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Time is a … queer thing, to put it mildly.
 I sit here revising and updating these acknowledgments more than a 

year now into a global pandemic, and all of its associated, or just exacer-
bating apocalypses. This has been “the longest March,” for so many of us, 
with so many losses, only some of which we have had the opportunity to 
even initially acknowledge. We remain after, or in pursuit of a better, more 
just world, but we are otherwise hardly after, or past persistent kyriarchal 
conditions, even as these differ in some key ways from the kyriarchal con-
ditions faced by the Corinthian women prophets. Those times when I was 
still in classrooms with students, or in churches, synagogues, or the streets 
with friends, grappling with both these pasts and our presents, somehow 
feel like both yesterday and a lifetime ago. I hope enough of us survive 
this, because too many of us have not, underscoring that we should do 
much more than aspire to “get back to normal,” given the dehumanizing 
and debilitating conditions that passed for normal before we completed 
this book about our after.

 Any energy or insight I have to contribute in either past or pres-
ent times were made possible and, thus, irrevocably shaped by my time 
learning with and from Antoinette Wire and her work, which began 
most formally before the turning of this century, but preceded my move 
to Berkeley and Oakland by several years. My introduction to Dr. Wire 
came through the book that provokes this volume, The Corinthian Women 
Prophets, and it powerfully charged and deepened my commitment to 
intersectional and interdisciplinary feminist projects, informed by reflex-
ive approaches to the rhetoric of the past and the present. Anne’s ongoing 
generosity and curiosity inspires me and too many scholars to count, so 
this volume is one, compelling, yet inadequate indicator of this inspiration 
and broader impact, specifically of her landmark project, first published 
in 1990. This collection, then, is not a Festschrift per se, particularly since 
another student, colleague, and friend of Anne’s (and then, in turn, of 
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mine, in a characteristic duplication of our advisor’s generosity), Holly 
Hearon, capably steered one sterling example of this genre to publication 
in 2004. Rather, the thirtieth anniversary of its publication is an occa-
sion to be both retrospective and prospective about a range of fields and 
approaches that The Corinthian Women Prophets have touched, or still 
might. The idea for the volume goes at least as far back as a special session 
at the 2015 Society of Biblical Literature Annual Meeting, cosponsored by 
the Feminist Hermeneutics of the Bible, Paul and Politics, and Rhetoric 
and New Testament program units, on the twenty-fifth anniversary of its 
publication. We then owe a particular debt to the steering committees of 
these three units, and particularly those who co-organized that session 
with me, Margaret Aymer and Todd Penner, for their own brands of gen-
erosity, with a number of colleagues (once more, including me, among 
several of the contributors here). Though several of those original ses-
sion panelists confined their remarks to autobiographical observations, 
the excitement and energy in the room before, during, and after that ses-
sion demonstrated the import of taking this moment as an opportunity to 
reflect and, frankly, push more in New Testament studies to grapple with 
the methods and results of Wire’s work, and we immediately assembled 
a cohort of contributors to a potential volume. Beyond the fabulous col-
leagues whose work here made it through the twists and turns of these 
intervening years to arrive in your laps or tablets, then, I want also to 
acknowledge and thank Holly, Margaret, and Todd, the other panelists, 
and a couple of colleagues who were not able to continue to contrib-
ute here, mostly due to circumstances beyond our control. In short, the 
impact of The Corinthian Women Prophets is even greater than this collec-
tion or certainly this set of acknowledgments will be able to name.

 Reflecting on The Corinthian Women Prophets reminds many of 
us that there is still so much more work to do, to understand the past 
differently and make a different present, so that there might still be an 
after, after all. The patient and persistent contributors to this collec-
tion know this all too well, and their work—here and elsewhere—open 
key vistas for scholars, students, and other interested readers and users 
of these materials. It has been my humbling honor and pleasure to work 
with and learn from all of them, and to present their essays in one place 
to concentrate our attention in exciting and challenging ways. Though 
the volume is dedicated to each of them, Shelly Matthews merits my 
own special mention, given her unflagging support and sage perspec-
tive, both professionally and personally, on this project among so many 
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others. This simply would not have happened without her. We all owe a 
considerable thanks to Denise Kimber Buell, who offered indispensible 
insight and direction in several phases of this collection’s development, 
even once she officially cycled off of the Semeia Studies editorial board. It 
is remarkable how often our feminist peers, mentors, and friends go above 
and beyond to support other feminist scholars—we count ourselves for-
tunate to be in that number. Readers solicited by this editorial board and 
Steed Davidson provided key feedback that improved both the parts and 
the whole, even as the responsibilities for any shortcomings or perhaps 
just foibles are those of the author and ultimately myself as the editor. As 
an editor on this project, I also need to thank Katherine Shaner and Kelsi 
Morrison-Atkins, for their well-placed words and insightful advice in key 
penultimate moments. In disorienting, distressing, and debilitating times 
like these, it is no small relief to collaborate, in renewed gratitude, with 
the entire team at SBL Press, including Bob Buller, Lindsay Lingo, Heather 
McMurray, and Nicole Tilford. 

 The final acknowledgments and dedication, though, belong to all 
of the contributors to this conversation, those whose essays grace these 
pages and those we hope will be (further) drawn into engaging after The 
Corinthian Women Prophets and its understated, yet ingenious, and ulti-
mately inimitable author, who summons those women prophets and those 
still to come.
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Still After:  
Reintroducing the  

Corinthian Women Prophets at Thirty

Joseph A. Marchal

Landmark works not only break new ground but also serve as points of 
orientation for years to come. Thirty years after its first publication, Antoi-
nette Clark Wire’s (1990) The Corinthian Women Prophets undoubtedly fits 
this description. The contributors to this volume demonstrate its impact 
on New Testament studies in at least two different ways. First, these essays 
critically assess and reimagine what did and can still happen subsequent to 
Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians as well as since Wire’s book. Second, 
these essays pursue further historical and theoretical possibilities, often in 
search of marginalized people and innovative approaches. We are still after 
the Corinthian women prophets.

The anniversary of the publication of Wire’s Corinthian Women 
Prophets may be the occasion for our reflections, but it is not the main 
purpose of this collection. Rather, this book is an opportunity to present 
the state of the field for the interrelated topics treated or since influenced 
by The Corinthian Women Prophets, as they shape the present and future 
of the interpretation of Paul’s letters, history of assemblies (ekklēsiai), 
and rhetorical criticism, as well as feminist and other politically and 
ethically attuned approaches. The second decade of the twenty-first 
century has already proven to be a reflective time for scholars work-
ing within these subfields. Feminist and womanist scholars are increas-
ingly interested in relating their work across the generations, rhetorical 
critics have begun (re)tracing their genealogies, and Pauline scholars 
continue to struggle to frame these epistles and their interpretations in 
light of imperial, racial, and religious differences. When starting over 
with the past, both proximate and distant—over the past three decades 
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2 Joseph A. Marchal

or further back two millennia—when looking for alternative pasts of 
the biblical and the biblical interpreter, in imagining alternative futures 
of these pasts or for our presents, it is hard to know where to begin. 
After Antoinette Clark Wire’s Corinthian Women Prophets, there is still 
so much to say, both about the impact her work has had and might still 
have and about the opportunities missed in the scholarly reception of 
Wire’s work.

Looking Back, After

Two collections, Amy Richlin’s (2014) Arguments with Silence and Ross 
Shepard Kraemer’s (2011) Unreliable Witnesses, provide ways to contex-
tualize a retrospective look at what has come after The Corinthian Women 
Prophets. Richlin not only gathers some of the most important essays she 
wrote on the history of Roman women; she also revisits and recontextual-
izes each of them in their setting and in the scholarly conversation since 
then, often updating rather than simply reproducing the originals. Rich-
lin does not mince words about the clear difficulties of historiography, 
particularly when concerned with women in the ancient Roman setting. 
Richlin’s (2014, 27) shorthand “no women in the index” calls attention 
to both the persisting absence of ancient women as a topic and to the 
persisting absence of women scholars in the index (footnotes and body 
of an argument). Encountering so much silence from ancient women can 
be dispiriting (2, 16). That silence is also multiplied by the absence of 
women’s scholarly work (often, but not always, on ancient women) in the 
discipline (16).

Strategies for Finding Ancient Women

Though it might be difficult to search for obscured women in ancient his-
tory, Richlin demonstrates why it is far from impossible. In fact, she details 
at least ten different strategies for looking for women:

1. “Use a wide range of evidence, from low to high” (Richlin 2014, 
11).

2. In considering varied audiences, “look for ways in which different 
people talked back” (11).

3. Recognize how history writers write their own times.
4. Upon encountering ambiguity, “write two possible solutions” (11).
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5. In looking for women, “when they are fragmentary, read frag-
mentation. Get off the beaten path to look for them” (11).

6. Do not be afraid to “use old tools that … stay useful” (11).
7. “Think about the co-implications of gender, class, and ethnicity,” 

particularly given the enslaving systems of antiquity (11).
8. Approach systems “like religion as necessarily involving all kinds 

of people, including women” (11).
9. “Make time to broaden your skill base” (12).
10. “Don’t take no for an answer. Argue with silence” (12).

I see these strategies reflected in some of the most compelling work on bib-
lical texts and traditions. Indeed, feminists in biblical studies have them-
selves helped to create and contribute to these strategies, as Richlin (2014, 
21, 23, 31, 305–7, 309, 314) repeatedly acknowledges. Richlin draws on the 
methods and the results of scholars such as Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza 
(1983) and Bernadette Brooten (1982) to highlight other ways of find-
ing ancient women. From Schüssler Fiorenza, in particular, she derives a 
“combined model” that addresses both women’s oppression and agency. 
Over time, Schüssler Fiorenza (1999, 48–53; 2001, 165–90) developed sev-
eral hermeneutical strategies along these lines, focused on both suspicion 
and remembrance. Richlin (2014, 305) seems almost optimistic when she 
describes this approach: “A combined model would take into account the 
male nature of the sources while keeping a firm grip on the women hidden 
behind them.”

I do not know whether Richlin has ever read The Corinthian Women 
Prophets, but if she did, she would see one exemplary way to work out this 
combination: to grapple with a problematic text, but read through its rhet-
oric to the other people behind the letter and within a longer exchange. 
This takes a certain kind of close reading of the letter, as an argument, 
but also specifically an argument shaped to convince an audience that 
included prophesying women.

Indeed, Wire’s approach to reconstructing the Corinthian women 
prophets through the rhetoric of the Pauline letter independently deploys 
many of the strategies on Richlin’s list. The evidence for their perspective 
may only be fragmentary, but Wire read that fragmentation and bolstered 
it by broadening her skills. Wire wanted to know more about the audience 
for this letter and to contest their presumed silence. In her own introduc-
tion, she explains: “The question is whether we can know anything about 
the Corinthian community beyond the writer’s viewpoint. Groups such as 
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the women prophets who come in for Paul’s criticism would seem most 
likely to elude our grasp” (Wire 1990, 1). This (presumed) silence posed an 
interpretive challenge; as Wire puts it: “This impasse diverted me into the 
study of rhetoric” (1).

The methodology Wire adapted and developed still provokes, just as 
her intellectual adaptability inspires. Wire went beyond her translational 
work on the Nag Hammadi Library (1977; 1988) and turned away from 
parables and miracle stories (1978; 1981; 1983; 1986) to approach the 
Corinthian women prophets. This ongoing adaptability is also evident in 
Wire’s later projects, focusing increasingly on the significance of orality 
and folklore for rethinking ancient storytellers (2002) and the gospels as 
composed in communal performance (2011). A passionate focus can only 
be maintained if one stays curious and flexible enough to follow where 
that curiosity leads in content and interpretive approach.1

Rhetoric and Ancient Realities

As Richlin did, Kraemer (2011, 31) takes the occasion to reflect on three 
decades of feminist scholarship on ancient Mediterranean women and 
assess the difficulties of our sources for them, the unreliability of our wit-
nesses. Kraemer (1992) admits increased skepticism about the possibilities 
of historiography than in her previous work due to a number of studies 
that highlight the ideological function of our ancient sources. For exam-
ple, Elizabeth Clark (1998) is pessimistic about the historical recovery of 
ancient women, arguing that texts primarily reflect males talking about 
females. Likewise, Kate Cooper (1996, 62) insists that a range of early 
Christian texts that depict women cannot be seen as useful evidence of 
women, also characterizing them primarily as literary devices in contests 
between men.2 Kraemer (2011, 265) strikes a despairing note in her con-

1. For a more detailed listing of Wire’s publications (up to 2002), see Hearon 
2004, 245–48.

2. Often echoing the careful critique made by Shelly Matthews (2002), Kraemer 
(2011, 130–33) highlights that Cooper’s approach is built on her assumption that the 
authorial intention of texts such as Acts of Paul and Thecla is accessible, particularly 
to her so that she could judge which ancient audiences read it correctly. For Cooper 
to reject the women who see Thecla as a precedent for their baptizing and teaching 
activities as a misreading, she must deny one clear, historically attested function of the 
Thecla story: “a history of women’s alternative readings for their own purposes and 
interests” (Kraemer 2011, 131)! However, Cooper (2014, especially 1–39) is signifi-
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clusion: “What women actually did, and how they themselves construed 
these practices, is all but unavailable to us.”

If Kraemer seems to have succumbed under the weight of this kind 
of rhetoric-versus-reality argument, Wire’s work and legacy offer a strong 
alternative. Wire (1990, 4) stresses that reconstruction can only proceed 
by attending to the audience, talking back, before, and after the delivery of 
a written text; indeed, she suggests in her introduction that “those in close 
disagreement with Paul should be the ones most accessible through his 
rhetoric.” This approach does not duplicate the perspective of privileged 
texts as accurate social and historical descriptions, nor does it dismiss the 
force of the gender ideologies in ancient texts, nor does it despair in the 
face of the difficulties that both factors present, but it does suggest other 
ways to read behind and beyond them by acknowledging how they func-
tioned rhetorically.

Rhetorical analysis, as Wire pursues it, does offer a means for histor-
ical reconstruction, even of the lives of those who themselves are silent 
in textual sources. A rhetor, a person trying to persuade others, cannot 
ignore or argue past their point of view, as Wire (1990, 3) explains: “In no 
detail can a persuader afford to ignore those who are to be persuaded.” 
Rather, Wire shows how the audience must be gauged carefully: “The 
more intent the speaker is to persuade, the less he or she can afford to 
misjudge the audience. An accurate reading of the audience is integral 
to the self-interest of the persuader, all the more so when part of the 
audience stands in opposition” (4). Writers such as Paul and Justin have 
to proceed in ways plausible to their audiences. Certainly, this does not 
mean that we can simply read a historical situation as directly corre-
sponding to the visions they call up. If one is curious about the people on 
the other side of the argument, such as ancient women, Wire delineates 
how one will need to factor for them within the rhetorical situation: 
“Everything spoken as description or analysis is first of all an address 
to the intended readers” (9). Here, Wire’s approach resonates strongly 
with a wider set of feminist biblical interpreters who stress that texts 
are not primarily descriptive of an ancient reality but reflect attempts 
to be prescriptive of a reality they are seeking to construct (see espe-
cially Schüssler Fiorenza 1999). Wire’s (1990, 3) focus on the address 

cantly less skeptical about commenting on women’s lives from ancient sources, such as 
1 Corinthians, in her more popular work.
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or adaptation to the audience, though, shapes a method for reading the 
arguments of texts such as 1 Corinthians closely and in a particular way. 
“Because everything spoken must be shaped for them, the measure of 
the audience as the speaker knows it can be read in the arguments that 
are chosen.”

Wire proposes a way to know something about the women behind 
texts without dismissing the disposition and direction of these problem-
atic sources. Indeed, it is in precisely attending to these details in materials 
such as Paul’s letters that one learns about audiences, as Wire (1990, 9) 
especially stresses: “On whatever points Paul’s persuasion is insistent and 
intense, showing he is not merely confirming their agreement, but strug-
gling for their assent, one can assume some different and opposite point of 
view in Corinth from the one Paul is stating.”

The rhetorical techniques Wire develops in The Corinthian Women 
Prophets could resolve some of the uncertainties of Kraemer’s Unreliable 
Witnesses, and the resulting picture of these prophets would add texture to 
Kraemer’s (2011, 39–40, 147–50, 249–253, 265–68) curiosity about celibate 
women. Wire’s (see, e.g., 1990, 181–83) rhetorical analysis, for example, 
links the arguments about celibacy (in 1 Cor 7) and those on prophecy (in 
1 Cor 11 and 14) to reflect further on how ancient celibate women would 
have construed their prayer, prophecy, and other embodied activities.

Where’s Wire?

A volume dedicated to the impact of Wire’s Corinthian Women Prophets 
also needs to acknowledge that this impact is less than it deserves to be. 
The absence of substantial engagement with its innovations and insights 
in some corners of biblical scholarship is part of a larger phenomenon, 
resonating with Richlin’s phrase “no women in the index.” Work on (and 
often by) women, especially featuring feminist approaches, is often siloed 
and marginalized, and not considered instructive about supposedly gen-
eral topics (Parks 2019, 51). Sara Parks has labeled the relative absence or 
circumscribed use of feminist scholarship as the Brooten phenomenon, 
referring to “the way in which women’s scholarship, and scholarship on 
women, doesn’t cross the bridge into what is considered to be ‘real’ (i.e. 
male-centered) scholarship” (47). The question, Where is Wire? is one 
that needs to be asked for a surprising amount of work on women, on the 
Corinthians, and on rhetorical approaches. Wire’s rhetorical procedure 
helps with problems of historiography, particularly around reconstructing 
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women’s roles and rethinking our scholarly approaches to texts such as 
Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians.

Given the importance of her turn to rhetoric to solve these problems, 
one might expect some significant traction for Wire’s approach in the 
development of rhetorical criticism within New Testament studies. Where 
is Wire in rhetorical criticism? One barometer of the place of The Corin-
thian Women Prophets can be Troy Martin’s (2014) collection Genealogies 
of New Testament Rhetorical Criticism. To be sure, the collection does not 
ignore feminist contributions to rhetorical criticism, given how Schüssler 
Fiorenza is included as one of the five potential pioneers of New Testament 
rhetorical criticism (see Lanci 2014). Even so, Wire and her landmark 
project are mentioned almost only in passing. Wire’s work is treated as an 
important example of unconventional approaches highlighted by one of 
these pioneers, Wilhelm Wuellner (1995, 178; see Hester and Hester 2014, 
112). Neither Wire nor Wuellner was willing to settle for more typical 
modes of analysis, and both refused to rely exclusively on classical sources 
of rhetoric in their consideration of biblical argumentation.

Unlike Wuellner, Wire completed a concentrated book-length treat-
ment of a crucial text in New Testament studies. The Corinthian Women 
Prophets provides an immensely important example of a creative and con-
structive rhetorical methodology in practice. This is all but unacknowl-
edged by most rhetorical critics. Todd Penner and Davina Lopez (2014, 
264–65) seem aware that Wire was “written out of the genealogy,” but 
they also only note this in passing, as their essay gives way to (apparently) 
more substantial, Eurocentric/pale malestream interlocutors and exam-
ples, moving from Nietzsche, through Foucault, to Burton Mack. Wire’s 
work demonstrates that rhetorical approaches can and indeed should do 
much more than identify and classify the forms one can find in a rhetori-
cal expression.3

Since the 1990s, much of rhetorical analysis has drifted in increasingly 
formalist directions, making it more often amenable to conservative, even 
apologist, purposes than the kinds of critical and creative projects repre-
sented by Wire or Wuellner, and any of those inspired by them. A cohort 
of scholars working on socio-rhetorical interpretation have blended 
aspects of social science and cognitive science with their observations 

3. Another student of Wire (and Wuellner), Amador (1999, 48–57), warns rhe-
torical critics that this impulse toward taxonomizing and cataloguing makes rhetori-
cal criticism bland and mechanistic.
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about forms in order to pose and focus on rhetorolects (see, e.g., Rob-
bins, von Thaden, and Bruehler 2016). In their next-order kind of formal-
ism, they describe a constellation of topoi that can be catalogued into six 
early Christian rhetorolects (or perhaps we should just call them genres?): 
wisdom, prophetic, apocalyptic, precreation, miracle, and priestly. Such 
an approach reinforces and naturalizes these categories, when a project 
such as The Corinthian Women Prophets demonstrates how dynamic and 
porous these are, given the ways wisdom and apocalyptic can interact and 
blend to account for prophetic activity. Further, this approach seems to 
operate mostly to justify and endorse the functioning of these genres as 
working, rather than inquiring into their effects and how various groups 
would interact with them. This type of rhetorical criticism is, in the words 
of David Hester Amador (1999, 31), “a criticism which often avoids judg-
ment or critique concerning the text’s rhetorical power or performance. 
In other words, biblical rhetorical interpretation becomes a criticism that 
is often arrested before it fulfills its critical task.” This drift likely accounts 
for why Martin’s (2014) collection overlooks Wire’s work and, in turn, 
demonstrates the importance of rethinking the trajectories of rhetorical 
criticism, even critique, as they intersect with, or as, politically and ethi-
cally attuned work.

Wire’s project and the various angles taken on 1 Corinthians and other 
parts of the Pauline tradition in this volume present a distinctively richer 
and more dynamic take on biblical argumentation than often presented 
in narrower sorts of rhetorical approaches or appeals to social theory 
or social description. For instance, one prominent collection of essays 
that aims to reproduce the most important essays on the community at 
Corinth features no work from Wire (Adams and Horrell 2004). But this 
collection discusses her work and its results at several turns. This is more 
than we can say for a later volume focused on redescribing the Corinthi-
ans, which mentions Wire only once, in passing, deep within a footnote 
(Cameron and Miller 2011, 2 n. 5), along with Schüssler Fiorenza and 
Elizabeth Castelli (1991). For a scholarly collection ostensibly focused on 
the relations between Paul and the recipients of 1 Corinthians, it is stun-
ning to find one of Richlin’s silences: no women in the subject index. What 
else but a Wire version of the Brooten phenomenon could explain why 
works purporting to reconstruct the community at Corinth or redescribe 
the recipients or rethink the genealogies of rhetorical criticism, as these 
works promise, do not extensively engage Wire’s work? Predominant pale 
malestream tendencies persist in many corners of biblical interpretation, 
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and this gendered work is apparently still not considered relevant enough 
for this (apparently) general work.

Seeing where and how Wire’s project is and is not taken up in femi-
nist work also proves intriguing. Unfortunately, we also still need to ask, 
Where is Wire? in feminist hermeneutics as well as projects on ancient 
Mediterranean women. Wire and The Corinthian Women Prophets are 
nowhere to be found in a recent (and lengthy) overview of “Reading the 
Bible as a Feminist” (Koosed 2017). Koosed’s concluding section, focused 
on feminist interpretations and uses of the creation stories, likely would 
have benefited from how Wire reconstructs the influence and reinterpre-
tation of creation among the Corinthian women prophets. Wire is also 
absent from the first publications in a new feminist commentary series, 
the Wisdom Commentaries. There are scholarly women in the indexes 
of the 1 Thessalonians volume by Florence Morgan Gillman (2016) and 
2 Thessalonians by Mary Ann Beavis and HyeRan Kim-Cragg (2016), but 
Wire is not among them. Wire’s work even does not appear in the edi-
tor’s introduction to the series, despite its survey of important examples 
of feminist biblical interpretation and methods, including rhetorical criti-
cism and performance criticism (Reid 2016, xxvi–xxvii).4

Wire’s methodology for 1 Corinthians could be helpfully applied to 
analyses of 1 Thessalonians, as she looks for how the rhetorics of 1 Corin-
thians are relevant for and adapted to the audience that included women, 
even when they are not explicitly mentioned.5 There are no “women’s pas-
sages” in 1 Corinthians; the entire letter is shaped to convince an audi-
ence, an audience that included women, likely in rather prominent roles. 
Gillman (2016, 8–9) likewise seeks the overlooked women in a letter that 
says “almost nothing” about women.6 Some of the enthusiasm interpreters 
show toward the metaphors of children and nursing in 1 Thess 2 could be 
tempered by Wire’s (1990, 41–47) treatment of the same images in 1 Cor 
3, a context where Paul deploys these gendered terms to manage how the 

4. This irony is only compounded when one recognizes Wire (2019) was prepar-
ing the (now-published) commentary on 2 Corinthians for this series. Indeed, other 
recent work, including Fox 2019, also focuses on 2 Corinthians, demonstrating how 
generative it could be to apply Wire’s approach and results to the analysis of other 
Pauline letters.

5. For one example of reading for these invisible women, see Johnson-DeBaufre 2010.
6. See especially the strong case for not imagining women in the audience by 

Fatum 1993.
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Corinthians experienced communal life differently than he wanted. This 
perspective on the terms could help illuminate the problems of conflict 
and difference with 1 Thessalonians. Additionally, the resonances between 
Paul’s arguments for sexual self-control in 1 Thess 4 and 1 Cor 5–7 could 
suggest one explanation of the situation in the Thessalonian community: 
the women there were also withdrawing from sex and marriage (with 
men), exacerbating the men’s need to acquire their own vessels. On any of 
these points of interest or import, further acquaintance with Wire’s results 
and methods could bolster Gillman’s efforts to provide a feminist com-
mentary on another Pauline letter.

By contrast, Cynthia Briggs Kittredge and Claire Miller Colombo 
(2017) demonstrate the value of Wire’s work beyond the study of 1 Cor-
inthians and ancient Corinth in their commentary on Colossians. They 
find Wire’s work helpful for approaching the hymn in Col 1:15–20 and the 
struggles behind the letter, even if it is deutero-Pauline. Just as Wire traces 
out competing visions of a life in community after baptism between Paul 
and the Corinthian women prophets, so Kittredge and Colombo (2017, 
152) find competing visions in a baptismal theology of the hymns. Despite 
the household code and the persistent dynamics of othering at work in the 
letter, Wire’s work is adaptable—the Corinthian women prophets under-
score how we can read the letters for more sympathetic views on those 
who disagree with Paul. Kittredge and Colombo (2017, 173) see a similar-
ity to how Wire reconstructed the women’s theological position with their 
own task:

She argues that women prophets in Corinth interpret their baptism as 
allowing them to participate in the resurrection and to withdraw from 
sexual relations in marriage. In our discussion, we extend Wire’s argu-
ment to reconstruct a possible historical situation behind Colossians and 
argue that the baptismal self-understanding of women in the Colossian 
community was close to that of the women prophets in Corinth with 
whom Paul disputed. For example, both groups of women understood 
the resurrection to be a present reality that gave them freedom from the 
oppression of rulers and powers.

A similar procedure toward the rhetoric of these letters indicates places 
where the results of Wire’s project can provide an illuminating compari-
son and extension. Wire’s (2019) own commentary on 2 Corinthians will 
undoubtedly demonstrate the continued utility of this approach to other 
epistles and other assembly communities, as do the essays on 2 Corinthians 



 Still After 11

by Arminta Fox and 1 Timothy by Anna Miller in this collection (see also 
Miller 2015; Fox 2019).

We could use more of these potential analogies or extensions, or at 
least similar approaches within the companion to Colossians in the com-
mentary on Philippians (Tamez 2017). However, this kind of feminist 
rhetorical work—using reconstruction, resistance, or reading against the 
grain—does not appear (nor does Kittredge 1998, whose work along these 
lines with Philippians is indispensable). Tamez (2017, 3–35) reads the letter 
predominantly in the light of Paul’s imprisonment; the topic dominates 
her introduction to the letter, with the women recipients receiving barely 
a page of discussion within it (19–20). A feminist approach more curi-
ous about these recipients (such as D’Angelo 1990; Kittredge 1998; 2003; 
or Marchal 2006; 2008) would likely ask a different set of questions, akin 
to those pursued by Wire. Tamez briefly considers how an injunction to 
humility would have reinforced the status quo for women and/or among 
enslaved people (noting Williams 2004), but instead chooses to project 
women as the problem in the community for a countercultural Paul.7

Wire’s approach and results could be compelling sources of inspiration 
even for explicitly theological reading projects, such as the one pursued 
by Frances Taylor Gench (2015). Gench is sympathetic to the Corinthian 
women’s challenges to gendered conventions and appeals to Wire in high-
lighting their claim for a new basis of honor through their baptism as a 
significant theological statement (65). Gench tries to stress multiple voices 
within communal debates and is animated about the women’s prayer and 
prophecy (70, 78). Yet, Gench repeatedly frets about how the Corinthian 
women would have flouted conventions of propriety and appreciates Paul’s 
(apparently) main concern about decency and order in the community 
(63–64, 75, 103). She remains puzzled about why these women do not 
share these views of modesty and respectability and why they acted in this 
way, when further engagement with Wire’s study would have provided 
clear suggestions (as she acknowledges about the views after baptism). 
In reading Paul closely, Gench recognizes two different approaches to 
creation in 11:7–9 and 11:11–12, attributing both a “patriarchal” and an 
“egalitarian” approach to Paul (50–51). Unfortunately, this proposes Paul 
as the source of “two possible solutions” (as Richlin 2014, 11, suggests), 

7. The reception and use of this hymn would have been further complicated by 
engagement with Briggs’s (1989) classic essay (also missing in this commentary), as 
well as more recent work (such as Shaner 2017).
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rather than tracing (as Wire 1990 did) how Paul is deploying not one of his 
theological commitments but the latter rhetorical strategy to appeal to the 
Corinthian women prophets while still aiming to limit their participation.

