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Introduction 

 

The Carpenter Program in Religion, Gender and Sexuality at Vanderbilt University hosted a 
symposium on Feb. 27th, 1998 on a book entitled From Culture Wars to Common Ground (2d ed.; 
Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000 [1997]) co-edited and authored by Don S. Browning, Bonnie 

Miller-McLemore, Pamela Couture, K. Brynoll Lyon, and Robert Franklin. Panelists included 
Carolyn Osiek, Catholic Theological Union; John A. Coleman, Loyola Marymount University; Stephen J. 
Pope, Boston College; Alan J. Avery-Peck, The College of Holy Cross; William Doherty, University of 
Minnesota; Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, Colby College; Christine E. Gudorf, Florida International University; 
and Glen Stanton, Palmetto Family Council. Carolyn Osiek expertise lies in the areas of New Testament 
and Greco-Roman antiquity  Here is her response: 

 

From Culture Wars to Common Ground: A Response 

Carolyn Osiek, Catholic Theological Union 

 

"Culture wars" says something to me akin to "star wars," but for a Roman Catholic from Chicago, 
"common ground" is very meaningful. That was the name given to the late Cardinal Bernardin's efforts 
to bring about dialogue among polarized elements in the Catholic Church of the United States. He would 
have had great sympathy with this project. 

One regret I have is that the book and the whole project is so Overwhelmingly Christian without 
being explicitly so. The "American family" includes many other religious traditions. There is occasional 
reference to Judaism and nothing regarding Islam. The description of the ideal family in this book is a 
mouthful: "the committed, intact, equal-regard, public/private family" (p. 2). Committed, I take for 
granted. About the rest, I will have something to say. 

Let's begin with "intact." While I recognize the intention behind the formulation, this term and the 
ideas behind it disturb me. Children have a right to grow up in a materially and emotionally secure 
environment. In spite of the sociological evidence from our own cultures that children from a single 
parent home do not succeed as well as those from a two-parent home, we all know that an "intact" 
family does not always provide such an environment. How is one to decide in a given social context what 
constitutes an intact family? The assumption that the monogamous couple is at the heart of the family 
structure (p. 229) is culturally relative, and it would be demeaning to label anything else as "primitive." 
In some cultures, an intact family might be a group of mothers with their children, or mother, children, 
and mother's brother. The definition given, "a family in which mother and father are parenting their 
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own children in a lifetime marriage" (including adoption and assisted reproduction), suggests that an 
intact family is one that has changed little in its composition, or one that conforms to the ideal of the 
"good old days." I am not sure that the solution to our family problems is intact couples, but strong 
family systems that surround the couple or single parent with a network of support. A fundamental 
issue here is well formulated: "how to retain and honor the intact family without turning it into an 
object of idolatry and without retaining the inequalities of power, status, and privilege ensconced in its 
earlier forms." There is certainly more that has been said on this topic in the book, more to be said, and 
more will be said today, I am sure. 

As to "equal regard," I find this a sparkling ideal. Go for it! "Public private" is understood in such a 
way that both parents have responsibilities in both the domestic and the public realms. We are 
definitely still on the way in both these areas, and as we all know, churches are not always helpful in 
fostering these ideals, or even if they are in word, they often are not so in action. I will have further 
things to say in both these areas with respect to early Christianity. 

I turn now to another area of which much is made in the book, and which I find intriguing: self-
sacrifice. The sustained discussion of whether mutuality or self-sacrifice is the more important in 
marriage and parenting is indicative of the tension between the two ideals, though the term "mutuality" 
is a fairly recent one. A more earthy way of talking about it would be to ask: "What do I have to put into 
it to get as much out of it?" Yet as one author in the book remarked, if marriage and parenting entailed 
so much self-sacrifice, there would not be so many people continually choosing them. The desperation 
of some for IVF demonstrates that most people do not have children in order to sacrifice, but because 
they want children for themselves. But this is what I think about the ideal of self-sacrifice: that men are 
fascinated with it because it poses the greatest challenge to the way most men are socialized, to achieve 
for themselves. Self-sacrifice cuts across the classic original sin of pride. On the contrary, women do not 
care much for the idea at all, because they grow up with the expectation that this is what they must do. 
It was Aquinas who suggested that the husband's role in the patriarchal marriage was one of self-
sacrifice in conformity with Christ on the cross (pp. 122-23). The lead article in the February 15, 1998 
Chicago Tribune was about a French sociologist, Loic J. D. Wacquant, who has revolutionized the study 
of urban poverty by quite simply sharing life with those who have to live in it by joining a boxing club in a 
blighted urban area. His feature quotation: "The world of boxing is a religion of the masculine body that 
offers uplift and separation from the rest and allows you to follow an ethic of sacrifice to become a 
moral being." I rest my case. 

I turn now to my assigned duty, the critique of the use of the Bible in the book. The "discipleship of 
equals" has become a common expression that evokes many different images. It is a proleptic, visionary 
ideal that certainly was not present in the biblical era in the way that we would understand it today. 
Biblical scholarship is divided in three directions on this issue of early Christianity and equality. 

1. The social-science interpreters especially argue that the overwhelmingly patriarchal culture 
drowns out most egalitarian spurts. We are reading into the texts with modern eyes. A danger with this 
position is to explain away anything that seems to contradict the patriarchal picture. This is clearly not 
the position of this book. 

2. Christianity, or at least the teaching of Jesus, contained a spark of new insight that led to the 
beginnings of an egalitarian movement. This, I would say, is the position of the book. A danger here is to 
read Christianity as liberator of women from an oppressive Judaism. 

