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The Ordination of Women
and the “Maleness” of Christ

R. A. NORRIS, JR.

OBJECTION has been raised to the proposal to ordain women to the
presbyterate (or episcopate) on the ground that such a practice is ruled out _
by the fact that Jesus was a male. The purpose of this article is to consider
this objection, and to suggest that there are good reasons why it need not be
taken seriously—and, indeed, that it rests on premises which might well lead
to distortion of basic Christian doctrine. Before that is possible, however, the
presuppositions on which the objection rests must be identified and stated,
so that they can be discussed.

I

Argument in support of this objection normally rests in the first instance
on the contention that a bishop or presbyter “represents, Y

” e

stands for,” “is
an etkon of,” Christ. It is not necessary here to raise the question as to what
each of these expressions might mean. It is plain that each of them is sus-
ceptible of differing interpretations; and it is equally plain that none of them
necessarily means exactly the same as the others.! Nevertheless, the general
drift of the argument is plain. The suggestion is that a woman cannot “repre-
sent” or *‘stand for” someone who is a male, and hence that a woman is
automatically disqualified from ordination.

Stated just in this bald fashion, however, the argument is not persuasive.
At least in some senses of the word “represent,” it is clear that women can
and do represent males, in ecclesiastical as well as secular business. Indeed it
might be argued with equal persuasiveness (though the point is gratuitous
here) that baptized women can and do in some sense represent Christ. Hence
if the argument is to have force, more must be said to explain why, in this
particular case, such representation is impossible. What are the premises which
make the argument convincing?

Its first essential premise, clearly, is a conviction about the nature of
ordained ministry. The argument assumes not merely that the ordained per-
son in some fashion “re-presents” Christ, but more specifically that such
representation occurs and can occur only in and through the reproduction
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in vhe minister’s person ol at feast one of the natural human characteristics
of Jesus, i.e., maleness. Since, obviously, such a characteristic cannot be
conferred by the grace of ordination, it follows that ordination must be
limited to persons who possess it naturally.

In the second place, however, the argument can be seen to rest on a
further assumption about the economy of salvation. For suppose we ask:
Why is it that to represent Jesus is of the very essence of ordained minisiry?
The answer to this question, once it is raised, seems plain. The business of
Christian ministry is the proclamation and actualization of God-with-us; and
Jesus as the Christ is in his own person God-with-us. Consequently, it must
simply be said: ministry represents Christ because he is the redemption it
exists to minister. If this is true, however, and if it is also true that the re-
demption which Christ is and embodies can only be represented in a male,
then a significant consequence seems to follow. It must be the case that it is
not merely as a male, but at least partly ini virtue of the fact that he is a
male, that Christ is and can be God-with-us.

Thus, finally, the argument we are considering rests, in the last resort, on
a Christological premise. It appears to assume not merely that Jesus was a
male, but that male, as distinct from female, character was and is a necessary
precondition of Christ’s being what he is and doing what he does. In other
words, the reality of God-with-us is such that the natural (and necessary)
means of its actualization is a male human being.

Before considering these ideas more or less directly, it seems important to
make one or two preliminary points in order to focus the issues in this dis-
cussion.

First of all, it is crucial to say something about the relation of the
argument we are considering 10 Christian tradition; and what needs to be
said can be put in a single sentence. The argument is virtually unprecedented.
It does not in fact state any of the traditional grounds on which ordination
to presbyterate or episcopate has been denied to women. To accept the argu-
ment and its practical consequence, therefore, is not to maintain tradition,
but to alter it by altering its meaning. It is to accord a quite new sense to the
Church’s longstanding refusal to ordain women. This is not only, or even
principally, because the idea that a presbyter or bishop somehow “images”
Jesus in a special way is one which arrived rather late on the scene in Christian
history. What is genuinely novel in it is the idea that Jesus’ maleness is at least
one of the crucial things about him which ecclesial priesthoods must image.
This novelty, {urthermore, does not fall into the category of minor and pe-
ripheral products of pious musing. It touches ultimately, as we have secn,
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upon questions having to do with Christology and with the economy of -
salvation; and for that reason it demands the most careful and sceptical
scrutiny.

But second, such scrutiny cannot proceed simply by the time-honored
method of trying to see what the tradition has to say about this argument.
Such a course is ruled out by the very novelty of what is being argued. The
fact is that the tradition does not substantively consider the problem we are
asked to discuss. To be sure, it may be possible, without resort to the method
of argumentun e silentio, to show that there are reasons why this argument
is not considered or propounded in the historical sources of Christian doc-
trine; for it may be that the direction which the development of doctrine
took is one which by implication excludes emphasis on the maleness of Jesus
as a constitutive factor in the redemption which he embodies and the ministry
re-presents. Nevertheless, such evidence can only be indirect; and the problem
cannot be solved simply by reference to explicit theological precedent.

In the third place, since this is the case, something must be said about the
principles on which the problem is to be settled. What this means, in effect,
is that the nature of the question itself must be clarified. It has been sug-

“gested, for example, by some proponents of the argument, that the real issue

is simply one of fact. Was Jesus a male or was he not? If he was, then no
woman can ‘“‘image” or represent him. 8t is conceded that this conclusion

may cause scandal; but the scandal, it is said, is a necessary one. It is an O

aspect of “the scandal of particularity,” a result of the fact that the Infinite,
in order to be “with us,” must assume the reality of finite existence. Thus
the simple datum that Jesus was a male settles the matter.

But can this analysis of the issue in fact stand?

Some confusion is occasioned for our discussion by the introduction at
this point of the idea of “the scandal of particularity.” This expression—
whose use is rooted ultimately in Kierkegaard's musings on a sentence of
Lessing'sz—is ordinarily employed to suggest that Christian faith is by its
very nature a source of offense to both historical and speculative reason.
Christianity makes saving knowledge of the universal and ultimate (God)
depend upon a person’s relation to a particular and contingent historical
event. The historically particular, however, is intrinsically opaque (so the
argument runs) Lo reason, since its very nature is to be unique and unrepeat-
able (einmalig), and hence incapable of being captured in the abstract
class-concepts which reason must employ. The Christevent, therefore, occurs
only for faith; and what historical reason can find out and say about Jesus is
at best an irrelevance and at worst a concealment of the unique and para-
doxical *“happening” of God-with-us. On this view, therefore, the **maleness”
of Jesus, being an abstract characteristic which he shares with approximately
half of the human race, can in no way convey or embody his “particularity.”
On the contrary, to know him as an ordinary male is to know only an
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