This circumscribed use of Wire also persists in scholarship on ancient 
women. Indeed, Kraemer (2011, 250) refers to Wire just once in a brief 
consideration of how prophecy is gendered, but her efforts could have 
been complemented and even expanded by greater interaction with the 
results and the approaches of The Corinthian Women Prophets. Not only 
would Kraemer (2011, 251; see also Økland’s essay in this collection) have 
reasons to doubt her presumption that 1 Cor 14:33–36 is an interpolation 
by a later author and be able to fill out her picture of the celibate women, 
but she could have elaborated on some of her precise perspectives on the 
problems of gender and history. In her opening methodological reflec-
tions, she proposes: “Alternative reading strategies, although not denying 
that authors have intentions and purposes, refuse to privilege authorial 
intentions and purposes. Instead, they attend to other things: to seeing the 
ways in which texts function regardless of authorial intention” (Kraemer 
2011, 9). Kraemer refuses to reduce meaning to matters of intentionality 
and thus turns to a modified poststructuralism. She aims to strike a bal-
ance, recognizing but not remaining with the point of view of a text, but 
she could have pursued the perspective of the audience with the approach 
Wire develops. At times, Kraemer draws close to this angle, as when she 
reconsiders Justin Martyr’s account of a Roman matron who sought to 
lead a new life of celibacy (and proceeds in close correspondence to the 
arguments in 1 Cor 7:12–16). The rhetoricity of Justin’s account does not 
immediately preclude anything of historical use for our purposes, particu-
larly because “he expects his readers to find it plausible, appealing to a 
social dynamic that they will recognize and affirm” (Kraemer 2011, 54).

Kraemer’s observations move toward Wire’s principle of adaptation 
to the audience, but there are no such efforts in other places. For instance, 
like Wire and Schüssler Fiorenza, Susan Hylen (2019, 15–16) also focuses 
on the rhetorical aims of the texts she surveys. Yet, unlike these femi-
nist scholars, the analysis remains at this level, doing little to read against 
the grain of these texts or to read the arguments for the audiences they 
aim to reach and persuade. Hylen’s technique is to discern the sources’ 
rhetorical goals and demonstrate how much they are consonant with 
Roman conventions. Yet, it becomes harder to explain the motivations of 
both Paul and the Corinthian women prophets if all of this is so common 
and conventional. Writing and delivering letters took some effort in the 
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Roman imperial context so, if everyone’s activity was simply conforming 
to common expectations, what was the necessity for the letter? Hylen’s 
work shares, with works such as Martin (1995), a studied inattention or 
just lack of curiosity about the women in the Corinthian assembly or their 
own interests or rationales for doing things such as prophesying.

These gaps could be addressed, even in part, by following Wire’s 
(1990, 62–66) suggestions that the Corinthian women’s status would have 
been low on most indicators and mixed on only one (free or enslaved). 
Their relatively lower status would have affected their evaluation of a vari-
ety of embodied activities (celibacy, prayer, and prophecy among them), 
and begins to account for how Paul and the Corinthian women prophets 
develop different visions of life in the assembly community (as a gain or 
a loss, see 62–69). Their visions cannot be seen as primarily consonant, 
and the women’s lower status would provide a different historical texture 
to questions about women’s roles in and out of marriage and prophesying 
uncovered or withdrawing from sex and marriage (with men).8 This lack 
of interest, even occlusion, is stark, given the importance of women’s roles 
for explaining 1 Cor 11 or the importance of 1 Cor 11 for accounting for 
women’s roles, and the manifest benefits of the careful rhetorical analysis 
of the letter performed in light of these women by Wire (1990) that pre-
ceded these works, first by several years and now by several decades.

Evasions and Projections

Other scholars’ limited and at times fraught interactions with The Corin-
thian Women Prophets reflect, then, some of the broader dynamics at work 
in biblical interpretation, among feminists and beyond them. Indeed, cer-
tain patterns of evasion or projection occur when one’s approach chooses 
to identify first with Paul’s perspective and does not try to account for 
what one might learn about the women prophets or gain from consider-
ing Wire’s approach to them and the letter. The circumscribed or con-
flicted use of Wire’s project among a number of these interpreters might 
have more to do with the fact that, as Schüssler Fiorenza (2000, 44) has 
observed, most interpreters of Paul tend to identify primarily (or even 
exclusively) with him: “The rhetoric of Pauline interpreters continues 
not only to identify themselves with Paul but also to see Paul as identical 

8. For further reflections on the potential motivations (of both scholars and of pro-
phetic females in Corinth), see Matthews 2015, as well as her essay in this collection.
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with ‘his’ communities, postulating that Paul was the powerful creator 
and unquestioned leader of the communities to whom he writes.” These 
tendencies of identification, between the interpreter and Paul as well as 
between Paul and the assembly communities, obstruct our abilities to 
conceptualize and discuss the other voices in these communities, includ-
ing women: “identifying Paul’s discourses with those of the communities 
to whom he writes and thereby suppressing and eradicating the historical 
voices and multiplex visions that differ from Paul’s” (48). Not only do 
we lose the potential perspectives of women and or among the enslaved 
and marginalized, and thus some of the nuance and complexity of these 
ancient assemblies, but the tendency of these operations also encourages 
interpreters to pass over or evade the violent rhetorics and politics of oth-
ering in the letters (45, 50).

The rhetorical analyses Wire performs in the body of the study are 
important for showing how 1 Corinthians is building on a series of argu-
ments in each section—explaining the moves that appear to be in ten-
sion (for some) as actually fitting into an overarching plan for addressing 
the prophetic women there. Further, the approach itself to the letter, as an 
example of rhetoric, should qualify tendencies toward identification with 
Paul. Wire (1990, 10) notes that within some (Christian) theological tradi-
tions, “every study begins and ends with the assumption that Paul’s view is 
normative,” and, thus, “our interpreters remain bound by their heritage in 
Protestant Orthodoxy to cast these opponents negatively in order to affirm 
Paul.” Yet, as Wire highlights, this is not what Paul would have expected 
and is not the kind of occasion that sparked the writing of Paul’s letters. 
The function of the letter is to persuade or convince. This should alter 
the default and often unexamined assumption of interpreters who tend 
to presume that Paul was already authoritative (already Saint Paul) and 
his arguments always already accepted—then or now. Such an assumption 
seems to misunderstand how these letters function. As Wire  argues in 
her introduction: “Because an argument Paul makes cannot be rejected as 
unconvincing, it also cannot convince. In this way the authority we attri-
bute to Paul prevents him from persuading us” (10). Wire convincingly 
explains that such an assumption is actually a disservice to Paul and the 
manifest effort he expended to persuade through these letters (9–11). This 
presumption ignores what the letters are and what its author appears to 
have intended to do in and through them. Wire  highlights: “The letters 
do not claim to be authoritative in their own right or this argument would 
be redundant” (10). Paul’s arguments do not assume agreement or his own 
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unquestionable authority in advance; on the contrary, Wire shows how 
“Paul expects controversy—provokes it in fact” (11).

This politics of identification often leads to various evasions and 
projections in the treatment of biblical texts and traditions, particularly 
as scholars increasingly seek to develop more intersectional approaches 
and address multiple, interlocking modes of power. Brigitte Kahl (2010) 
has commendably proposed recontextualizing Paul’s struggle against 
the law as a challenge to Roman imperial law rather than against some 
(ostensible) Jewish legalism. Yet, this bold thesis reflects some clear 
limits because of Kahl’s primary identification with the figure of Paul. For 
instance, she opens her work by highlighting how it will help reimagine 
Paul, and when she describes those scholars with whom she disagrees 
(in the single reference to Wire in the entire work), she labels them as 
“Paul-critical” (3–5, 305–6). Yet, Kahl’s project would have been better 
served to try to read for perspectives besides Paul’s in the Galatian com-
munities. Instead, when Kahl (15, 247) encounters Paul’s most polemi-
cal, overtly hostile, and just plain angry letter, she chooses to solve this 
problem by constructing an opponent that (justifiably) provokes Paul’s 
more authentically anti-imperial stance. Kahl preserves Paul’s perspec-
tive that these shadowy others are perversely focused on flesh, when 
these differences in bodily strategies could just be reflecting varieties of 
negotiating resistance to reigning gender and sexual scripts in an embat-
tled context. In trying to promote an apparently inclusive, progressive, 
and freedom-loving Paul, she avoids the letter’s fraught argumentation 
about gender and sexuality and displaces the problem onto the (con-
structed) opposition. This avoidance is nearly complete when it comes 
to thinking further about Galatian women, rather than Paul. Indeed, 
despite Kahl’s capacious and detailed index there is no entry for women 
in Galatians Re-imagined.

Like Kahl, Kathy Ehrensperger (2004, 188) is both concerned about 
the utility of our approaches to Paul’s letters for contemporary issues and 
primarily identified with Paul, claiming “the apostle as a source of inspira-
tion and a model for a feminist perspective.” Ehrensperger (2007, 193–96) 
occasionally admits but then minimizes Paul’s arguments in support of 
gendered hierarchies and slavery as “limited challenges,” while prioritizing 
and stressing what she sees as more important parts of these letters. The 
only way Paul could work as a feminist inspiration and model, then, is if 
one could isolate and separate the truly important aspects from the rest 
of his letters. Ehrensperger hopes that Paul can be a paragon of mutuality, 
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enlisted on behalf of women now, since he presents himself as working 
for the good of the marginalized and the weak in his letter to the Romans. 
However, this image only holds if one focuses on Rom 14–15 in particular 
ways (Ehrensperger 2004, 181–94) and avoids the existence and interrela-
tion of texts about women and/or sexuality, including Rom 1:18–2:11 and 
16:1–16. Ehrensperger can only claim that Paul generates “a theology of 
mutuality in the context of relationships of people who are different” (194), 
with an occasional reference to Rom 1:12, if she ignores the neighboring 
and much longer rhetoric of violent judgment, in which a set of others 
who reflect intertwined gender, sexual, racial, and religious difference will 
be punished and executed in 1:18–32, and a massive study of the women 
targeted by this rhetoric (Brooten 1996). At one point Ehrensperger (2007, 
127–31) even tries to separate Paul’s rhetoric of fatherhood in 1 Cor 4 
from the dynamics of gender and sexuality. Not only does this involve 
bracketing the deployment of a similar stereotype of the violently con-
demned gender, sexual, racial, and religious other (in 1 Cor 5–6; see Ivars-
son 2007), but it requires Ehrensperger to ignore Paul’s claims to divine 
power and the threat of impending violence over his children (4:20–21). 
This bracketing is consistent with Ehrensperger’s efforts to evade the trou-
bling arguments for (additional and interrelated) gendered hierarchies in 
1 Cor 11 and 14, as already noted.

Such efforts to isolate one aspect as distinctively redeeming about the 
figure of Paul, bequeathing a positive ethic to women now, ignore so many 
of the arguments of the person posed as a paragon. These interpretive 
moves look increasingly like an evasion or cover for the perpetuation of 
violent and oppressive structures, and demonstrate a surprising yet pro-
found lack of interest or concern about women and others targeted with 
such arguments. A strategy that tries to separate snippets of mutuality or 
limited but benevolent power ignores key lessons derived from The Corin-
thian Women Prophets and demonstrates the continued value of Wire’s 
work. Not surprisingly, then, Ehrensperger (2007, 187) notes Wire only 
once in a brief footnote. This omission (or intentional evasion?) is striking, 
particularly given Ehrensperger’s (2004, 197) startling, inaccurate claim 
that “although Pauline studies from a feminist perspective are increas-
ing, there still exists no book-length feminist interpretation of a Pauline 
letter,” more than two decades after The Corinthian Women Prophets. This 
tendency to identify with Paul looks increasingly like a concerted com-
mitment, with an accompanying set of evasions and problems for biblical 
interpreters.
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These efforts to separate aspects and project onto others are slightly 
more convoluted versions of a previously popular strategy for evading or 
excusing aspects of Paul’s letters by arguing that the offending passages are 
interpolations (see Walker 1975; 2001; Odell-Scott 1991). This strategy of 
evasion takes a slightly different form when some (at least feminist-allied) 
readers argue that Paul is quoting other people, with whom he disagrees, 
in passages such as 1 Cor 11:2–16 (one of those texts that Ehrensperger 
avoids and minimizes as a limited challenge). As with Kahl, these inter-
preters (such as Kim 2008; Peppiatt 2015; Bird 2015) require an awful 
opponent who espouses patriarchal and even misogynist attitudes if they 
are going to account for what is in 1 Cor 11:2–16 or 14:33–36. The inter-
pretations of the first passage tend to turn on verse 11, which describes 
some kind of interdependence between man and woman (Bird 2015, 
109; Peppiatt 2015, 102; Odell-Scott 1991, 179), rather than the hierarchy 
described in verses 3–9 (apparently the words of others). However, if any 
of these scholars had considered the rhetorical analysis of Wire (1990, 
128; but see also 116–34), it would be easier to note that this verse “con-
cedes less than it appears,” particularly since it reinforces a specific kind 
of sexual differentiation.

If one identifies at all with a figure who creates or repeats arguments 
such as those found in 1 Corinthians, it is no wonder that interpreters have 
to construct (or project) an opposition of domineering men to evade or 
justify Paul, once more without concern for the women and (or among) 
the others targeted by such arguments. This disposition persists even when 
interpreters recognize at least some of the arguments Wire provides for 
considering texts such as 14:33–36 as original (considered at greater length 
in Økland’s essay).9 Peppiatt and Kim insist that these verses are also quo-
tations of (other) oppressive males, as they fail to take into Wire’s account 
for how the preceding arguments build up to this section. Thus, even when 
scholars such as Kim are aware of Wire’s (1990, 229–32) compact yet con-
vincing appendixes, acknowledging the arguments made against the inter-
polation of 14:34–35 in one breath, in the next they seem blithely unaware 
of or incurious about the appendix on apologies for Paul (204–5), another 
long-debated, widely practiced, yet problematic approach to dealing with 
interpretive difficulties.

9. Bird’s (2015, 109–11) study, however, continues describing the passage as an 
interpolation.
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Indeed, in many ways these observations about practices of identifica-
tion and evasion, leading to claims about interpolation or opposition, are 
a rerun of critical conversations about Paul and politics at the turn of the 
millennium. The various contributions to Richard Horsley’s (1997) Paul 
and Empire and then Paul and Politics (2000a) collections reflect rather 
similar shortcomings and critiques. In order to construct a vision of Paul 
as an anti-imperial force, interpreters such as Horsley (1998) and Neil 
Elliott (1994; but see also 2008) isolate some of these same passages and 
minimize the relevance of wider patterns that disrupt their image of Paul 
as an apocalyptic critic of the Roman imperial system. As a result, several 
feminist scholars, including Schüssler Fiorenza (2000), Kittredge (2000), 
Sheila Briggs (2000), and Wire herself (2000) highlight the evasions and 
simplifications of the emerging empire-critical approach, pointing to the 
silences around any complications of or capitulations to imperialism and 
its intersecting treatment of women, gender, slavery, and/or sexuality.10

Kittredge (2000) is the most pointed in underscoring the scandal of 
ignoring Wire’s work (among others), and the corresponding incomple-
tion and inadequacy of historical, rhetorical, or political visions that fail to 
grapple with this work. Kittredge stresses how feminist interpreters treat-
ing gender as a central category had already provided important qualifica-
tions to such views, qualifications that had been ignored in the enthusiasm 
for an anti-imperial apostle (103–4). She notes that “the challenge posed by 
Wire and other interpreters should be taken more thoroughly into account 
by those who read Paul in light of Roman imperial ideology” (104). Atten-
tion to gendered relations within Paul’s arguments significantly compli-
cates the more ambivalent place and legacy of the letters, as “Paul uses 
imperial language to both subvert and reinscribe the imperial system” 
(105). As with later approaches to those problematic passages treated as 
interpolations or limited challenges (above), empire-critical readers who 
ignore or evade feminist approaches cast them as just anomalies or sad 
ironies to the main point or overarching position of the letters (105). In 
tracing these problems, Kittredge (2000) foregrounds Wire (1990) in sev-
eral ways, opening and closing with references to the book, and bluntly 
calling back to it by titling the essay “Corinthian Women Prophets and 
Paul’s Argumentation in 1 Corinthians.”

10. For a longer discussion of this history of engagements or occlusions, see 
Marchal 2008.
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What Kittredge and these feminist interpreters point out, then, is that 
colleagues interested in contesting imperialism, or reconsidering Paul in 
such a light, did not even need to wait until this series of challenges and 
responses. Thus, interpreters inclined to identify with Paul did not need to 
notice Paul and Politics (Kittredge 2000) or the appendixes tucked into the 
back of The Corinthian Women Prophets for assistance in rethinking and 
reframing their approaches.

Wire’s approach underscores the manifest advantages of beginning dif-
ferently, particularly given the significant gaps generated by these recur-
rent tendencies toward identification—across a range of interpreters, 
among and beyond those considered here. The contributions of this col-
lection suggest ways to be following after the Corinthian women prophets 
without these kinds of evasions or interpolations. Kittredge (2000, 108) 
moves toward this kind of conclusion in her exemplary essay:

The contributions of those scholars who have focused on gender as a 
central category in 1 Corinthians make the situation of Paul in the 
Roman imperial context more complicated than simply Paul as radical, 
his opponents misguided, and his conservative attitudes about gender 
relations an ironic capitulation to imperial language or a mistaken 
impression caused by later interpolators. Their work points to further 
work that needs to be done on the interrelationship between gender 
hierarchy and imperial system in the ancient world.

While summing up several of the problems considered in this section, I 
also believe Kittredge was prophetic in asserting that works such as Wire’s 
Corinthian Women Prophets point to further work along exciting, unex-
pected, intersectional, and reflexive trajectories, as evidenced by a range of 
approaches, analogies, and afterlives, reflected within and beyond what we 
have collected in After the Corinthian Women Prophets.

Prophetic Possibilities: Analogies and Afterlives?

What might be this further work? Where might Wire and The Corinthian 
Women Prophets go or do in an alternative present and future? While I 
gladly admit that I cannot imagine my own work without them, I believe 
a reconsideration of both the methods and the results of The Corinthian 
Women Prophets could inform and reshape virtually every area of interest 
in the odd, even arbitrary zone called Pauline studies.
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Empire-critical work, for instance, would have to qualify its over-
whelming and often enthusiastic tendency to identify Paul and his letters 
as anti-imperial in content and effect if it took the arguments of this work 
more seriously. First of all, simply thinking of women and other recipients 
of these letters alters not only the interpretive angle on, but also the politi-
cal resonance of, Paul’s intracommunal argumentation. Among other 
points worth reconsidering in the light of Wire’s (1990, 65–71) careful 
reflections on these rhetorics, Paul perceives membership in these alterna-
tive assemblies as involving a loss in status, while others, such as the pro-
phetic women of Corinth, saw their activities as reflecting a relative gain or 
rise. This would be especially the case if the recipients of the letters came 
from more marginalized people, rather than the elite who constituted or 
collaborated with both local and larger imperial forces. Wire’s analysis 
demonstrates the problems with aligning the wisdom claims of the Corin-
thian women with elitism, an alignment Horsley (2000b; see also Wire 
2000) has long favored, including in his arguments for an anti-imperial 
Paul. Indeed, Paul’s arguments more closely correspond to the perspective 
of these elites when he mocks and minimizes these (albeit slight) gains in 
a period of imperial anxiety and instability.

The wavering lines of Jewish-gentile difference as reflected in these let-
ters would also look rather differently if we considered the perspective and 
position of the Corinthian women prophets (and people like them) rather 
than focusing persistently, even perniciously, on those of Paul. However 
admirable it is to try to relocate Paul as an ancient (if idiosyncratic) Jew 
(see, for instance, Eisenbaum 2009; Nanos and Zetterholm 2015), treat-
ing Paul as the main arbiter for this loaded site of religious and racial dif-
ference, particularly as a Jewish apostle to the non-Jewish nations, rein-
forces the Western Protestant preference for Paul and its own, ostensibly 
corresponding but often problematic priorities (for both scholarship and 
society). These scholars present important complications of Paul’s mission 
to these non-Jews as part of a new, minoritized Jewish communal sub-
group (a Christ-oriented kind), within Judaisms, even as these assembly 
members remain non-Jews. While this approach challenges assumptions 
about conversion to this movement or group, it also calls for rethinking 
the potential meaning or motivation for gentiles joining or assembling in 
this way. Thus, it remains important to think further about the perspec-
tive and position of these people and not just Paul’s particular perspective 
on them, particularly if one is trying to rethink and redescribe the ways 
people were negotiating in, around, and over these lines, or perhaps better, 
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within these sometimes gray zones of affiliation and identification.11 These 
Corinthians would seem especially intriguing, even illuminating, consid-
ering the ways they used wisdom, prophecy, and apocalyptic as modes of 
living and organizing in these Jewish subgroups as non-Jews, modes with 
powerful and historic resonances in Jewish communities and traditions. 
Would the Corinthian women prophets be a better option than Paul for 
exploring how these assembly members made sense of this new identity, 
for how to be non-Jews within a new, possibly unconventional or even 
countercultural Jewish subgroup? Such a focus could also alter the race-
critical reception of Paul’s letters, especially given the way Jewish-gentile 
difference has functioned as one marker of how to think about racial and 
ethnic difference in contemporary communities.

Such reflections could also, in turn, change more recent scholarly con-
versations about apocalyptic in Pauline studies (e.g., Gaventa 2013; Davis 
and Harink 2012). Wire long ago warned against ignoring what these pro-
phetic women might have to say or show about apocalyptic and overplay-
ing any difference between interests in wisdom, apocalyptic, and prophecy 
(see also Wright and Wills 2005). Wire (1990, 60) cautions: “It is better not 
to separate the Corinthians from the apocalyptic milieu more radically 
than Paul does, but instead to delineate how a wisdom-oriented apocalyp-
tic scenario may have been conceived in Corinth.” Many of the practices 
of these women, reflected in the letter, were likely also reflections of what 
time they thought it was, like and unlike Paul’s apocalyptic scenario.12 Of 
course, to notice these alternative ideas and practices, one has to be inter-
ested in people besides Paul. Scholarship on these topics may not have 
advanced as far or as widely as it could because work on those people 
addressed explicitly and implicitly by these letters has not developed as 
much as one would expect. In this way Wire’s focus and the reception of 
The Corinthian Women Prophets end up demonstrating the overwhelm-
ing politics of identification in Pauline studies, or, stated another way, the 
semiautomatic theological sympathy for Paul over any other.

Other ways are possible; still other people besides Paul are worth our 
time and effort. Wire’s work can be one guide for how to pursue them, 
both within and beyond the context of Corinth, as works by scholars such 

11. For detailed reflections on the boundaries between Jews and gentiles, and 
the multiple ways gentiles could cross those boundaries, see Cohen 1999, especially 
140–74.

12. For further reflections on this topic, see Marchal 2018.
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as Kittredge (e.g., 2000; Kittredge and Colombo 2017) have already dem-
onstrated. Wire’s work can be taken up to new purposes, and looking for 
the Corinthian women prophets can help us see practices besides proph-
ecy with greater nuance. Caroline Johnson Hodge’s (2010, 19) approach to 
mixed marriage is much improved by attending to the arguments within 
1 Cor 7:12–16 for the ways they yield multiple readings. Johnson Hodge 
builds most clearly on Wire’s work on this chapter in her reconceptual-
ization of the responses of wives in the Corinthian community to such 
attempts at persuasion, and the possibility that they may have been the 
people who prompted Paul’s arguments. Indeed, Wire and Johnson Hodge 
(2010, 22) show some of the ways that a so-called mixed household would 
not have been a problem to these women, less perturbed by Pauline per-
spectives on purity, pollution, boundaries, and their gender and sexual 
behavior. This reading of a tricky portion of the letter is compelling.13

Still other ways are possible, for instance, if one mixes insights from 
Wire with careful and critical engagement of material culture. Laura Nas-
rallah repeatedly does so, often using ideas and approaches of Wire and 
other feminist scholars for thinking about those on the other side of Paul’s 
arguments. For Nasrallah (2014; 2019), these others include not only 
women but also enslaved and freed people in Corinth. Nasrallah (2014, 
55) builds on Wire to look for how the audience of 1 Corinthians would 
have heard its claims about slavery and manumission. This approach helps 
Nasrallah (2014, 62; 2019, 63) to think beyond Paul’s intention and toward 
how people would have imagined themselves when they were cast as a 
thing and a commodity.14 Nasrallah (2019, 172) also revisits Wire’s recon-
struction of a realized eschatology through baptism in a poignant rethink-
ing of the politics of grief. Given both the grand-scale violence of colo-
nization and its lingering, more quotidian effects (as reflected in higher 
rates of mortality, including for children), the letters indicate some of the 

13. This reading contrasts with the way Johnson Hodge’s (2007) major work 
on Paul’s ethnic reasoning mostly traces how Paul deploys patrilineal descent in his 
approach to gentiles and their baptism, without recontextualization. Sadly, there are 
no entries for either Wire or women in this index, even as Wire showed how at least 
some women would have had a different sense of baptism.

14. Studies such as Marshall 2017 (43–71) also demonstrate how Wire’s innova-
tive work would have further applications in light of broader cultural perceptions, 
including within archaeological remains, even as it does not push past the perspective 
of Paul, as Nasrallah and others do.
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ways the Corinthians negotiated alliances with the dead in the assembly. 
Indeed, such a reading is Nasrallah’s (2019, 176) effort to summon a tran-
shistorical affiliation with those who are minoritized, against the way Paul 
tried to constrain their practices. Such a haunting approach highlights 
both the affective resonances and potentially posthumanist directions 
flowing out of Wire’s efforts to reach back and reconstruct the Corinthian 
women prophets. The latter is considered at greater length in both Cavan 
Concannon’s essay and Wire’s response in this collection, providing strik-
ing supplements to Denise Kimber Buell’s (2009; 2010; 2014; 2017; 2019) 
persistent reflections on the haunting heritages of biblical studies and the 
lingering afterlives and effects of slavery, anti-Semitism, and colonialism. 
In retrospect, it is notable how much Wire’s Corinthian Women Prophets, 
like other works of feminist historical reconstruction, is both affectively 
loaded and haunted. Her evocative goal is to restore a lost debate, “one that 
can reach its full stereophonic sound only when the silenced voices within 
and around it are recovered” (Wire 1990, 11). Such projects are searches 
for nearly lost specters, as Wire concludes: “But I do hear voices in the 
distance coming closer” (196).

These voices come closer, or we are better able to approach them, 
when we follow Wire’s approach to the rhetoricity of all of our sources, 
as Nasrallah, Katherine Shaner, and Concannon do. Shaner (2018, xiv) 
proceeds by way of analogy with feminist approaches to women in order 
to deal with similar problems for the materials on and about ancient slav-
ery. As Wire’s approach stresses, one cannot read texts as descriptions of 
people’s realities but as prescriptive attempts to persuade, mostly reflect-
ing slaveholding perspectives (Shaner 2018, xiii–xiv). Shaner adds to this 
by foregrounding the rhetorical qualities of texts and other archaeological 
materials: “Such rhetorical constructions are not limited to textual sources. 
Visual images, architecture, city planning, and other kinds of archaeologi-
cal materials all attempt to persuade and construct certain understandings 
of who women and enslaved persons are and how they should function in 
socio-civic spaces” (xvi). This approach, then, provides a better picture of 
enslaved participants in these communities, as neither simply oppressed 
nor liberated. Shaner reads against the grain of a variety of materials from 
Ephesus and their regular attempts to subordinate people, and resituates 
them within sites of debate and struggle for people who took both enslaved 
and leading roles in civic and religious groups. Concannon’s (2014, 11–13) 
work, in this collection and elsewhere, proceeds by way of a similar anal-
ogy to the specters of women prophets. He turns our attention back to the 
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Corinthian recipients of Paul’s letters, not on the women specifically but 
on how the Corinthians negotiated ethnicity in their context. In his use of 
feminist and postcolonial approaches to decenter Paul, Concannon fol-
lows the example of Wire, as well as Schüssler Fiorenza and Kittredge. He 
proposes: “By showing how Paul’s rhetoric of ethnicity is one among many 
in Corinth, we might open up space to reimagine the Corinthian audi-
ences that heard and interpreted Paul’s writings” (Concannon 2014, 7). 
Through these works we see how Corinth continues to haunt interpreters 
after the Corinthian women prophets.

Such specters point toward multiple absent presences in these ancient 
assemblies and in our approaches to them. Mitzi Smith’s (forthcoming) 
work on the letter stresses one such absence in Wire’s project: the silence 
around freedwomen in Corinth. Certainly, Wire’s (1990, 62–71) recon-
struction includes reflections on slavery and enslaved people, most espe-
cially in her section on the social status of the women prophets. Of the six 
factors she considers in tracing their status, she notes that they would have 
been low on all of them and mixed only when it comes to free versus slave 
(65). Wire imagines that enslaved women would be among the prophets 
and admits that freed people complicate our accounting of free or enslaved 
people (e.g., 64, 65, 67, 69, 86, 181). Wire wonders about the difficulties 
an enslaved woman would face in attempting to withdraw from sex (181) 
and contrasts Paul’s social status with that of an enslaved, gentile, married 
woman (67, 86). Yet, beyond a broad recognition of the ambiguous pos-
sibilities of freed people, Wire never specifically considers how the man-
umitted status of a woman would affect their practices and interactions 
(71). Smith introduces a womanist perspective to this absence in order to 
reimagine Chloe among enslaved and freed people.

