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I. Introduction 

As a young girl, I remember listening to stories about church history, noticing how often 

they featured courageous men. I was confused and slightly disappointed at finding few stories 

that featured female characters. Words like “patriarchy” and “feminism” were unknown to me; I 

simply wanted to see myself in the grand narrative of God’s redemption of the world. As I 

continued to read the Bible, I highlighted the stories of brave, interesting women like Deborah, 

Tamar, and Hannah. The stories were there, it just took a deeper look to find them. Mary C. 

Earle writes, “As has often been the case throughout women’s history, particular women found 

ways to live within the accepted structures of their societies and yet also to be true to themselves 

and to Christ.”1  

From the birth of Jesus to his resurrection, women have always been an intrinsic part of 

the establishment and spread of Christianity. In spite of this, the past two thousand years of 

recorded church history have been written primarily by and about men. In Roger E. Olson’s 

Story of Christian Theology, he remarks that it is unfortunate that women’s contributions to 

theology are not well documented. However, he goes on to state, this is “not justification for 

revisionist histories that invent them.”2 What Olson fails to acknowledge is that the dominant 

narrative of history is already inaccurate due to its incompleteness. In this paper, I will amplify 

several stories of women in the early church, demonstrating that without a greater emphasis on 

their contributions, our understanding of history will continue to centre patriarchal narratives and 

will miss the undercurrent of feminine resistance. 

 

1 Mary C. Earle, The Desert Mothers: Spiritual Practices from the Women of the Wilderness (Harrisburg: 
Morehouse Publishing, 2007), loc. 92, Kindle. 
2 Roger E. Olson, The Story of Christian Theology: Twenty Centuries of Tradition and Reform (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 19. 
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II. The Problem of Patriarchy: Then and Now 

The early church father Tertullian wrote a particularly scathing account of his estimation 

of women. “You are the devil’s gateway: you are the unsealer of the (forbidden) tree: you are the 

first deserter of the divine law: you are she who persuaded him whom the devil was not valiant 

enough to attack. You destroyed so easily God’s image, man. On account of your desert—that is, 

death—even the Son of God had to die.”3 While Tertullian's remarks are insulting, the keen 

feminine ear can generally dismiss his censure as the ravings of a well known curmudgeon. It is 

much more difficult, however, to ignore the sexist writings of early spiritual giants such as 

Origen, Chrysostom, and Augustine.4 

Undeniably, the early church fathers were products of the patriarchal beliefs of their 

times. Though most Christian leaders of today would not (publicly) deny that women are made 

in God’s image or claim that they are inferior to men, in practice, discrimination is still present. 

Tim Keller, a popular pastor and author known for his intellectual sermons, has written about the 

need for economic and racial justice. Unfortunately this does not fully extend to his views on 

women. Keller denies that exclusively male ordination is because women are inferior or 

incapable of leadership, instead, he claims that it is simply God’s design.5 Patriarchy is still alive 

and well, it just has a more deceptively benevolent packaging.  

 

3 Tertullian, On the Apparel of Women, bk. 1, ch. 1, 14, trans. S. Thelwall, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 10 
vols., ed. Cleveland Cox, Vol. IV, Fathers of the Third Century: Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; 
Commodian; Origen, Parts First and Second (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1885-96), 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/anf04.iii.iii.i.i.html. 
4 For a brief summary of some of the church fathers’ most problematic writings regarding women, see H. 
Wood, “Feminists and Their Perspectives on the Church Fathers’ Beliefs Regarding Women: An Inquiry,” 
Verbum et Ecclesia 38(1), (2017), a1692. https://doi. org/10.4102/ve.v38i1.1692. 
5 Timothy Keller, “Women in Ministry,” The Gospel Coalition, August 14, 2008, 
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/scotty-smith/titleitems/. 
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III. The Resistance 

Even within the patriarchal system, women have been finding ways to participate in 

Christianity. Their example is particularly astounding given the sociopolitical context in which 

they lived. While there were many ways individual women resisted society and the church’s 

norms, two particular examples stand out: the martyrs and the mystics. 

A. Martyrs: Thecla, the Female Protomartyr 

Gerald L. Sittser writes, “Christian practice challenged Rome’s quest for dominance. 

Christianity made claims that threatened the empire.”6 This threat was met with waves of 

persecution throughout the first few centuries, and martyrdom became not just a political act of 

defiance against the empire, but a sign of religious faithfulness.7 While numerous women were 

martyred alongside men, including the well known noblewoman Perpetua and the slave Felicitas, 

the first recorded female martyr was a young maiden named Thecla.8 

Even a cursory reading of The Acts of Paul and Thecla distinguishes it from the tone of 

New Testament writings. While the story contains some historical elements, “Thecla is first and 

foremost a literary character.”9 The hagiographic nature of the text makes it no less instructive, 

and it is presented as “an expression of truth, even if that truth is (in Aristotle’s terms) poetic 

rather than historical, an account of what could happen rather than what did happen.”10 

Regardless of any embellishments, the text was considered canonical in the first three centuries, 

