament,
 as Roman practice brought new influences to bear. The late republican and early imperial periods had also allowed Roman matronae (freeborn married women) increased freedom of action in public,
 but this limited 'emancipation' was soon perceived as a threat to the stability of the political order.
 It was checked both by the Augustan marriage laws,
 and a resurgent emphasis in popular rhetoric on the importance of traditional female virtues. Roman influence on meal practices within eastern Mediterranean households does not imply greater freedom in the public space outside. The gender-space ideology of public and private was also part of Roman perceptions and is emphasised in the period. Livy ( 59 BC – AD 17) told the story that the Roman officers at the legendary siege of Ardea in Latium debated whose wife was the most virtuous. They decided to visit each of their homes in turn, unannounced, to settle the question. Lucretia was found spinning as home, while the others dined luxuriously. She was pronounced the most virtuous.
 The moralist Valerius Maximus (first century AD) told stories of an earlier Rome, more sensitive to morals, in which one Roman husband had divorced his wife for appearing in public with her head uncovered, another because his wife spoke privately in public with a freedwoman of poor reputation, and a third because she went to the games without his knowledge.
 Even the Roman aristocratic woman was highly vulnerable to the charge of immorality when her contacts with unrelated men departed from such expectations. Cicero annihilated the wellborn Clodia's reputation, successfully making her a 'shameless and wanton courtesan' for her public attendance at 'dinner parties with men who are perfect strangers', even 'in the city, in her park' and 'amid crowds'.

The rise of the threefold ministry and the move out of domestic space

The rise of the threefold ministry of bishop, elder and deacon in the early second century may be explained by considering the principal social realities of the New Testament church. These were the proclamation of the Gospel by peripatetic missionaries, the meeting of congregations within the households of wealthy patrons who entertained visiting peripatetics, and the central act in the worship of these house-churches of a common meal with ritual elements. These social realities explain the grounds for the ultimate emergence of three classes of community officers. First, the early Christian churches were founded and re-visited by a class of authoritative peripatetic missionaries who depended upon the material support of the congregations (1 Cor 9:4–12). This group contained those called apostles by virtue of their commission from the historical Jesus or sponsorship by particular congregations (2 Cor 8:23).


Second, a plurality of householder-overseers oversaw the cellular pattern of a multiplicity of household congregations in each city.
 Wealthy patrons offered their households as meeting places and held authority in these gatherings (1 Thess 5:12–13). Women who are known to have functioned in this role included the diakonos Phoebe at Cenchreae whose role as servant and patroness (prostatis)
 to her house-church and Paul is commended at Rom 16:1–2, Nympha of Laodicea, greeted in Paul's letter to the Colossians (4:15) and Lydia of Philippi (Acts 16:12–15, 40). Male overseers in Corinth included the wealthy Titius Justus and Crispus (Acts 18.7–8), and Stephanas (1 Cor 16:15–16). Paul explicitly vouchsafed the authority of the householder-patrons at Corinth, which arose through the conventions of reciprocity, since they had 'devoted themselves to the service of the saints' (1 Cor 16.15-16). Since this local leadership functioned within the private sphere of the household, it was appropriate, rather than dissonant, that independent women also exercised leadership in this role. Householder-overseers did not yet gather as the council of elders in public space which we see in Ignatius. Terminology for them in Paul's letters remains fluid and non-technical since they remain obscured from view within the private sphere. They are 'governors' (kyberneseis, 1 Cor 12:28); 'those who have charge, preside' (proïstamenoi, 1 Thess 5:12, Rom 12:8); 'overseer-deacons' (episkopoi kai diakonoi, Phil 1:1). Phoebe was 'deacon' and 'patroness' (diakonos and prostatis, Rom 16:1–2). In the different parlance of Acts, these householder-overseers are termed presbyteroi (14:23), reflecting development towards the Ignatian order


Third, the host was naturally assisted by a group of meal-servants during the worship meal. As in the day-to-day running of the household, servants prepared and served food and met guests at the door (cf. Acts 12:13). Such servants joined their masters in conversion to the new faith, as had the servants of the God-fearing Cornelius (Acts 10: 7, 44-48, 11:14), and acquired special religious functions. In view of the frequency of female household servants, there can be no doubt that women as well as men functioned in this role. Possibly the Christian ideology of service meant that the privilege of serving at the meal was extended to certain trusted guests, in contradiction of the customs of hospitality.