3. In first-century Roman society, a new movement was at work toward greater social freedom for 
women. Hellenistic Judaism and Christianity happened along at the right time to pick up on these trends 
which were already in the social air, and thus were not directly inspired by Jesus or Christian thought. I 
have more sympathy with this position. 
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It is quite understandable that the chapter on the early church focuses on Ephesians 5:22-33, that 
remarkable text that compares husband and wife to Christ and the church, but spends most of its 143 
words on the sacred marriage of Christ and his bride, the church. The household code, the form used 
here, has been shown to go back to treatises on household management from Aristotle on. There are, 
however, some remarkable differences: 

1. Wives, children, and slaves are not only addressed but addressed first. 

2. The center of attention shifts from paterfamilias to all. 

3. Comments on household finances are omitted, because it is not monarchical management but 
relationships that are at stake here, mutuality in the spirit of pietas. 

There are at least three ways of reading the passage in Ephesians: 

1. It is primarily education for males in how to become self-sacrificing in marriage. 

2. It holds up wives as normative Christians, all of whom must submit to each other (v 21), after the 
manner of slaves in 1 Pet 2:18-25, who by suffering unjustly from oppressive masters become the norm 
of Christians who suffer for the name. 

3. It is primarily a set of new insights about ecclesiology spun off the traditional household code, 
combining traditions of sacred marriage and biblical spousal relationships between God and Israel. The 

wife‑husband relationship is accidental, providing only the context for the ecclesiological reflection 
from a familiar patriarchal marriage pattern. Each position is arguable, and I would not want to have to 
decide among them. 

Honor and shame. The authors have a quite adequate understanding of the honor-shame code as a 
central cultural value, insofar as we can understand how it functioned in ancient Mediterranean culture. 
Of course, every culture has its standards of acceptable and unacceptable behavior. What 
anthropologists of Mediterranean cultures argue is that this system is primary and all-important, as it is 
in many other cultures, especially Asian. The respect and dignity accorded to a person in public meant 
everything, and, as the authors say, citizens of the culture believed that conflict (among males) and 
dominance (of some males over other males and all females) were a means of gaining dignity and 
respect (p. 143). The sense of sharply maintained separate spheres of work and play for men and 
women (p. 140) and the sharp division male/public and female/private need to be moderated by Roman 
evidence that is not so strongly inclined in this direction. Cultural differences within the Greco-Roman 
world must also be taken into account, e.g., differences between the Greek East and the Roman West 
and those influenced by it. Public life was carried on in the house, in Roman life often with participation 
of women, so that the public/private division was not like ours. Women were public patrons of 
associations and temples, taking a public role in civic life, though excluded from direct political 
participation. This is an area in which much work is still to be done and a consensus is not yet formed. 

I think it is correct to say, as do the authors, that "Ephesians assumes, is embedded in, yet also 
critiques the honor-shame code of the Greco-Roman world" (p. 143), as long as we bear in mind that 
author and hearers are every bit part of that world, not separated from it. There is some suggestion 
here that the "pagan culture" is the oppressive patriarchal enemy against which a Christian discipleship 
of equals dared to rise up. Granted, some Christians, including Paul and the authors of Revelation and 
Ephesians, seemed to have thought of the Roman world as the enemy--but not because it was 
patriarchal. 

My way of understanding the response of early Christians to the honor-shame code is that they 
"reset" it. The template is still there, but it is put down in a different place. Different kinds of behavior 
now bring honor, others shame. By talking this way, they are of course bringing about alienation 
between themselves and the dominant culture. The idea of "equal regard," then, needs to be assessed 
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critically. Ancient and modern notions of equality are not at all the same. No ancient male would have 

thought of a male of inferior social status, much less a woman, as his equal in the post‑Enlightenment 
sense in which we would understand it today. This must be clearly understood. That having been said, 

there do seem to be steps forward visible in these ancient texts, whether under direct Christian 
inspiration or not, as I have said above, is open to question. 

One piece of the structure to which I object, and about which I disagreed strenuously but to no avail 

with my co-author David Balch, is the nature or even the existence of the "retreat of the post‑Pauline 
church," the "post- Pauline conservative retreat," (p. 147), or as we might call it, the post-Pauline fall 
from grace. Whether the fall happened after Jesus or after Paul depends on one's perspective. Here we 
are back to the "early catholicism" of the turn of the century, in which liberal Protestantism could 
identify with a pristine Pauline gospel of freedom from law, while the deutero-Pauline letters and the 
post-Pauline church fell from original grace into rampant institutionalism, including a degeneration into 
an oppressive pagan patriarchalism revisited. Rather, I find elements of everything denounced as post-
Pauline degeneration already in the authentic Pauline letters. 

Did Christians experiment with new freedoms that were an affront to the official order (p. 139)? Yes, 
I think they did. Did they keep the status quo and insist that things remain as they always have? Yes, I 
think they did that, too. In other words, there were Christians of both persuasions and probably many 
others as well, just as there are today. Did Christianity move away from patriarchy? I think it was part of 
a wider movement that was moving with glacial speed toward a more humane patriarchy, in Christian 
terms, perhaps, something like Troeltsch's "love patriarchy." Patriarchy is no less patriarchy if enacted 
with love, it seems to me. Ultimately though, our biblical hermeneutic here is not historical but 
theological. We want to know what it all means for us today. Where I come from, we do not have to 
prove that what we are doing is the same as what they did, only that it is in some kind of organic 
continuity. To this, I can readily assent: that we are doing today what they would do if they were here. 
Equal regard, let's do it. To the authors of From Culture Wars to Common Ground, congratulations on a 
job well done. 

 