Fittingly, Smith brings womanism and the Corinthian women proph-
ets into closer interaction here and now, since womanist biblical inter-
pretation also emerged around the same time that Wire was completing 
this project. Several recent overviews (Junior 2015; Smith 2015; Byron 
and Lovelace 2016) point to key works by Renita Weems (1988) and Cla-
rice Martin (1990; 1991; and occasionally Grant 1989) as providing the 
first and founding examples of womanist biblical hermeneutics. This 
concurrence might be coincidental, but after thirty years it is safe to say 
that their convergence is long overdue. This delay may be due to some of 
the silences of The Corinthian Women Prophets, but a current period of 
expansion could help to create a critical mass for womanists and allies to 
assess and further synchronize our approaches to these epistles and their 
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interpretations. Certainly, the turn to reconsider the rhetorics and impacts 
of race, ethnicity, and slavery within Pauline epistles and interpretations 
(with some assistance from Wire) demonstrates the need to attend more 
closely and carefully to the intersections of these dynamics with gender, 
sexuality, and embodiment, a series of intersections that womanists have 
particularly foregrounded for decades, starting from the perspective of 
Black women (see especially Junior 2015; Smith 2015; Byron and Lovelace 
2016). Projects by Mitzi Smith, Shanell Smith, and Angela Parker, such as 
the ones I treat here, point to just a few of the directions these turns could 
take interpreters and users after the Corinthian women prophets.

In fact, Shanell Smith (2019) uses these prophetic women as one of 
her main examples in her womanist analysis of female agency in New Tes-
tament texts. In her approach, agency does not describe some idealized 
condition for an unfettered and perfectly free individual, as womanists 
experience and critically reflect on agency despite opposition and oppres-
sion. Smith’s confident and continuous assertion that women have always 
been present and active resonates with (other) feminist historical and 
rhetorical approaches. In reflecting on her own experiences as an African 
American woman, she notes that “a rule is not created until it is needed”—
the creation of prescriptions or regulations for women are a specific kind 
of evidence for women’s activities (161). Shanell Smith’s observation and 
argument echo the way Wire (1990, 4) reads the rhetorics of 1 Corinthians 
and her own assertion that “those in clear disagreement with Paul should 
be the ones most accessible through his rhetoric.” Smith (2019, 161) builds 
on previous feminist work on the use of the baptismal formula found in 
Gal 3:28 (including Wire 1990; Schüssler Fiorenza 1983) in describing 
how women and enslaved people likely experienced a rise in status within 
these communities—a factor Wire stresses to discuss the differences in 
status and thus perspective between Paul and the Corinthian women. For 
Shanell Smith (2019, 163), women’s prophetic activities are illuminating 
examples of women who did: “I will focus on women who did for the bet-
terment of themselves or others despite those who told them otherwise.”

Smith renames each of the texts she reconsiders given the negative 
ways in which they have been used, often to support a politics of respect-
ability. The Corinthian women prophets become “God-speaking Women 
with Whipping Hair” (S. Smith 2019, 166). With other recent feminist 
approaches to 1 Cor 11 (such as Matthews 2015; Marchal 2014), Smith 
focuses on Paul’s argument about women’s hair (in 11:5) and the potential 
statement the women were making by unveiling. With Shelly Matthews 
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(2015), Smith (2019, 166) notes how these prophetic women troubled 
multiple social hierarchies including gender but also status or class. She 
does so by moving and connecting, with Wire, the arguments about wom-
en’s speaking to the earlier arguments about marriage and celibacy. Smith 
shows yet again how 11:2–16 is neither an isolated irony nor a limited 
challenge. The various negative effects for the women prophets who would 
have been forced to marry to prevent men’s sexual sins calls up similar 
associations for Black women’s hair, their social roles, and male desire 
(S. Smith 2019, 167–68). Women continue to be cast as distractions or 
problems,15 but Smith underscores that the Black body can be more than 
this, as a site of struggle and resistance. The analogy Smith stresses reflects 
how Black women can do whatever they want with their hair: “We can 
learn from the Corinthian women prophets, who obviously determined 
on their own to let their hair down and pray and prophesy regardless of 
what others were saying” (168). Smith encourages womanist (and allied) 
interpreters to read between the lines in order to resist the gendered and 
sexualized stereotypes within the prescriptive arguments of male writers.16 
“Paul tried to extinguish the fire in the Corinthian women’s desire to wor-
ship with unbound hair, but he failed in execution because the women’s 
resolution was to ‘whip it like they just don’t care’” (172).

Smith’s (2019, 173) reading is both inspired and inspiring, even as I 
should not underplay how this womanist description of agency reflects 
ambivalence, of “women who do.” The women did not just prophesy; they 
talked back, echoing other womanist reclamations of sass (M. Smith 2018) 
as well as Shanell Smith’s (2014) previous work on the woman Babylon. 
In the latter, Shanell Smith proposes to read Revelation with a postcolo-
nial womanist hermeneutics of ambiveilence (50–72). Smith’s neologism 
blends insights from Homi Bhabha’s (1994) conceptualization of colonial 
ambivalence with the veil image in W. E. B. DuBois’s (1986) description 
of African Americans’ double consciousness to develop a specifically 

15. For a related set of reflections, on veils and lap cloths in relation to Black 
church(es) and veiling passages (mostly in Hebrew Bible, with brief reflections on 
2 Cor 3:13–16), see Russaw 2018.

16. For further reflection on such stereotypes of Black people and sexual politics 
surrounding Black bodies, see Collins 2005. Smith’s linked reflections on the prophet 
called Jezebel, “The Competing Female Prophet in Revelation,” as well as persistent 
concerns around the politics of respectability, suggest the potential of further engage-
ment with Lomax 2018.
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womanist lens.17 It is striking that no biblical interpreter has repositioned 
Paul’s attempt to prescribe women’s head covering in prayer and prophecy 
through DuBois’s analysis of this veiling. Smith (2014, 58–61) underscores 
how this image is used to think through divided consciousness as both an 
effect on and strategy for Black folks. On the one hand, this seeing oneself 
through the eyes of the (oppressive) other is a forced veiling, an added 
layer or rift within self-consciousness, which Black people must overcome. 
On the other hand, veiled speech can also be a practice of self-protection, 
sorrowful expression, and even subversion (see DuBois 1986, 185–86; 
Morrison 1987). A range of interpreters, including myself (Marchal 2014; 
2018), Wire (1990, 116–34, 220–22), and Smith (2019), have read the 
Corinthian women as speaking through their unveiling, but we have yet 
to read this moment in light of either of these potential resonances. These 
readings come close to the former sense, but typically without the import 
of overcoming or breaking through a specifically racialized double con-
sciousness. Even further, the latter sense suggests ways that the Corinthian 
women could have spoken through reveiling, temporarily responding to 
prescriptions with a range of strategic aims, even as a veiled way of talking 
back. Indeed, as Muslim interpreters of veiling practices have long under-
scored, the Western fixation on women’s clothing practices and especially 
on unveiling not only obscures a variety of sartorial and political strategies 
women might take but also (re)produces colonial and Orientalizing con-
structions of Europe and its gendered, sexualized, racialized, and religious 
others (Yeğenoğlu 1998, 39–67; Ahmed 1992, 144–68; Barlas 2002, 53–58, 
158–66). This confluence raises disturbing questions about why many of 
us in the Global North continue to mark or otherwise argue for the prog-
ress of gender or sexual minorities by focusing on a passage on women’s 
head covering practices such as 1 Cor 11:1–16 (see Tofighi 2017).

Smith (e.g., 2014, 1–4, 8–12, 66–67) helpfully embeds the veil within 
ambiveilence to emphasize the potential of victimization and participa-
tion within empires, resistance and complicity both within biblical texts 
and among biblical interpreters. This also suggests more ambiveilent 
readings of the Corinthian women prophets, beyond their persistence 
and resistance—the potential that they participated in the assemblies in a 

17. Because Bhabha’s apparatus has been (partially) adapted for several, if rather 
limited, attempts at empire-critical readings of Paul’s letters (see, e.g., Stanley 2011), 
I focus above on how Smith’s use of DuBois could provoke a more compelling set of 
strategies for interpretation.
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number of ways, uncovered or potentially covered, differently from Paul 
but still akin to Kittredge’s (2000, 105) characterization of his rhetorics as 
ways “to both subvert and reinscribe the imperial system.” Recent work 
by Parker (2020) and Mitzi Smith (forthcoming) could be seen as some-
thing akin to ambiveilent readings of 1 Corinthians.18 Parker (2020), for 
instance, engages in a complex assessment of Paul’s arguments about both 
his afflictions and authority (for a related engagement of Pauline body 
rhetoric, in Galatians, see Parker 2018). Though Paul’s shameful display 
(in 1 Cor 4:6–21) reflects a feminized and minoritized body, given his 
Jewish ethnoracial identity, he uses these arguments to urge the Corin-
thian women prophets to sacrifice themselves for the sexual and marital 
advantage of males in the Corinthian assembly community. As Parker 
(2020, 78) explains it: “Paul reinstitutes a hierarchy that shames the 
women and places the blame of their men’s morality squarely on wom-
en’s shoulders.” Because she remains persistently interested in how the 
Corinthian women prophets would have received any of the arguments 
she surveys from the letter, Parker astutely recognizes how Wire’s recon-
struction of the women’s prayer and prophecy (explicitly in 1 Cor 11 and 
14) is also connected to their withdrawal from sex (as stressed in 1 Cor 
7). No wonder Parker (2020, 84 n. 17) shares the sentiment expressed in 
this introduction: “I am still shocked at recent scholarship that dismisses 
Wire or does not engage with her work at all.”

Mitzi Smith proposes that the Chloe who appears in the opening chap-
ter of the letter is a freedwoman, both leading in the community and still 
subject to the letter’s stigmatizing. By situating Chloe as a freedwoman 
who owned enslaved people, Smith traces some of the complexities of the 
Roman imperial system of slavery and manumission. These strategies, 
though, hardly exhaust the possibilities for womanist approaches to these 
epistles and their interpretations. Mitzi Smith’s book (forthcoming) imag-
ines more about the experiences of the ancient Chloe in Corinth by using 
Aunt Chloe, a freed African slave, and other Black women named Chloe in 
the literature and legends of the antebellum American South (see Harper 
1891). This strategy underscores how womanist interpretive practices have 
roots beyond conventional feminist and academic lineages, as the history 
of Black women preachers and users of biblical texts and traditions dem-

18. Mitzi Smith (2019) has also built on her engagement with Wire and recontex-
tualization of Chloe in another recent essay, focused on 1 Cor 13.



 Still After 29

onstrates (especially stressed in Junior 2015, 39–53). Indeed, elsewhere 
Smith (2011) examines how the spiritual autobiographies of Zilpha Elaw 
and Old Elizabeth legitimized their itinerant preaching in this era spe-
cifically through their interpretations of Galatians and Acts. These Black 
women appropriated Paul in directions besides the reinforcement of wom-
en’s silence and American slavery. Like the Corinthian women prophets, 
they appealed to the baptismal formula preserved in Gal 3:28; yet, unlike 
them, these women preachers redeployed Pauline call narratives for them-
selves (M. Smith 2011, 298–308). Smith (308) posits: “Black female preach-
ers used ‘biblical reversal,’ grounded in biblical radicalism, to turn ideas of 
socio-political inequality and male authority on its head.”

Womanist interpretations require a further reckoning with more fac-
tors that would affect the Corinthian women prophets and our approaches 
after them. Of course, because slavery is a part of our past that is not yet 
past, womanists also reflect on incarceration and white supremacy’s ongo-
ing role in policing. One of the concluding notes of Shanell Smith’s 2019 
essay focuses on Black women’s consistent striving against such injustices, 
while Mitzi Smith’s (2018, 28–45) consideration of sass and talk back reads 
the Markan story of the Syrophoenician woman in light of the detention 
and death of Sandra Bland. This work, alongside a previous essay by con-
tributor Arminta Fox (2017), could resituate the Corinthian women in 
similarly vulnerable positions, like Junia and Andronicus (Rom 16:7) or 
Prisca and Aquila (1 Cor 16:19; Rom 16:3–5). The latter pair was appar-
ently known to the Corinthians, so focusing on them restores some fur-
ther lost angles on this assembly community and decenters approaches to 
imprisonment centered exclusively on Paul (such as Tamez 2017). Mar-
garet Aymer (2016) reads Rhoda (in Acts 12) darkly and ambiveilently, as 
an enslaved girl, forced to migrate, vulnerable to sexual abuse, and speak-
ing, yet dismissed. Aymer’s (282) approach to Rhoda as both speaking 
and silenced, since she disappears from the text of Acts, could be one way 
to reconfigure our views of texts involving women’s prophetic speech, as 
well as our cyclical debates about whether women’s textual (in)visibility 
corresponds to their historical presence or absence. This approach cer-
tainly tempers some of our enthusiasm for the activity or agency of women 
prophets, while attending to some or all of the conditions Aymer outlines 
for Rhoda would multiply the factors for tracing and placing participants 
in these assemblies. Stacy Davis’s (2016) careful consideration of the poli-
tics of singleness for a reading of Numbers 30 could profitably reframe 
approaches to the sexual practices of the Corinthians, some of whom were 
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avoiding marriage, but without reinforcing either persistent stereotypes or 
calls for respectability (exercising their pull on Black bodies and feminist 
biblical interpreters such as Gench 2015).

When womanist work helps us to foreground matters of sexual 
respectability, propriety, and normativity in these epistles and interpreta-
tions, it also indicates the manifest potential of queer approaches to these 
materials. I have repeatedly made a case much like this for the relevance of 
1 Corinthians and Wire’s work, in particular, for queer biblical hermeneu-
tics (as I do in this collection and Marchal 2011; 2014; 2018; 2020) but have 
hardly done so in a vacuum. Gillian Townsley (2017) produced the first 
and fabulous book-length queer treatment, not simply on 1 Corinthians 
but specifically on the various interpretations of 1 Cor 11:2–16. Townsley 
(2017, 22–23) highlights the importance of Wire’s analysis for her devel-
oping queer hermeneutical approach; yet, unlike Wire and other feminist 
interpreters, Townsley worries not that the women have been silenced but 
that the Corinthian men have become invisible (50). Likely the most com-
pelling portions of her project is to try to trace alternative, subdominant 
views of gender among the Corinthians and, then, to displace evangelical 
and frankly abusive interpretations by increasingly focusing on the daring 
potential of disidentifying with bodies cast as monstrous and disgusting. 
While I am not yet convinced that the primary rhetorical concern of this 
passage is with the Corinthian men, Townsley’s project encourages us to 
consider a range of figures scholars typically avoid, a project strikingly 
consonant with Wire’s efforts thirty years ago.

At several points in this introduction I consider the role of analo-
gies, and many queer commentaries also proceed by way of analogy, if 
not always exact identification. When gay-affirmative interpreters turn 
to Paul’s letters, they often try to apply Paul’s argument against circumci-
sion for (male) gentiles in Galatians to counter claims that homosexuals 
must change the way they are to count as Christians (see Siker 1994; 
Bohache 2000; Cheng 2006). From my perspective a better route is taken 
by Holly Hearon’s (2006) entry on the Corinthian correspondence in 
The Queer Bible Commentary. Hearon multiplies the potential modes 
of analogy by explicitly attending to multiple voices, reflecting on the 
tensions within both the Corinthian and more recent LGBTIQ commu-
nities. Hearon’s commentary works so well because it explicitly learned 
key lessons from feminist interpretations of these letters (such as Wire 
1990), avoiding the pitfalls of identification and evasion to read against 
the grain of Paul’s perspective.
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The influence of these feminist insights and techniques in a number of 
essays appears in a recent queer collection, Bodies on the Verge (Marchal 
2019), most especially in a playfully outrageous and incisive essay by Lind-
sey Guy (2019).19 Guy repurposes the picture Wire drew of the Corin-
thian women prophets to think of how they might have responded to or 
embodied accusations of childishness or unprofitability in an intentionally 
antagonistic way. Like Hearon and other queer and feminist interpreters, 
Guy decenters Paul’s perspective and reads against the grain of the letter, 
particularly the ways Paul casts the proper path for disrupting expecta-
tions of both sexuality and temporality. Guy notes the specifically apoca-
lyptic temporality of Paul’s arguments but is more interested in rethinking 
the Corinthian recipients as examples of failure and queer nonbelonging 
in the contractions of an imminent crisis. Still, Guy (2019, 64) is not inter-
ested in valorizing the Corinthian women prophets but in moving “toward 
queer antagonism, characterized by a skepticism toward the desirability 
of authority, leadership, or intelligibility altogether.” These prophets then 
could have refused demands of progress, responsibility, productivity, 
maturity, and civilization. This queer reading facilitates an interrelated cri-
tique of heteronormativity and capitalism, against sexual and/as economic 
production. Childishness is not simply a Pauline accusation against these 
recipients but can be (and perhaps was) transformed “as a queer virtue” 
(Guy 2019, 72), their embrace of childishness and failure reflecting their 
different orientation to time. Instead of insisting on the legitimacy of their 
prophesying, as some feminist readings such as Wire’s do, Guy is intrigued 
by the possibilities of resisting productivity and purpose as key to author-
ity (76). Guy thus switches up the ways the letter casts prophesying with-
out interpretation as unintelligible and fruitless (1 Cor 14:6–14).

Guy’s approach, then, notes not only the gendered, sexualized, and eco-
nomic aspects of this correspondence and the ancient community but joins a 
number of interpreters in reconsidering their racialized dynamics (especially 
of childishness and immaturity). Her attention to the rhetorics of civility and 
barbarism (as in 1 Cor 14:11; see Guy 2019, 79) resonates with recent work by 
Ekaputra Tupamahu (2018). Like Guy, Tupamahu builds on Wire’s analysis 
of the letter as Paul’s attempt to construct a certain communal order against 
apparent chaos (233). Tupamahu specifically focuses on the characteriza-

19. Other essays that interact with Wire toward queer ends (though to a lesser 
degree than Guy 2019) include Hartman 2019; Luckritz Marquis 2019; Twomey 2019.
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tion of speaking in tongues but redirects the claims about unintelligibility to 
reconstruct a multilingual setting for the Corinthian assembly community. 
He resists the predominant politics of identification in order to trace and 
resist the letter’s consonance with ancient discourses around barbarians as 
ethnoracial others marked by a linguistic difference (2018, 238). Paul’s insis-
tence on translation of these tongues is just another mode of silencing within 
“a discourse of othering against minority language speakers” (240). Yet, these 
tongues may signal a more capacious and diverse assembly of voices in the 
community within this racial-ethnic site of struggle.

Tupamahu and Guy, then, may help us to fill out some of the ways that 
members of the Corinthian assembly community (among others) nego-
tiated their ethnoracial status within imperial-colonial dynamics. Their 
approaches could supplement Aymer’s (2014, 54) initial yet still multi-
factored discussion of the different migrant strategies taken within New 
Testament texts, perhaps even tempering her claims that none of them 
advocated assimilation to imperial-colonial worldviews. Aymer help-
fully locates these texts within a diasporic space where authors moved 
in uneasy tensions between host and homeland cultures (see also Agosto 
2018 on migration). She proposes accommodation as the predominant 
migrant strategy within these texts, typified by Paul’s letters among others, 
but the work of Wire, Guy, and Tupamahu raises further questions about 
how one might locate recipients of these texts, such as the Corinthian 
women prophets, as adopting different forms of liminality, separation, or 
even accommodation (Aymer 2014, 57–61). Similar supplements are also 
necessary for Tat-siong Benny Liew’s (2008, especially 87–97) convinc-
ing way of accounting for Paul’s projections onto gendered and sexualized 
others as a product of his own colonized consciousness. The Corinthian 
women prophets are among the targets of Paul’s arguments “duplicating 
and displacing colonial abjection onto people who are also in different 
ways already subjected” (95). Yet, it still remains to consider how these 
targets themselves would have negotiated a similar colonized context, not 
as Jewish subjects but among other subject peoples.

Affects and Alternatives After

All of these reflect the still prophetic possibilities of an alternative past, 
present, and future. As I note on and off through this introduction, this 
range of approaches to the Corinthian women prophets underscores how 
affectively loaded our “after” is, was, and likely will be. To be sure, it is not 
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hard to imagine the Corinthian assembly community as a vibrant, even 
raucous setting shaped by plenty of people including but besides Paul (see 
Kotrosits 2011, for instance).20 More broadly, anger and outrage have long 
animated efforts at making women’s history, as Richlin (2014) highlights 
in pointed and detailed fashion, particularly in terms of our epistemolo-
gies, results, and relational conclusions.21 For some these call up dispiriting 
silences or potentially overwrought skepticisms. Others are anxious about 
or resistant to the codes of respectability, perhaps because they feel the pull 
of apostolic identification or have faced shaming. Sad ironies multiply the 
effects and affects of tyrannical texts. When looking after these women, we 
encounter both unreliable witnesses and passionate pursuits. Thus, eva-
sions and projections can be met by dwelling on grief and other haunt-
ing absences for longer than a beat (Nasrallah 2019; Buell 2009; 2014). In 
Guy’s hands the absurd ecstasy of the Corinthians refuses the appeals of 
both paranoia and cruel optimism (Sedgwick 2003; Berlant 2011). They 
afford opportunities for alternative (dis)identifications with those deemed 
monstrous or disgusting (see Townsley 2017, as well as Marchal 2020). 
Abjection affects colonized and racialized subjects in different ways, but 
women’s hair-whipping and back-talking (with S. Smith 2019) signal still 
other approaches, aims, and alternatives. The contributions to this collec-
tion not only exemplify many of these key trajectories in contemporary 
biblical interpretation but also extend the reach—both of these trajectories 
and of Wire’s landmark project. These lead us back into 1 Corinthians and 
beyond.

Thus, Shelly Matthews brings a thoughtfully intersectional feminist 
angle on the reception of scholarship on the voice and agency of wo/
men,22 especially in light of stark repetitions of silencing among both bib-

20. While I am briefly noting the affective investments of the work surveyed here, 
including the already affectively loaded language used within their approaches, I do 
not attempt to introduce the development of affect-oriented readings within biblical 
interpretation. For two excellent resources on affect theory and the Bible, see espe-
cially Kotrosits 2016; Black and Koosed 2019.

21. See further discussion above, but note especially Richlin’s (2014, 292, 296) 
description of the “wrong because depressing” argument about women’s historiography.

22. The neologisms wo/man and wo/men were coined by Elisabeth Schüssler Fio-
renza (1999, ix) for the purpose of expanding and complicating the multiplicity of 
people included under the sign, including nondominant males, and women whose 
identities are informed by intersections of class, race, sexuality, citizenship, and other 
identifying markers. It is meant to highlight that there are differences among and 
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lical interpreters and broader publics. The woman whose head was shaven 
(in 1 Cor 11:5) is resituated within both the potential utopianism of the 
past (as reflected in 11:2–16; Gal 3:28) and contemporary interrogations 
of respectability around gender, status, sexuality, and ethnicity. Jorunn 
Økland tackles the seemingly traditional domain of textual criticism in 
order to trace a paratextual approach to the receptions of Wire’s own care-
ful refutations of the interpolation theories for another fraught passage, 
1 Cor 14:34–35. Økland demonstrates how a turn to the history of trans-
mission with manuscript studies, among broader material approaches, 
was both anticipated by Wire and could, in turn, expand the audience for 
feminist biblical criticism.

Concannon seeks out the spectral presence of some Corinthians, 
entangled within a network with the women prophets, by adapting post-
humanist approaches. Such an approach attends to the ways Paul’s claims 
about what might happen if an ekklēsia member slept with a prostitute 
(in 1 Cor 6:12–20) ascribe agencies to nonhuman entities, with relational 
and corporate effects on both individuals and collectives (of nonunified 
selves). My own essay connects such rhetorical approaches to feminist and 
queer perspectives on the affective and archival possibilities of ephemera, 
such as the fleeting references in these letters or even the letters them-
selves. In such light the untouching slogan, among other slogans quoted in 
1 Corinthians, resonates with butch practices of untouchability and links 
the arguments between 7:1–40 and 11:2–16.

Pushing beyond 1 Corinthians, then, Arminta Fox develops a decen-
tering and decolonizing feminist approach toward 2 Corinthians (par-
ticularly chs. 10–13), applying and expanding on Wire’s picture of the 
Corinthian community. This letter still reflects on debates and differing 
views and practices among the Corinthians, and between Paul and the 
prophetic women, the latter resisting the former’s claims around commu-
nal authority, gendered identity, and sexual deviance or promiscuity. Anna 
Miller, then, moves the discussion from 1 Corinthians to 1 Timothy, while 
contesting pictures that relegate women’s political activities to domains 
marked as private. Both letters’ efforts to gender speech and space in lim-
iting ways signal another way to think about multiple publics, in which 
women’s participation, authority, and speech in the ekklēsia are persistently 

between women (they cannot be accurately defined in a monolithic or essentializing 
way), while underscoring that gendered terms are also used to define nonelite or sub-
altern males as (akin to) women.
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marked by discernment and debate. In her closing response, Wire follows 
this range of new directions before focusing further on 2 Corinthians in 
light of the challenges of posthumanist critique. As all of these essays do, 
Wire reconsiders notions of agency and materiality and the shifts in Paul’s 
arguments beyond subordination, conceding something akin to a rhizom-
atic interdependency of a multitude of actants, hinting toward the precari-
ous possibilities of our present.

These, then, are prophetic possibilities. The essays in this collection 
evoke and interact with the many dynamic analogies, absences, and after-
lives traced in this introduction, and they are but a few of the ways in 
which we are, still, after the Corinthian women prophets.
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Hearing Wo/men Prophets:  
Intersections, Silences, Publics

Shelly Matthews

Antoinette Clark Wire’s Corinthian Women Prophets has made possible a 
significant turn in the way we imagine the in-Christ assemblies of ancient 
Corinth, and by analogy, of all such assemblies scattered across the cities 
of the ancient Mediterranean world. This essay aims to honor Wire’s con-
tribution first by highlighting argumentative strands of her scholarship 
that are particularly salient—even if not fully understood and sometimes 
misread in its reception over the past thirty years. Second, it then offers 
an analysis of two major strands of her argument that bear reclaiming 
and repeating, in view of the resistance to them in mainstream scholar-
ship: first, the proposal that ancient women in the Corinthian assembly 
had agency and voice, and second, the argument that these women were 
inspired by egalitarian ideals to struggle against hierarchies that privileged 
one social grouping over another. Finally, I reflect on shifts in scholarly 
discourse that have required reframing the historical situation in Corinth. 
Here I note that scholarship over the past thirty years especially in the fields 
of gender criticism, queer theory, and intersectional theory has expanded 
and complicated women as a category. Thus, I propose that it may be more 
apt to characterize the social agents of interest to us as the Corinthian wo/
men prophets, with the slash indicating an expanded notion of the kinds of 
people included under the sign, across a fluid gender continuum, marked 
by race and class as well as gender.1

1.The neologisms wo/man and wo/men were coined by Elisabeth Schüssler Fio-
renza (1999, ix) for the purpose of expanding and complicating the multiplicity of 
people included under the sign, including nondominant men, and women whose 
identities are informed by intersections of class, race, sexuality, citizenship, and other 
identifying markers.
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Reviewing the Argument

Wire’s Corinthian Women Prophets shifts the center of focus in the study 
of the Corinthian correspondence away from Paul, who is traditionally 
understood as having the only voice in the Corinthian assembly (and the 
divinely inspired, fully authoritative, canonized voice of sacred Scripture 
at that!), to others who deliberated with him in that ancient assembly. This 
is not to say that numerous Pauline scholars have not taken up the proj-
ect of reconstructing the viewpoints of Paul’s opponents, imagining what 
Corinthians did and said to provoke Paul’s letter. For example, the once-
popular view that Paul’s opponents in Corinth were gnostics, or proto-
gnostics engaging in libertine practices, has been recently revived by Jay 
Smith (2008). But Wire’s reconstruction of those with whom Paul delib-
erates is to be distinguished from traditional Pauline scholarship for the 
following reasons:

First, building on the axiom adopted from Chaïm Perelman and 
Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca’s new rhetoric, that Paul’s rhetoric aims to per-
suade, Wire takes as a given that Paul’s rhetoric contains significant clues 
about the view of his interlocutors and subjects that rhetoric to a fine-
grain analysis. Her working premise is that we find more in Paul’s let-
ters than the musings of one individual, since in order for any attempt 
at persuasion to be successful, speakers must shape their arguments to 
include at least some common ground with the audience addressed. This 
means that a persuasive argument presents more than merely one side of 
an argument, “because to argue is to gauge your audience as accurately 
as you can at every point, to use their language, to work from where they 
are in order to move them toward where you want them to be” (Wire 
1990, 3).