By the early second century century the functions of peripatetics, householders, and meal-servants had developed into the threefold order of bishop, elder, and deacon visible in the letters of Ignatius of Antioch. The key to understanding this development is the scale of the meetings reflected in Ignatius' correspondence, which is altogether larger than the regular meetings of earlier house-congregations. The dining rooms of typical Graeco-Roman city houses averaged about ten by fourteen metres in size, as shown by the remains at Herculaneum and Pompeii.
 Earle Ellis estimates that a triclinium dining arrangement in such a room could comfortably accommodate a gathering of twenty or so people.
 This figure concurs with G.M. Calhoun's calculation that the dining clubs of classical Athens, which met in private homes, had on average a membership of twenty — the scale of larger city dining rooms had not changed significantly in six centuries.
 When weather permitted, however, the inner, partly uncovered space of a courtyard house could accommodate a meeting of from one to two hundred. The regular weekly form of worship in the first gentile congregations was the smaller house-group, in which Paul envisages every member present taking an active part (1 Cor 14:26). Larger, combined meetings of house-groups were arranged especially when a significant peripatetic was visiting, when a plural leadership of local householders greeted the visitor. Since in Ignatius' letters the elders appear as a gathered group around the bishop, with numerous deacons in attendance, it is clear that by the early second century meetings in the dining rooms of private houses had receded in significance, at least in the areas which Ignatius knew, and the weekly gathering of a much large number of the Christians of a city together had become the usual form of worship.


By Ignatius' day the earlier authority-bearing peripatetic class has been replaced by the local episcopal class, who ruled over these larger gathered meetings. This happened both through the settling of peripatetics in one place (particularly older figures), and the promotion of leading elder-overseers of house-congregations to preside over the larger meetings.
 As the house-churches coalesced into a larger regular meeting, prominent householders came to form a college of elders under the bishop. Larger covered spaces to accommodate the large weekly meetings which Ignatius describes must have been available. These were probably formed as the churches acquired formerly private houses by purchase or occasional gift, which were modified for employment as meeting spaces. It is known that the professional and religious clubs of the Graeco–Roman world, in social form directly comparable with the early Christian churches,
 sometimes became owners of private houses, which they rented out or used for their communal activities.
 The expansion of the dining-space of a house through the replacement of internal walls with arches is attested by a late third century Christian meeting house.
 The early church building discovered at Capernaum was based originally on a room in a private house and also gives evidence of such extension.
 It would also have been within the financial capacity of any well-supported city congregation to rent or acquire halls for meeting, just as Paul had once rented the lecture-hall of Tyrannus for preaching, probably from a Greek professional or religious  association (Acts 19:9).
 The first purpose-built Christian buildings appear with the basilicas of the fourth century, based on the form of the Roman public reception hall and resulting from the emperor Constantine's espousal of Christianity. However, sizeable meeting places, especially those formed by modification of houses, were probably available to churches in many locations before the time of Ignatius.

Phoebe, Lydia and Nympha as overseer-servants, prebyters and priests in first-generation Christianity

In later Christianity, the order of priests presided at the eucharist. This function was neither restricted to the class of monarchical bishops nor extended to the class of deacons. The term priest is etymologically a contraction of presbyteros. These facts confirm the origin of the Ignatian council of elders with the plurality of local householders who held the Christian meal in their homes in the apostolic era. As the peripatetic, apostolic class passed away, it was replaced by monarchical bishops. Hence a later thinker like Cyprian saw the authority of the priest or presbyter as deriving from the episcopal sacerdotium.
 However, the class which had originally led worship in their homes retained continued to preside at the eucharist after it had been moved to public space. While Christian worship remained in private space, women householders in early Christianity presided at the eucharist, and were counted, in the parlance of the later Church, amongst the priests of the community. The New Testament figures Phoebe, Lydia and Nympha are clearly identifiable as part of this class of householder–overseers.


As noted above, Paul calls Phoebe a servant (diakonos) of her church  and a patroness (prostatis) of Paul and many others (Romans 16:1–2). As a householder and patroness, Phoebe held authority by the conventions of reciprocity. She was not a servant or 'deacon' of the church in the narrow sense of a table-servant and carer for the poor — the term diakonos has not yet acquired this technical significance. The conventions of reciprocity and hospitality would have been broken if women householders were denied authority in the gatherings which took place in their own homes. To extend the vocabulary of Ernst Troeltsch and Gerd Theissen, there was love-matriarchalism as well as love-partiarchalism in early Christianity.
 Phoebe constantly presided as host at the Christian meal which was the centre of house-church worship.
  We have no reason to assume that Paul placed any limitation of her role in this context, but must assume rather, from the warmth of his commendation, that he saw her as a figure of equal authority to Stephanas and the other male householder-patrons in Corinth (cf. 1 Cor 16.15).