6 Gerald L. Sittser, Water from a Deep Well: Christian Spirituality from Early Martyrs to Modern 
Missionaries (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2007), 41. 
7 See Ignatius, “The Epistle to the Romans,” in Early Christian Writings, trans. Maxwell Staniforth 
(London: Penguin Books, 1968), 85-88. 
8 Though there is some debate on the historicity of Thecla, Gregory of Nazianzus included her on a list of 
apostolic martyrs. See Lynn H. Cohick and Amy Brown Hughes, Christian Women in the Patristic World: 
Their Influence, Authority, and Legacy in the Second through Fifth Centuries (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Publishing Group, 2017), 22. 
9 Ibid, 9. 
10 Gillian Clark, "Bodies and Blood: Late Antique Debate on Martyrdom, Virginity and Resurrection," in 
Changing Bodies, Changing Meanings: Studies on the Human Body in Antiquity, ed. Dominic Montserrat 
(London: Routledge, 1998), 103. 
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and some third century women from Carthage “appealed to the apostle Thecla for women’s 

authority to teach and to baptize.”11 

 Thecla’s story differs from many other martyrs, however. Unlike Perpetua, who was 

condemned to the arena for refusing to sacrifice to the emperor, Thecla’s persecution arose 

because she embraced a life of celibacy. She became transfixed by the Apostle Paul’s preaching 

and refused to leave her window, ignoring her family’s pleas. Incensed by her rejection, her 

betrothed conspired to send Paul to prison.12 Twice in her story, Thecla’s rejection of powerful, 

wealthy men caused her to be sentenced to death. Twice, she was miraculously delivered.  

Intriguingly, Thecla does not stand fully on her own. Not only is God on her side, but she 

is eventually surrounded by feminine resistance. Tryphaena, a wealthy widow, protects her from 

sexual assault by becoming her guardian as she awaited trial. The pagan women of Antioch cry 

out against the unjust judgments of the city officials and throw tranquilizing herbs into the arena, 

causing the animals to fall asleep. The author even emphasizes the female gender of the fierce 

lioness meant to devour her, who licks her feet in submission, defeating any beast that tries to 

harm her. Thecla’s personal autonomy is nicely complemented by a “sisterhood” of resistance.13  

Her triumph over dominating men who sought to own her is as heartening today as it 

must have been in antiquity. The devastating impact of #metoo and #churchtoo shows that while 

women may have more civil freedoms today than ever before, they are not immune to the violent 

men and violent systems that seek to dominate and domesticate the vulnerable. Thecla’s story 

shows that—even in antiquity—the author noticed and resisted the dominant narrative of female 

11 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian 
Origins (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 1983), 173. 
12 The Acts of Paul and Thecla, para. 9, trans. by Alexander Walker, from Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 8, ed. 
Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature 
Publishing Co., 1886.) Revised and edited for New Advent by Kevin Knight. 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0816.htm>. 
13 Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women in the Patristic World, 15. 



5 

subjugation. Even more importantly, the story assured women that God was on Thecla’s side. 

God was not, apparently, too concerned with Thecla’s “tone” as she rejected her suitors none too 

graciously. God respected her decision to say no, and vindicated it by rescuing her over and over.  

Thecla was further endorsed when Paul marvelled at her faith and blessed her to go and 

teach. The account ends by calling her an apostle. Condemned to be a martyr, God spared her 

multiple times throughout her life and, according to tradition, she lived in a cave and taught 

many, dying at ninety years old. Scholars Cohick and Hughes write that though she and other 

female martyrs of her time were not recognized as bishops, “their authority in prayer and 

intercession stood on par with, and perhaps at times exceeded, that of male ordained clergy.”14 

By being faithful to the bitter end, her death proved to be a powerful theological treatise, a 

spiritual legacy that still exists today.  

B. Mystics: The Desert Mothers 

“The stories and legends of women like Thecla shaped generations of Christians through 

the many iterations of her story and through those who travelled to her shrine.”15 The edict of 

Milan rendered physical martyrdom a thing of the past, and the church moved to emulate a form 

of spiritual martyrdom, or “martyrdom of the conscience.”16 Hermits like St. Antony and 

monastic leaders like St. Benedict promoted an ascetic lifestyle that was exclusive in its demands 

but inclusive in whom it accepted.17 Christians of all backgrounds and genders fled to deserts and 

communities to practice lives marked by celibacy, discipline, silence, and prayer.  

14 Ibid, 45. 
15 Ibid, 107. 
16 Athanasius, The Life of Antony and the Letter to Marcellinus, trans. Robert C. Gregg (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1980), 7. 
17 The Rule of Saint Benedict, trans. Anthony C. Meisel and M.L. del Mastro (New York: Doubleday, 
1975), 93-95. 
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Though most of the recorded sayings of the ascetics are attributed to men, one historian 

writes “that there were twice as many women as men living in the desert.”18 According to Laura 

Swan, “Women were deeply attracted to the Christian movement, in which they could exercise 

freedom they did not have in the dominant culture.”19 Women’s participation in leadership was 

curtailed as the church grew more institutionalized.20 Christian asceticism, however, offered 

women the desert or the monastery as places to provide “a greater sense of physical and spiritual 

autonomy.”21 Women could pursue a spiritual path other than marriage and childbirth by 

embracing the highly regarded, virtuous path of celibacy and virginity. 