Wire deftly identifies points of agreement between Paul and the 
Corinthian women prophets along with points of conflict, analyzing both 
the content of Paul’s arguments and the kinds of arguments Paul makes 
and does not make. For instance, after unspooling a number of instances 
in which Paul argues “from community benefit,” she notes:

It is remarkable that Paul nowhere uses the argument from the common 
good explicitly to defend or restrict women.… Women’s head covering is 
not said to benefit the church nor their bare heads to harm the church.… 
It may not have been credible to argue directly that the restricting or 
silencing of women was a benefit to the community. (Wire 1990, 19)
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With respect to Paul’s infamous hierarchical ordering of heads in 1 Cor 
11:3 (“But I want you to know that of every man the head is Christ, and 
the head of woman is man, and the head of Christ is God” [Wire’s trans-
lation]), she classifies this as an argument “from definition,” noting that 
“defining seldom happens where meanings are not contested, and compet-
ing definitions are at least implied” (Wire 1990, 23). Such insights lead to 
credible historical reconstructions of the Corinthian women prophets as 
respected members of the in-Christ assemblies, with advocates and view-
points that Paul himself must recognize as potent.

Second, Wire reconstructs the voices and actions of those with whom 
Paul argues sympathetically, as meriting a hearing from readers today. This 
is a significant shift from traditional scholarship where Paul’s arguments 
are accepted as oracular truths, and his rhetorical attempts to denigrate 
and/or dismiss his opponents are accepted at face value. Reading Paul’s 
insults and dismissals straightforwardly in the traditional way has led to 
negative conclusions that his audience is libertine (for example, Paul’s con-
cession and then qualification of the Corinthian slogan in 1 Cor 10:23, 
“All things are lawful,” is read to make the case that the Corinthians have 
no ethics or morals) or enthusiast (for example, Paul’s taunt in 1 Cor 4:8, 
“Already you have all you want! Already you have become rich!” [NRSV] 
leads to deriding the Corinthians for a misguided and excessive embrace of 
a realized eschatology). Wire instead suggests that such arguments by Paul 
owe to his attempt to corral into obedience and submission an assembly 
whose self-understanding is not libertine or enthusiast but rather confi-
dent and strong. She argues that the Corinthian women prophets embrace 
and celebrate their strength for positive theological reasons, noting that 
“they do not see the strong human being as a threat to God’s glory by 
usurping God’s wisdom.” Instead, and in contrast to Paul, “They see the 
weak person as the threat to God’s glory by rejecting God’s gifts of wisdom 
and authority” (Wire 1990, 114–15).

Because New Testament scholars are often influenced by ancient associa-
tions of the city of Corinth with denizens of prostitutes and sexual flagrancy,2 
and because Paul’s arguments concerning sexual immorality are often read to 
suggest that most every (free, male) Corinthian indulged in sexual relations 
with prostitutes and in-laws (cf. 1 Cor 5:1; 6:15), it is important to highlight 

2. See, for instance, Strabo, Geog. 8.6.20, for the claim that the temple of Aphro-
dite owned more than one thousand temple prostitutes/enslaved people.
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Wire’s counterproposal concerning the commitment to sexual renunciation 
among the Corinthian women prophets. Pointing to the strong correlation 
in the ancient world between prophecy and celibacy, and the many kinds of 
women apparently committed to celibacy in Corinth (see 1 Cor 7 for Paul’s 
directives pertaining to celibacy among women who are married, divorced, 
widowed, and engaged virgins), she argues that the Corinthian women 
defying social custom by refusing sexual relations must have constituted “a 
movement of considerable proportions, involving some kind of general call-
ing” (Wire 1990, 81). From this vantage point, she regards Paul’s references 
to sexual immorality in 1 Cor 5 and 6 not as indications of widespread mis-
conduct among a sex-crazed assembly but rather as an attempt to shock his 
hearers, a strategy in support of his overarching concern to persuade the 
celibate women prophets to make themselves available for sexual union, 
whether with husbands whom they have deprived of conjugal relations or 
wish to divorce, or with fiancés they wish not to marry.

A key aspect of her sympathetic reconstruction of the Corinthian 
women prophets with whom Paul deliberates is her argument that the life 
experience of these women differs dramatically from Paul with respect to 
social status. Wire agrees with many scholars that Paul experiences his 
entry into the in-Christ community as a voluntary debasement, one in 
which he has cut himself off from his Pharisaic heritage and denied him-
self various privileges owing to his male gender and social standing as a 
free person. Paul’s arguments privileging the foolishness of the cross and 
the “voluntary plunge of the divine” are understood in this scholarship 
as reflective of his own experience of self-emptying and status disavowal. 
Wire then proposes the original insight that the Corinthian women proph-
ets would have experienced their entry into the in-Christ community dif-
ferently from Paul, because of the value that would have been granted to 
them in response to their newly acquired spiritual gifts of prophecy and 
wisdom. As Wire (1990, 65) characterizes this shift:

The women prophets’ rank … could be interpreted in terms of a new 
household, a new inheritance, even a new cursus honorum within the 
community. To the Corinthian housewife at the hearth, or slave at the 
churn, it would appear that the whole city were now coming to the door 
to see and hear, whether at her home or that of other women.

The social experience of starting quite low on a scale of social status and 
rising to a relatively higher standing leads them, differently from Paul, 
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to articulate religious understandings that do not privilege debasement 
but rather elevation. Shifting from an emphasis on crucifixion to resur-
rection, their elevation is articulated as the experience of Christ’s rising 
in them.3

This insight—that the conflicting theologies of Paul and the Corin-
thian women prophets owe to their different social experiences—leads 
to a broader understanding of the reasons for clashes between them. 
It allows us to reconstruct Paul’s audience as complex human beings 
rather than as negative foils for Paul’s own views, human beings with 
legitimate theological views, who lack neither a moral compass nor hon-
orable intentions.4

Finally, to state the obvious, Wire focuses not on the Corinthian 
in-Christ assembly as a whole but on one segment of the assembly, 
the Corinthian women prophets.5 With this focus on women’s agency, 
struggle, and voice, Wire situates her work squarely within feminist bib-
lical scholarship on two key fronts. First, it is in line with the project 
of historical reconstruction and retrieval articulated so forcefully in the 
watershed work of Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (1983), In Memory of 
Her, in her proposal that it is both possible and methodologically sound 
to reconstruct the early Jesus movement with women at the center. 
Second, it moves in the direction of much feminist biblical scholarship, 
away from the single, charismatic, heroic male typically positioned at 
the center of scholarly narrative, and toward communities and move-
ments, understood to be engaged in dialogical, cooperative struggle to 
articulate and live into the basileia of G-d.6

3. Wire, drawing on scholarship on the social world of Paul from the 1980s, 
adopts the view that Paul’s social standing is “relatively high.” More recent work on 
the question of poverty in the Pauline churches has challenged that assessment. See, 
e.g., Friesen 2004; Meggitt 1998.

4. See Wire (1990, 71) for the implications of these findings more broadly for the 
study of religion.

5. While Wire (1990, 9) is sometimes misread as assuming that Paul’s audience 
consists solely of the Corinthian women prophets, she acknowledges that she is focus-
ing on only one part of Paul’s audience and invites further scholarship devoted to 
reconstructing other parts of this audience.

6. For inroads into scholarship that decenters Paul, see, e.g., Schüssler Fiorenza 
2000; Johnson-DeBaufre and Nasrallah 2011; Kittredge 2003; Marchal 2015. See also 
arguments framing Paul as a “plural subject” or “collective author” in Tamez 1993, 
48–49; Schottroff 1995, 207.
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Women’s Voice and Agency, in the Public Square and the Guild

On this thirtieth anniversary of its publication, we take the opportunity 
to underscore and reflect on the radical nature of Wire’s proposal that 
women in the in-Christ assemblies of Corinth had voice and agency, and 
the strong headwinds both she and those of us who take up her work face 
in pressing for recognition of this fact. As classicist Mary Beard (2017) 
notes, attempts to exclude women from speaking in public are at least 
as old as Homer and deeply embedded in Western culture. To argue as 
Wire does that women did speak, prophesy, pray, and lead assemblies 
in prayer, or, as Anna Miller (2015) does, that Corinthian women were 
active discerning participants who understood themselves to be empow-
ered to judge those who spoke as leaders, runs counter to the forceful pro-
hibition of such voice and agency in 1 Cor 14:33b–36, and the infamous 
companion prohibition of women’s speaking and teaching authority in 
1 Tim 2:11–15. Under the weight of Western culture that takes wom-
en’s public silence for granted, such biblical prohibitions are assumed to 
reflect that historical silence. Rather than being read as prescriptions for 
women’s silence (and thus as historical indications of women’s speech 
that authorities attempted to stifle), these passages are commonly read as 
descriptions of a situation already in place, a widespread situation of mute 
and passive women.

These headwinds in Western culture beating down on attempts to 
grant women social agency are directed not just at historical reconstruc-
tions of women in the ancient world but also at women leaders, includ-
ing women biblical scholars, in our own time. In 2018, the second year 
of the US Republican presidential administration of Donald Trump, we 
learned that his cabinet regularly engages in Bible study and that in this 
first cabinet-level Bible study in the United States in more than one hun-
dred years, no woman is allowed to lead. As BBC journalist Owen Amos 
(2018) reports, the conservative Christian organizer of the study, Ralph 
Drollinger, justifies this exclusion by explaining, “There is a prohibition of 
female leadership in marriage and female leadership in the church. And 
those are clear in scripture.”

That women’s speech concerning the Bible is prohibited in the highest 
echelons of political leadership of the most powerful Western democracy 
in the world in the early twenty-first century may surprise a more progres-
sive audience of Bible readers and biblical scholars. But there is an analo-
gous impulse to silence women’s speech in the mainstream or malestream 
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scholarly guild as well. The important edited volume on the Corinthian 
correspondence, Redescribing Paul and the Corinthians, published by 
the Society of Biblical Literature twenty years after Corinthian Women 
Prophets contains no entry on Wire’s work in its bibliography (Cameron 
and Miller 2011). In this scholarly forum on Corinthians, Wire does not 
“teach or have authority over any man,” but is rendered invisible, indeed, 
nonexistent. The absence of any acknowledgment of Wire’s scholarship in 
this volume is particularly unsettling when it is considered alongside the 
otherwise erudite and generative contribution of Stanley Stowers. Stow-
ers’s (2011a, 141) hypotheses concerning the social field in which Paul 
operates in Corinth include the following remark: “I think it likely that 
the women criticized in in 1 Cor 11 and 14, as well as the tongue-speakers 
who, in Paul’s view, need interpreters to make their speech intelligible, 
were non-elite resisters and experimenters whose practices were not nec-
essarily Paul’s and did not fit Paul’s intellectualist mode.” While Stowers’s 
hypothesis is built on a different model of understanding the ancient 
world than Wire employs, still it might have been reinforced and supple-
mented by Wire’s published work on this precise issue, work that reaches 
strikingly similar conclusions and precedes his own by several years. But 
as it stands, it reads as his own original insight, with no precedent in the 
scholarship of a woman in the guild, within a volume in which women’s 
voices scarcely register.

Thus, thirty years later, it seems important to recognize that the inter-
pretive shift Wire’s book makes possible is not a shift that is inevitable or 
obvious. In order to safeguard the principles that women were historical 
agents in the ancient Corinthian assemblies and continue to have insight 
into public intellectual and/or spiritual matters in the present, we do well 
to recognize that such assertions defy common sense in patriarchal con-
texts. Rather than taking women’s authoritative speech for granted, both 
in the present and in historical reconstruction, we do well to be vigilant 
about the resistance to such speech, both within the Christian Right and 
in the mainstream scholarly community.7

7. Notable interventions in feminist biblical scholarship confronting the Chris-
tian Right directly include Scholz 2011; Schüssler Fiorenza 2016, 75–93; Townsley 
2017. For womanist intersectional analysis of the racist and sexist context of biblical 
interpretation, see M. Smith 2018. For a recent critical engagement with Wire’s work, 
see Marshall 2017; S. Smith 2019.
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Reconstructing History as Resistance and Struggle:  
The Significance of Galatians 3:28 in Corinth and Beyond

As with many feminist and other theoliberative approaches to Pauline 
literature, Wire focuses on Gal 3:28, widely understood as a pre-Pauline 
baptismal formula and as a source of inspiration for struggles against divi-
sive social hierarchies within in-Christ assemblies.8 Before turning to the 
interpretive payoff of such a reading of Gal 3:28, I summarize scholarship 
on the connection of this formula to Hellenistic Jewish interpretations of 
the Genesis creation accounts.

A strand of Platonically inflected Jewish interpretation of the Genesis 
creation stories, expressed in elaborate form in the writings of Paul’s con-
temporary Philo of Alexandria, held that the creation accounts in Gen 1 
and Gen 2 were of radically different natures. The spiritual human created 
according to Gen 1 was understood to be an ideal form, without material 
substance, not marked by the male-or-female gender binary and possess-
ing immortality. The fleshly humans of Gen 2, in contrast, were under-
stood to be formed from a palpable substance—the clay of the earth, gen-
dered as either male or female, and constrained by mortality.9

We have evidence of early Jesus believers familiar with this interpre-
tation of Gen 1 and 2, who speculated that in the messianic era people 
currently plagued by the material limitations of their earthly bodies, hier-
archical gender distinctions, and death (the creatures of Gen 2) might be 
restored to the pristine state of the spiritual and androgynous anthrōpos 
created in Gen 1. Paul himself offers up his own speculation over the Mes-
siah’s role in restoring humanity to its ideal state with reference to creation 
motifs from Genesis in 1 Cor 15:49: “Just as we have borne the image of 
the man of dust [Gen 2], we will also bear the image of the man of heaven 
[Gen 1]” (NRSV). As I have argued previously, the insistence in some tex-
tual traditions of Eph 5:30 that the church is the body of Christ’s flesh and 
bone represents a preference for the hierarchical gendered division of Gen 
2, over against the nongendered spiritual creature of Gen 1, as a model for 
church order (Matthews 2017a).

8. For a foundational argument that Gal 3:28 reflects a pre-Pauline formula, see 
Betz 1979, 181–85.

9. See especially Philo, Opif. 134; Alleg. Interp. 1.31–32, along with the founda-
tional studies of MacDonald 1987; Meeks 1974.
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Not all of our ancient extant sources reflecting on Gen 1 and this myth 
of the primal androgyne read the story as having sociopolitical conse-
quences.10 But I argue both that the pre-Pauline baptismal formula cited 
in Gal 3:28 drew on the idea of humans restored to the primal spiritual 
state in the messianic era and that this formula had a leveling effect on 
social relations within Christ communities.11 The formula, prefaced by an 
introductory reminder of baptism, reads:

As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves 
with Christ.

There is no longer Jew or Greek,
there is no longer slave or free
there is no longer male and female

for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. (Gal 3:27–28 NRSV)

The influence of the creation according to Gen 1:27 on the proclamation 
of Gal 3:28c is seen both in the use of “male and female” rather than “man 
and woman,” and in that the “neither nor” pattern of 3:28ab is disrupted by 
the use of the conjunction and at 3:28c.12 Though Paul repeats a version of 
this formula, absent the gendered pair, in 1 Cor 12:13 (“For in one spirit we 
were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or 
free, and were all given one spirit to drink”), it is evident that the question 
of the consequences of baptism into Christ with respect to the proclama-
tion “no male and female” yet informs the arguments of this letter. This is 
clear from chapter 7, which addresses the Jew-Greek and slave-free pair-
ings only briefly (vv. 18–24), while expanding at considerable length about 
proper relations between male and female (vv. 1–16, 25–40).

That proper interpretation of the Genesis creation stories with respect 
to gender relations in the messianic era preoccupies Paul and his Corin-
thian interlocutors is also evident from the arguments concerning the 

10. MacDonald (1987) provides useful analysis of a span of readings of the “no 
male and female” saying, including, e.g., Clement of Alexandria’s (Strom. 3.13.93) alle-
gorizing male and female as vices to be overcome.

11. For a recent summary of the scholarship on Gal 3:28 and its implications for 
reading Pauline literature with respect to issues of spirit, flesh, and egalitarianism, see 
Matthews 2017a.

12. Gen 1:27 LXX: “And God created the human being; according to the image of 
God he made them; male and female he made them” (unless otherwise indicated, all 
translations are mine). See also Wire 1990, 124.
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veiling of women who pray and prophesy in the assembly in 1 Cor 11:2–
16. Put simply, the question at hand in this pericope seems to have been 
which creation story—Gen 1 or 2—governs the social roles of men and 
women in the assembly. Or, to ask another way, Do the gender hierar-
chies signified by veiling give way in some eschatological future, or are 
they abolished already for those baptized into Christ?13 Paul’s resort to 
the story of the Gen 2 creation of Adam before Eve in LXX and subse-
quent extracanonical elaborations as a justification for a hierarchy of man 
over woman in this passage (see especially vv. 7–10, 12) makes clear that 
he wishes for the Corinthian ekklēsia to be governed by the hierarchies 
established in this story. The Corinthian women prophets and their allies, 
in contrast, through resisting the argument for the veiling of women in 
the assembly, appear to insist that the restoration of creation to its prime-
val state, complete with the abolishment of gender distinction (no male 
and female), is the result of their baptism into Christ.14

Wire herself does not read 1 Cor 11:2–16 as an indication that the 
Corinthian women prophets understood baptism into Christ as a resto-
ration of the primal androgynous state of Gen 1, according to the mes-
sianic speculation outlined above, stressing instead their experience of 
God’s new creation. Yet, her interpretation of this passage converges with 
my arguments here at crucial points, particularly in her observation that 
the Corinthian women prophets would have read the baptismal formula 
as having social consequences, in the form of social leveling. She writes: 
“ ‘Not male and female’ was understood to mean overcoming in Christ a 
division cutting across the whole of society, which privileged one group at 
the expense of another.… It is an announcement of God’s new act to create 
in Christ, God’s image, a new reality lacking the privilege of male over 
female” (Wire 1990, 126). And further:

13. For one argument that the hierarchy instituted in the second creation story 
and its extrabiblical elaborations figures starkly in Paul’s reasoning in 11:2–16, see 
BeDuhn 1999. Along with scholars holding arguments as disparate as Martin (1995, 
229–49) and Wire (1990), BeDuhn concurs that Paul’s disagreement with the Corin-
thian women over veiling centers on this question of timing.

14. In the ancient imagination the abolishment of the gender distinction may 
have been conceived in terms of an androcentric androgyny. See, e.g., Gilhus 1983; 
Castelli 1991. But, as argued in Matthews 2015, androcentric androgyny and egalitar-
ian impulses are not necessarily mutually exclusive concepts.
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Rejecting all social privilege and social disadvantage, [the Corinthian 
women prophets] take on a single common identity in Christ and practice 
gifts of prayer and prophecy without regard to gender. The fact that Paul 
thinks it is necessary to redefine their identity in order to get the women 
prophets to cover their heads suggests that they have set aside a traditional 
covering because they are a new creation in God’s image. (126)

Wire’s arguments that the Corinthian women prophets embraced Gal 3:28 
as a baptismal formula with social consequences aligns her scholarship 
with that of numerous feminists and others interested in ideological and 
theoliberative criticism of early Christian texts who make links between 
ancient and modern struggles for liberation. In her historical recon-
struction, at least some of those baptized in Christ were captivated by 
ideas of justice, egalitarian impulses, and the reordering of power in this 
world, and wished to express these impulses through praying and proph-
esying unveiled in the assembly. As companion views we may cite again 
the groundbreaking arguments pertaining to this baptismal formula by 
Schüssler Fiorenza,15 the arguments by Sheila Briggs (2004, 175–76) that 
we might apprehend the ghostly traces of such liberative impulses within 
the androcentric canon, or Richard Horsley’s (2005, 394) proposal that 
we understand the Corinthian ekklēsia as “an international anti-imperial 
movement of communities … constituting an alternative society of justice, 
co-operation and mutuality.” Though he assumes a posture of epistemic 
neutrality rather than a liberation stance, we may note that even Stow-
ers’s historical work on the Pauline assemblies likens these communities 
to philosophical schools engaged in radical social experimentation and 
countercultural practices. Consider, for instance, Stowers’s (2011b, 235–
36) observations on the philosopher Zeno’s Politeiea:

Zeno’s state had no slavery, marriage, or traditional families. Men and 
women performed the same occupations, wore the same clothes, exer-
cised naked together, and had sex and children in common.… There 
would be common meals and the glue that held the city together would 
be rational erōs and friendship. The second-century Christian Epiph-
anes, who tried to institute a community similar to Zeno’s, believed that 
he was following Paul.

15. Schüssler Fiorenza’s (1983) well-known position that Gal 3:28 is pre-Pauline 
and central to the antikyriarchal utopian impulse in the Jesus movement has been 
continually elaborated and refined (see, e.g., Schüssler Fiorenza 1999, 149–73; 2009).
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With these scholars, we argue that historical reconstructions that imag-
ine a significant number of early Jesus believers holding to utopian ideals 
and engaging in egalitarian struggles does better justice to our historical 
sources than reconstructions denying such ideals and struggles. Further-
more, memorializing those struggles and ideals is a means of honoring 
those ancient forbearers, while also serving as a source of inspiration for 
those engaged in modern struggles for justice.16

Yet, as with the basic conceptual point that wo/men had agency and 
voice in the ancient world (and should be granted such today), the argu-
ment that at least some ancient people held to utopian visions and engaged 
in struggles for justice is one that still meets strong opposition, some thirty 
years after Wire’s work. Because the posture of epistemic neutrality is still 
the dominant posture of biblical scholars in the field, those who disclose 
their explicit interests in liberation remain at the margins of the disci-
pline. Because scholars who benefit from the status quo have no need to 
reconstruct history in which challenges to the status quo are registered, it 
is common to see dismissals of historical reconstructions that trace out 
struggles for justice, including gender justice, as the product of anachro-
nism or even as feminist fantasy.

It would be anachronistic to imagine that the ancients embraced 
Enlightenment notions of human rights, or to imagine that ancients could 
conceptualize utopian societies as perfectly egalitarian spaces. Thus, schol-
ars of the ancient past interested in ancient egalitarian struggles do best to 
imagine egalitarianism on a continuum, to speak of egalitarian strivings, 
or utopian impulses, while always acknowledging that such strivings are, 
inevitably, caught up and constrained by the kyriarchal forces of the social 
worlds in which they are embedded—both then and now. To my knowl-
edge, no serious feminist scholar engaged in historical reconstruction of 
early Christian communities makes bolder claims than this. Still, feminist 
historical reconstruction is often characterized as employing such unso-
phisticated conceptualizations as a means of refuting it.17

The vehemence with which some scholars insist that egalitarian strug-
gles for justice could not have occurred in the ancient world may well be 

16. On this point, see Hewitt 1995. Consider also Allen Callahan’s (2000, 217) 
pithy observation that “In every historical moment, hegemony allows, overlooks, loses, 
forsakes, or concedes some free space which emancipatory strategies may exploit.”

17. For further discussion of feminist biblical scholarship on ancient egalitarian 
ideals, and the resistance to such scholarship, see Beavis 2007; Matthews 2015.
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fueled by the anxious recognition that to do so is to make value claims 
about the past and the present. As William Arnal has so eloquently argued 
in the context of historical Jesus research, such value claims are not in the 
interest of those who benefit from the status quo. As Arnal (1997, 317, 
emphasis original) puts it, in his reflections on why feminist and minori-
tized scholars readily refuse the “cloak of disinterest,” while mainstream 
biblical scholarship typically adopt the posture of objectivity:

What is ultimately at stake in the desire for objectivity [is] a desire to 
view the object of one’s inquiry through the lens of things-as-they-are. 
The distinction between a fact and a value is itself not based on fact, but 
on a dichotomy between things as they are and things as one wishes 
them to be; the removal of so-called “value” from scholarship is really 
the removal of hope, something which is not central or necessary to 
the daily ideological work of the privileged. The ultimate value that 
undergirds the desire to avoid epistemic bias—hence the most basic and 
hidden epistemic bias of all—is the desire to conserve the world roughly 
as it is.

In line with others who engage in biblical scholarship while holding to 
the hope of a world with less suffering, in which divisions privileging one 
group at the expense of another are overcome, Wire imagines Gal 3:28 as 
inspiring ancient Corinthians to strive toward that utopian ideal.

From Women to Wo/men:  
Troubling Gender Binaries, Recognizing Intersectional Identities,  

Clarifying the Enslaved’s Plight

Above I highlight aspects of Wire’s arguments that merit repetition, in 
view of the strong resistance posed by mainstream biblical scholarship to 
her important and challenging work. Here I consider shifts in scholarly 
discourse that have required reframing the historical situation in Corinth 
since the publication of The Corinthian Women Prophets.

Wire’s work on women in Corinth from the 1990s assumes the gender 
binary as an adequate analytical frame for imagining ancient gender iden-
tities. Furthermore, while Wire takes some account of enslaved women’s 
perspective in her work, The Corinthian Women Prophets did not give 
expansive attention to the historical situation of enslaved women in 
ancient Corinth. This is particularly so with respect to Paul’s arguments 
for sexual purity and against porneia, given that enslaved people did not 
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have the privilege of refusing the sexual advances of those who held power 
over them. Scholarship over the past thirty years in the fields of queer 
theory and intersectionality studies has challenged the adequacy of the 
gender binary in accounting for human experience of gender and sexual-
ity, and complicated our understandings of how identity is constructed 
through intersections of gender and sexuality with class, status, ethnicity, 
and race. Alongside and sometimes intertwined with these approaches, 
scholarship on ancient slavery in the past thirty years has brought the situ-
ation of enslaved people into sharper focus, particularly with respect to 
their sexual vulnerability.

Since the publication of The Corinthian Women Prophets, Paul’s reflec-
tions on sexual ethics in 1 Cor 5–7, including his assertion of the mutual 
exclusivity of the body of Christ on the one hand, and the prostitute/
pornē on the other, along with his rhetorical exhortations to shun por-
neia (1 Cor 6:15–18), have been subject to sustained reflections by scholars 
recognizing the plight of the enslaved person as an object of sexual use 
in the ancient world.18 Thus, Briggs challenged the focus of many Pau-
line scholars by raising questions about the sexual plight of the enslaved 
underclasses. She asks:

If a slave prostitute were able to leave her brothel (and in some cases 
prostitutes were chained to their brothels), would she have been allowed 
to join the Christian community? Put in the language of 1 Corinthians 6, 
could the body of a slave prostitute be “a temple of the Holy Spirit” and 
could she become “one spirit” with Christ? (Briggs 2000, 115)

Jennifer Glancy (2002, 39–70) has posed a similar question, pressing the 
issue of whether the sexual use of enslaved people was considered mor-
ally neutral in Pauline assemblies or whether such enslaved people would 
have been prohibited from joining the assemblies on the grounds of sexual 
impurity.

The category of wo/men has also been complicated in recent scholar-
ship on 1 Cor 11:2–16, Paul’s arguments with respect to women veiling 
while praying or prophesying in the assembly. Here the focus has been 

18. On 1 Corinthians specifically, see Briggs 2000. On slavery in the Pauline 
churches, see Glancy 2002, 39–70. For the sexual vulnerability of Onesimus, see 
Marchal 2011.
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on 1 Cor 11:5, where Paul likens the woman who refuses to veil to the 
exurēmenē19—a woman whose head has been shaven.

Engaging with the work of Judith Butler (1990) and Jack Halbers-
tam (1998), Joseph Marchal’s analysis of the women refusing to veil in 
Corinth has taken us beyond the question of how the respectable women 
might have been shocked by Paul’s introduction of the exurēmenē into 
his argument, to the question of what the Corinthian women prophets 
held in common with the figure of the exurēmenē. In Marchal’s (2014, 
101) felicitous phrasing, he asks what it means that these women are 
“repeating a shaving-esque practice rather than a covering practice.” His 
answer is that in the repetitions and citations of masculinity by those 
refusing to veil in Corinth we might recognize a sort of “female mas-
culinity”—that is, a reworking of, and thus resistance to, imperially 
scripted norms of masculinity.

While accepting the arguments of Marchal with respect to gender 
troubling, in my own analysis of 1 Cor 11:5 I have asked further whether 
the exurēmenē conjured by Paul suggests that Corinthian women prophets 
subverted not only gender norms but also the closely intertwined identity 
markers of status and race (Matthews 2017b).20 A wo/man whose head 
was shorn or closely cropped was a multivalent signifier in the ancient 
world. The practice is associated with women who assumed countercul-
tural postures of masculinity, as noted in Marchal (2014);21 it was also a 
practice taken on by respectable women in periods of mourning, or on the 
assumption of particular religious vows.22 Sometimes women’s heads were 
shaven against their will, as a deliberate and violent act of shaming associ-
ated with accusations of adultery.23 Furthermore, the forcibly shaven head 
(and sometimes the shaven and branded head) was a signifier of the shame 

19. Because English has no one-word equivalent to the Greek feminine passive 
participle signifying one whose head has been shaven, I use the Greek term through-
out this discussion.

20. It has often been argued that in Greco-Roman slavery, unlike trans-Atlantic 
slavery, race was not a factor. But more recent scholarship on slavery in antiquity chal-
lenges the idea that ancient slavery was devoid of racism. See, e.g., Isaac 2004, 170–94.

21. On this question, see also Lucian, Dial. meretr. 5.1–3; and the discussion of 
Brooten 1996, 51–53.

22. Examples of shaving as part of religious vows include those who practice the 
rites of Adonis at the Temple to Aphrodite at Byblos (Lucian, Syr. d. 6).