The god-fearer Lydia was a woman of independent means, a merchant in purple-dyed garments of Philippi. The information given about her in Acts 16 and Paul's letter to Philippi show that she too was a householder who hosted visiting apostles and had authority over the church which met in her house. When Paul arrived at Philippi on his second missionary journey, his first successful preaching was to women (probably both Jews and God-fearers) who met in a building by the stream of the Gangites or Angites outside the city for worship on the Sabbath. The author of Acts calls this building a proseuche, a place of prayer (16:13, 16), a term largely synonymous in ancient Jewish usage with synagoges, 'synagogue'.
 Small house-synagogues may in public perception have been regarded as private space. Nonetheless, since Luke uses synagoges elsewhere in Acts, his choice of term here may indicate reluctance to view these women as administering worship in public space. This may be an indication that by the time of the writing of Luke-Acts, usually dated to c. AD 80–90, many churches were meeting in public space where the implication of women's leadership was undesirable.


Lydia was a God-fearer who believed and was baptised by Paul with her whole household, indicating her wealthy householder status. The narrative of Acts shows that she was from this time on a principal host and leader of the church at Philippi. She prevailed on Paul to stay at her house and receive her hospitality and support, actions which confirm her wealth and show her adopting, with Paul's acceptance, the role of patron to both house-church and travelling apostle (Acts 16:11–15). In the Acts narrative she continues in this role of host and local leader. There follows the disturbance over Paul's deliverance of a slave-girl from a spirit of divination by Paul. The girl's owners are furious, stirring the crowds against Paul and Silas and provoking their imprisonment by the magistrates. Miraculous release from prison leads to the conversion of the Philipian jailer with all his household. Before Paul and Silas leave the city at the magistrates' request, they 'visited Lydia; and when they had seen the brethren, they exhorted them and departed'. (16:40). Clearly, Lydia's dining room became the first meeting place for Christians in Philippi; the Philippian jailer's was probably the second.


Lydia's eagerness to offer support to Paul is paralleled by Paul's indication in his letter to the Philippians of their readiness to support him on his departure from the city:

And you Philippians yourselves know that in the beginning of the Gospel, when I left Macedonia, no church entered into partnership with me in giving and receiving except you only; for even in Thessalonica you sent me help once and again (Phil 4:15–16).

Since at Paul's departure from Philippi we learn from Acts of only two converted households in which Christians could start to meet, it is clear that this passage refers to Lydia's generosity and implies that the Philippian jailer was similarly eager to offer financial support. His generosity may be partly explained from his escape of death by his own sword (16:27) and his embarrassment, alongside the Philippian magistrates, at having participated in the beating and imprisonment of a Roman citizen (16:35–39). He had joined Lydia in loading Paul and Silas with provisions and money on their departure. Paul Sampley has shown that Paul and the Philippian leaders had entered into an honourable Roman contract, a societas partnership, for the furtherance of the Gospel. Paul's part was to preach, while the Philippian church gave material support (cf. ekoinonesen, 'entered into partnership', 4:15).
 We would expect this form of Roman contract to be entered into by persons of equal social status. Estimates of the jailer's social status range from veteran soldier and citizen to public slave. Brian Rapske opts for the latter in his recent monograph on Paul's experience of imprisonment.
 In this case Lydia would probably have been the principal partner at the inception of the arrangement, which lends support to the ancient conjecture that she is the 'true yokefellow' to whom Paul refers at Phil 4:3.
 This very explicit form of reciprocity had as its consequence that Paul saw Lydia as his own authoritative representative amongst the converts whom he had left behind in Philippi.


Paul's letter to Philippi was written at the latest no more than about twelve years after his visit in Acts 16. Philippians was written either shortly before Romans (on the Ephesian imprisonment theory) or within a few years after. We can assume that in Philippians as in Romans the term diakonos has not yet acquired its later technical significance. We may therefore draw on the reference to Phoebe as 'patroness' and diakonos in Romans 16:1–2 in our  understanding of the reference to the 'overseers and servants / bishops and deacons' at Philippi (Phil 1:1). It seems likely that the phrase does not refer to two ranks of community officers, overseers and meal-servants, as it would in the early second century in the Ignatian correspondence. Rather, the phrase episkopoi kai diakonoi is hendiadys, two terms referring to the one group of those who were both 'overseers' and 'servants' of the congregation. The first term denotes these leaders' authority over the congregation which met in their own homes, while the second adds the characteristic Christian emphasis that the patron and leader of a group was its servant, in accord with the words of Jesus that 'whoever would be great among you must be your servant'.
 
