The Orthodox View

on the Ordination of Women to the Priesthood
Following is the Orthodox view on the ordination of women to priesthood presented at the Anglican Lambeth Conference in England in 1988 . 

A paper was prepared by His Holiness Pope Shenouda III, Pope of Alexandria and Patriarch of the see of Saint Mark and presented by His Eminence Metropolitan Bishoy during his attendance as an observer and representative of our church.

The Holy Bible is the chief source of reference in our research. Within it we can locate the expression of Divine thought on this issue. “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work.” (2 Tim. 3:16, 17).

In searching for the truth, we could never depend upon our own wisdom. We must refer to the scriptures, remembering the Lord’s words in the Book of  Proverbs, “My son, do not forget my law, but let your heart keep my commands; Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; Do not be wise in your own eyes; Happy is the man who finds wisdom, and the man who gains understanding; Her ways are ways of pleasantness, And all her paths are peace. She is a tree of life to those who take hold of her, and happy are all who retain her.” (Prov. 3:1,5,7,13,17,18).

It is not our right to form teachings, legislations or orders in the church, that do not conform to the Holy Bible. Thus Saint Paul the Apostle recommended the Thessalonians saying, “Therefore, brethren, stand fast and hold the traditions which you were taught, whether by word or our epistle.” (2 Thes. 2:15).  Then he emphasizes the same concept and exhorted them saying, “But we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you withdraw from every brother who walks disorderly and not according to the tradition which he received from us.” (2 Thes. 3:6).

The second source of reference for our research is the ecclesiastic tradition. Especially the traditions of the early church, considering that it is received directly from its proper sources, (i.e. Jesus Christ and His disciples).  If we search through the Holy Bible and the old traditions of the Church we find the following:                                                       

 1.  Women do not teach in the church:

In this respect, Saint Paul the Apostle said, “Let a woman learn in silence with all submission.  And I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man, but to be in silence.  For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived, fell into transgression. Nevertheless she will be saved in childbearing if they continue in faith, love, and holiness, with self-control.”(1 Tim. 2:11-15).

In the teachings of Saint Paul the Apostle on this subject, we recognize that he gave a justification for forbidding such a thing.  This justification has nothing to do either with the available social circumstances at that time, or with the circumstances of the church that his disciple Timothy pastored.  However, he relied upon aspects concerning men and women since the beginning of the creation, even prior to the banishment of Adam and Eve from paradise due to sin.

If we know that women should not teach in the church, then chiefly it is not permissible to grant her any priestly ranks, since the priest serves the holy sacraments besides teaching and leading the church within the limits of his responsibility.

2. Man is the head of woman according to the Biblical teachings:

Saint Paul the Apostle said, “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord.  For the husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is head of the church; and He is the Savior of the body. Therefore, just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in everything.” (Eph. 5:22-24).

How could we apply this teaching if priesthood was granted to women?  How could she submit to her husband in all aspects if she is the one who leads, pastors and teaches? Sheep should submit to their pastor, students to their teacher, people to their leader and children to their parents. 

We also read, “But I want you to know that the head of every man is Christ, the head of woman is man, and the head of Christ is God.  For man is not from woman, but woman from man.  Nor was man created for the woman, but woman for the man.” (1 Cor. 11:3,8,9).

3. The Priest represents Christ Himself:

Through the authority of the Holy Spirit within priesthood, the Lord Jesus Christ granted His disciples authority to forgive sins on earth, to reconcile people with God and to carry the blessings of salvation and redemption to all the people on earth, since they became stewards of the mysteries of God (1 Cor. 4:1).

The Lord, made them priests according to His example, offering the sacrifice of redemption in the merit of His own sacrifice on the cross, being an arch-priest forever. Saint Paul the Apostle bounded his preaching role of teaching, to his apostolic work of priesthood and sacraments.  He expressed this in saying, “the grace given to me by God, that I might be a minister of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles, ministering the gospel of God, that the offering of the Gentiles might be acceptable, sanctified by the Holy Spirit.”(Rom. 15:15,16)

Saint Paul considered that gentiles who accepted the faith and examined the similitude of death with Christ through baptism and sacraments, as an offering in which the Divine fire burns making it sanctified and accepted before God.

No one can deny that the work of priesthood is an extension to the salvatory work of Christ on earth.  Thus the priest represents the Lord Jesus Christ in this salvatory message.  It is said that Christ the Lord, is an archpriest, not an arch-priestess.

From another point of view, we recognize that it was not haphazardly that Christ the Lord was a man and not a woman.  It is written “Jesus of Nazareth, a Man attested by God to you by miracles, wonders, and signs which God did through Him in your midst, as you yourselves also know” (Acts. 2:22).  Any newly born child could be a male or a female, but Jesus Christ was born a male as He is the great archpriest.  He has a spiritual fatherhood and authority upon the whole Church, since He is the head of the Church.  It is written, “For unto us a Child is born, Unto us a Son is given; and the government will be upon His shoulder. And His name will be called Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting father, Prince of peace.” (Isa. 9:6,7).  Here, the Divine Inspiration clearly declares the presence of a tight relationship between fatherhood, principality, leadership and guidance.

4. The Ordination of Women to the Priesthood has neither previously occurred in History nor in Tradition:

The Lord Jesus Christ Himself chose all of His disciples men, not one woman was among them, not even as an exception. He handed the Church to twelve male apostles, and then He sent a missionary of seventy men.  He committed the Church to His disciples (Mat. 28, Mark 16) who were all men.  Likewise, our fathers the Apostles did not choose any woman to become a priest, rather all their successors were all men without any exception.

5. Virgin Saint Mary and Priesthood:

Saint Mary who is the most holy human person, did not pursue any priestly work.  If  the priesthood was legitimate for women, she is the most deserving than any person throughout the ages, everywhere.