23. For example, Tacitus, Germ. 19.2; Dio Chrysostom, Or. 64.3; cf. Num 5:18.
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and degradation of slavery.24 Since Paul’s rhetorical strategy in mentioning 
the exurēmenē is to shame the women prophets into veiling, and since he 
commands the shaving of those who resist (1 Cor 11:6), we may assume 
that Paul has these degraded categories of shorn women in view. Espe-
cially in these instances in which shaving is employed as a disciplinary tool 
to shame and debase, we confront a figure of obviously low status, possibly 
foreign or ethnically other, possibly even outside gender classification.25

Though Paul wishes to shock the Corinthian wo/men into veiling by 
conjuring the exurēmenē as the figure they embody in refusing to do so, 
we might ask whether this rhetorical strategy would have been convincing 
to them. Might the Corinthian wo/men prophets have regarded this insult 
as a badge of honor? As proof that by taking up a practice that effectu-
ally defined them in the eyes of the world as “one and the same as the 
exurēmenē,” they were participating in God’s strange reordering of power 
in the direction of the low and despised, that is to say, in the direction of 
God’s “foolishness” (see 1 Cor 1:18–31)?

But even if one is not convinced that Paul’s insult was ineffective, or 
that the Corinthian women prophets would have gladly embraced the 
exurēmenē into their own midst, it is worthwhile to contemplate why it 
goes without saying for Paul that the exurēmenē, like the prostitute of 
1 Cor 6:16, functions as the other to the assembly of the saints. At the 
least, it should be noted that Paul’s rhetoric of exclusion and othering with 
respect to these two figures stands in tension with his earlier exhortations 
in 1 Cor 1–4 celebrating the paradoxical divine elevation of those on the 
lowest end of the social ladder—that is, the refuse, and the “off-scouring” 
(1 Cor 4:13) of the world.

In short, in this section I introduce Paul’s arguments concerning 
sexual purity and the prostitute/pornē in 1 Cor 5–6, along with the figure 
of the exurēmenē of 1 Cor 11:5, to illustrate ways in which the category 

24. For the use of an enslaved person with shaved and branded head, see Herodo-
tus, Hist. 5.35. Other references to shaven heads as the mark of an enslaved person 
include Apuleius, Metam. 9.12; Petronius, Satyr.103; Lucian, Fug. 27; Xenophon of 
Ephesus, Eph. 5.5.

25. For an argument that within the debased condition of US slavery gender 
assignments were confounded and even dissolved altogether, see Spillers 1987. This 
foundational essay by Spillers, a scholar of American literature, could be fruitfully 
mined for analogues by scholars theorizing gender in the context of ancient practices 
of extreme degradation, including slavery and crucifixion.



 Hearing Wo/men Prophets 63

women has been interrogated since the publication of The Corinthian 
Women Prophets. Recognizing gender identity along a continuum rather 
than according to a simple binary, and recognizing gender as performative 
rather than a biological given, has enabled scholars to complicate recon-
structions of the wo/men among Paul’s interlocutors, including recon-
structions of how they might have resisted his prescriptions concerning 
gender conformity. Attention to slave status, including recognition of the 
sexual vulnerability of enslaved people, has enabled reconstructions that 
emphasize the wide disparity between the implications of Paul’s rhetoric 
for free women and for the enslaved. Attention not only to what might be 
called the respectable women Paul wishes to veil, but also to the shamed 
figure of the exurēmenē he invokes, heightens our awareness of the kinds 
of wo/men populating ancient Corinth and thus provides us with richer 
historical reconstructions of that social world.

Going Public?

To conclude, I reflect on the question of how Wire’s scholarship, along with 
theoliberative scholarship closely aligned with Wire’s, might receive a wider 
audience, including an audience with progressive religious activists and 
practitioners outside the academy.26 Many a biblical reader might respond 
that the chief roadblock standing in the way of a wider appreciation of Wire’s 
work is her act of decentering Paul, a move that inevitably challenges the 
authority of one of the most influential voices within the New Testament. 
Anticipating that objection in the introduction to The Corinthian Women 
Prophets, Wire (1990, 10) perspicaciously reminds that since Paul writes to 
persuade, we do better justice to his arguments if we take them seriously 
enough to weigh them rather than bow to them without question:

Paul claims a hearing on the basis of insistent arguments from God’s 
calling, from revelation, from hard work and from modeling Christ. The 
letters do not claim to be authoritative in their own right or this argu-
ment would be redundant. For Paul, such intrinsic authority belongs to 

26. This question is inspired by Schüssler Fiorenza’s (2016, 65–122) recent account 
of the widespread success of conservative and fundamentalist religious thinking at the 
level of grassroots activism, and how feminists might counter that discourse with a 
more liberative and egalitarian religious vision, also in grassroots activist settings.
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God alone. Paul’s letters’ authority depends on free assent to Paul’s argu-
ments because they are convincing.

Foregrounding this argument might be an effective strategy for persuad-
ing audiences beyond the classroom—whether in confessional settings or 
in the public square—of the merits of Wire’s groundbreaking reading of 
Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians.

When advocating for the merits of weighing Paul’s words and recog-
nizing the validity of other voices in Corinth, it might also be effective 
to first identify points of agreement between Paul and his interlocutors. 
This brings us, as indicated already above, to passages in Paul’s letter that 
speak directly to the question of the divine reordering of power, whereby 
those who are most despised and degraded in the world are chosen and 
elevated through Christ, who is for this audience the “Wisdom of God” 
(1 Cor 1:25–30). I identify this proclamation as one that is agreeable to 
both Paul and the wo/men prophets, one that may also be agreeable to 
those engaged in contemporary liberative practices in marginalized and 
minoritized communities.27 From this point of agreement with respect 
to this first chapter of 1 Corinthians—that divine Wisdom chooses to 
elevate those most despised in the world—challenges may be raised of 
Paul himself, about whether he lives up to his own rhetoric of divine 
reordering and inclusion as his letter progresses. Are not the pornē of 
1 Cor 6:16 and the exurēmenē of 1Cor 11:5 also among those despised by 
the world, but embraced by the foolishness of God, and if so, who is Paul 
to condemn them?
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The Celebrity Paratexts:  
The 1 Corinthians 14 Gloss Theory  

before and after The Corinthian Women Prophets

Jorunn Økland

Introduction: A Reception History in First-Person

The Corinthian Women Prophets by Antoinette Clark Wire is a milestone 
in feminist criticism of 1 Corinthians and of early Christian texts in 
general. This is evident from the frequency of quotes, citations, reviews, 
scholarly discussions and engagements with it. By way of introduction I 
present my own first encounter with Wire’s rhetorical analysis and his-
torically reconstructive claims. What has received less attention among 
feminist critics, but constitutes its claim to fame among specialists in 
textual criticism, are the key contributions found in the book’s paratex-
tual materials. As an exercise in disciplinary diplomacy, the larger part 
of this chapter engages with Wire’s argument in the paratexts and traces 
some of their further reception history in New Testament exegesis and 
textual criticism. I also present some analyses on the scholarly responses 
to Wire’s decision to consider a hypothesized gloss an authentic part of 
Paul’s letter. What is at stake, and why was Wire’s argument on gloss theo-
ries largely overlooked by mainstream exegetes when the book as a whole 
was taken seriously? These are central questions I pursue in this essay. 
I argue that Wire’s conclusions regarding 1 Cor 14 and gloss theories 
are the logical, persuasive outcomes of her sustained rhetorical approach 
and feminist imagination.

By the end of the first semester’s work on my doctoral thesis, The 
Corinthian Women Prophets (Wire 1990) had taken over my research. We 
still read paper books in the 1990s, and when I got my copy sometime 
probably in 1992 or 1993, the book was still only out in its first hardback 
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edition. Every page of the copy is full of underlined sections, arrows, com-
ments, protests, question marks.

I was at the time already teaching at university and had received fund-
ing from the Norwegian Research Council for a project on women’s cultic 
functions in the Corinthian ekklēsia compared with women’s functions 
in other contemporary Corinthian religious cults. The project was meant 
to contain text-internal analysis of both 1 Cor 11–14 and of a few of the 
most comparable and relevant other texts on the topic, Christian, Jewish, 
and pagan. The project would also include a comparison and discussion 
involving a broader range of materials. Theoretically, the plan was to draw 
on ancient rhetorical theory supplemented with more modern theories of 
argumentation, reception as well as gender theory. Inspiration came from 
my previous work on Paul, Corinth, and rhetorical analysis: like many 
New Testament scholars at the time, in my thesis (roughly equivalent to 
an MA thesis), I, too, had found the rediscovery and renewal of ancient 
rhetoric eye-opening. Further in the background were a first degree in 
classics and studies in Hellenistic language and culture against the back-
drop of a contemporary setting in a multireligious and multicultural city. 
My main questions were: In what ritual functions are women mentioned 
in the Corinthian correspondence, and what was Paul’s reaction to women 
exercising such functions?

Encountering The Corinthian Women Prophets, I immediately realized 
that I could safely leave the rhetorical analysis behind, because rhetorical 
analysis with an eye toward women’s cultic functions had already been 
carried out in a near-perfect way by Wire as part of a larger study of 1 Cor-
inthians as a whole. Wire’s primary goal was to reconstruct an image of 
the women prophets in ancient Corinth, their social situation and theol-
ogy, based on the central role they played in the rhetorical situation of the 
letter. Her analysis of the argument in 1 Corinthians was based on Chaïm 
Perelman’s rhetorical theories. The basic sociorhetorical question was: To 
which situated challenge was this letter a response? Although Paul focuses 
on many other things than women and gender issues in his letters, the 
letter is also addressed to the women prophets. Wire’s thesis is that the 
women prophets are always in his wider field of vision whenever he imag-
ines the Corinthian ekklēsia and writes them letters.

In relation to this highly persuasive approach, I could limit my task 
to trying to relate Wire’s findings to the broader basis of material and lit-
erary evidence of the Corinthian context that should belong naturally in 
any study of the Corinthian correspondence. Such a project would firmly 
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ground the Christian women prophets in a broader polytheist or mul-
tireligious context that had not yet heard the word Christianity, where 
Paul’s terms to describe the new life in Christ were not yet charged in any 
Christian direction. Since he was the first Christian author, people had no 
choice but to hear the terms innocently with the meaning they had in soci-
ety at large, and it took time for terms such as charis and pistis to be fully 
charged with a specific Christian content. I decided to go down this route 
with more in-depth study of the archaeological record and the literary and 
philosophical texts relating to gender and ancient Corinth particularly, 
and Roman Greece more generally. This route in turn produced more inci-
sive questions regarding theoretical frameworks useful for exploring the 
attraction of earliest Christianity for women in a multireligious, multicul-
tural context, which ended in some interpretations that deviated slightly 
from Wire’s. Yet, The Corinthian Women Prophets remained a constant ref-
erence point, as it has since.

Appendix and Topoi

In addition to consistently pursuing a set of questions within a coherent 
theoretical framework, another of the key contributions of Wire’s book is 
found in its paratextual material! That is, in an excursus, in the extensive 
footnotes to that excursus, and, finally, in the appendices at the back of the 
book following up the excursus even further (Wire 1990, 149–52).

In old Bible manuscripts and modern editions, in literary as in aca-
demic works, paratexts are all the added fringes of the main text that control 
or assist one’s reading of the text’s main argument/content: cover, cover art 
and illustrations, author’s name, title, front matter, back matter, introduc-
tions and appendices, fonts and formatting, notes, headers and title head-
ings, critical apparatus in the lower margin, and cross-references in the 
side margins, among other things. This chapter deals with The Corinthian 
Women Prophets’s paratexts, which again deal with the paratexts in cer-
tain ancient manuscripts to the New Testament. Literary theorist Gérard 
Genette has theorized this rather mundane textual phenomenon. Quoting 
Philippe Lejeune, Genette (1997, 1–2) admits that the paratext is defining 
for how the text is received: the paratext is “at the service of a better recep-
tion for the text and a more pertinent reading of it.”

The paratextual components that I treat in this essay deal with tex-
tual criticism, an understudied topic from a feminist perspective. Looking 
back at the appendices of The Corinthian Women Prophets now thirty years 
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later, it is strange how dated most of them look in comparison with the rest 
of the book. Most of them deal with topics that were dated already in 1990, 
or at least they had been around for over one hundred years: “Apology for 
Paul” (appendix 3), the conflict in Corinth (appendix 4), Apollos (appen-
dix 5), and virgins (appendix 9), although virgins are eternally interesting, 
it seems, together with the next one on wisdom (appendix 6) and also 
resurrection (appendix 12).

One could wonder why Wire included these appendices, and so many 
of them. After more than twenty-five years of further experience in Pau-
line studies, I now suspect she did because these dated questions were what 
Wire was confronted with every time she presented her work in progress 
among established colleagues in the 1980s. Back then these seemed like 
obligatory and standard questions, or to put it in terms of ancient rheto-
ric: topoi. If one heard a paper on 1 Corinthians, these were the questions 
one should ask no matter how relevant they were to the topic at hand, no 
matter how many times they had been answered before, or how interested 
one was in the answer.

Wire seems not to have wished to be distracted off her own path by the 
discipline’s unofficial lists of standard topoi (of course her meta-under-
standing of topoi as well as argumentative structures is as well crafted as 
one would expect from a scholar of rhetoric). So the separate appendices 
that also include helpful bibliographies were a way of satisfying the dis-
cipline’s demand that its topoi be addressed, while not letting the topoi 
lead her off her path. Among the appendices are also topoi established 
more recently, such as rhetorical criticism (appendix 1), the social loca-
tion of the Corinthian Christians (appendix 7), women’s head covering 
(appendix 8), and prophecy (appendix 10). Social-scientific criticism, still 
a relatively new topos, had revived old questions (such as prophecy) in 
new ways without having exhausted these questions.

Finally, there are a couple of appendices that deal with topics only 
starting to be taken seriously in the 1980s and in their own right years 
later: early twentieth-century research on women (appendix 2), an inter-
esting branch of women’s and gender studies today, and the intersection of 
theology, exegesis, and textual criticism found in appendix 11, which deals 
with 1 Cor 14:34–35.1

1. From reading the appendices another thing becomes clear: how Wire had not 
just read recent research literature but really followed these questions back in time and 
thus avoided transmitting mistakes, as is so common in research.
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In the excursus on 1 Cor 14:34–35 and the corresponding appendix 
11, Wire opens up a new way of discussing textual criticism and pairing it 
with canon history, early reception history, and history of interpretation; 
or, rather, critique of the latter. A generation later, these two paratexts come 
across as some of the most forward-looking parts of the book. Whereas, at 
the time, rhetorical criticism and feminist criticism were already current, 
what has happened since the first publication of The Corinthian Women 
Prophets is that reception history, social/feminist history, and textual criti-
cism have converged and combined with new materialist approaches in 
unexpected ways. These two paratexts together provide an early example 
from New Testament studies of this convergence. I return to this topic 
toward the end of the chapter.

The rest of this chapter engages with Wire’s argument in the paratexts 
and traces some of their further reception history in New Testament exe-
gesis and textual criticism. As mentioned in the introduction, I also pres-
ent some analyses on the scholarly responses to Wire’s decision to consider 
a hypothesized gloss an authentic part of Paul’s letter.

Reception History, Social/Feminist History,  
and Textual Criticism Converge

In her excursus and appendix, Wire traces the genealogy of an idée reçue 
regarding the textual criticism of 1 Cor 14 that she demonstrates as being 
built on false premises: the received idea is that 1 Cor 14 contains an inter-
polation, a gloss. That scholars do not even agree where the interpolation 
starts and ends illustrates the problem. One of Wire’s (1990, 231–32) many 
important observations is that the number of verses included in the inter-
polation theory has gradually been extended through the twentieth cen-
tury (vv. 34–35, 33b–35, 33b–36 or 33–38), probably since it did not solve 
any problems to consider only verses 34–35 an interpolation.

The year before the publication of The Corinthian Women Prophets, 
Kurt Aland and Barbara Aland (1989, 298–300) had drawn on the meta-
phor of the earthquake and the seismograph to illustrate the point that 
where no significant variation in the transmission of a pericope is found, 
we can trust the “Tenazität der Ûberlieferung” and safely conclude that 
there has been no drastic alteration of the text prior to the earliest doc-
umented stage. We can also assume the opposite: that the more drastic 
alteration a text has gone through at the stages before the earliest docu-
mentation, the greater variation in the extant manuscripts. In other words: 
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if the text’s transmission shows no signs of rupture, we can safely assume 
ruptures did not exist prior to the documented stages either. They draw 
examples from the Pauline correspondence and reject the various source-
critical approaches to the Corinthian correspondence for the lack of sup-
port in the documentary evidence from the texts’ transmission (Aland and 
Aland 1995, 291–92).

Following this logic, if our verses had been a piece of text entered 
into the letter at a stage between Paul’s writing and the earliest surviving 
manuscript, it should be easy to see where the gloss starts and ends. But 
it is not. As Wire (1990, 149) points out in the excursus, “No surviving 
manuscript lacks these words or puts them in a third place.” This means 
in practice: not a single one of the Greek witnesses nor the Latin versions 
has omitted the verses in question, and thus no textual evidence supports 
the interpolation theory. What there is evidence of is an altering of the 
text sequence in some manuscripts, so that verses 34–35 are placed after 
verse 40. That some scholars who favor the gloss theory even suggest 
that Paul may be the author also of the gloss adds to the confusion (Wire 
1990, 230).

I quote the passage at length here to set the stage for a further dis-
cussion. Following the quoted passage, I present what textual critics call 
the external evidence, the attestation of the different variants of the text 
in early manuscripts and versions—as opposed to internal evidence or 
criteria, which are more hermeneutically concerned with content: gaps, 
fissures, inconsistencies, argumentative structure, and so on. I sug-
gest that internal criteria have not been helpful to settle the question 
of authorship and the relationship between the passage and the rest of 
the letter:

33 God is a God not of disorder but of peace. As in all the churches of 
the saints, 34 women should be silent in the churches. For they are not 
permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, as the law also says. 35 
If there is anything they desire to know, let them ask their husbands 
at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church. 36 Or did 
the word of God originate with you? Or are you the only ones it has 
reached? (NRSV)

Attestation of disturbances in 1 Cor 14:34–40:
The following Greek manuscripts contain the verses quoted above in a 

different location or in altered sequence:
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◆ D 06, or Codex Bezae Claromontanus, approximately sixth-cen-
tury Greek-Latin bilingual; the section 1 Cor 14:34–35 is placed 
after 1 Cor 14:402

◆ F 010, or Codex Augiensis, bilingual, dated to the ninth century
◆ G 012, or Codex Boernianus, bilingual, dated to the ninth cen-

tury; “study sample”; that F and G follow the variants given in D 
throughout 1 Corinthians is easily seen by a quick view on the 
apparatus of critical editions of the New Testament

◆ the minuscle 88, dating from the twelfth century,3 and the minus-
cle 9154

All of the above were considered as belonging to the so-called Western 
text in the previous times when scholars relied more on such genealogi-
cal organization of Greek manuscripts than they do today, in a research 
field revolutionized by digital humanities (see Clivaz, Gregory, and 
Hamidović 2014).

The following manuscripts of Old Latin and Vulgate versions (the Latin 
language still represents, naturally, more Western Christianities) docu-
ment this alternative sequence, or traces of it:

2. Wire (1990, 149) also mentions another majuscle, E, allegedly a copy of D 06, 
but it is not clear that any of the majuscles otherwise known as E (07 and 08, respec-
tively) contain the passage of the Pauline letters in question (E 07 is gospels, E 08 is 
apparently missing the relevant section of Corpus Paulinum); see the overview “08 
(BC 20008).”

3. For this variant, see the thorough discussion in Wire 1990, 151; Payne 1998.
4. My comments here refer to Kloha (2006, 499), the nice overview presented 

in Peres (2017, esp. n. 8), and the fuller comparison between the two manuscripts in 
Kloha (2006, 503–9), rather than my firsthand observations and verification of minus-
cle 915. Kloha (506–8) considers 88 to share ancestry with 915 and concludes: “Not 
only is there at least one other extant ‘non-Western’ manuscript that reads 14:34–35 
after 14:40, that manuscript is from the same tradition as 88 and shows what the pre-
decessor of 88 read—not an omission of 14:34–35, as Payne argues—but a reading 
already known in the tradition (506).… What took place in 88 is easily described 
when we have knowledge of 915. The scribe wrote v. 36 immediately after v. 33, before 
he realized that the verses were in an unfamiliar position. He added a superscript 
double slash at the beginning of v. 36, as well as in the margin, to mark the location at 
which the verses should be placed. He then continued writing until the end of v. 40, 
where he placed a double slash both in the text and in the margin. After this the scribe 
wrote vv. 34–35. This is precisely what stood in his examplar, now known through 915. 
Payne had described this as a possibility before ruling it out.”
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◆ ar 61, Codex Ardmachanus, a Vetus Latina manuscript dating 
from ninth century; this manuscript not only puts verses 34–35 
after verse 40; it leaves 1 Cor 14:36–39 completely out

◆ b 89 (a codex currently in Budapest), a Vetus Latina manuscript 
dating from the eighth to ninth century

◆ R, Codex Reginensis, Vulgate manuscript written in the eighth 
century in the area of Ravenna5

◆ F, Codex Fuldensis, (or Cod Bon 1), a sixth-century Vulgate 
manuscript,6 should also be mentioned in this list over irregulars; 
see below

◆ Ambrosiaster also has the verses in this order, which only con-
firms that they were seen as part of 1 Corinthians at its time of 
writing (365–384)

I do not go into similar detail with all the other manuscripts, which repre-
sent the majority of the total attestation of this pericope and which render 
the verses in the order on which the introduction of verse and number 
divisions in the late sixteenth century were based. Neither do I discuss 
extensively the already listed manuscripts attesting the variant sequence, 
although they do require some more comment below. When Novum Tes-
tamentum Graece’s twenty-seventh edition was published in 1993, shortly 
after the appearance of The Corinthian Women Prophets, the evidence for 
the variant sequence presented above was judged too insignificant for the 
editors to produce a positive apparatus on this issue.7 Wire herself points 
out that the small number of manuscripts placing the verses at the end 
of the chapter are Greek-Latin bilinguals or Old Latin manuscripts. This 
does mean that they are one step removed from the original Greek but 
could of course still in theory represent earlier variants of the text. The 
Greek manuscripts—with the exception of the twelfth-century minuscle 
88 (and probably 915; see above)—follow the sequence we today consider 

5. Aland and Aland 1989, 197. Kloha (2006, 499) also mentions Vetus Latina 
manuscripts 75, 77, and 78, as well as Sedulius Scotus.

6. Aland and Aland 1989, 197: “F: Codex Fuldensis (Neues Testament), 547 für 
Bischof Viktor von Capua geschrieben (und von ihm korrigiert), heute in der Landes-
bibliothek Fulda.” For a full treatment of this codex, see Scherbenske 2013, 175–232.

7. It was present in NA26 1979/1985 and is back in the most recent edition (NA28 
from 2012), though, perhaps as a result of the discussions I describe in this chapter. It 
now mentions positively that “vss 34/35 pon. p. 40” in D, F, G, ar b vgms and Ambrosiaster.
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the numerical position. Wire (1990, 284 n. 18) explicitly states that she 
was not able to locate any Old Latin texts of the I (first European) type 
that had verses 34–35 at their numerical position. The Vulgate revision of 
the Old Latin tradition replaces the verses back to where they are in the 
Greek manuscripts.

Wire (1990, 229) starts her appendix presentation by summing up 
the exegetical debates of the verses: “They hold that Paul does not say 
these lines, that he does not mean them, or that the Corinthian women 
ask for them.” In the ensuing reception history, she outlines the three dif-
ferent trajectories of interpretation, in reverse order. First, the one well 
represented by Heinrich A. W. Meyer (1890) in 1839. He thought exag-
gerated emancipation tendencies among the Corinthian women meant 
that they asked for it and finds resonance for such a view among those 
who justified Paul’s comment with reference to the fact that the women 
displayed orgiastic tendencies. The second trajectory is found among 
those who thought that the ban on women’s speech is genre or situation 
specific (the view I argue in Økland 2004). Wire lists among others James 
Moffatt (1938), Werner Kümmel (in Leitzmann and Kümmel 1969), Paul 
Wendland (1968), and Charles Barrett (1971) as early representatives of 
this view; more recent are E. Earle Ellis (1978), Christian Wolff (1982), 
and Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (1983). Wire herself does not find this 
view persuasive, as she finds “let the women be silent in the assemblies” 
rather general and unconditional. The third trajectory is one where the 
passage is taken as a quote followed by a refutation of the quote. Given 
the excursus earlier in the book, it is natural that Wire deals at greatest 
length with this text-critical and text-historical trajectory: that Paul did 
not author 14:34–35, but the redactor of Paul’s letters did at a later stage, 
which explains why the wording here is echoed in the deutero-Pauline 
1 Timothy. Alternatively, Paul added the verses himself in the margin at 
a later stage, which explains why they are inserted in different places in 
some manuscripts.

Wire may have felt a need to add these pieces of paratext (an excur-
sus and an appendix), in order to deal with a status quaestionis in which 
no exegete could say anything with credibility on 1 Corinthians without 
having first discussed partition and interpolation theories. The alternate 
placement of 14:34–35 has been mentioned by scholars since the nine-
teenth century (Heinrici 1880, 457–58; Weiss 1910, 342), but the more 
general interpolation and partition theories and hypotheses have been 
around since the eighteenth century. Hans Dieter Betz (1985, 3) argues 
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that Johannes Semler introduced the possibility in 1776.8 The interpola-
tion/partition theories were initially based on internal criteria, such as 
fractures in the argument (as the exegete perceived it): Paul is emotion-
ally involved with his argument and hence does not argue stringently, or 
the amanuensis does not pay sufficient attention to write down the exact 
words Paul is dictating, or even the letter is corrupted. Or: 1 Corinthi-
ans is seen as a collection of writings, of smaller letter fragments joined 
together by a later editor. This interpretation of the apparent lack of a clear 
outline in 1 Corinthians gained pace with Johannes Weiss (1910) in the 
early twentieth century. According to Walter Schmithals (1969, 84–89), 1 
and 2 Corinthians as we know them could in theory be combined, edited 
versions of up to nine letters.9 But Hans Conzelmann (1975, 3–4) argued 
persuasively with some caution against such a theory, that “it becomes 
convincing, to be sure, only if it can be shown not merely that there are 
sudden transitions of thought, but that different situations must be presup-
posed for different parts of the epistle.”10 The Corinthian Women Prophets 
and numerous later investigations into the social and material situation(s) 
in early Roman Corinth have not been able to prove sufficiently differing 
situations behind the different parts of 1 and 2 Corinthians to make the 
partition hypotheses more convincing.

Although the source-critical method has ensured progress in gos-
pels research, it has not been successful when applied to the letters. More 
than two hundred years of research on the Corinthian correspondence 
to identify later interpolations and to trace signs of a later redaction have 
not brought any consensus. The reason is probably exactly the abovemen-
tioned dependence on internal criteria when it came to 1 and 2 Corinthi-
ans, based on perceptions of the letters’ overall message and interpretations 
of the argumentative structure—or lack of such. Lacking any compel-
ling presence of manuscripts with diverging sequences or absences of 

8. More precisely, Semler (1776, 238; see also unpaginated preface, 235, 310) sug-
gests that 2 Corinthians may in fact contain three letters and that especially 2 Cor 9 
is a separate letter since it basically repeats in other words what is already said in 2 
Cor 8 (“res agitur eadem; ut sere tantum phrases different.… In eadem Epistola idem 
argumentum sere repeti”).

9. For a more moderate position, see Conzelmann 1975, 13–15. For an overview, 
see Betz 1985, 3.

10. Many have continued to treat 1 Corinthians as one letter. For further discus-
sion of the criteria, see Merklein 1984, 153.
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verses, the partition theories were from the outset dependent and based 
on hermeneutic speculation. By comparison, I mentioned above that the 
manuscript ar 61 actually lacks 14:36–39 completely. Yet, no one has yet 
suggested that the omitted verses should therefore be considered a later 
interpolation in all the other manuscripts—in spite of the fact that such 
a theory would be easier to ground in the manuscript evidence than any 
gloss theory regarding 33b–36, or even 34–35.

When the interpolation explanation has been used with reference to 
1 Cor 14:33–36 since the 1970s onwards, then, it has happened on the basis 
of some further, specific internal criteria: modern ideas of gender equality 
and how Paul’s views of gender have been defined in relation to them. The 
discrepancy between what the verses say and a modern view of women 
as full human beings is problematic in a theological-anthropological per-
spective, no matter the verses’ human origin. But Pauline scholars in par-
ticular have tended to think that the verses present less of a problem if they 
cannot be seen as representing the views of Paul the apostle but a later dis-
ciple. This is because it has not been uncommon to assume that Paul wrote 
under divine inspiration, which gives his words in particular more weight 
than those of a later, merely human redactor. Even, for example, the NRSV 
text quoted above has 14:33b–36 in brackets, that is, treats the verses as 
secondary in accordance with its policy of inclusivity. Raymond Collins 
(1999, 515) points out that this editorial choice of parantheses or brack-
ets in NRSV and other recent translations of 1 Cor 14:33b–36 “betrays 
the editors’ hesitancy as to the authenticity of the verses.” Judging from 
numerous oral conversations over The Corinthian Women Prophets over 
the years, the most common criticism of the book is that Wire considers 
all of 14:33b–36 to be authentic.