Paul's reference to the leadership of the Philippian congregation in his opening greeting is unique in his correspondence. Paul usually greets his addressees as the 'church' and/or 'saints' in a particular location.
 Most commentators deduce that the Philippian leadership is mentioned because they are responsible for organising Paul's financial support. Paul quickly refers to his thankfulness for this 'partnership in the Gospel' (Phil 1:5) and makes formal thanks for it at the close of his letter (4:10–20). Philippians is the only letter of Paul containing thanks for material support, which explains the distinctive greeting. Paul refers to the congregation's knowledge that this material support had been a feature of the congregations relationship with him from the first (4:15–16). His reference at 1:5 similarly implies his readers' knowledge of the undertaking 'from the first day until now'. This suggests that the personnel in the Philippian church to whom Paul refers at 1:1 still included those who had initiated the arrangement with Paul on his departure from Philippi. Lydia, therefore, was one of the group of 'overseer-servants' greeted at the opening of the letter. When Paul refers to the organisation of collections in Corinth for the church in Jerusalem, it is clear that the money was collected on a weekly basis and stored under each housholder's oversight. Weekly collections alleviated the necessity for collections after Paul's arrival, when the house-churches would already have the money to hand (1 Cor 16:1-3).
  Lydia and other householders at Philippi had collected money for Paul in weekly meetings in their homes in similar fashion.


Of Nympha of Laodicea we know only that she entertained a church in her home (Col 4:15), but nothing in Paul's mention of her suggests any limitation of her role in this context. The evidence we have concerning Phoebe, Lydia, and Nympha shows that Paul accepted women as much as men in the role of householder-overseers, the class in early Christianity which ultimately became elders and priests. That we can only name three independent women in Paul's letters who occupied this leading role has not to do with any theological preference for men but with the simple facts of property-relations. Housholds were mainly led by married men. Usually, the only wealthy women to stand independently at the head of large households were widows. Wealthy women who had never married were rare, if they existed at all, since a large inheritance usually called forth concern for male heirs carry to forward the estate.
 Only in virtue of typical property-relations were there fewer women than men at the head of the wealthy households by which Christianity gained a firm foothold in each city.

The transition of worship to public space and the exclusion of women from public leadership in second-generation Christianity. 1 Corinthians 14:34–35 and 1 Timothy 2:11–12.


The ideal of restricted women's behaviour in public space is relevant to understanding the contradiction within Paul's first letter to Corinth on the proper role of women in worship and the harshness of the prohibition of women teachers in 1 Timothy 2:11–12. While Paul expects women to take an active role in worship in prophetic speech (1 Cor 11:5), he appears to contradict himself by enjoining silence on women in the assembly at 1 Cor 14:34–35:

The women should keep silence in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, as the law says. If there is anything they desire to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church.

Much ink has been spilt over this plain prohibition. It appears in some manuscripts at the end of the chapter, raising doubts about its authenticity.


Commentators are concerned, of course, both with the problem of internal coherence in Paul's instructions, and the question of relevance for the contemporary church. Unsuccessful solutions abound, characterised by avoidance of the plain meaning of the text. It has been suggested that Paul was really forbidding the shrill ululation which Corinthian women had imported into Christian worship from previous experience in the local cults of Dionysus. It must be objected that although there is a good case that the general Corinthian disorder had to do with such previous experience in manticism,
 the text is clearly talking about articulate speech, as the continuation about asking questions at home shows. The harshness of the text is similarly avoided if the  prohibition is held to relate exclusively to the earlier question of testing or discussion of prophecy (14:29). The idea is of speaking in general and cannot be restricted to talk about prophecies. The suggestion that Paul had meant to defuse the awkward possibility of a wife testing what her husband had said in prophecy, a development of this idea,
 similarly puts too good a face on the prohibition.


Such solutions all avoid the similarity of 1 Cor 14:34–35 to the more elaborate but equally explicit prohibition of 1 Timothy 2:9–12:

…women should adorn themselves modestly and sensibly in seemly apparel, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or costly attire but by good deeds, as befits women who profess religion. Let a woman learn in silence with all submissiveness. I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep silent.

The only successful explanation of the prohibition of 1 Cor 14:34–35 will be that which accepts its proximity to this text from the Pastoral Letters and offers a common explanation for both, referring to the same cultural and church-historical phenomena. It was precisely 'shame' (14:35), a term which points to reputation (honour) won or lost by observed behaviour in public space, which concerned the person who composed 1 Cor 14:34–35. Aischron meant sexual indiscretion when it was applied to women, as it usually was.
 Similarly, the prohibition of 1 Tim 2:9–12 is highly charged with the language of honour and shame — 'modestly' (cf. 'modesty', 1 Tim 2:15), 'sensibly', 'seemly', 'silence'. Both texts suggest the transition of Christian worship from the context of the private home into space which was clearly regarded as public according to prevailing norms, and in which public expectations of decency applied.


The case that 1 Cor 14:34–35 is a later interpolation is very strong. Bengel's first principle of text-criticism applies: That form of the text is more likely which best explains the emergence of all the others. The idea of transposition from one point in the chapter to another (in either direction) cannot make sense of the divergent textual tradition. If these words were an early marginal gloss, however, their incorporation in different positions is explicable.
 The unpauline features of the text support this case. Nowhere else does Paul refer to the Jewish Law (no other can be intended) as if it were without qualification binding on Christians. The legal tone of the passage is uncharacteristic for Paul, as is the term epitreptai ('it is permitted').
 The text reads well if the proposed interpolation is removed.


