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Introduction 

 

In this article I want to discuss why catholicity should not exclude women from the altar. All what I 

will say in the following pages could also be valid for other gender issues (like homosexuality), but I 

choose for focussing on the ordination of women. It is clear to me that catholicity is such a 

comprehensive notion, that all fundamental ecumenical problems and differences are in a way 

connected to it.
1
 Ordination of women is really not only a problem connected to catholicity, but it 

certainly is one of the issues to be discussed on this occasion of Societas Oecumenica’s gathering in 

Budapest 2014. This is at least what the Standing Committee assured me in an E-mail. But I was still 

hesitating to take up the issue and it took a long time before I finally decided to prepare a workshop on 

the subject. Why? Well, my focus is the ordination of women and this is rather barbed wire in the 

ecumenical discussion. Nearly everything has already been said and all the arguments have been shared 

over and over again. What I really don’t want to do is flogging a dead horse. So finally I decided to 

speak to you today from the point of view of my own biography. I speak to you as somebody who has 

been ordained in 1972, nearly 42 years ago. I was one of the first women ordained in my church, which 

was one of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands. I served as a minister in several congregations 

and I am also involved in many ecumenical bodies. If my church had not recognised my vocation in 

1972, my life would have been totally different. So I am grateful to God for all the possibilities given 

to me to serve as a minister in the church. I also speak here as a theologian, specialized in the theology 

of the ministry. I wrote my dissertation on the Ministry Part of BEM
2
 and I am really advocating my 

whole adult life in many ways for the ordination of women. 

Two little stories  

Firstly I want to tell you two little personal stories. The first one happened in Romania in 2011. I was 

defending the ordination of women for an audience of - for a large extent - Romanian orthodox  

theologians in Oradea. I was then invited by Nicu Dumitrascu, one of the members of the Standing 

Committee of the Societas Oecumenica. Afterwards I asked Nicu: “Wasn’t I too passionate in 

defending my point of view?” He answered: “Not at all, that’s why I asked you to come over to 

Oradea”. My second story took place in the spring of 2014. I tried to put the ordination of women on 

the agenda of our own Dutch Council of Churches in the Netherlands. I finally succeeded in putting it 

on the agenda, but this time I had to choose my words very carefully. The meeting was friendly and 

respectful and I was happy we finally could get the subject on the agenda.
3
 But at the same time it was 

a rather disappointing experience and it showed clearly how difficult it is to handle these issues in a 

proper way, especially in your own context.        



Every decision has a cost 

My first article on the ordination of women appeared in 1978 under the title: Resistance against 

women’s ordination, how to handle it? If Canterbury admits women to the altar, the flirtation with 

Rome is over.
4
 Well, Anglican women have been ordained since 1970. The Church of England finally 

allowed women to be priests indeed in the year 1993 and while writing this contribution in July 2014 

the historic news came to me, that the Church of England on the 14th of July surprisingly said “yes” to 

women bishops also.
5
 But as we all know: every decision has a cost. Obviously we hear voices from 

the Orthodox and the Roman Catholic side saying the same thing: “Canterbury admits women to the 

altar and the flirtation with Rome is over”. So we hear Metropolitan Hilarion
6
 and - among others - 

Mgr Keith Newton, Ordinary of the Personal Ordinariate of Our Lady of Walsingham, saying: “Having 

agreed to permit women priests in 1992, the Church of England’s decision to allow women bishops is 

the next logical step. What is undeniable is that both developments make harder the position of those 

within the Church of England who still long for corporate unity with the Catholic and Orthodox 

Churches”.
7
 So, my dear friends, here we have loud and clear the problem of catholicity, church 

communion and the ordination of women. I wrote several articles on the subject
8
 and I was also part of 

the drafting group of the CPCE Document about Ministry, Ordination and Episkope, accepted by the 

CPCE Assembly in 2012. But first of all I speak here as an ecumenical theologian who has been 

involved for a long time in the discussions about catholicity and the ordination of women. I want to 

draw your kind attention now to the following ten points of reflection. 

1. My first point is - not surprisingly - that catholicity is not restricted to one of the churches, neither is 

it restricted to one gender. And also the ministry of the church cannot be restricted to one gender. So in 

my view the question is not why some churches ordain women, the real question is for what reasons 

some churches are refusing it. Ordination of women in my view is not the problem; the non-ordination 

of women is the problem. But as you all know: in many churches ordination is a matter of gender and 

restricted to male persons. Why is that? Not while women are not good enough. They are good enough. 

