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The Theology of Gender - 5. Woman in the New
Creation. The “submission” (Sofia Matzarioti-
Kostara)

Zévec YAwaooec / In English

St. Gregory of Nyssa, in an extensive homily on 1 Co 15:28[1], written to challenge
the heresy of Eunomius, explains the various meanings of the word omotayn
(submission) in Scripture. He clarifies that the word is used in the case of war to
indicate subjugation to the victor, as well as the power of humans over nature and
other living creatures. With regard to subjugation, he also mentions slavery where
there is unavoidable necessity, and finally, the faithful who submit themselves to
God for the purpose of salvation. His point is to differentiate these meanings from
that of submission (omotayr) of the Son to the Father. Interestingly enough, in the
entire homily St. Gregory does not mention the case of the subjugation of women
to men. Possibly he considers the use of the word submission in the case of
women, as having the same meaning as the case of the Son’s submission to the
Father, something that is also argued by St. John Chrysostom.
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Yotayri (submission) of women to men according to St. John Chrysostom[2] is
similar to the submission of the Son to the Father and presupposes freedom and
ouotula (equivalent honor). Chrysostom introduces a revolutionary sociology in
the 4th century against the exploitation and degradation of women in the
environment of their families. However, with this interpretation he does not
attempt to support the destruction of the given order that pertains to the different
functions of the persons. He explains this order according to its higher level, which
is parallel to the relationship between the persons of the Trinity.

The same commandment to women is also given by St. Peter in his first Epistle[3].
The meaning of the word Omotayrn is in accordance with that of St. Paul. All
Christians are called to respect the given order of society, but in harmony with
Christ’s spiritual discipline. This elevates the ethical commandments to a higher
level. Women are asked to be submissive to their husbands in order to give them a
living example of genuine Christian life, so that those men who are not faithful
might be transformed. Men also are called to respect and honor their wives since
they are co-heirs (ovykAnpovduot) of God’'s grace and so that the harmonious
spiritual life of the two is not disrupted.

In St. Paul’s letter to the Ephesians (5: 22-33) one finds the theological grounds for
the essence of marriage, which the Church proclaims in the marital service. The
prototype of Christ’s love to His Church is the model that Orthodox theology uses
to describe the matrimonial union and the relationship between the spouses. The
end of verse 33[4] (nevertheless let each one of you in particular so love his own
wife as himself, and let the wife see that she respects her husband)[5] has been
misunderstood by women and led to the popular folk custom according to which
the bride, at that point of the rite, would step on the foot of the bridegroom as a



sign of protest against his power. Contrary to the meaning that society has given to
that statement, the pure patristic understanding is expressed by St. John
Chrysostom in his tenth homily on Ephesians. He expresses a modern opinion for
his age, by saying that fear is appropriate for slaves and sometimes not even for
them, but that the woman does not have a true matrimonial bond if she trembles
because of her husband.

The epistle reading in the wedding service is Eph. 5: 22-33[6]. This paragraph is
preceded by the phrase “submitting to one another in the fear of God”[7] (v. 21).
According to the critical editions, this phrase is the beginning of the paragraph v.
22-33, and not the end of the previous one[8]. In this setting, the submission of
woman to man is in the spirit of the mutual subjugation that is also asked of all
Christians also in other Scriptural references.[9] In 1 Corinthians Paul is repeating
the same schema of parallel obedience between man and woman, as between
Christ and God the Father.[10] Moreover, according to St. Chrysostom, the image
of the man as the head and woman as the body is used to represent the unity of
the two in one flesh, not the subordination of the woman.[11]

The interpretation of St. Paul’'s writings should not be attempted without
consideration of the times and society in and for which it was written. It is true that
he balances between the Romeo-judaic sociological establishment of his time and
the new “creation” that Jesus’ Gospel brought to this world. In no case did St. Paul
try to contradict this establishment; his vision was to teach his brothers and sisters
how to transform their lives through the example of Christ. Thus, he asks women
to submit to their husbands as is the social ethos; but more than this he asks men
to love their wives with a sacrificial love that is nowhere found in the world, but in
Christ. It is a misunderstanding to maintain that the central point of this quote is
the submission of women to men, since the message of Ephesians is the mutuality
in the relationship between man and woman according to the prototype of the
relationship between Christ and His bride, the Church. In this relationship between
Christ and the Church one should note that Christ was crucified and died for the
Church. The hierarchical placement of man and woman in their marriage has
according to St. Paul, this type of theological background. According to the model
of Christ and His Church, man is the head of the body of the family as Christ is the
head of the body of the Church, the man therefore loves his wife to the point of
sacrifice and death for her.

The submission of women to men was established from classic times and was a
norm in Judaic culture and its surrounding civilizations. It is obvious in this writing
that it does not attempt to call the social order of that time into question, as this is



not the message of the “Good News.” The emphasis is that all Christians are asked
to put into practice the Christian ethos in order to transform the imperfect reality of
this world into the kingdom of God on earth. Admittedly, the main efforts are asked
of men, because they are called to go beyond the standards of their time and to
respect and honor their wives contrary to the ordinary model of man that was
acceptable.

Despite the fact that St. Paul accepts the given social order, that acceptance exists
only when the social ethos does not contradict the Christian ethos. Thus, he does
not accept the typical model of man who possesses his wife, while he can have
extramarital relationships.[12] Origen, who was one of the first interpreters of St.
Paul’s letters, considers man and woman as equal with respect to their relationship
as a couple.[13] He believes that there is no hierarchy because one belongs to the
other, and vice versa. St. John Chrysostom clarifies the apparent contradiction that
appears in St. Paul’s letters on the issue of gender in Eph 5:22-33 and 1 Co 7: 1-7.
According to him, when St. Paul refers to spiritual topics concerning salvation,
virtue, and ethics, there is absolute equality between man and woman.
Nevertheless, when St. Paul reflects on social issues, he differentiates the functions
and roles, and gives priority to men.[14] The same interpretation is given by
Oikoumenios[15], who also believes that in issues of social order and hierarchy
man has the priority, but between the couple there is absolute equality.

Theodoretus of Cyrus (5th century) gives a key evaluation on the significance of St.

Paul’s writings on the issue of gender. He considers St. Paul as being ahead of his
time because he legislates for men contrary to the social establishment and
actually supports the equality of man and woman.[16]

Finally, no one can question the equality of men and women on issues of virtue and
spirituality, as expressed throughout patristic theology. The Fathers admit that
women are athletes of Christ with the same and often greater successes than men.
[17]

In the early Christian era, the role and participation of women in the Christian faith
is reflected in the writings of contemporary Roman writers. In the second century,
the enemy of Christianity, Celsus, calls Christianity “the religion of women”, and
Emperor Licinius tries to restrict the new faith by forbidding women from visiting
Christian Churches.[18] These testimonies from the non-Christians prove the
important place of women in the newly formed Christianity.
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