There is actually an important lesson to be learned from the deduction that the verses represent an addition to the text. We must explain why the additional instruction became necessary. The answer to this question is that that, at least in some areas, the context of church assemblies soon underwent transition from the dining-rooms and courtyards of private houses to settings which were plainly public, and demanded the restriction of women's roles according to prevailing cultural norms. A closely comparable non–Christian text restricting women's speech in public is found in the second century AD moralist Plutarch's Advice to Bride and Groom: 

Theano, in putting her cloak about her, exposed her arm. Somebody exclaimed, "A lovely arm." "But not for the public," said she. Not only the arm of the virtuous woman, but her speech as well, ought to be not for the public, and she ought to be modest and guarded about saying anything in the hearing of outsiders, since it is an exposure of herself; for in her talk can be seen her feelings, character, and disposition. Pheidias made the Aphrodite of the Eleans with one foot on a tortoise, to typify for womankind keeping at home and keeping silence. For a woman ought to do her talking either to her husband or through her husband, and she should not feel aggrieved if, like the flute-player, she makes a more impressive sound through a tongue not her own.

Theano was the wife of Pythagoras, but the story from the sixth century BC proves a good introduction to the Plutarch's views about the modesty appropriate for a woman in public space. A woman's speech exposes that aspect of her character which belongs only to her husband, her sexuality. Her voice belongs to him alone as much as the sight of her body. The interpolator demands that women keep silence in public but may ask questions of their husbands in the domestic context. Plutarch's judgement is much the same: in public, only the voice of a virtuous woman's husband may be heard, and not her own.


The Church Fathers were aware that 1 Cor 14:34–35 had to do with concerns about female modesty in public space. In commenting on the text, Origen attacked the Montanist women prophetesses, who sought precedent in the four prophesying daughters of Philip (Acts 21:9). He responded: 'if the daughters of Philip prophesied, at least they did not speak in the assemblies; for we do not find this fact in the Acts of the Apostles.'
 Jerome, Theodore of Mopsuestia, Primasius and Ambrose all make a distinction between the public and private ministry of women.
 The public–private ideology bears quite differently on the context of worship in the Corinthian house-churches of Paul's day, in which for Paul proper clothing and headgear or hairstyle sufficiently conform prophesying women to the demands of modesty in worship (1 Cor 11:2–16). As has been noted above, the dining-room of the house represented the margin between public and private space, corresponding to Paul's position that women may speak there before strange men, but must retain modest demeanour. While some women at Corinth expected full freedom in this marginal space, probably influenced by the liberation of Dionysiac revels, Paul demanded certain restrictions for the sake of propriety, but accorded women the right to speak.


The universal incorporation of the marginal gloss (in one position or the other) indicates that it must have been present in the manuscript tradition of 1 Corinthians at the point of its publication. Nonethless, an explanation must be sought which accounts for its its proximity to the different social world of the Pastoral Letters and allows it to be dated to the same era. If we assume that the manuscript tradition of the Pauline correspondence developed from the progressive copying and distribution of each of his letters within the recipient churches, then in neighbouring churches and beyond, no explanation is available. However, there are other accounts of the publication of Paul's letters. G. Zuntz argued that textual and other evidence points to the publication of the Pauline correspondence around the end of the first century. The corpus was subject to scholarly 'Alexandrian' methods of editing.
 The fact that there are, apart from the Pastorals, seven congregations addressed in the letters attributed to Paul points to their editing and publication as an ideal correspondence (cf. the seven letters to the churches in Revelation 1:4–3:22). The secretaries of ancient letter-writers retained copies of correspondence, such as those from which Cicero's letters were published.
 It has been suggested on the basis of their affinities with Luke-Acts that the Pastorals stem from the pen of Luke, acting as Paul's post-mortem admirer rather than just as his secretary. At 2 Tim 4:11 Luke appears as Paul's last loyal companion.
 The Pastoral letters are usually dated to the generation after the death of Paul, close to the end of the first century. Their matter-of-fact style differs from Paul's. The concentration of material on offices in the church, and the regularity of terminology for office — 'elders', 'bishop', 'deacons' and 'widows' — points to a more highly developed organisation than that revealed in the main Pauline correspondence. The Pastoral letters may contain fragments of Pauline material
 or have a more extensive basis in materials deriving from him, but represent a testament appended in his name to the edited collection of letters to congregations, in the different genre of letters addressed to his younger colleagues and successors. 