Not while women are not capable. They are capable. Not while women miss the needed spiritual gifts. 

They are very much spiritually gifted. Not while a woman cannot be called by God. A woman can be 

called by God indeed and many of them have received in their lives a true vocation. So why are not all 

churches ordaining women? You all know the answers. One of the answers is that women cannot be 

ordained because of a long tradition. So here we have to deal with the question of traditionalism. 

Another answer is, that women cannot be ordained because of a certain interpretation of Scripture, 

silencing the voices of women in the church. If that was true, I would not be here. Another answer is 

that women cannot be ordained because of the idea that Jesus choose only males as his twelve apostles. 

By the way - Jesus never choose Germans, Italians or males from Argentina. He choose just Jews as his 

disciples. There is a refusal to ordain women because the ordination of women is understood as to be 

against the will of God. My question: who knows that for sure? Women are refused to be ordained 

because a woman cannot represent Christ. My question is: why do you have to have the male sexuality 

in order to gain the possibility to represent Christ? Ordination is understood as a sacrament and it is 

said that sacraments are preserved for men only. Well, you all know this.  I stop it. I know and you 

know all the arguments. There is nothing new and there is no need for repetition.  

 

2. My second point of reflection is that Protestants are also Catholics. And sometimes some Protestants 

are more catholic than some Roman-Catholics are catholic. In the Netherlands we do have now a 

Protestant Forum for Catholicity.
9
 Catholicity can cover a wide range of significances. Catholicity 

means the whole world geographically, from the one end to the other. It also means the totality of all 

Christian teaching in orthodoxy. It covers the totality of all mankind (young and old, rulers and 

citizens, erudite and simply-hearted)
10

 and more. So catholicity cannot be restricted indeed to one of 

the churches, neither can it be restricted to one gender. Churches who ordain both women and men are 

more catholic, because they are not exclusive.  

 

3. I come to my third point. Cyrill of Jerusalem (315-386) said: “The church is catholic because it has 

spread throughout the entire world, because it teaches fully and unfailingly the content of Christian 

belief (the doctrines) and because it brings under obedience all classes and races of men. Finally, it 



deserves the title ‘catholic’ because it heals and cures every sin that can be committed in soul or body 

and because it possesses and spreads various spiritual charisms.” Vincentius of Lerinum said: “The true 

faith is what everywhere, always and by everybody has been believed.” This does not mean however, 

that we can never change a custom or a ritual. Many use the term ‘catholic’ meaning ‘Roman-Catholic’ 

without realising that this exclusive language in fact robs many Christians from their catholicity. No 

one is allowed to claim the term ‘catholic’ exclusively for one’s own church or gender. 

 

4. Now I draw your special attention to the female aspect of catholicity. As baptised and confessing 

members of the one holy catholic and apostolic church, women are not to be excluded from unity, 

holiness, apostolicity or catholicity. It has been said that in times of heathen antiquity women were not 

accepted in structures of teaching and preaching
11

 and for this reason they were also not accepted in 

early Christian church ministry. But as far as I know this is not true. There were still women priests in 

antiquity. In the area of the priesthood, women were the equals of men.
12

  

5. Many churches don’t ordain women. Despite encouraging words of our new Pope Franciscus 

concerning the role of women in decision making processes of the Roman-Catholic Church and the 

decision for sister Mary Melone as the first ever female Rector Major of a pontifical university,
13

 

women are still in too many churches kept outside apostolicity and catholicity, because they are still 

excluded from the ministry of word and sacraments. Beginning in the 19
th
 century most Reformed, 

Lutheran, and Methodist churches opened their ministries step by step for women and finally 

established equal rights for everyone concerning all levels of ministry without regard to gender. Most 

Anglican, Baptist and Old Catholic churches did the same.  I know very well, that it raises ecumenical 

problems. The World Alliance of Reformed Churches officially stated: “Some churches still do not 

ordain women although this is not supported biblically or theologically. Often the reason for not 

ordaining women is founded in the prevailing patriarchal social, cultural and religious environment of 

the nation in which a church exists. We need to help each other restore the supremacy of relevant 

theological insight over domination by non-theological factors. A full understanding of the Christian 

ministry is inclusive and supports the ordination of women.”
14

 But it is also clear that not all Reformed 

Churches agree with this. Also the Lutheran World Federation took a stance. Their statement on the 

episcopal ministry (2007) says: “Today the great majority of Lutherans belong to churches that ordain 

both women and men. This practice reflects a renewed understanding of the biblical witness. 

