


PART ONE

WHY ‘COMPLEMENTARIANISM’ NEEDED A NAME



Complementarianism was not first and foremost a sociological 
descriptor or movement. Nor was it describing an ethos or a set of 
extrabiblical stereotypes. The term emerged as a shorthand to 
describe the theological vision of the Danvers Statement.

Denny Burk, ‘Mere Complementarianism’, 
found at https://cbmw.org/2019/11/20/mere-complementarianism/
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‘as she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover 
material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, 
chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband 
at night, she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question: 
“Is this all?”’

Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (1965), 13
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Patriarchy's chief institution is the family. It is both a mirror of 
and a connection with the larger society; a patriarchal unit 
within a patriarchal whole. […] As the fundamental 
instrument and the foundation unit of patriarchal society the 
family and its roles are prototypical. Serving as an agent of 
the larger society, the family […] acts as a unit in the 
government of the patriarchal state which rules its citizens 
through its family heads.

Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (1970)
found at https://www.marxists.org/subject/women/authors/millett-kate/theory.htm 



Patriarchal religion could consolidate this position [i.e., of 
downgrading the role of women in procreation and ascribing 
all the power of life to men] by the creation of a male God or 
gods, demoting, discrediting, or eliminating goddesses and 
constructing a theology whose basic postulates are male 
supremacist, and one of whose central functions is to uphold 
and validate the patriarchal structure.

Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (1970)
found at https://www.marxists.org/subject/women/authors/millett-kate/theory.htm 



Patriarchy has God on its side

Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (1970)
found at https://www.marxists.org/subject/women/authors/millett-kate/theory.htm 
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We are Christians; we are also feminists. Some say we cannot 
be both, but Christianity and feminism for us are inseparable.

Daughters of Sarah 1 No. 1 (1974), 1
Journal of Evangelical Women’s Caucus



The Judaic-Christian tradition has served to legitimate 
sexually imbalanced patriarchal society. Thus, for example, 
the image of the Father God, spawned in the human 
imagination and sustained as plausible by patriarchy, has in 
turn rendered service to this type of society by making its 
mechanisms for the oppression of women appear right and 
fitting. If God in ‘his’ heaven is a father ruling ‘his’ people, 
then it is in the ‘nature’ of things and according to divine plan 
and the order of the universe that society be male-
dominated.

Mary Daly, ‘After the Death of God the Father’, (1971)
found at https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/after-death-god-father 



If God is male, then male is God. The divine patriarch 
castrates women as long as he is allowed to live on in the 
human imagination.

Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father (1973)
found at https://www.azquotes.com/quote/909755 



The Christian marginality of women has its roots in the 
patriarchal beginnings of the church and in the 
androcentrism of Christian revelation.

Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist 
Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (1983) 

found at https://www.azquotes.com/quote/1371630 



I am beginning to wonder whether indeed Christianity is 
patriarchal to its very core. If so, count me out. Some of us 
may be forced to leave Christianity in order to participate in 
Jesus’ discipleship of equals.

Virginia Mollencott, letter to Christian Century 
(March 7, 1984): 252 

cited by Clark Pinnock in Women, Authority and the Bible, ed. Alvera Michelsen (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 1986), 51 



The patriarchal distortion of all tradition, including Scripture, 
throws feminist theology back upon the primary intuitions of 
religious experience itself.

Rosemary Radford Reuther, ‘The Future of Feminist Theology in the 
Academy’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion 53 (1985): 

710. Italics added 
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Why did you form such a council? Because there is much confusion about 
male and female roles in the Christian world today. We wanted to do 
something to help clear it up.

What do you stand for? We hold that God made men and women to be 
equal in personhood and in value, but different in roles.

What do you mean by “different in roles”? We are convinced that Scripture 
affirms male leadership in the home, and that in the church certain 
governing and teaching roles are restricted to men. On the other hand, 
Scripture strongly encourages women’s full participation in a vast array of 
needed ministries, and support active, informed participation by women in 
decision-making in the family and the church.



But don’t all Christians agree with these views? Not at all: 
The idea of God-given distinctions between men’s and 
women’s roles in marriage and the church is under strong 
attack today in many books, articles, and speeches by 
people prominent in the evangelical world. And on the other 
side of this question, many families and churches have 
wrongly stifled women’s ministries and have wrongly 
neglected informed participation by women in the decision-
making processes of the home and the church.
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Egalitarianism recognizes patterns of authority in the family, 
church, and society—it is not anarchistic—but rejects the notion 
that any office, ministry, or opportunity should be denied anyone 
on the grounds of being male or female. This is because women 
and men are made equally in God’s image and likeness (Gen 
1:27), are equally fallen (Rom 3:23), equally redeemable through 
Christ’s life, death, and resurrection (Jn 3:16), equally participants 
in the new-covenant community (Gal 3:28), equally heirs of God 
in Christ (1 Pet 3:7), and equally able to be filled and empowered 
by the Holy Spirit for life and ministry (Acts 2:17).