Those who demand priesthood for women should practically contemplate on the example of Saint Mary.  She truly gave birth to the Word of God, shared in rearing Him while He is the greatest archpriest and yet she retained her natural role as a mother and absolutely never required priesthood.

6. The Eucharist and Priesthood:

We recognize that Christ the Lord handed the officiation of the Eucharist to His male disciples, to whom  He spoke on the Paschal table saying, “do this in remembrance of Me.” (Luke 22:19).
7. The Origin of Priesthood:

Since its beginning, priesthood originated as mentioned in (Exo. 13:1,2) “Consecrate to Me all the firstborn, whatever opens the womb among the children of Israel, both of man and beast; it is Mine.”  What is meant refers to all the firstborn males in place of the firstborn whom God redeemed in the land of Egypt when He killed all the Egyptian firstborn.  Then, He substituted all the firstborn males with males of the tribe of Levites, “Then the Lord said to Moses: Number all the firstborn males of the children of Israel from a month old and above, and take the number of their names.  And you shall take the Levites for Me—I am the Lord—instead of all the firstborn among the children of Israel, and the livestock of the Levites instead of all the firstborn among the livestock of the children of Israel.  So Moses numbered all the firstborn among the children of Israel, as the Lord commanded him.  And all the firstborn males, according to the number of names from a month old and above, of those who were numbered of them, were twenty-two thousand two hundred and seventy-three.” (Num. 3:40-47).

The number of Levites were, “all the males from a month old and above, were twenty-two thousand.” (Num. 3:39).

Since there was a difference in the numeration of two hundred and seventy three, God requested five shekels for each individual (Num. 3:47).  If it was possible to grant priesthood to women, it would have been more deserving to take the difference in numeration from the females who were born before their brothers.

8. Priesthood for Men only:

All forms of priesthood presented to us in the Holy Bible were all men.  From the priesthood of the first patriarchs like Noah, Job, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, to Aaronal priesthood, Melchizedeck priesthood, or the priesthood of the Apostles and their episcopal successors.  The entire priesthood has been men. Thus, priesthood for woman is an innovation in the religion.

9. Division in the Church:

Surely, this innovation in religion would be a cause for disputes that would affect the unity of the Church.  Either the unity within the Anglican Church, or in its relationship with the other churches.  Here we would like to say that we are apprehensive to an increase in an approach, rather than an increase in remoteness between our churches.

10. The Results of exaggeration in offering rights to woman outside the boundary of biblical teachings :

We observe that the world is embarked rashly in modifying biblical teachings to an extent that those defenders of the rights of women are trying to imply femininity to the name of God Himself.  They forbid words like our or your heavenly Father.  Thus, altering the Holy Bible in many subjects concerning the Divine hypostaseis and Their relation, i.e. the relation of the Son to the Heavenly Father. Some points affect the redemption and atonement of Christ, and His Spiritual Fatherhood as an archpriest.

11. Practical obstacles:

There are practical obstacles to women during intervals of pregnancy, giving birth and nursing, of which the female employees usually take extensive leave from their employment. Being occupied in priestly work may cause complete negligence in the role of a housewife and in rearing of children.

Complaints and Responses:

According to the words mentioned in the Holy Bible opposing the ordination of women as priests or observation in the prevailing tradition of the ancient churches, some may impute to the fact that women generally did not have positions of status in the society in general.  Subsequently, they were forbidden from performing a priestly role in the church, coinciding to the prevailing social status of that epoch.  Presently, women have their effective role in the society, so the biblical teachings and ecclesiastical traditions concerning this subject need re-examination.

In response, we state that women in all generations had their estimation.  Some women were prophetesses (i.e. Mariam the sister of Moses and Aaron, Deborah the judge and prophetess, Khilda the prophetess, etc.).  In the Holy Bible as well as history, there are famous queens like Queen Esther, Queen of Sheba whom Jesus Christ mentioned and queens of many nations like Cleopatra, etc.

In spite of the fact that the above-mentioned status held by women, yet priesthood remained a field that women -according to God’s economy among His people- do not encroach.  A woman can be a queen, a leader of an army, and Biblical Books could be in her name.  There is no scope for pretence in the unavailability of positions of status for women in ancient societies.

During the days of Christ the Lord, women had great positions of status i.e. the Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene who announced the resurrection, the women who offered their homes as churches like Mary the mother of John who was called Mark, Lydia the seller of purple, Priscilla the wife of Aquila (see Rom 16), the daughters of Phillip the preacher who prophesized and many others mentioned by Saint Paul in Rom. 16.  He mentioned each by name and their efforts in the church but he never attributed the priesthood to any of them.

The ecumenical councils in which the leaders of the whole church participated did not include any woman.

The Role of Women in the Church:

It is fitting for women to be deaconesses (without imposing of hands) assisting a bishop in many services, like Phoebe the deaconess of the church of Cenchrea and Olympias the deaconess of Saint John Chrysostom the Patriarch of Constantinopole.

Special roles are granted to women in many activities of social service in the church, i.e. sewing, teaching women and children, painting icons, making priestly vestments, caring for orphans, sojourners and the needy, etc.  However, there is no biblical or historical support for their teaching or priestly service to men.

Therefore, from the extent of our love to the Anglican Church and our eagerness for closer intimacy between all world churches, we urge the Anglican Church conference to approach this subject with more care and to tackle this sensitive case with more study and research.

If dialogue commenced between the Anglican Churches and the churches of the world, it is more deserving that dialogues be held on up and coming issues of change and diversion rather than the pre-existing issues of difference.

Finally, I would like to express the love of H.H. Pope Shenouda III and his prayers for the work of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of those assembled at the Lambeth Conference.
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