The Reception History of Wire’s Paratexts on 1 Corinthians 14:34–35

An early reception of The Corinthian Women Prophets came through a 
repudiation of exactly the paratexts I am discussing, in the form of an arti-
cle by Philip Payne (1995), followed up later by a series of publications by 
the same author (Payne 1998; 2009; 2017), as well as responses to and criti-
cism of his analyses, among which Curt Niccum is the main representa-
tive. I focus mostly on the earliest article, because this is where Payne most 
clearly takes his cue from The Corinthian Women Prophets (although not 
properly acknowledged). Payne builds on Wire’s thorough presentation 
of the manuscript evidence but takes the evidence further in a different 
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direction: from the noted, altered verse sequence in some manuscripts, 
Payne argues that 14:34–35 is a later interpolation. Payne’s arguments 
do not concern what is still the most widespread interpolation theory, 
according to which 33b–36 is an interpolation, and for which one of the 
main arguments is that the tais ekklēsias tōn hagiōn (“the churches of the 
saints”) of 33b is post-Pauline terminology (contra Ellis 1981). Verse 33b 
is considered Pauline even by Payne; he argues the case of verses 34–35. 
In other words, Payne’s external and the still-current internal criteria are 
fighting different cases.

Payne argues on the basis of two Latin codices in particular, which are 
important in establishing the text of the Stuttgarter Vulgata:

1. Codex Fuldensis (mentioned above, and see also Scherbenske 
below), a Latin New Testament pandect codex and an early wit-
ness to the Vulgate revision, in the case of Pauline letters mixed 
with Old Latin readings. This text was copied and corrected in 547 
for bishop Victor of Capua—who also contributed to corrections 
and wrote his own preface; and

2. Codex Reginensis (mentioned above), containing only Pauline 
writings.

Both of these were already thoroughly discussed in Wire (1990, 285 n. 19).
Payne (1995, 261) includes a facsimile of the relevant page of Codex 

Fuldensis that contains 14:34–35 in its current place. From the facsimile 
one can see how the placing of verses 36–40 both in the text and in the 
margin is confusing. Payne argues that the facsimile shows that Bishop 
Victor’s copyist did not rewrite verses 36–40 in the side margin, as implied 
by Wire (285 n. 19), but under the text, as “bottom-margin,” and Payne 
attaches great importance to this distinction. Wire (1990, 151) herself 
also shows awareness of a lower margin, although in a different context. 
Taken together with a siglum that stands between verses 33 and 34, Payne 
reads the placement as an indication that the scribe meant to omit verses 
34–35—although the scribe actually included the verses in the main text.

There is also a line over the first letter of verse 34 in Codex Fulden-
sis. The siglum after verse 33 could also mean that verses 36–40 as noted 
in the margin should be inserted there, that is, before verses 34–35 (as 
Wire 1990, 285 n. 19, suggests). Through this interpretation of its sigla, the 
manuscript faithfully renders the two main readings, either 33–34–35–
36–37–38–39–40 or 33–36–37–38–39–40–34–35. Wire (1990, 285 n. 19), 
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on her side, suggests that the possible double occurrence of verses 36–40 
reveals traces of the conflict between Old and Vulgate Latin versions—also 
plausible in my view.

Payne (1995, 251) further draws attention to the Greek minuscle 88 
from the twelfth century, which also transposes the two verses in question 
after verse 40. For Payne’s discussion of this minuscle, too, he is depen-
dent on Wire’s initial presentation, although his rendering of it is not 
transparent (see criticism by Niccum below). In a later article, he develops 
his work and thoughts on minuscle 88 further—for understandable rea-
sons: although late and therefore on its own irrelevant as documentation 
of the earliest stages of 1 Cor 14:33–40, it is still noteworthy that a Greek 
text witness that is not a Greek-Latin bilingual has this alternative order 
(Payne 1998).

Payne finally draws attention to some sigla in Codex Vaticanus that 
he regards as stemming from the codex’s original hand and as text-crit-
ical sigla. The sigla are most clearly there; the question is who inserted 
them and what exactly they are meant to indicate. There is no doubt that 
Codex Vaticanus renders the majority text in the order that was later 
confirmed by verses and numbers, and that Vaticanus has been edited 
and amended by several hands. Generally, the sigla are as a main rule 
added later, which is the reason why Jesse Grenz (2018, 20) argues that 
if the aim is to identify the earliest layer of Vaticanus’s textual divisions, 
it is necessary to limit the study to the codex’s use of space on the page 
(ektheses, intralinear spacing).

That one later corrector of Codex Vaticanus knew of the alternate 
verse order of the pericope in question, for example, from the version 
rendered by D 06, with verses 34–35 being placed after verse 40, is pos-
sible. Thus, Payne is correct that the sigla in Vaticanus open up a new 
window onto the early history of the New Testament text. If we were to 
follow him in his belief that these particular sigla stem from the codex’s 
original hand and were meant as text-critical sigla, the only logical con-
clusion is that the scribe showed critical awareness of other variants than 
those he (most certainly a “he,” but see Haines-Eitzen below) in the end 
chose to reproduce. So, even if Payne were to be right in his assump-
tion, these sigla—without reference and without further, clear informa-
tion about what exactly they signify—do not constitute sufficient basis to 
establish a different text as more authentic than the one Vaticanus itself 
reproduces as the more trustworthy. One can more easily argue the oppo-
site: when Codex Vaticanus is regarded as a trustworthy text witness, it is 
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because of the text it has chosen to authorize and because of which vari-
ants it has dismissed.11

As the wide field of textual criticism is more and more about grasp-
ing the historical development and gradual fixation of a New Testament 
text—and less and less about establishing its first rough drafts—early ver-
sions have increased in importance. In spite of this, when establishing a 
scientific text (such as Novum Testamentum Graece or the United Bible 
Societies editions), Latin translations are not usually trumping Greek text 
witnesses and are not on their own considered decisive.12 This may change 
in the future, though, as much of textual research is now computer assisted 
and allows for new quantitative methods.13 Still, Payne’s text-critical pro-
cedure to regard as primary a text sequence possibly indicated by sigla 
and text in the bottom margin of a late sixth-century translated manu-
script (i.e., Fuldensis) will probably remain unpersuasive. So, to bolster a 
weak argument, Payne (1995, 241, 246, 250) elaborates his praise of Bishop 
Victor to build up the latter’s credibility. This Bishop Victor, who clearly 
was keen to correct the biblical text, did so also here.

In his extensive discussion of “Codex Fuldensis and the Vulgate Revi-
sion of the Corpus Paulinum,” Eric Scherbenske (2013, 175–76) describes 
Fuldensis as not only one of the earliest datable texts of the Vulgate revision 
(of the early Latin translations), but also as a codex that offers a glimpse 
into a variety of early receptions harnessed by Bishop Victor and by him 
“redeployed under a new hermeneutical aegis governed by Victor’s ecu-
menical inclusivity.” He encloses a list of the various and sundry contents 
of the codex, which is much more than just a testimony to the develop-
ment of the Vulgate text. Victor’s broad ecumenism supplied a new lens 
for reading the once hermeneutically disparate, sometimes contradictory 
paratexts (Scherbenske 2013, 176–77). Scherbenske points out that several 

11. Grenz (2018) leaves his mention and references to Payne’s contributions to his 
n. 48, complete with a few references to Payne’s interlocutors.

12. In Augustine’s words (Doctr. chr. 2.11.16, translated by Scherbenske 2013, 
182), “in the beginning of the faith whenever a Greek codex found its way into the 
hands of anyone and he seemed to have some faculty of his own tongue and the other, 
he ventured to translate it.”

13. See useful websites such as the Center for the Study of New Testament Manu-
scripts (http://csntm.org/). But see above all Clivaz, Gregory, and Hamidović 2014, 
especially the two contributions by Clivaz and the one by Houghton (2014). See also 
Wasserman and Gurry 2017 for a presentation of how these changes affect the meth-
ods for establishing the text of the scientific editions.
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of the materials he included in his “multiple interpretive layers of editorial 
production” had heretical origins and included Marcion’s edition, mate-
rials from both sides of the Pelagian controversies, and both Old Latin 
versions and the Vulgate revision (176). This variety, then, Scherbenske 
analyzes and uses to identify Victor’s “editorial hermeneutics” especially 
with regard to Corpus Paulinum, which I do not go further into here since 
he does not even mention 1 Cor 14:34–35, as there are far larger and more 
significant changes/issues to deal with. For our purposes it is important to 
note, first, that Fuldensis is much, much more than just a text witness of 
the Vulgate revision; it is in many ways an early example of a hypertext. 
Second, it is also a window into a different approach to canonicity in early 
Christianity, a question to which I return below.

The reception history of the paratextual material in The Corinthian 
Women Prophets continues with Niccum (1997), who responded to Payne 
(1995). His contribution is a detailed and devastating refutation of Payne’s 
text-critical arguments and their exploitation of The Corinthian Women 
Prophets’s groundwork. Niccum points out that the first to actually redis-
cover that it was verses 36–40 that were written in the margin of Fuldensis 
and not verses 34–35 was Wire (1990, 285 n. 19) herself and not Payne, as 
Payne (1995, 242) makes it seem.

A third reception worth mentioning is Teunis Van Lopik’s (1995) 
reaction to Payne’s reception of The Corinthian Women Prophets regarding 
1 Cor 14:34–35. In light of what manuscripts and especially sigla Payne 
has drawn in for support, Van Lopik concludes, “if the occurence of a peri-
cope in different places can be explained as due to liturgical reasons, the 
variants occasioned by the lectionary system is of no value whatsoever 
for assessing the ‘authenticity’ of the variants, that is, for determining its 
(their) original place and context” (291).

To defend himself against the reactions by Niccum and Van Lopik, 
Payne produced further articles (see esp. the already-mentioned Payne 
1998) corrobating his points but not really bringing in new, less disputable 
proof. He cannot change the manuscript situation, only argue for hidden 
but fixed meanings behind the sigla, since his ultimate goal is to find a way 
to argue on the basis of the Bible that “man and woman” is one in Christ and 
that we are called to move from hierarchy to equality (Payne 2009; 2017). 
These may be laudable and ambitious aims for an academic career, and as 
a feminist I wish he could be right. But in my view these goals lead Payne 
into rather anachronistic readings of early Christian manuscripts. I there-
fore argue no further with Payne’s recent work in this little reception history.
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I give Payne so much space because he has undoubtedly fueled and 
maintained a discussion that The Corinthian Women Prophets restarted—
and he has received much scholarly interaction for his publications in this 
area, perhaps even more than Wire herself received on this point. The 
trajectory from Wire to Payne demonstrates why textual criticism has to 
be part of the feminist exegetical project, and what critical questions and 
insights may get lost in transmission when feminist exegetes withdraw 
from further discussions of text-critical details.

I round off this presentation of the text-critical paratexts in The Corin-
thian Women Prophets and their early reception in Payne, Van Lopik, 
Niccum, and others14 with the quote from Kurt Aland and Barbara Aland’s 
(1995, 291) Text of the New Testament that I mentioned at the start of this 
chapter: “The limitless variety and complexity of the New Testament tex-
tual tradition serves the function of a seismograph, because the higher it 
registers the greater the earthquake, or in the present context the greater 
the disruption of the New Testament textual tradition.”

This in turn, in their view, demonstrates two reliable principles:

1. When the text of the New Testament has been tampered with in its 
transmission, the readings scatter like a flock of chickens attacked by a 
hawk, or even by a dog, and 2. Every reading ever occurring in the New 
Testament textual tradition is stubbornly preserved, even if the result is 
nonsense.… Any interference with the regular process of transmission 
… is signaled by a profusion of variants. This leads to a further conclu-
sion which we believe to be both logical and compelling, that where such 
a profusion of readings does not exist the text has not been disturbed 
but has developed according to the normal rules. (Aland and Aland 1995, 
291–92)

In the introduction to this chapter I note how the Alands wrote this before 
The Corinthian Women Prophets and Payne’s, Niccum’s, Van Lopik’s and 
Miller’s articles. The Alands represent in its most solid form the strand of 
textual criticism on which Wire explicitly builds—but which Payne seems 
to downplay. It has been suggested that the twenty-first century will be the 
century of the old translations in New Testament textual criticism, as the 
twentieth century was for the papyri. But methodologically the translations 

14. Notably J. Edward Miller (2003), who belongs in this reception history but to 
a lesser extent engages the key priorities of this chapter.
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will be used in further ways than merely as evidence of a hypothetical origi-
nal autograph, something I hinted at above but will finally turn to now.15

Further Reception

In the introduction I state that I would not analyze content-based, internal 
criteria for evaluating the primary or secondary status of 14:34–35. None-
theless, such criteria or arguments still need to be mentioned as part of a 
broader meta-discussion.

To briefly recapitulate the internal arguments against the verses’ Pau-
line authorship, they are, first, the verses are not regarded as fitting in the 
context; second, they may not be in harmony with what Paul really meant, 
which is taken to be his acceptance of women praying and prophesying in 
chapter 11 as well as the baptismal formula he quotes in Gal 3:28: “There is 
not male and female”;16 and third, the plea of church tradition in 11:16 and 
14:33 is considered an un-Pauline and later argument. Yet many recog-
nize 11:2–16 as Pauline while holding that 14:33b–35 is deutero-Pauline, 
because more un-Pauline language use is found in the latter passage.

A main achievement of The Corinthian Women Prophets, in my view, 
was to demonstrate persuasively that 14:34–35 fit well in the argumenta-
tive structure of the letter as a whole. The book, as Paul’s letter, builds up to 
these verses’ categorical climax. The Corinthian Women Prophets implicitly 
makes clear how the gloss theory emerged to solve a seeming inconsis-
tency in Paul’s advice. However, Wire’s conclusion did not go down well 
with what was then perhaps a majority of New Testament scholars, who 
agreed that it is proven beyond reasonable doubt that Paul did not author 
verses 33–34–35–36 or any part thereof.

Scholarly assumptions change, however, regarding as well authors/
authorship as texts and their interrelationships. Epistemologies change, 
too, regarding how meaning is produced in texts and regarding which 
claims it is within the realm of scholars to make concerning ancient texts. 

15. See also Bart Ehrman’s (1994) suggestion of the development from the codi-
ces to papyri in the twentieth century, to patristic citations in the late twentieth cen-
tury, and his reference to the twofold goal of textual criticism: not only to establish the 
original text but also to write the history of its transmission.

16. How could Gal 3:28 be considered Paul’s deeply held opinion any more than 
1 Cor 14:33b–36, since it is considered by many of the same Pauline scholars to be a 
quote of the pre-Pauline baptismal formula?
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After thirty years, might it be that such changes are making it increasingly 
harder for the interpolation theories to do their job convincingly? Better 
understanding of the material processes that are involved in the (re)pro-
duction of textual content might have worked to make the proposal of The 
Corinthian Women Prophets the more persuasive one. I now turn, first, to 
the changes in readings; second, to the changes in methods; and third, to 
changes in the understanding of material processes and what is entailed in 
the study of the material side of text transmission.

Since the 1990s, final-text readings have become more common. This 
means that scholars try to make sense of the text as it stands, interpreting 
its gaps and fissures rather than blaming them on some more or less suc-
cessful editor. A rhetorical analysis such as Wire’s is a final-text analysis. 
Since it is all about structure, the buildup of arguments, and selection of 
topoi (inter alia), it would be impossible to apply such analysis to texts 
one perceives as fragmentary, with large parts missing. The exception is 
ancient oratory, of course, where the conventions are followed down to the 
tiniest detail and the reader immediately identifies the section of a stan-
dard oration to which a particular fragment belongs. The stretch is slightly 
longer when rhetorical analysis is applied to letters, and even longer when 
applied to a slightly nondisciplined orator/letter composer such as Paul. 
Wire is not, and never was, the only New Testament scholar drawing on 
rhetorical analysis who prefers to work on the established text unless there 
is clear text-critical evidence making other readings plausible.17

Perhaps one difference between Payne and Wire is according to what 
Joël Delobel (1994, 102) has described as two major schools in text-critical 
methodology. Payne would then belong to the radical eclecticist school, 
for whom manuscripts are suppliers of readings: “A singular reading has 
equal rights with a broadly attested variant, a reading in a late minuscule 
or even in a remote version is valued equally with a variant in an ancient 
papyrus. Full weight is given exclusively to internal criticism,” that is, 
exegetical considerations. Wire, on the other hand, argued along the lines 
of the local-genealogical school, which studies size, comprehensiveness, 
or fragmentariness of the documentation for each variant reading. This 

17. There have been many ways of reconstructing Paul’s argument in chapter 14 
that have made adequate sense of vv. 33–36. See Barton 1986; Ellis 1981; Eriksson 
1998; Mitchell 1992, 281; Niccum 1997; Osburn 1993; Wire 1990, 149–52. Eriksson, 
Mitchell, and Wire, who make particularly clear sense of the passage, all share a rhe-
torical perspective and an interest in letter composition.
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approach was the basis for the Nestle-Aland editions of the Greek New 
Testament text, as expressed in Aland and Aland’s introduction to the 
twenty-sixth edition, and (as quoted by Delobel) they see this approach 
as “the only one which meets the requirements of the New Testament tex-
tual tradition.”18 They studied the internal relationships between manu-
scripts and sorted them into families and interrelated branches. Greek 
manuscripts are more important than manuscripts containing early ver-
sions, and older in principle more important than younger. Wire is fully 
consistent with this approach when she does not consider siglas inserted 
at a later stage, whose meaning remains an interpretation, and lets them 
weigh more heavily than a consistent manuscript tradition including all 
the verses of 1 Cor 14:33–36 (although the verses can be found in a differ-
ent order).

Since these discussions in the 1990s, critical questions about interpre-
tation and ideology have come more to the surface also in textual criti-
cism, as part of the move toward more critical reflection on the integration 
of exegesis and textual criticism, which, as Delobel (1994, 98) points out, 
were always two sides of the same issue anyway. Yet another methodolog-
ical development is the interest in variants and single manuscripts and 
their social-historical setting rather than in the genealogies and families 
of manuscripts that were so important for the arguments in the paratext 
under discussion.19

In the introduction I indicate that the paratexts on textual criticism in 
The Corinthian Women Prophets provide an early example of how recep-
tion history and textual criticism have since converged in unexpected 
ways. To the list we could add studies in material culture, history of the 
Book, and exegesis. Better understood today are the implications of the 
fact that Paul did not write his own letters, his scribe(s) did; and that they 
were not, as Wire repeatedly pointed out, considered canonical from their 
inception, and hence not all of them are preserved. When I was teaching 
textual criticism in the early 1990s, I made sure the students understood 

18. I.e., Aland and Aland 1979, 43*; cf. Delobel 1994, 103. Delobel points to the 
extremely vast and complex documentation of the NT text compared with all other 
texts from antiquity, but suggests that the radical eclectisist approach might still be 
good for texts that are known to us only from a few, eclectic manuscripts.

19. Without going into detail regarding the extensive publication record of Bart 
Ehrman (1993), it is clear that he has spearheaded much of this development, from his 
Orthodox Corruption of Scripture onward (see also Haines-Eitzen below).
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that what they were interpreting in the exegetical classes was the transla-
tion of a reconstructed, hypothetical Greek text whose original does not 
exist. What they should think about instead was how it happened that we 
arrived at a concept of the Bible. It has become much more important—
and possible (see below)—to study the ideological and material processes 
through which texts were selected, rejected, amended, and handed down 
to us through the centuries—so that we can read the (temporary) results 
in modern Western versions today.

The scholars who came up with partition and gloss theories did not 
respect any untouchable sacrality of the biblical text. The theories came up as 
part of a general, historical-critical project. This is especially clear in Semler 
(I mention this in the beginning of the chapter). Still, in the landscape of 
academic tribes and territories (see the Tony Becher 1989 book title), schol-
ars specializing in textual criticism and ancient manuscripts have had a 
reputation for preferring this field because it allowed them to engage his-
torically with the Bible without having to ask critical questions that might 
have theological or ethical implications; specialists were often aligned with 
conservative religious communities where such questions are unwelcome. 
In the opening pages of his Misquoting Jesus, Bart Ehrman (2005) describes 
this phenomenon in more detail (using himself as a typical representative).

I doubt that the drive of the majority of textual critics is still the desire 
to reconstruct the ipsissima verba of Jesus or the Pauline letters as Paul 
himself dictated them. A different engagement with manuscripts and their 
communities can be observed today. In a broader sense it involves recep-
tion historians, scholars inspired by the history-of-the-book trend, and 
social history, among others. As Scherbenske (2013, 7) puts it in the intro-
duction to his book Canonizing Paul: Ancient Editorial Practice and the 
Corpus Paulinum:

I envision this work as incorporating two trends in recent New Testa-
ment text-critical scholarship: the focus on variant readings as a window 
for reconstructing social history; and the importance of manuscripts 
themselves as tradents of the text of the New Testament and this his-
tory.… A renewed emphasis has been placed on the importance of the 
individual variant reading as a site wherein interpretations of the text 
have been transmitted diachronically.

A big change from research in 1990 when The Corinthian Women Proph-
ets was first published is that today’s research is assisted by the digitaliza-
tion of ancient manuscripts and the application of methods from digital 
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humanities at large. Based on a personal example given by Umberto Eco 
(in Eco and Origgi 2003), Claire Clivaz (2012) argues that the internet and 
the accessibility of digital texts make the notion of the original text disap-
pear. She thus writes off the idea that the new emphasis on variants in New 
Testament textual criticism has to do with any ideological debate of “post-
modern scepticism” versus “the quest for the genuine autographa”; rather, 
it has to do with changes in the material conditions for the production and 
reproduction of texts. These changes in turn led to the cultural weakening 
or even disappearance of the notion of original text that Eco talks about. 
These changes apply across the humanities that work on ancient texts, not 
just in biblical scholarship. Although Payne’s interest in the later manu-
scripts and versions with their variants and editorial comments was clearly 
driven by an urge to establish a text more original than the one given in 
the Greek manuscripts, his articles could also be said to be an early move 
in the same direction: a greater interest in variants and the production of 
manuscripts, which testify to the extremely diverse and interesting growth 
of early Christianity and the significant role of women as part of it.

But it is tempting to turn his work on its head and ask: What kind of 
communities would see it in their interest to re-place 14:34–35 to a less 
pivotal location in the letter? Who would see it in their interest to bear the 
cost of the production of a new manuscript containing the letter with the 
verses omitted?

Let us return to Wire’s (1990, 230) summary: “1 Corinthians is in cir-
culation across the Mediterranean before Paul’s letters are collected, as 
1 Clement, Ignatius, and probably the Didache” show. Further, “no copy 
survives without this passage in some location. This presses the date of 
the interpolation back and puts in question if we can solve the problem 
of this text by finding a time band between the unambiguously spiritual 
days of Paul and the beginning of the letter’s circulation when someone 
proscribed women’s speech in the margin.” Where Payne leads astray, is 
only in his anachronistic use of manuscripts from many centuries down 
the line to argue for the existence of an original that was not even seen by 
the time of the collection of the letters of Paul. The rest of his evidence 
can be read in other ways. Payne repeats and rephrases authority-produc-
ing statements regarding Bishop Victor to build up the latter’s credibility. 
Bishop Victor, who corrected the Latin biblical text on several occasions, 
did so also here. Why?

The basic presupposition of such textual intervention is that the text 
can be corrected: it is not in itself sacrosanct and untouchable. Or—even 
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if the wording is, the paratext is not. Scherbenske (2013, 13) has dem-
onstrated how early scribes could use paratext creatively if they were 
not satisfied with the text’s content: “The blatant hermeneutical tensions 
between the various paratexts testify to the physical manuscript as a locus 
of authority, over which many early Christians through editorial practices 
were trying to gain interpretive control, if not by altering the text, then by 
furnishing paratexts.” So two alternative conclusions that in this light can 
be drawn from Payne’s evidence are

1. either Bishop Victor and his crew held a different view of the can-
onicity of the Pauline text, wherein the canonicity was located, 
and what were its implications; or

2. they had some hesitations about the content of the passage in 
question and used the paratext to modify it.

Clearly, 1 Corinthians was canonical enough to be worthy of transmis-
sion, and we must remember that manuscript production and translation 
required both honed skills and generous funding. But the canonicity was 
not located in the exact words (this being a translation, and further with 
Bishop Victor’s corrections), unlike with those early scribes who copied 
Mark’s Gospel and, worried that by selecting one ending over the other 
they might leave out even an iota from the word of God, included all three 
endings of Mark just to be on the safe side. These examples display more 
than text-critical variants, and thus they reflect different approaches to 
canonicity and what it means.20

Conclusion

In this essay I show The Corinthian Women Prophets’s paratexts regard-
ing 1 Cor 14:34–35 have quite a reception history of their own, a history 
of which most readers and users of the excellent volume may not even 
be aware. These paratexts have expanded the audience for the book—and 
hence for feminist biblical criticism more generally. In light of the later 
development of New Testament scholarship, it is particularly important 
that the fields of New Testament textual criticism and manuscript studies 

20. See more on interesting parallels in the formation and establishment even of 
the Homeric texts in Scherbenske 2013, 16–32; Økland 2018, 49–51.
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have been exposed to Wire’s ideas. Studies in the New Testament as part of 
broader material approaches to history of the Book are perhaps the most 
important growth area in New Testament scholarship at the moment, well 
assisted by digital humanities, an area with little track record in gender-
critical approaches so far.

To the broader collegium of New Testament scholars, the paratexts 
of The Corinthian Women Prophets demonstrated that the interpolation 
theories regarding 1 Cor 14 vary so much between them that it is a ques-
tion whether they could even be treated as the same theory. There is no 
agreement where any possible interpolation starts and where it ends, and 
why it should be considered an interpolation in the first place. Internal and 
external criteria point in different directions. In 1990, it was still important 
to confront any move to edit out texts that might put Paul in an unfavor-
able light in a modern world where gender equality was still a value and 
an aim (unlike in the post-postmodern twenty-first century, it seems …). 
I maintain that the importance of Wire’s argument regarding 14:34–35 
is lasting, although the presuppositions surrounding the argument have 
changed. At the pinnacle of the belief in an original Pauline text that could 
be excavated, established, and exegeted, just before scholars started to lose 
their faith and enthusiasm regarding an original auctor and the original 
hand, Wire delivered a final, strong defense why interpolation theories 
tend to deconstruct themselves and why 14:34–35 must have had the same 
auctor as the rest of the letter.

When the quest for the original text gave way for the quest for the 
history of transmission, the combined text-critical/reception-/social-
historical analyses that The Corinthian Women Prophets in so many ways 
paved the way for could start to develop. The field of studying social his-
tory through the material processes of transmission of manuscripts has 
by now exploded. Inspired by David Parker, Scherbenske (2013, 8) notes 
that “this trend represents a movement away from the Text as a disembod-
ied tradition to texts as embodied in manuscripts.” Textual criticism is no 
longer about reconstructing an original text but about tracing the histori-
cal embodiments and discussions of a text, since “the text has no existence 
apart from those copies in which it exists” (Parker 1997, 209–10). Wire 
anticipated some of this in her paratexts, and imagined and projected the 
historical discussion of what came to be 1 Corinthians back to the stage 
when the letter was still in the making.

Finally, if I may attempt an imaginary group of women as interlocutors 
to Bishop Victor, as Wire imagined a group of women prophets as inter-
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locutors to Paul: as so much critical research on gender in early and late 
ancient Christianities has shown, in the fourth to the sixth centuries, there 
existed Christian communities where women had retained some of the 
authority and influence they had had in the earliest days of the movement. 
This influence remained in spite of being surrounded by what Ehrman 
(1993; see, briefly, 2015, 7) has labeled “proto-orthodox Christianity,” a 
product of the fourth century. The enduring, imposing presence of the 
women in the cult is not at all strange, as paganism continued to thrive 
until the late fourth century and survived well into the sixth century in 
some locations. This means that women’s cultic leadership continued to 
be part of the cultural koine shaping also the development of Christian 
groups into the time period even of Bishop Victor. Women’s leadership 
became more difficult as the churches were centralized and aligned with 
the state, of course.

But even then there were ways. In her follow-up to the groundbreak-
ing Guardians of Letters (Haines-Eitzen 2000), Kim Haines-Eitzen (2012, 
xi) “presses [the] evidence for glimpses of women’s roles in the production, 
reproduction, and dissemination of early Christian literature.” She does not 
have to press hard and thereby demonstrates again that the problem is not 
always a lack in evidence but a lack in the historical imagination required 
to interpret it. For imagination is gendered. In this essay I indirectly build 
an argument for how women come more into view when we stop press-
ing the variant evidence to prove a hypothetical, undocumented version of 
1 Cor 14:34–40 and instead press the variant evidence for what it might 
yield regarding the times the different manuscripts were produced. What 
we could reap are glimpses of women’s agency in the material processes of 
production and reproduction of the Pauline texts. Women copyists had no 
need to prove that Paul was not a misogynist because what he says in 1 Cor 
14:33–36 would not be out of step with the gender ideology they knew from 
their daily life. On the other hand, as Haines-Eitzen (2012, 6) demonstrates, 
women scribes and transmitters did have an interest in and a possibility of 
agency in giving women a voice; they might make “some kind of ‘proto-
feminist’ [attempts] at rewriting the silencing of women.” Haines-Eitzen 
goes on to demonstrate that there are multiple textual variants in the trans-
mission of New Testament texts and other early Christian literature that 
“betray controversy about women, about the body, and its nakedness” (8). 
In this light, it becomes all the more likely that the fourth- to sixth-century 
heirs of Wire’s Corinthian women prophets may have quietly acted to soften 
the blow of 1 Cor 14:34–35 by rendering it in a sort of scare quotes—which 
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sigla could also be seen as21—creating confusion regarding the verses’ cor-
rect place and status in the letter. If this speculation is correct,22 the still-
ongoing discussions over the verses are proof that these “ ‘proto-feminist’ 
[attempts] at rewriting the silencing of women” succeeded indeed.