This understanding of the publication of the Pauline corpus accounts for the composition and universal incorporation of the marginal gloss of 1 Cor 14:34–35. It was a summary of the prohibition of 1 Timothy 2:9–12 added for the sake of consistency across the collection. Surrounding material relates to the context of worship in the domestic context of the private household worship of Paul's day. The transition of Christian worship to a public context had occurred before the time of the publication of the full collection of the Pauline letters, and is reflected in the content of the Pastoral letters.  


Ignatius 'connects the monarchical bishop with the preservation of the orthdox faith in such a way as to suggest that a principal aim of monepiscopacy was to preserve right doctrine'.
 The concern for church order in the Pastorals is similarly linked with an intense concern to oppose heterodox teaching. The establishment of a strong, local, professional teaching office is well underway in the Pastorals, and is in fact their stongest uniting theme. This process included a hitherto unobserved shift from private to public space, resulting in the exclusion of women from the teaching office of the church.


While church and household are strongly connected in the Pastorals, church and household are linked by analogy rather than being factually present in the same space, as in the earlier context of worship within private space. The church is now the 'household of god' (1 Tim 3:5), the 'great house' (2:20). The person who oversees this greater house, the 'bishop', is 'God's steward' (Titus 1:7). The complexities of the terms 'elder' and 'bishop' in these letters may be solved along the convergent lines indicated in R. Alastair Campbell's recent monograph on The Elders and Frances Young's treatment of the Theology of the Pastoral Letters.
 From the group of senior householders who led the church within each city, referred to collectively as 'elders', a single figure, the 'bishop', is emerging as the principal teacher. While the bishop (episkopos, literally 'overseer') comes from the elder class, and is therefore always an elder, the terms 'bishop' and 'elder' are not synonymous as in Acts 20:17, 28, 1 Peter 5:1-2 (where 'elder' is linked with the verb 'oversee'), and 1 Clement 44:1–5. All bishops are elders, but not all elders are bishops. Episcopal office is something to which an elder may aspire (cf. 1 Tim 3:1) rather than something an elder factually possessed as overseer and patron of a household congregation.


Bishops are the 'elders who rule well' over the congregation of a particular city and receive for this service an honorarium (1 Tim 5:17–18).
 This payment is a clear indication that the worship of these congregations has moved out of the oversight of the class of householder patrons, and out of private space into public space. Whereas patrons used their resources in the service of the congregations, but otherwise spent much of their time running the estates or businesses which were the basis of their wealth, 'ruling elders' have to be paid since they are devoting their time fully to the congregation. These professional local teachers and leaders replace the authority of the passing apostolic class, and acquire the apostolic right to payment for labour full-time for the Gospel.
 Highly skilled teachers are required to supply successful opposition to heterodox, proto-gnostic teaching which claims that the resurrection is past already and embraces myths, genealogies, speculations, ascetic food-laws and prohibition of marriage demands
 — and is much given to argument.
 The new professional bishop requires rhetorical skills and theological acumen to master the complex threat which these systems represent. He must 'be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to confute those who contradict it' (Titus 1:9). The Pastorals are replete with the fixed formulae which are part of his stock in trade.


This demanding teaching task was best promoted by gathering the Christians of the city in one public location for worship, in which the united city congregation is steered in the right doctrinal path by the bishop's 'public reading of scripture, preaching and teaching' (1 Tim 4:13).
 The older pattern of a mobile ministry of peripatetics entertained within households was closed down. Suspicion of the peripatetics is apparent in other late first century writings. Diotrephes refuses to entertain visiting teachers in 3 John 9–10. The Didache prefers a settled ministry and pronounces harsh rules for testing the integrity of peripatetics.
 The Pastorals reveal the complementary evidence that the pattern of household meeting has fallen under suspicion, and is no longer considered the proper locus of teaching. Now it is false teachers who visit private homes, and upset 'whole households' (Titus 1:11). In overstated resistance to teaching in the household context, women themselves are made the victims of the standard sexist Graeco–Roman rhetoric about 'public' and 'private' roles. Women's supposedly limited intellectual and moral capacities prohibit their engagement with the political activity of theological debate, which they should not  draw illegitimately into their own, private sphere of influence by entertaining peripatetic teachers in the home. Proto-gnostic peripatetics are charged with equally stereotypical invasion of privacy and lasciviousness: 'For among them are those who make their way into households and capture weak women, burdened with sins and swayed by various impulses, who will listen to anybody and can never arrive at a knowledge of the truth' (2 Tim 3:6–7).