Discovering Biblical Equality 
eds. Ronald W. Pierce and Rebecca Merrill Groothius (2004/2005), 13; 

eds. Ronald Pierce, Cynthia Westfall, et al. (2021), 2 (with minor variations)
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… settled on this word because there simply wasn’t another 
one that adequately described their view. The term has a 
profound exegetical and linguistic root in the Hebrew of 
Genesis 2:18 (kenegdo), which the lexicons define as 
‘corresponding to’ .

Denny Burk, ‘Mere Complementarianism’
found at https://cbmw.org/2019/11/20/mere-complementarianism/ 



… the claim that complementarianism is a man-made doctrinal 
innovation is a myth. The word ‘complementarianism’ is indeed a 
relatively new term. But it is a new term coined to refer to an ancient 
teaching that is rooted in the text of Scripture. On the contrary, 
egalitarianism is the doctrinal innovation, not the biblical idea that men 
and women are created equally in God’s image with distinct and 
complementary differences. Indeed, some version of what we now call 
‘complementarianism’ is what the church has assumed for its entire 
2,000-year history. Recent attempts to flip this script amount to 
unserious historical revisionism.

Denny Burk, ‘Is Complementarianism a Man-made Doctrine?’
found at https://cbmw.org/2021/06/08/is-complementarianism-a-man-made-doctrine-2/ 
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‘G*d’ or ‘God/dess’ 





‘… aggressive efforts to update the North American edition of the 
NIV with gender-accurate language’.

Timothy C. Morgan, ‘Biblical Feminists Press for Gender Inclusive NIV’, 
Christianity Today (Sept. 1, 1997), 78 



PART TWO

LIVED COMPLEMENTARIANISM



‘it must be admitted, because of overstatement and lack of 
precision in some of its advocates’.

Mark Thompson, ‘ERS: Is there order in the Trinity?’ (9 June 2016)
found at https://markdthompson.blogspot.com/2016/06/ers-is-there-order-in-trinity.html



… an ERAS [Eternal Relations of Authority and Submission] view 
of the Trinity is not required to uphold a complementarian view. In 
fact, a complementarian view stands on its own due to the 
teaching of Scripture.

Stephen Wellum, ‘Does Complementarianism depend on ERAS?: A 
Response to Kevin Giles, ‘The Trinity Argument for Women’s Subordination’, 

Eikon 5 (Spring 2023): 62



thin
narrow
ideological

thick
broad
natural





One of my colleagues predicted that I would endorse same-
sex marriage within ten years because of the ‘interpretive 
method’ that led me to advocate for gender equality. This 
slippery slope argument is still commonly heard—and for 
some this has been their experience. 

Ronald w. Pierce, ‘Biblical Equality and Same-Sex Marriage’, 
Discovering Biblical Equality, 3rd ed (2021), 491. Italics added



‘the belief that males and females are born with distinctively 
different natures, determined biologically rather than culturally. 
[…]’ In other words, men and women are essentially different on 
the basis of being a man or a woman [where] there are male 
persons who are meant to act like men (masculinity) and there 
are female persons who are meant to act like women (femininity).

Christa McKirland, ‘Image of God and Divine Presence: A Critique of Gender 
Essentialism’, Discovering Biblical Equality, 3rd ed. (2021), 283.
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However, the digital din of debate over evangelical gender roles 
has been nearly eclipsed by the clamor of a new rhetoric, with 
concepts like gender fluidity, gender nonconformity, and 
transgenderism rapidly transposing cultural mores. Before one 
can answer the question of what ministries a woman can fulfil in 
the church, one must now first define what a woman is. Before 
one can defend marriage as a covenant between male and 
female, one must be prepared to stipulate that maleness and 
femaleness are unalterably determined at birth. 

1/2



In short, conversations on how one expresses one’s gender 
risk falling on deaf ears apart from a clear defense of why 
gender differentiation matters at all. And in a society that 
increasingly accepts the idea that one’s biology is irrelevant 
to determine one’s gender, answering this why seems more 
urgent than ever. 

Katie J. McCoy, ‘What it means to be male and female’, in Created in 
the Image of God: Applications and Implications for our Cultural 

Confusion, ed. David S. Dockery (2023), 142–43. Emphasis original.
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