The Desert Mothers, or Ammas, were women who renounced “worldly” concerns for a 

life of asceticism. Four of these influential women (Sarah, Syncletica, Theodora and Matrona) 

left behind sayings that have been preserved for spiritual posterity.22 They spiritualized 

motherhood, offering wisdom and community to their fellow sisters in Christ.23 Scholar Roberta 

Bondi called the stories of the Desert Mothers “a fleshing out of what Christian love is: God’s 

for all of us, ours for each other, God’s world, and God.”24 Their wisdom and devotion 

contradicts what many of the early church fathers (not just Tertullian) believed about the 

character and intrinsic value of women. In The Desert Mothers, Earle wrote, 

Their very choosing flies in the face of centuries of mindless interpretation of the story of 
Eve—that foremother whose taste of the apple has been interpreted again and again to 
prove that women’s wills are maliciously inclined and that any choice women make 
cannot be well made. Wrong, say the desert mothers… With our lives and our wisdom, 

18 Earle, The Desert Mothers, loc. 122. 
19 Laura Swan, The Forgotten Desert Mothers: Sayings, Lives, and Stories of Early Christian Women 
(New York: Paulist Press, 2001), 7-8, Kindle. 
20 Justo L. González, The Story of Christianity: Volume 1: The Early Church to the Dawn of the 
Reformation (Peabody: Prince Press, 1984), 97-98. 
21 Swan, Forgotten Desert Mothers, 10. 
22 Earle, The Desert Mothers, loc. 122. 
23 Anne Jenson, God’s Self Confident Daughters, trans. O. C. Dean, Jr. (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 1996), 234.  
24 Roberta Bondi, To Love as God Loves (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 7.  
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we choose a creation made in the image of God… With our stillness and our silence, we 
listen for the Voice that speaks every particle of creation into being.25 
 
Even in asceticism, women faced discrimination and censure from their fellow monks. 

Amma Sarah, for example, was approached by two monks who wanted to humble her. They told 

her not to think highly of herself, a mere woman, even though two men such as them deigned to 

visit her. She famously rebuked them, “A woman in sex, but not in spirit.”26 Women were also 

seen as objects of lust, sent by the devil to “lay siege to holy men.”27 When one monk was 

travelling down the road, he saw a group of nuns walking towards him. He stepped aside and 

turned from them, lest he be tempted by their femininity. The Abbess remarked as she passed, 

“Hadst thou been a perfect monk thou wouldst not have looked so close as to perceive that we 

were women.”28 

In spite of the sexism they experienced from their brothers, the Desert Mothers found 

ways to create havens in hostile environments. Perhaps their persistence can best be summed up 

by Amma Sarah’s wise words, “If I prayed God that all people should approve of my conduct, I 

should find myself a penitent at the door of each one, but I shall rather pray that my heart may be 

pure toward all.”29 Their influence stretched beyond the desert, impacting lay Christians as well 

as the theologians who grew to greater fame. As Cohick and Hughes conclude, “Recalling the 

witness of ancient women martyrs and ascetics helps us today locate ourselves in this great 

tradition of service to others and resistance to oppression that characterized these women’s 

lives.”30 

  

25 Earle, The Desert Mothers, loc. 140. 
26 The Desert Fathers: Translations from Latin, trans. Helen Waddell (New York: Vintage Books, 1998), 
108. 
27 Ibid, 71. 
28 Ibid, 78. 
29 Swan, The Forgotten Desert Mothers, 39. 
30 Cohick and Hughes, Christian Women in the Patristic World, 259. 
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VI. Conclusion 

Compared to the abundance of primary sources by and about men, women’s 

contributions to theology and the church can, at first glance, seem paltry indeed. A closer look, 

however, reveals that many women were not passive participants in Christianity, but were 

vibrant, complex individuals who moved within their own culture in often controversial ways. 

Instead of dismissing their stories as “side issues” at best and mere imaginative folk tales at 

worst, let us make much of what we have. Without the prayers and devotion of Monica there 

would be no Saint Augustine.31 Without the wisdom and guidance of Macrina, “the Teacher,” 

there would be no Cappadocian legacy.32 To the question, “Where are the women?” we must 

answer: They are where they always have been—at the womb and the tomb, in the church and 

the desert, forming paths through the wilderness. If we pay these women greater heed today, then 

perhaps in the future little girls will look down the annals of recorded Christian history and find 

faces that reflect their own. 

 

  

31 Saint Augustine, The Confessions, trans. Maria Boulding (Hyde Park: New City Press, 1997), 50, 
Kindle. 
32 Swan, The Forgotten Desert Mothers, 129. 
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