That some churches of this later period with prominent women in 
their midst had great interest in undermining this categorical teaching 
ban by an otherwise respected apostle (as churches have today) is not at 
all surprising. The difference between then and now is that with a differ-
ent notion of canonicity, as something still in the making, early Christians 
felt another freedom to make minor amendments, and perhaps especially 
in the translations. Today we consider the canon more as fixed, and we 
deal with texts that we find problematic, inconsistent, or otherwise strange 
through hermeneutical methods. Possibly, Bishop Victor’s matrons or 
female scribes experienced that the verses did not at all fit with who they 
were in Christ, their picture of the Jesus of the gospels, or with their own 
spiritual experience and expertise. That Bishop Victor, for these or other 
reasons, wished to preserve the Old Latin alternative with a different verse 
order is more probable in my view than that that the whole text tradition 
up until then (and after) is false (see the Alands’ imagery again).

Such an imaginary reading of textual history and manuscript transmis-
sion is in line with Wire’s own reading of 1 Corinthians. We look for where 
the women in the Christian groups must have been located. The difference 
between 1990 and today is that we know much more about the diversity 
in early Christian performances, ideologies, and authorizations of gender. 
We know more about female characters, historical or imagined. It is in this 
light that this alternative construction of Bishop Victor’s amendment can 
be made plausible.

21. Haines-Eitzen (2012, 92) does not analyze 1 Cor 14; she only mentions the 
discussion in passing in a one-page overview. This is regrettable because it would have 
proven her point. What she finds most interesting in the transmission of this text, and 
hugely under-discussed, is that Codex Alexandrinus adds that the women should be 
submissive to “their husbands” (tois androis), not to men in general. This addition 
reduces the scope of the submission considerably.

22. At a later stage I received access to Kloha’s (2006, 547; cf. 556) dissertation, 
which confirms this speculation: “The ‘gloss theory’ becomes unnecessary when it is 
recognized that the editorial activity seen in 1 Cor 14 in D F G and the Latin tradi-
tion takes place elsewhere in the Corpus Paulinum text of those same witnesses.… 
Several of them … indicate a particular awareness of the book of Acts and the role of 
Prisc(ill)a with respect to what happens ‘in all the churches.’”
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Reading Paul Obliquely:  
Reading against the Grain  
in a Latourian Pluriverse

Cavan Concannon

I read Antoinette Clark Wire’s (1990) The Corinthian Women Prophets in 
a seminar on sex and the body in early Christianity when I was an under-
graduate, alongside works by Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza and Peter 
Brown. I would like to be able to say that the book immediately changed 
the way that I read Paul and the Bible more generally; however, the effect 
was less immediate than I would like to admit. Similar to the biography of 
some budding New Testament scholars, I was transitioning out of a con-
servative form of evangelicalism, seeing in traditional forms of historical 
criticism a way to have my Bible and be liberal, too. And, like some of those 
male scholars, I thought that believing that women should be ordained in 
Protestant churches made me feminist enough. Wire’s monograph, like 
the work of Schüssler Fiorenza, called into question the ease with which I 
accepted both the scientific objectivity of historical criticism and the pre-
sumption that the New Testament offered a progressive ethical framework, 
once it had been properly contextualized by the critical historian. Because 
of my own gendered blinders, the impact of Wire’s work took a while to 
sink in. But when it did, it had a profound influence on the way I read Paul, 
and it is truly an honor to be able to offer my own appreciation of Wire and 
her work in this volume.

Well before my naive undergraduate self came across it, Wire’s Corin-
thian Women Prophets drew on and helped to shape feminist biblical stud-
ies by reading against the grain of Paul’s rhetoric in 1 Corinthians from 
the position of the women prophets mentioned in 1 Cor 11 and 14. In so 
doing, Wire offered a nuanced and provocative theological reconstruc-
tion of another set of voices in the Corinthian ekklēsia beyond Paul’s. The 
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juxtaposition of Paul and the women prophets showed that Paul spoke 
from his own position of interest and was not a neutral arbiter in the 
debates circulating in Corinth.

In this essay, I imagine how we might expand Wire’s reading strategy 
further by breaking out of the binary structure of reading against Paul. I 
start with laying out some of the conversations in feminist biblical scholar-
ship that The Corinthian Women Prophets engendered or participated in, 
linking these concerns to similar visions of the politics of assembly in the 
work of Judith Butler. Next, I discuss how Wire’s reading of the women 
prophets influenced my own work on Paul. Finally, I turn to a potential set 
of philosophical voices that might broaden out the democratic impulses 
of Wire’s work. Following the work of posthumanist scholars, particularly 
Bruno Latour’s turn to a politics of nonhuman agents, I explore what it 
might look like to read Paul with Wire toward more radical forms of dem-
ocratic politics. I conclude with a reading of 1 Cor 6:12–20 that takes into 
account the agency of nonhuman entities and locates the body as a site 
where human and nonhuman are entangled together.

The Corinthian Women Prophets and the Politics of Biblical Interpretation

Wire’s Corinthian Women Prophets helped to shape feminist biblical criti-
cism in many ways, but for my purposes here I put her work in conversa-
tion with three lines of argument that work toward the goal of displacing 
Paul from the center of analysis: the politics of othering, the politics of 
identification, and authorship in community.1 While these frames are not 
taken from Wire’s work, I see them as helpful in thinking about how Wire’s 
work challenged entrenched assumptions and ways of reading in Pauline 
studies. Wire’s displacement of Paul gestures toward a conceptualization of 
politics, ecclesiology, and interpretation that is radically democratic, inso-
far as it opens up space for hearing other voices at work in the debates of 

1. On the politics of othering and identification, see Schüssler Fiorenza 1999, 
180–88; 2007, 82–89. On authorship in community, see Kittredge 2003. Schüssler Fio-
renza adds a third politics to her criticisms of biblical scholarship that I do not discuss 
directly here: the politics of identity. This refers to the “drive to coherence, unity, and 
identity [that] is the motivating methodological and ideological force in Pauline stud-
ies. It is expressed in the positivistic ethos of ‘scientific’ exegesis as well as in the essen-
tializing tendencies of Pauline theology” (Schüssler Fiorenza 1999, 182–83).
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early Christian collectives.2 I later suggest that this democratic ethos can 
be broadened by engagement with posthumanist scholarship.

The Corinthian Women Prophets intervened in the politics of othering 
that surrounds and infuses Paul’s rhetoric by offering an empathetic and 
positional reading of the women prophets in 1 Cor 11 and 14. Schüssler 
Fiorenza describes the politics of othering as a hegemonic Western dis-
course that vilifies and naturalizes difference. Stemming from androcen-
tric Greek debates about who is qualified to participate in the polis (hint: 
propertied, free, male citizens), this discursive strategy stereotypes dif-
ferences that are then “established as ‘relationships of ruling,’ in which 
structures of domination and subordination are mystified as ‘naturalized’ 
differences” (Schüssler Fiorenza 1999, 181).3 Paul’s repeated binary con-
structions (male/female, saved/perishing, wise/foolish) serve to other his 
opponents, perceived or real, and these binaries, in turn, are deployed by 
modern scholars when they interpret Paul’s letters. In the latter case, the 
politics of othering encourages biblical scholars to “understand canonical 
voices as right and true but vilify the submerged alternative arguments as 
false and heretical” (Schüssler Fiorenza 2007, 84).

The politics of othering means that the Corinthians to whom Paul 
writes are often stereotyped with negative attributes, such as sexual liber-
tines, ascetics, and factions, or associated with other others, such as gnos-
tics or charismatics.4 Having been remembered as the heretical other, the 
Corinthians are marginalized from the theological conversation, able to 
offer no agency or theological insight that is not already deemed negative 
or problematic.

2. See, e.g., Schüssler Fiorenza 1994; 1999; Castelli 2006; Marchal 2008; Johnson-
DeBaufre and Nasrallah 2011.

3. On the androcentrism of the polis, see Saxonhouse 1992.
4. One can take as an example the important study by Walter Schmithals (1971), 

who argued that the Corinthians were best described as gnostics, part of the great 
heresiological stream that so exercised early Christian condemnation. This is not to 
say that Schmithals was himself attempting to smear the Corinthians with a her-
esiological label. Like those who preceded him in the Religionsgeshichtliche Schule, 
Schmithals was sympathetic to the Corinthians’ Gnosticism and thought that Paul 
himself did not understand it; however, by giving the Corinthians a heresiological 
label Schmithals gave subsequent scholars ammunition for marginalizing the views 
of the Corinthians to whom Paul wrote as heretical. See also Castelli 2006, 210; 
Schüssler Fiorenza 1999, 182.
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This concern with how Paul’s rhetoric serves to marginalize others and 
stifle different views is what Wire’s book so forcefully resists. As she notes,

In spite of the great advances in Pauline research in the historical-critical 
study of 1 Corinthians … Paul’s opponents are still seen as no more than 
the contrasting background to his own exemplary humility.… Our inter-
preters remain bound by their heritage in Protestant Orthodoxy to cast 
these opponents negatively in order to affirm Paul. It is as if every opin-
ion the interpreters hold is Pauline and every opinion of Paul’s is their 
own. (Wire 1990, 10; see also 2000, 127)

We return to Wire’s latter point below, but here I note that Wire’s resis-
tance to getting caught up in Paul’s binary rhetoric gives The Corinthian 
Women Prophets an edge that still cuts through the heart of Pauline stud-
ies. By treating Paul’s letters as rhetoric, Wire refuses to accept Paul’s char-
acterizations as natural or objective descriptions.5 Further, her empathetic 
treatment of the women prophets also refuses to follow Paul’s lead, taken 
up by so many Pauline scholars, in demonizing those who clearly articu-
lated an alternative, and occasionally an oppositional, set of positions to 
those staked out by Paul.

In the quote cited above, Wire questions the ways in which modern 
scholars often find themselves, consciously or not, aligning themselves 
with Paul and vice versa. Schüssler Fiorenza (2007, 87) has called this 
prevalent tendency the politics of identification, in which scholars identify 
their own interests and concerns with that of Paul and, in turn, “claim 
Paul’s authority for themselves.”6 Without (self-)critical attention to the 
politics of identification, it is easy for Pauline scholars to use their his-
torical and philological training to authorize themselves as those who can 
speak for Paul, thus appropriating for themselves the authority that Paul’s 
archive has had in Western theology and history. For many biblical schol-
ars and modern Christian communities, to speak for Paul is simultane-
ously to speak in the name of God.

Schüssler Fiorenza’s challenge to the politics of identification is to push 
Pauline scholars to recover the voices and visions of those with whom 

5. See also Castelli 2006, who shows how Paul’s rhetoric participates in the ever-
shifting relationships of power operative in the Corinthian community.

6. For similar appraisals of Pauline scholarship, see Wire 1990, 10; Stowers 2011, 
106–9. Stowers characterizes the dominant strain of Pauline scholarship as “Christian 
theological modernism.”



 Reading Paul Obliquely 103

Paul dialogued, debated, and argued. This is precisely what The Corinthian 
Women Prophets does with such great skill. By treating 1 Corinthians as a 
form of rhetoric and then reading it for what it can tell us about the com-
plicated rhetorical context to which it was directed, Wire disrupts the ease 
with which the scholar or the reader can elide their own views with those 
of Paul. At the same time, by making the goal of interpretation the articu-
lation of alternative views to those expressed by the implied author of the 
text, Wire displaces Paul’s authority as the one who decides on theological 
or political truth. Resisting Paul’s binary rhetoric, Wire lays out an argu-
ment for an alternative set of theological commitments to Paul’s own that 
are not then immediately captured in the trap of debates over orthodoxy 
and heresy.

One potential concern about Wire’s empathetic reading of the women 
prophets is that she merely flips the politics of identification on its head 
without deconstructing the binary logic that underpins it. Does a reader 
put down The Corinthian Women Prophets thinking that Paul ought now 
be rendered as the heretic and the women prophets as the new orthodox? 
Joseph Marchal’s work on Philippians underscores the problems with only 
inverting the politics of identification, particularly since most of those 
doing the inverting in Pauline studies are, including the present author, 
academics educated in elite institutions in the West. Marchal (2008, 94) 
cautions, citing Gayatri Spivak (1993), that we must be careful not to be 
“the first-world intellectual masquerading as the absent nonrepresenter 
who lets the oppressed speak for themselves.” In other words, we must be 
careful about how we make the voices haunting the margins of Paul’s let-
ters speak. Marchal further cautions that we must also avoid reconstruc-
tions that valorize the voices of those other than Paul.7 Because empires 
often involve the appropriation of the agency of their subjects in the con-
struction of imperial power relations, one has to imagine those we recon-
struct as “both resistant and complicit, both colonized and colonizing” 
(Marchal 2008, 107–8).8

7. Speaking of his own reconstructions of Euodia and Syntyche (Phil 4:2–3) 
within the Philippian community, Marchal (2008, 107) notes, “Recognizing Euodia’s 
and Syntyche’s potential position(s) in the intersecting kyriarchal orders of first-cen-
tury Philippi, though, should not simply lead to an unqualified valorization of them as 
decolonizing feminist subjects,” since women have themselves been a part of coloniz-
ing missions in modern empires.

8. For a similar caveat, see Castelli 2006, 209.
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While I think that Wire’s work is susceptible to such readings, she 
ultimately evades this potential critique. She does this by the ingenious 
way in which she chooses whom to reconstruct. Rather than directing 
her attention to reconstructing the Corinthians in opposition to Paul, as 
if the Corinthians to whom Paul wrote possessed some essential or cohe-
sive identity, Wire identifies a small subset of Paul’s audience: the women 
who are praying and prophesying in the ekklēsia. This group stands in for 
neither the Corinthians as a whole, nor even all the wo/men among them. 
The inability for this group to signify an organic whole leaves a remainder 
that makes it impossible for the politics of identification and othering to 
function. Clearly Paul, the women prophets, and many others bring their 
voices to the Corinthian ekklēsia. By reading from a particular position 
within the ekklēsia, Wire takes a democratic approach to interpretation. 
This is not to say that early Christian collectives were democratic, pluralist 
polities, but that there were always many more voices and perspectives in 
these gatherings than we can account for, a point to which I return below. 
The impetus for the modern scholar is to try to expand the possibilities 
for interpretation rather than attempt to constrain our readings to cohere 
with Paul’s.

A final concern that feminist biblical critics have leveled against schol-
arly reconstructions in Pauline studies that I find useful in framing Wire’s 
work relates to the question of authorship, or, more specifically, to the ways 
in which scholars have downplayed or ignored the roles that Paul’s audi-
ences played in the construction of Paul’s rhetoric and theology. As part 
of her criticism of the politics of identification, Schüssler Fiorenza (1999, 
186) has noted how scholars have largely ignored the independent agency 
of the communities to whom Paul wrote:

Insofar as scholars tend to understand Paul as having the authority of 
the gospel to compel, control, and censure the persons or communities 
to whom he writes, they tend to read Paul’s letters as authoritative rather 
than as argumentative interventions in the theological discourses of his 
audience. They thereby fail to understand that “Pauline Christianity” is 
a misnomer for the early Christian communities to whom Paul writes. 
These communities existed independently of Paul although we know 
about them only in and through the letters of Paul.

Though I am wary of positing cohesive and clearly defined communities 
as the audiences of Paul’s letters, Schüssler Fiorenza’s point is an important 
one, in that it reminds us that Paul’s audiences had their own perspectives, 
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questions, and beliefs that they brought with them when they heard or 
read Paul’s letters. Equally, Paul’s letters themselves are not solely products 
of Paul’s own thought, since they are shaped by Paul’s perceptions and 
knowledge of his audience and by other oral and written sources that he 
himself did not author.

Wire’s work builds from the assumption that Paul’s letters must be 
read in community and not as isolated treatises. On the one hand, Wire’s 
women prophets clearly shape the ways in which Paul’s arguments in 
1 Corinthians are constructed. Paul takes their practices into account in 
1 Cor 11 and 14, and his positions on prayer, head covering, male author-
ity, and wo/men’s speech are each worked out as responses to the women 
prophets, though Wire also suggests ways in which these prophets may 
have shaped other aspects of Paul’s letter.9 The point is that Paul is not 
operating outside some form of communal interdependence when writing 
his letters, and he shapes and is shaped by the rhetorical context in which 
he finds himself at the time of writing. Paul is thus always already writing 
in community.

An important example of this line of thought that builds on Wire’s 
work comes from Cynthia Briggs Kittredge (2003), who has questioned 
the facility with which we can speak of Paul’s authorship of his letters. 
In her work, Kittredge (1998) isolates hymns or theological statements 
in Paul’s letters that were written by others and only quoted or modified 
by Paul, such as Gal 3:28 or Phil 2:6–11.10 By isolating these non-Pauline 
writings, she turns them into resources for the reconstruction of voices in 
early Christianity other than Paul.

In her reflections on the effects of such textual work, Kittredge (2003, 
331) argues that we must shift our way of describing the authorship of 
Paul’s letters:

It is necessary to use a model for the study of ancient communities that 
acknowledges the role of the community in the production of creedal and 
doxological statements and that recognizes the ongoing role of the pres-
ent community as interpreter of Scripture.… Paul is neither the single 
author or the central authority in the early Christian movement. Rather, 

9. See also Castelli 2006 for further exploration of the views of those other than 
Paul circulating in Corinth.

10. Kittredge is in conversation here with the earlier work of Schüssler Fiorenza 
(1994, 205–41).
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the community experience of the gospel, which for many Christians was 
unrelated to Paul, is an equally important source for Christian language 
as well as a resource for theological reflection. This approach recognizes 
the role of community in producing and employing religious language.

Beyond Paul’s own use of preexisting written or oral traditions, Kittredge 
challenges us to think more critically about the production of Paul’s let-
ters in community. When we presume that the communities to which Paul 
wrote functioned independently from him and that the experience and 
development of each community was continually worked out on a local 
level, we can approach the reconstruction of these communities otherwise.11

On the Form of the Ekklēsia

The Corinthian Women Prophets was a watershed in Pauline studies, even 
if my undergraduate self could not see it at first glance. By conjuring the 
voices of wo/men left to the margins of 1 Corinthians, and thus to the 
margins of modern Pauline studies, Wire opened up space for seeing the 
Corinthian collective as a diverse combination of theologies, experiences, 
and practices. As I think about the kinds of community conjured by Wire’s 
work, I imagine those evoked by Butler (1990, 20):

The insistence in advance on coalitional “unity” as a goal assumes that 
solidarity, whatever its price, is a prerequisite for political action. But what 
sort of politics demands that kind of advance purchase on unity? Perhaps 
a coalition needs to acknowledge its contradictions and take action with 
those contradictions intact. Perhaps also part of what dialogic under-
standing entails is the acceptance of divergence, breakage, splinter, and 
fragmentation as part of the often tortuous process of democratization.

Butler’s (2009; 2015) more recent work on precarity, performativity, 
and assembly builds on this early insight into the possibility of community 
that forms not just in situations of disagreement, but in breakage, suffering, 

11. For Kittredge (2003, 326), feminist biblical scholars “operate with a model 
of theologizing in which communities of worship and praxis are in the process of 
working out how the gospel will be embodied, rather than a model in which one 
man’s mind must be shown either to be consistent or to have reasonable factors that 
‘changed’ it. This model allows us to imagine conflict between aspects of Paul’s vision 
and elements of other Christian visions.”
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and in bodies massed in the street. The questions that drive Butler’s work 
circle around questions that also circle around Wire’s, though inflected 
not through the politics of biblical studies but through those of political 
philosophy: Who has the right to appear? What bodies are given the right 
to speak? Who is excludable from the social and therefore rendered sub-
ject to violence? Can a politics or a movement emerge in fragmentation or 
around the body or under the threat of precarity? We might rephrase these 
same questions in Wire’s terms: Who has the right to stand in the ekklēsia? 
What bodies are able to speak in the spirit? Who is excludable as a heretic 
or a sinner or deviant? Can one imagine an ekklēsia that could affirm its 
diversity as the single definition of its community? Wire’s work, along-
side other feminist biblical scholars, pushes toward a radically democratic 
rethinking of both the work of the historian of earliest Christianity and the 
question of how to form and sustain new and more just human socialities.

Women Prophets and Some Corinthians

Wire’s pioneering work deeply inspired my own work on Paul’s letters to 
the Corinthians (Concannon 2014). In “When You Were Gentiles,” I pay 
attention to the archaeological remains unearthed through the excava-
tions of Corinth by the American School of Classical Studies in Athens 
and explore the ways in which they help scholars hear the voices of Corin-
thians from the first and second centuries. Wire’s women prophets helped 
me to develop an ear for listening for the spectral voices that might be 
recovered from an inscription, from a broken pottery shard, or from the 
margins of literary sources written to or about Corinth. I hoped that this 
attentiveness might bring more Corinthians to the desk of the interpreter 
to sit alongside Wire’s women prophets.

Like Wire, my reconstructions foregrounded the variety of poten-
tial readers and readings of the Corinthian correspondence. Where Wire 
focused on reconstructing a plausible picture of the women prophets of 
Corinth, I invoked the spectral presence of “some” (tines) Corinthians 
(Concannon 2014, 11–13).12 Some was deliberately chosen to avoid any 
chance that my reconstructions assumed an essentialized unity for Paul’s 

12. I take the phrase some Corinthians from Cameron and Miller (2011), who 
offered this formulation of reconstructive efforts to highlight the diversity of identi-
ties, viewpoints, and boundaries at work in the Corinthian community, noting that 
any reconstruction can capture only some of the Corinthians to whom Paul wrote.
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Corinthian audience. Some Corinthians is a reminder that the Corinthi-
ans should never be reduced by modern scholars, lest they simply form a 
binary opposite and foil to Paul. Because my work with the archaeology of 
Corinth had helped me to see the complex negotiations within the city’s 
landscape around ethnic identity, I focused my reconstructions on how 
Paul’s invocations of ethnic boundaries, both for himself (1 Cor 9) and for 
his Corinthian audiences (1 Cor 10; 2 Cor 3), might have been heard in 
Corinth by some in his audiences.13 Following Wire, I wrote with a com-
mitment to reconstructing a context of plurality and diversity, in which 
various positions, practices, and identities were up for debate within the 
Corinthian community and its wider civic context.14 My hope was that 
others would continue to follow Wire’s lead and conjure more Corinthians 
who could listen and talk back to Paul.15

While my work built on that of Wire and others who focused on the 
rhetorical context of the Corinthian correspondence, I was particularly 
interested in reimagining the reception of Paul’s letters by the Corinthi-
ans to whom he wrote. Wire’s reconstruction of the women prophets was 
largely based on a literary reading against the grain of Paul’s rhetoric, and 
focused on how the politics and theology of these women influenced the 
production of the arguments in 1 Corinthians. Wire’s reconstructions also 
tend to aim at the women prophets as they were at the time of Paul’s writ-
ing. Her thoughts on their afterlife in Corinth speculate on how Paul’s 
rhetoric would have affected their place in the community were it to be 
adopted wholesale by the Corinthians. Though my work followed Wire in 
examining the rhetorical context for the production of 1 and 2 Corinthi-
ans, I was also interested not just in the effects of Paul’s rhetoric but also in 

13. While I focused on ethnic boundaries, I think it would be interesting to find 
ways to bring these issues into conversation with gender constructions in Paul’s let-
ters. This is an approach discussed by Schüssler Fiorenza, (2009a), who calls for an 
intersectional approach that reads race, gender, and status together in the context of 
ancient and modern kyriarchies.

14. Part of my interest was moving away from readings that focused on trying 
to read Paul in binary terms to reconstruct Paul’s opponents. This is not to say that 
looking for opponents is itself a flawed endeavor. Such work has been an important 
part of shaping and refining reading strategies in scholarship on the Corinthian cor-
respondence. See, e.g., Georgi 1986; Sumney 1990.

15. For excellent examples of such conjurings, see Townsley 2017; Hartman 2019; 
Marchal 2020.
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the ways in which we might imagine Corinthians pushing back against or 
building alternative systems out of Paul’s rhetoric, theology, and practice.

Because of this interest in the complicated politics of reception and 
response, my work looked to how Paul’s Corinthian audience was influ-
enced by and participated in larger discourses related to ethnicity and 
religious practice in Roman Corinth. My approach thus built on Wire’s 
rhetorical analysis by intertwining literary and archeological interpreta-
tion as a means of recovering the context in which the Corinthian cor-
respondence was heard and interpreted by an audience living in Corinth. 
The goal was to reimagine the resources available for Corinthians reading 
or listening to Paul to think with.16 The hope was that by paying attention 
to the complicated and shifting relationships between Paul and the Corin-
thians and delving deeply into the material and discursive remains from 
Corinth, we might be able to hear through Paul’s letters the spectral pres-
ences of the Corinthians who helped to shape the conversations to which 
these letters were directed and the debates that they sparked.17 In so doing, 
I made space for the spectral presences of the Corinthians who heard and 
interpreted Paul’s letters as a means of, in Giorgio Agamben’s (2005, 40) 
phrase, remaining “faithful to that which having perpetually been forgot-
ten, must remain unforgettable.”

Networks of Women Prophets

Wire’s Corinthian Women Prophets was a major force in shaping the cur-
rents of feminist biblical scholarship. Feminist scholars such as Wire have 
pushed Pauline studies to think more critically about the place of Paul in 
the analysis of his letters, from the ways in which Paul has been treated as 
an objective observer to the demonization of Paul’s opponents and audi-
ences as foils for our own theological interests. In what follows I listen 
in on a set of conversations that might extend Wire’s impact on Pauline 
studies. Paying particular attention to the work of Latour, I suggest that 
posthumanist scholarship might offer an interesting site for thinking and 

16. On the importance of charting what was available for an audience to think 
with, see Johnson-DeBaufre and Nasrallah 2011.

17. In a similar vein, Mitchell (2005, 323) has suggested that we must also consider 
the roles that Paul’s letters as letters played in the relationship between Paul and the Cor-
inthians: “This means taking very seriously the impact of each missive and its range of 
perceived meanings on the unfolding relationship between Paul and the Corinthians.”
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imagining new democratized readings of Pauline texts. I take my first cue 
from Wire’s (1990, 176–80) analysis of Paul’s logistical instructions at the 
end of 1 Cor 16, where she notes that Paul’s instructions make it clear that 
there is more than one network of followers of Jesus connected to Paul’s 
Corinthian audience. As part of thinking about ways to extend Wire’s 
work, I suggest that the often-overused concept of networks, as mediated 
through the work of Latour, allows for a way of extending the democratic 
ethos inherent in Wire’s historiography.

Network is a word we use quite regularly, almost ubiquitously, in an age 
in which we are all taught to network with people in our fields and many 
of us are glued to tablets staring at visualizations of our social networks. 
Talking in terms of networks can seem banal, but networks are interest-
ing to me precisely because they tend to reflect decentered, rhizomatic 
lines of connection. Though they are not always so, networks often are 
comprised of shifting assemblages of nodes and edges, operating at vari-
ous speeds and intensities, that are constantly in motion. For my purposes 
here, Latour has theorized the rhizomatic aspects of networks in ways that 
reflect and extend the diverse and decentered historiographic reconstruc-
tion of the early Christian collective in Corinth offered by Wire.

Latour, whose dissertation on Rudolf Bultmann’s concept of demy-
thologizing gave way to a long career examining the anthropology of sci-
ence and modernity, has developed an attentiveness to the radically dem-
ocratic composition of social and historical assemblages of humans and 
nonhumans. Latour’s (1988, 162–63) philosophical work stems from what 
was for him the radical realization that the composition of reality could 
not be reduced and that the immense plurality of being is a moving field 
of forces that folds and combines together, ever creating new composi-
tions, only to have them decompose in a constant germinal flux.18 At an 
ontological level, and in contrast to Plato’s conception of reality, Being for 
Latour is infinite, in the sense that it is characterized by the cacophonous 
concatenation of an uncountable number of actors, human and nonhu-
man alike. As a result, Latour (1988, 29) offers the injunction for soci-
ologists and historians: “Replace the singular with the plural everywhere.” 
Latour accounts for order in social and material formations as local and 
temporary phenomena: “The pluriverse doesn’t lack coherent formatting, 

18. I explore Deleuze’s work and its relevance to the study of early Christianity in 
Concannon 2017.
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it just lacks any formatting that is not produced locally and provisionally 
by the interactions of the multitude itself ” (Miller 2013, 16). For Latour, 
the world is neither a site for difference as a fall from a singular, divinely 
ordained plan nor a tragic battleground in which varieties of early Chris-
tianities battle one another for supremacy; rather, it is a seething flux of 
creative difference.