Ordination of women expresses the conviction that the mission of the church requires the gifts of both 

men and women in the public ministry of word and sacraments, and that limiting the ordained ministry 

to men obscures the nature of the church as a sign of our reconciliation and unity in Christ through 

baptism across the divides of ethnicity, social status and gender (cf. Gal. 3:27-28)”.
15

 Also the 

Methodist churches opened all levels of ministry to women and men: “Methodists ordain women 

because they believe that women also receive the call, evidenced by inward conviction and outward 

manifestation of the gifts and graces, and confirmed by the gathering of the faithful.”
16

 

 6.  In the Roman Catholic Church and in the Eastern Orthodox Churches it is totally different. Of 

course the discussion has been there too.  Inter Insigniores (1976)
17

 said ‘no’ and Ordinatio 

Sacerdotalis (1994)
18

 declared the discussion closed. Roma locuta causa finita? What if we could 

restore catholicity for all churches and both genders? Take for example Olympias, a female deacon 

(±400 in Constantinople). According to John Wijngaards she was ordained in a sacramental way.
19

 So 

in his view this can become also a reality in our times: E facto sequitur posse.  

 

7. In my view there are no valid biblical arguments to keep women out of the ordained ministry. All the 

arguments circulate already for ages and this will not help us any further. There is no need for new 

reflection on the old theological issues, like the concepts of representation or the Twelve, which have 

also been discussed many times. Recently (in May 2014) there was a new theological Lutheran-

Orthodox dialogue in Tallinn (Estonia)
20

 again focusing on the ordination of women. Like the 

discussion in the Dutch Council of Churches in June 2014 there was also in Tallinn a warm and good 

atmosphere
21

, but we still seem to be in a blind arm of a river (Sackgasse) now. Churches are really in 

need of reformation these days and guided by the Holy Spirit, they cannot remain captured by old 

traditions of earlier times.  



 

8. In our modern society women are active in the whole alphabet, working as an artist, bibliographer, 

curator, driver, economist, flute player, general, housekeeper, industrial, judge, king, lawyer, minister, 

notary, optician, professor, queen, radiologist, soldier, teacher, usurper, volunteer, wardress, yachter 

and zapper. Sometimes the Protestant churches are accused of only following changes in social 

structures, lead by feminist ideas. Certainly such modern social developments are important and 

influential, but they are not the only reason and they do not automatically lead to the ordination of 

women.
22

 Protestant churches that ordain women do so as a result of their biblical interpretation and 

their theological insights. As it was already stated in the BEM Document: “Those churches which 

practice the ordination of women do so because of their understanding of the Gospel and of the 

ministry. It rests for them on the deeply held theological conviction that the ordained ministry of the 

Church lacks fullness when it is limited to one sex. This theological conviction has been reinforced by 

their experience during the years in which they have included women in their ordained ministries. They 

have found that woman’s gifts are as wide and varied as men’s and that their ministry is as fully 

blessed by the Holy Spirit as the ministry of men”.
23

  

 

9. So my question is again: how can churches be fruitful and recognizable in our modern society while 

ordination of women is still rejected? And how is it possible, that in the new document of Faith and 

Order, The Church, towards a common vision (2013)
24

, the whole question of women’s ordination is 

hardly mentioned?
25

 

 

 10. It is well known, that the Vatican states that protestant churches lack the fullness of sacramental 

ordination. They suffer from a ‘defectus ordinis’. I dare say today that all churches that still refuse to 

ordain women in my view have also a ‘defectus ordinis’. Is this an accusation? Not at all. But we shall 

have to continue our ecumenical talks in friendship and mutual respect in order to overcome our 

differences. But it is true: In stating the non-negotiability of female ministry, I can understand, but I 

cannot accept that other churches make a gender difference for their (ordained) ministries. 

 

 Margriet Gosker, Venlo, August 2014 
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