The fact that the church of the Pastorals operates in the public rather than the private sphere leads to an intense concern for propriety before the outside world. Large gatherings for public Christian worship now raised for city officials the disturbing question of political loyalty. Hence the Church makes overt efforts to display itself loyal to the existing social order. Submission to 'rulers and authorities' and 'perfect courtesy' to all outside are the order of the day (Titus 3:1, 3). Prayers for 'kings' and 'all who are in high positions' (i.e. those who run the city) publicly demonstrate loyalty and ensure that a 'quiet and peaceable life' is led by the congregation which shows itself 'godly and respectful in every way' (1 Tim 2:1–2). Slaves attracted and converted by the public worship must honour their unconverted masters so that 'the teaching may not be defamed' (1 Tim 6:1).


The participation of women in such worship would give the opposite impression of subversion of the public order. The bishop, who administers public worship and becomes caretaker of a public building, must be 'well thought of by outsiders' (1 Tim 3:7), a criterion which was irrelevant in the earlier context of worship within the private space of the household, where meetings were invisible to the outside world. A women could not fulfil this role in the public eye. Women are probably numbered still amongst the staff of deacons, referred to as 'the women' (1 Tim 3:11) between two texts explicitly concerned with deacons (3:8–10, 12–13). However, they probably do not have a vocal role. It is the men who are to make public prayer (1 Tim 2:8). In the public context, norms of honour and shame demand that only the male voice is heard. Women must observe silence and accept their exclusion from any role which implies that they have authority over men (1 Tim 2:11–12). The church in the public eye must even be careful in its distribution of charity to women. Younger women are not to be enrolled in the order of widows, who undertake works of charity on behalf of the community in return for their upkeep (1 Tim 5:9–11). Works such as visiting the sick involved movement through the city. If the church were seen to engage women of child-bearing age in such tasks, rather than encouraging them to bear children and run households, it might be seen as a threat to the social order. The standard sexist rhetoric which sees the woman engaged in business outside the home as a mere public nuisance is applied: 'they learn to be idlers, gadding about from house to house, and not only idlers but gossips and busybodies, saying what they should not. So I would have younger widows marry, bear children, rule their households, and give the enemy no occasion to revile us' (1 Tim 5:13–14).


The system of larger, gathered public congregations was suited to the promulgation of orthodoxy and convergence of doctrine. Where the pattern of peripatetics entertained within households persisted, there was greater chance of deviation beyond norms which the wider Church found acceptable. The interest in doctrinal uniformity worked against the possibility of women fully using their talents in public service. Moreover, prejudices against women's natural capacities could readily be used to stereotype independent household congregations where women had greater roles as teaching false doctrine. Conventions concerning public space and male stereotypes about women led to something of a self-fulfilling prophecy. The women of the growing 'Great Church' were excluded from public teaching, but women in those parts of the Church which did not submit to the control of the city-bishops retained leading teaching roles and developed greater influence. This accounts for the prominence of women in second century heretical movements,
 most notably the Montanist prophetesses Prisca and Maximilla.

Conclusion: trends of separation


Thus the 'public' worship of the Pastorals excludes women from the emerging leadership role of monarchical bishop, and employs the sexist rhetoric of shame to ensure women's silence in public space. Greater numbers of conversions amongst the city elite in this era, as are indicated by the Lucan interest in the salvation of the rich as well as the poor,
 probably contributed to the formal expression of the ideal of women's silence. The Pastorals show that major sectors of the Church moved to public worship in the last third of the first century. This probably occurred in many locations where Christians were already numerous by this time. One factor determining the timing of the transition to public worship is the depth of evangelism and size of congregation in the location concerned. Here we should most naturally think of the many urban centres where there were already several household congregations by the 50's of the first century, and probably many by the time of the fall of Jerusalem (AD 70). The tendency to unite these congregations into regular weekly 'public' worship arose with the doctrinal divergence evidenced by the Pastorals in the last third of the first century and the Johannine literature at its close. It may have been influenced by the synagogue model (witness the designation 'elders' in Acts 14:23), due to a large influx Jews into the Church around the time of the first Jewish war against Rome. In these congregations worship in an 'official' form of public congregation led by a monarchical bishop was established by the early second century, as the writings of Ignatius show. 


 In many sectors of the Church, however, worship will have been found within private space found in later periods. Worship within households was most natural where the Gospel continued to take root in new locations by the establishment of small household congregations under private patronage. Thus while Torjesen has skilfully pointed to the correct social stricture for understanding the limitation of women's roles within early Christianity, the gender ideology of public and private, it is wrong to look for a single turning point for the transition of worship to public space, common to all locations. Torjesen is particularly influenced by the archaeological remains which show the remodelling of a house into a larger worship space in the mid to late third century at Dura-Europos, and hence finds a general point of transition around the middle of the second century.
 However, as we should expect, the Pastorals, from one of the urban centres where Christianity was established by the mid first century, show the transition to public worship much earlier than the remote church of Dura-Europos. Evidence after the New Testament period for women in leadership roles
 may often relate, as Torjesen's own thesis correctly suggests, to worship in household contexts where women officiated without objection. One reason for the limited nature of this evidence, however, is that public worship was established in many locations much earlier than Torjesen allows.


The transition to public worship evidenced by the Pastorals was an important mode by which that doctrinal pattern which came to be accepted as orthodox was progressively established. Where resistance to this pattern of doctrine existed, we might expect to find a conservative preference for the older structure of worship within households linked by peripatetics. Within the New Testament, the Johannine texts, closest to gnosticism, evidence insistence on the older peripatetic pattern. Interestingly, they also suggest the continuing importance of women in ministry, and worship within the household context. Raymond Brown has expounded the strong implications of the presentation of the Samaritan woman and Mary Magdalene in the Fourth Gospel for roles of women in ministry in the Johannine community.
 Sandra M. Schneiders has emphasised that the strong characterisation of women in the Fourth Gospel confirms the roles of women in ministry.
 2 John apparently addresses a female patron and leader of a household congregation as the 'elect lady' (1, cf. 4, 13). In 3 John, it is the author and respected teacher in the Johannine community who resists the latent monarchical bishop Diotrephes' action against peripatetics (9–10). The 'many antichrists' who have 'gone out' in 1 John 2:18–19 are probably peripatetics; the letter sets up tests for assessing the correctness of their teaching. Beyond the New Testament, certain texts of the Gnostic Gospel of Mary give Mary Magdalene the title 'apostle of the apostles' (apostola apostolorum).
 My student Timothy Ling has drawn attention to how Raymond Brown leaves unanswered the question: How are the prominent roles of women in the Fourth Gospel to be reconciled with the presentation of female roles in the Pastorals?
 Where was the Church in which these 'Johannine women' could so prominently minister? Ling has made the acute observation that the undeveloped ecclesiology of John suggests that the answer to Brown's question lies with the realisation that the church of the Fourth Gospel operated within households, where women were exercising important ministries, rather than the public sphere.


The observations of this piece concerning the ideology of public and private space and its consequences for the roles of women must unfortunately end on a negative note. The New Testament period itself shows that the socially acceptable activities of a woman in public space were extremely curtailed, indeed great enough to prohibit an independent woman entering alone into the highest level of Christian service, the apostolate. At Romans 16:7 both Andronicus and the woman Junia are denoted apostles. Despite those translations which prefer to construe a masculine form Junias, this is not attested in ancient sources and must be postulated to exclude the memory of the apostle Junia.
 The comments of the fourth century preacher John Chrysostom, a speaker of koine Greek, are decisive:

'To be apostles is something great. But to be outstanding among them — just think what a wonderful encomium that is! How great this woman's devotion to philosophy must have been that she worthy of the title apostle'

Bernadette Brooten has observed that Origen, Jerome, Theophylact and Abelard all understood the name as feminine, and that it was not until Aegidius of Rome (1245–1316) that it was taken as masculine.
 In regard to Chysostom's enthusiasm we must observe, however, that he himself shared in the ideology that public affairs (politics) belonged to men, private matters (such as household management) to women.
 Hence while Chrysostom accepted Junia's apostolic role, he probably assumed that this was exercised within the household sphere. Generally the Church Fathers make a distinction between public and private ministry, restricting the ministry of women to the domestic sphere, but assuming that it was in the private sphere that women preached, taught, and exercised leadership in the New Testament period.


The limited possibilities for women's roles in public space are singularly illustrated by Junia. She only appears in conjunction with a man, Andronicus, who is most likely her husband. This couple seem to have functioned as a travelling evangelistic team. It lay in the nature of the apostolic task to preach in public to attract new converts as well as in the context of private homes. It is difficult to imagine Junia preaching alone in public space, an important part of apostolic mission. She probably taught within households, and may have assumed only a supporting role to Andronicus' formal speaking in public space. In informal contacts in public space, an apostolic couple had an important function. 'Unchaperoned' conversations between individuals of opposite sex could be avoided, avoiding any appearance of impropriety. It is probably an accident of the occasional nature of the New Testament documents that we do not have a similar reference to the well-known misionary couple Prisca and Aquila (Acts 18:24–26; Rom 16:3–5) as 'apostles'. But no record is left of a woman who functioned independently in the New Testament period in the role of apostle. This implies that the New Testament church accepted, with the morals of its time, that for a woman to move too freely in public space, to address strange men alone, or to speak independently to gathered crowds which included men might properly be interpreted as immodest. It is therefore important, in the modern debate concerning women's leadership in the public body of the church, not to take an anachronistic view of New Testament texts which affirm women's independent leadership roles in private space, as if they refer to public leadership. Similarly, those texts which prohibit women's leadership in public space may not be simply explained away. Rather, a bolder Sachkritik must be applied which simply demotes such restrictions on women's leadership in public space as culturally relative.
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