Such a framework is interesting to line up alongside Wire and some 
of the feminist biblical historians discussed above. There was not an early 
Christianity in which Paul was always already the center and the head, 
from which divergent groups fell away into heresy and fell apart as a 
result; rather, there was plurality everywhere, which Wire’s reconstruc-
tions highlight. Similarly, there was no singular early Christianity, but 
locally produced and provisional Christianities, made up of the multiple 
networks that Wire saw in Paul’s anxious instructions about compet-
ing apostles such as Apollos. We might sum this up with Adam Miller’s 
(2013, 24) summary of Latour’s ontology and metaphysics: “Though the 
One is not, there are unities.” In other words, there are no primal early 
Christian orthodoxies, heresies, or varieties; rather, there are only local, 
provisional, and postestablished unities.19 To begin with the presumption 
of Pauline centrality, to treat him as a fixed and stable source of author-
ity for early Christianity, is to mistake a later theological and political 
consensus of imperial Christianity for an actual sociological and histori-
cal event or object. Ultimately the scholars who make such assumptions 
about Paul’s centrality and authority misread Paul’s own place as a node 
among a shifting series of networks related to the cult of Jesus in the east-
ern Mediterranean. Both Wire and Latour would see early Christianity as 
far more diverse and rhizomatic than traditional historiographic models 
that privilege early Christian unity and Pauline authority. In this they 
share a vision for community in difference that is similar to that offered 
by Butler.

Where Latour allows us to extend some of Wire’s work into new 
avenues is in the way in which his own ontological description of real-
ity is rooted in a radical notion of democracy, one that extends beyond 
humans. Feminist biblical scholars have long sought to bring marginal-
ized voices to the center of their interpretive work, a project that is rooted 

19. This is perhaps another way of saying that a proper accounting for early 
Christian difference has to find a way of accounting for both difference and unity 
(Brakke 2010, 5).
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in a fundamentally democratic notion of the Christian ekklēsia.20 The act 
of bringing the (reconstructed) voices of the women prophets into view 
reflects a democratic impulse to give every member of a polity the abil-
ity to speak and be heard. The centrality of an uncountable multitude of 
agents involved intimately in every event is central to how Latour under-
stands reality. As such, Latour (1988, 7, 156) pushes scholars to radi-
cally democratize our notion of agency: “I start with the assumption that 
everything is involved in a relation of forces but that I have no idea at all 
of precisely what a force is.… No, we do not know what forces there are, 
nor their balance. We do not want to reduce anything to anything else.”21

Because we do not know what forces or agents are at play or how many 
there even are, we must “replace the singular with the plural everywhere” 
(Latour 2004, 29). Latour’s injunction makes two interrelated points. First, 
scholars must avoid the sin of reductionism, of reducing complex phe-
nomena to simplistic or singular causes. By complex phenomena, Latour 
does not mean just the events that continue to puzzle us, such as the com-
plex negotiations, debates, and political intrigues in the Christian collec-
tive in Corinth; rather, Latour would remind us of the radical complexity 
of even the simplest acts. Second, Latour’s (1988, 35) injunction asks that 
we multiply the agents/actants in any given situation:

We do not know who are the agents who make up our world. We must 
begin with this uncertainty if we are to understand how, little by little, 
the agents defined one another, summoning other agents and attributing 
to them intentions and strategies.… When we speak of men, societies, 
culture, and objects, there are everywhere crowds of other agents that 
act, pursue aims unknown to us, and use us to prosper. We may inspect 
pure water, milk, hands, curtains, sputum, the air we breathe, and see 
nothing suspect, but millions of other individuals are moving around 
that we cannot see.

What is radical about Latour’s notion of agency is that it is truly dem-
ocratic, inclusive of bacteria, hands, water, and air. Latour argues that 
even nonhuman actants have agency and affect our human socialities in 
ways that we seldom consider. Latour’s (2004) turn toward the agency 

20. One can see this, for example, in Schüssler Fiorenza (1993; 2009b), where the 
democratic language of equality is invoked as central to the project of reconceptual-
izing Christian theology and practice.

21. As Deleuze and Guattari (1987, 9) put it: “All multiplicities are flat.”
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of nonhuman actants is crucial to thinking through theological, social, 
and political responses to the catastrophes that face human life on the 
planet. From massive economic inequality to the eradication of the plan-
et’s resources to the warming climate, prevailing forms of politics and 
organizing have failed to offer an adequate response to these threats to 
the possibility of life on the planet. Whatever politics emerges to con-
front or respond to these challenges will have to reckon with the fact 
that humans can make all manner of political decisions about how their 
societies will function, but those decisions will mean nothing if the bil-
lions of carbon dioxide molecules in the atmosphere are not consulted or 
if the pH level of the ocean is not taken into account. What we need is a 
radically democratic form of politics that invites human and nonhuman 
alike to the table to debate questions of common concern. Wire’s work 
continues to push readers of the New Testament to democratize their 
reading practices. With Latour, we hear an injunction to go further and 
reconceptualize our ideas about democracy and agency themselves with 
an eschatological urgency.

Taking the Women Prophets into the Posthuman

Reading with Latour takes Wire’s democratic hermeneutics in the direc-
tion of posthumanism, a diverse stream of scholarship that looks to 
question the underlying premises of Enlightenment humanism and how 
assumptions about the nature of the human are called into question by our 
entanglement with other entities and systems. Posthumanist scholarship 
particularly challenges the unified notion of the human subject, paying 
attention to the ways in which our selves are entangled rather than auton-
omous.22 Much posthumanist work has focused on modern technology 
and science: genetic modification, artificial intelligence, the virtual land-
scape of cyberspace (Braidotti 2013; Malabou 2008; Haraway 1997). Some 
work has focused on interspecies coevolution (Derrida 2008; Deleuze and 
Guattari 1987; Agamben 2004; Haraway 2016), while others have focused 

22. “Posthumanism (and transhumanism) denotes the variegated efforts to 
rethink the human or, at times, to think about transforming the human. It is a misun-
derstanding of posthumanism to see it as an abandonment of concern for the human; 
rather, posthumanism considers ‘how subjectivity, bodies, agency, and cognition are 
altered by engagements with’ other animals, the ‘environment,’ and nonorganic matter 
and technologies” (Buell 2014, 39, citing Weinstone 2004, 4).
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on systems analyses that flatten the distinctions between humans and the 
environment (Delanda 1997; 2006; Crockett 2016). My use of Latour has 
been connected to the work that I do as a historian who also thinks with 
archaeological remains and falls within the ambit of posthumanist work 
that focuses on the agency of objects.23

To think about how Latour and other posthumanist scholars might 
help us shift the way we read Paul’s letters in line with the democratizing 
impulses of Wire’s work, I offer a short reading of 1 Cor 6:12–20 along-
side the work of Denise Kimber Buell and Dale Martin. Buell (2014) has 
shown how her work on haunting might be merged in productive ways 
with aspects of posthumanist thought for use in biblical studies.24 Buell 
(32) argues that posthumanist scholarship asks us to pay attention, in 
ways that we heretofore have not, to how “collective belonging in earli-
est Christian discourses and rituals was forged through interactions with 
nonhuman agencies.” The texts that we study from antiquity presume 
that personhood is constructed relationally with human and nonhuman 
agents and agencies, and to read them without such attention means that 
we read modern notions of human personhood and subjectivity into 
these texts (40–41).

Following Buell’s lead, I think about how Paul’s discussion of the 
corporate effects of a member of the ekklēsia sleeping with a prostitute 
invokes and ascribes agency to nonhuman entities that have an effect on 
personhood and the collective.25 Such a reading takes seriously the need 
to democratize radically the way we describe agency in the texts we study 
by adhering to Latour’s (2004, 29) injunction to “replace the singular with 
the plural everywhere.” Though not working from within the framework 
of posthumanism, Martin’s work on 1 Corinthians explicitly takes into 
account the agency of nonhuman entities and their relations with human 
bodies in ways that complement a posthumanist approach.26 In my read-

23. Beyond Latour, one can see this approach in Bennett 2010; Esposito 2015; 
Harman 2016.

24. Buell’s (2005; 2009) earlier work on hauntology and race and ethnicity have 
been major influences on my own work.

25. “Paul and his audiences seem to agree that the collision of pneuma with psychē 
and sarx produces ontological shifts even when they disagree about what these were 
and their consequences” (Buell 2014, 32).

26. Martin’s (1995, 21) approach to reading 1 Corinthians is anchored in his 
observation that “the ancients by and large view the self as a continuum of substances 



 Reading Paul Obliquely 115

ing of 1 Cor 6:12–20, which follows, I follow Martin’s (1995, 174–79) path 
through the complicated relationships that Paul invokes in his argument.27

First Corinthians 6:12–20 focuses on the question of what would 
happen if a member of the ekklēsia slept with a prostitute.28 Paul’s polemic 
in this section relies on assumptions about the ontology and agency of 
nonhuman entities (the [holy] spirit, Christ, and God) as they affect the 
individual’s body (sōma). Paul argues that a member of the ekklēsia ought 
not have sex with a prostitute on the grounds that such an action might 
affect the complex relationship between the body, (the) spirit, Christ, and 
God. In other words, Paul’s views on sexuality are rooted in how sex alters 
the relations between certain humans and nonhumans, and not in a logic 
of individualized sexual morality.

Central to the logic of Paul’s argument is the relational constitution 
of the body (sōma), in particular that of the member of the ekklēsia. The 
body was purchased by God in the marketplace as one would purchase 
an enslaved person (ēgorasthēte gar timēs, 6:20) and is therefore not its 
own owner (ouk este heautōn, 6:19).29 This body that is owned by God, 
provided it behaves properly, will be raised by God as well (6:14). But the 
ownership of the individual’s body is complicated by God’s relationship to 
the Christ/Lord. As God’s agent, the body belongs to the Lord (kyrios) and 
is not for engaging in sexually illicit activities (porneia, 6:13).

Paul specifies explicitly how the body belongs to the Lord: each body 
is a member (melos) of Christ (6:15). We learn later in the letter that Paul 
means this literally: each (baptized) human body is a member of Christ’s 
body (12:12–31). What Paul takes for granted in chapter 6, but spells out 
in 12:12–13, is that the individual body is grafted into Christ’s body by 
baptism in the spirit (pneuma): “For in one spirit we all were baptized into 

which all, somewhat automatically, interact with and upon one another.” This is a per-
fect illustration of a posthumanist attention to the agency of nonhuman actants.

27. Buell (2017; 2019) has further developed her posthumanist framework in two 
important articles that push against some aspects of Martin’s reading of 1 Corinthians 
and etiologies of invasion and pollution.

28. It is not clear from the passage whether Paul is addressing a situation where 
members of the Corinthian ekklēsia are actually frequenting prostitutes, a not-uncom-
mon practice in the ancient world, or whether this is a thought experiment (Collins 
1999, 240). On ancient prostitution, see McGinn 2004.

29. “Agorazein refers not to the sale of a slave to a god by which the slave is actu-
ally freed, but to the ordinary sale of a slave by one owner to another owner” (Martin 
1990, 63).
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one body” (12:13a NRSV). Thus, the relationship between (the body of) 
Christ and the body of the individual is mediated by the spirit/pneuma 
that joins them together. As Martin (1995, 21) has rightly noted, pneuma 
is not an immaterial entity nor a metaphor for Paul, but refers to a mate-
rial substance that is immanent in the universe and both in and outside 
human bodies: “Pneuma is a kind of ‘stuff ’ that is the agent of perception, 
motion, and life itself; it pervades other forms of stuff and, together with 
those other forms, constitutes the self.” In Paul’s argument, the pneuma is 
a substance that is shared between the body of the individual and Christ, 
connecting Christ’s body with that of the individual: “Someone who is 
joined to the Lord is one pneuma” (6:17).30

The pneuma is not just a connector between bodies but also dwells 
within them. As Paul notes, a member of the ekklēsia, one who has been 
baptized into the pneuma, also has the (holy) pneuma within him. This 
body has been given the pneuma by God and is then a temple within which 
the holy pneuma dwells (6:19). The danger, for Paul, of God giving pneuma 
to a human body is that the pneuma is now subject to the possibility of 
pollution by its proximity to the flesh (sarx).31

The pneuma is not the only embodied substance that can connect 
bodies together. Through an intertextual reading of Gen 2:24, Paul sees 
sex as the mechanism by which two separate fleshes (sarkes) are joined 
together: “Do you not know that the one who joins with a prostitute is one 
sōma? For, it is said, the two will be one sarx” (6:16). Commentators have 
long argued that sōma and sarx here are interchangeable, that they refer to 
the same thing (Collins 1999, 247–48). But recognizing that they are dif-
ferent entities is crucial to understanding how Paul’s argument functions. 
The sexual act links together two separate sarkes into one. By virtue of the 
fact that the sōma is the site where sarx and pneuma intermingle, the join-
ing together of two sarkes through porneia has a polluting effect when the 
pneuma is also present. And because the pneuma is also a substance that is 
shared by (the body of) Christ, the polluting effect is shared by Christ. This 
is the logic by which Paul can say, “Do you not know that your sōmata are 
members of Christ? Therefore should I make members of Christ members 
of a prostitute? Certainly not!” As Martin (1995, 175–76) summarizes the 
argument, “a Christian’s copulation with a prostitute constitutes Christ’s 

30. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are mine.
31. On pollution and disease etiology in the ancient world, see Martin 1995, 

139–62.
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copulation with her,” which is rooted in that, for Paul, “the individual body 
has no independent ontological status.”

From a posthumanist perspective, what this reading of 1 Cor 6:12–20 
shows is precisely that, for Paul, the individual body is not a hermeti-
cally sealed and unified self, but is bound up into a series of relationships 
that involve human and nonhuman entities. The individual body is not a 
single thing but a constantly shifting site of interaction between a series of 
substances that link together humans and nonhumans. To follow Wire’s 
impulse further in this direction could involve imagining other construc-
tions of the body by Corinthians, while paying attention to the agency 
such theoretical bodies might have had for other ancient readers. In read-
ing Paul or other early Christians, we have to democratize our readings 
and be attentive to the agencies and interactions that our informants con-
sider as actants in their worlds.32

Conclusion

Wire’s work remains a challenge not just to Pauline or New Testament 
studies but to ways of thinking about democracy both inside and outside 
contemporary Christian communities. This work points its readers toward 
questions about who is included and who is heard, and how we draw our 
lines around who is inside our polity and who is outside. Such questions 
remain urgent and must be urgently attended to. Ultimately, such ques-
tions can only be answered through alliances and extension, through 
assembling the kinds of fragmented collectives that Wire, Butler, Latour, 
Buell, and other posthumanist scholars conjure for their readers. The task 
for Pauline studies is to continue to imagine how we can radically democ-
ratize our readings, conjure the agencies of nonhumans, and imagine new 
assemblages of people and things. An important recent example of such 
an approach is Hartman’s (2019) rereading of Paul’s rhetoric around por-
neia in 1 Cor 5, focusing on how Paul deploys nonhumans (yeast, bread, 
[paschal] lambs) to animalize those who diverge from Paul’s sexual and 

32. As Buell (2014, 41) notes, taking such an approach allows scholars to account 
for nonhuman agencies without having to assent to the rhetorical projects within 
which they are invoked: “Posthumanist writings allow advocates of nonhuman agen-
cies who are not religiously affiliated to engage nonhuman agencies without assenting 
to the rhetorical terms of the ancient texts and their ethical implications and without 
assenting to Christian theological frameworks.”
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communal ethics. Such readings not only help us to move beyond static 
assumptions of what it means to be human, but also equip us to imagine 
new forms of sociality between humans and nonhumans as we move ever 
more rapidly into a period where such imagination will be more and more 
important for a politics that can address the increasingly dangerous eco-
logical, political, and economic conditions of the Anthropocene.
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Alternative Futures, Ephemeral Bodies:  
Untouching the Corinthian Women Prophets

Joseph A. Marchal

What are interpreters after when they turn to the Corinthian women 
prophets? How do these females function as figures historically or rhetori-
cally in Pauline epistles or interpretations? One can even wonder whether 
they figure at all, particularly when they are marginalized or obscured 
in spite of their audacious appearances around twenty centuries ago in 
Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, or around thirty years ago in Antoi-
nette Clark Wire’s (1990) evocative reconstruction of them through that 
letter. From another angle, these appearances are all too brief, too slight or 
subtle to offer much beyond a fleeting glimpse of any of the many people 
besides Paul in these ancient assembly communities. The archive gener-
ated by such glimpses could easily slip through our fingers; yet, as Elisa-
beth Schüssler Fiorenza (1999, 52) reminds us: “If it is a sign of oppression 
when a people does not have a written history, then feminists and other 
subaltern scholars cannot afford to eschew such rhetorical and historical 
re-constructive work.” Despair at the ephemeral nature of these traces, 
then, could, even should, be turned by the political importance of the task 
for those oppressed and obscured, especially through forms of biblical 
argumentation. Indeed, here and elsewhere, I share many commitments 
with Wire, Schüssler Fiorenza (1999, 52), and other feminist interpreters 
who prioritize “making the subordinated and marginalized ‘others’ visible 
again and their repressed arguments and silences ‘audible.’ ” This, in part, 
accounts for how I and others are persistently drawn, in spite of the obsta-
cles and difficulties, to various figures in these letters—both the passing 
references and the debased, even stereotyped figures. This pull is related 
to the countless bodies that have been haunted by the effects of Paul’s let-
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ters, bodies that many interpreters are still so prone to ignore.1 One clear 
exception can be found in Denise Kimber Buell’s (2009, 180–81) work 
around the troubling legacies of ancient Christian materials and those 
(who claim to be) treating them historically in order to propose origins 
or ruptures in the creation of our racial, ethnic, and religious categories. 
This kind of attachment, or what one might call accountability, could, 
in turn, explain my interest in those targeted or marginalized with and 
through the letters. To me, these are linked: the ongoing impacts of more 
recent targeting (in a time that we might initially call “now”) require 
more creative, even urgent responses, responses that involve reflections 
on those figures evoked in the letters (in a time we might initially call 
“then”).2

Such urgency and a corresponding need for creativity do not mean 
casting aside already argued approaches and results—indeed, I maintain 
that we need both the approaches and results Wire crafts in her landmark 
study of the Corinthian women prophets. Rather, by intertwining the bold 
feminist work of Wire and others, with some more experimental alterna-
tives within queer cultural studies, I signal some of the missed opportuni-
ties and striking anticipations in the reception of feminist historical and 
rhetorical work—a set of alternative futures for the Corinthian women 
prophets. In this light the work of Ann Cvetkovich and José Esteban 
Muñoz becomes valuable for the ways they provide and perform examples 
of alternative archives in the making, drawing on ephemeral materials 
such as letters. Both sets of approaches, then, recognize the potential sig-
nificance of slight references, spectral presences, and unsanctified figures.

Careful Confidence around the Corinthians

The approach developed by Wire in pursuit of the Corinthian women 
prophets should be revisited and, frankly, implemented far more frequently 
among interpreters of these materials. This would require approaching the 
letters as neither theology nor history at first, but as rhetoric—as attempts 
to communicate, argue, and convince an audience. For a rhetorical act to 
be successful, it must gauge and address an audience successfully. This was 

1. For some of the first reflections on hauntology and spectrality in relation to 
the projects of New Testament and early Christian studies, see Buell 2009; 2010; 2014.

2. For the first of several attempts to rethink the relationship between then and 
now queerly, particularly as a touch across time, see Marchal 2011.
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one reason Wire adapted the categories introduced by Lucie Olbrechts-
Tyteca and Chaïm Perelman’s (1969) new rhetoric to focus on the function 
of a set of arguments, rather than on the act of labeling them with a series 
of antiquated (and sometimes conflicting) Greco-Roman terms. In keep-
ing with this kind of rhetorical analysis, the interpreter proceeds with the 
assumption that any rhetor is most concerned with having a particular 
effect on an audience through the rhetorical act. This has several effects 
on the interpretive project. First, Paul’s letters are not treated as isolated 
theological treatises but as parts of an exchange between Paul and his 
audiences. Second, the focus on the operation of these arguments requires 
recognizing that Paul had hopes for affecting the audience in particular 
ways; the function of a letter is to persuade or convince, neither of which 
neatly corresponds to preservation or proselytizing (the work of the histo-
rian or theologian). Third, this should, in turn, alter the default (and often 
unexamined) assumptions of interpreters, particularly those who tend 
to presume that Paul was already authoritative and his arguments always 
already accepted—then or now. Such an assumption seems to misunder-
stand how these letters function. As Wire (1990, 10) argues in her intro-
duction: “Because an argument Paul makes cannot be rejected as uncon-
vincing, it also cannot convince. In this way the authority we attribute to 
Paul prevents him from persuading us.” Wire convincingly explains that 
such an assumption is actually a disservice to Paul and the manifest effort 
he expended to persuade through these letters (9–11). The assumption of 
Paul’s priori authoritative status ignores what the letters are and what its 
author appears to have intended to do in and through them. Wire high-
lights: “The letters do not claim to be authoritative in their own right or 
this argument would be redundant” (10).

This kind of rhetorical analysis complicates both theological and his-
torical assumptions about the significance of Paul’s letters. Once one begins 
to grapple with their rhetoricity, the letters hardly appear to be straight-
forward sources for history or theology. These letters are not transparent 
windows onto historical situations, in either the location of their compo-
sition or reception. Rather, Wire’s efforts to find out about one group of 
recipients (the Corinthian women prophets) demonstrates how one must 
factor in the effects of the persuasive function of the letter, as just one part 
of a rhetorical exchange, if one wants to postulate historical information 
about anything or anyone, Paul or other people. Wire (1990, 9) elaborates: 
“Nothing he [Paul] writes can be considered reliable unless it serves his 
purpose of persuasion. In other words, everything spoken as description 
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or analysis is first of all an address to the intended readers.” One must 
distinguish between rhetorical and historical situation, because one must 
work through the rhetoric to get any kind of historical perspective.3

Any direct claims or arguments about particular figures in a letter, 
then, can be helpful, if measured or factored in terms of the letter’s argu-
mentative aims. Paul might be basing a claim on a presumed agreement 
between the audience and himself, yet letters of course reveal other pur-
poses than confirming agreement. Indeed, given the effort and resources 
needed to compose and send a letter, one should imagine that there were 
particular concerns that would cause someone such as Paul to send a letter. 
Once one acknowledges the letters as attempts at persuasion, then, Wire 
(1990, 9) proposes: “On whatever points Paul’s persuasion is insistent and 
intense, showing he is not merely confirming their agreement but strug-
gling for their assent, one can assume some different and opposite point 
of view in Corinth from the one Paul is stating.” Paul’s arguments do not 
assume agreement or his own unquestionable authority in advance; on 
the contrary, Wire shows how “Paul expects controversy—provokes it in 
fact” (11). She suggests that, if one reads the letter’s arguments carefully, 
one can see some audience perspectives in the letter. Through a process 
compatible with reading against the grain, Wire maintains: “Those in clear 
disagreement with Paul should be the ones most accessible through his 
rhetoric” (4).

Grappling with a letter as an act of rhetoric involves a tricky kind of 
triangulation between the rhetor (Paul), the rhetorical act (the letter), 
and the audience (recipients such as the prophetic women in Corinth).4 
Indeed, the act is but an attempt, an attempt that one must try to measure 
for its reliability; then, to get to other people one must try to factor for 
them, and they can only be accessible if one is careful. These are real pos-
sibilities, possibilities too frequently ignored or dismissed out of hand (as 
Matthews’s essay in this collection shows); but in taking Wire’s approach 
seriously, one must grapple with how it is simultaneously eye-opening and 

3. Cynthia Briggs Kittredge (1998, 56, 62–65, 101–10), for instance, stresses that 
there is a difference between the rhetorical situation inscribed within the letter to the 
Philippians and the historical situation at Philippi. For the difference between rhe-
torical and historical situation, see Schüssler Fiorenza 1999, 109, 115–22, 138–42. On 
rhetorical situation generally, see Bitzer 1968.

4. For previous reflections on this tentative triangulation in rhetorical analysis 
(and for Philippians specifically), see Marchal 2006, 194–202.
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difficult. After all, in the case of 1 Corinthians and the women prophets, 
a contemporary interpreter has only an artifact of the act (a critical edi-
tion of the letter), but seeks information about the rhetor and, especially 
in my case (following in the footsteps of Wire), the audience. If one is not 
carefully attentive to the rhetoricity of the act, the rhetor simply remains a 
saint; if one does not factor for the audience, the women in the assembly 
community at Corinth can slip through our fingers.

Slight Anxieties

Paul’s letters present a set of opportunities, given the way the letters write 
to a range of audiences, in different places, and mentioning, even address-
ing specific people in those places.5 These letters seem like invaluable 
resources for finding out about more than just the author, who will be can-
onized and sanctified in succeeding centuries. Nevertheless, there are real 
challenges in pursuing such people in Paul’s letters: the letters are, after all, 
just presenting one half of a conversation. They maintain one version of 
Paul’s various attempts to persuade. This is particularly troubling when we 
are looking for and trying to think more about those figures addressed in 
and by the letters, as we never directly hear their parts of the longer con-
versation. One would be forgiven if one despaired in one’s consideration of 
these figures once recognizing how each of these references is shaped pri-
marily toward argumentative purposes and, then, encountering just how 
slight these references are and how difficult it might be to factor for those 
addressed by these passing references within overarching rhetorics.

Of course, in naming this difficulty and the potential anxiety or despair 
associated with it, I am not proposing a turn away from the sometimes 
slight, fleeting, or ephemeral. Rather, I maintain that Wire’s approach 
retrains our focus and orientation, and I want to lean even further into 
it. Indeed, for scholars interested in ancient conceptualizations of gender, 

5. In this and in many other ways, I am explicitly and implicitly presuming and 
building on the innovations in feminist biblical scholarship, particularly when femi-
nist interpreters have been interested in historical reconstructions and/or engaged in 
reading against the grain of these materials. Here, the methodological innovations of 
Schüssler Fiorenza (1992; 1999; 2001), Wire (1990), and Castelli (1991) come most 
directly to mind. One could point to a range of other feminist scholars with similar 
commitments and engaging with these approaches, but for now I simply point to two 
who have helped me to rethink the uses of these letters: Kittredge 2003; Miller 2015.
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sexuality, and embodiment, a lot also rides on how we interpret brief refer-
ences, such as the inclusion of the arsenokoitai and malakoi in a longer vice 
list in 1 Cor 6:9.6 The former is painfully obscure and hard to determine, 
while the latter is a more defined pain because we are quite certain of its 
insulting characterization of femininity as soft and problematic.7 These 
pains are hardly slight, particularly for those who are targeted by or with 
this argument now, even if the claim is made in passing: two Greek words, 
clustered with many others, assembled on the way in an attempt to make 
some other larger point in the letter. More affirmatively, but still often the 
product of intensive labors, few feminist interpreters would dismiss out 
of hand the slight but still precious references to women such as Prisca 
(1 Cor 16:19; as well as Rom 16:3–5; Acts 18), or the people belonging to 
Chloe (1 Cor 1:11) in this letter (on the latter, see M. Smith forthcoming). 
Their places around the edges or margins of these letters need not corre-
spond to their places in the networks of activity within and between these 
ancient assembly communities, or their places in the stories or arguments 
we assemble now.

Wire’s approach sets the stage for me to emphasize an orientation to the 
ephemeral—these materials and our approaches to them (likely because 
humans and other creatures are ephemeral ourselves). Wire reminds us 
that these letters were not always authoritative, canonized scriptures, 
but attempts at persuasion, reflections of moments in longer conversa-
tions and wider networks. Though they have been raised to the heights 
of theological authority, each of these letters was once ephemeral … and 
to ephemera they might still return.8 But, for now, what would it mean 
to linger with the ephemerality of these epistles and the figures deployed 
and addressed within them? After all, what are we doing but reading other 
people’s mail?! This conception might help us to remember the fleeting 
nature of these encounters, but it still might imply that this fleeting is still 

6. On these two terms and the vice lists in 1 Cor 5–6, see Martin 1996; Ivarsson 2007.
7. The two other so-called clobber passages (Gen 19:1–38; Lev 18:22; 20:13) also 

turn on the meaning of relatively slight terms: yāda‘ (which is quite clear) and miškəbê 
’iššâ (which is not). For an overview of the former, and the Sodom story in general, 
see Carden 2004. For the best suggestion for what to do with the manifest difficulties 
of the latter, see Olyan 1994.

8. Indeed, as Luijendijk (2009) underscores, other early Christian letters were 
viewed as ephemeral enough to be thrown away. Sometimes we are reconstructing 
history from garbage.
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familiar—we think we know what mailed items are as objects. Even still, 
approaching the letters again as ephemera helps us to dislodge the let-
ters from their all-too-common and politically, culturally, religiously, and 
affectively disturbing uses.9 There is and was nothing necessary about the 
development in their outsized influence. Here, my political investment, 
my affective attachment, or just inclination toward the figures targeted and 
marginalized within these letters can meet with an emphasis on ephemera 
to help me reconsider, even reconnect, with these figures.

Ephemeral Archives and Affects

Inspired by Wire, then, I treat these letters first as rhetorical and cultural, 
rather than theological or historical (to start), an effort eased by engage-
ment with queer approaches from outside biblical studies. Cvetkovich and 
Muñoz focus on ephemeral materials in their bold and improvised experi-
ments with assembling alternative archives in the making.

As Muñoz (1996, 10) stresses, ephemera are “all of those things that 
remain after a performance, a kind of evidence of what has transpired but 
certainly not the thing itself … following traces, glimmers, residues, and 
specks of things.” Ephemera involve looking backwards; they point in that 
direction, even as they persist in the other direction; they are the remain-
ders of a performative act itself—such as, say, an ancient letter. Ephemera, 
then, require attention to the specific and the particular, rather than the 
typical or the average. If as Muñoz argues, “Ephemera includes traces of 
lived experience and performances of lived experience, maintaining expe-
riential politics and urgencies long after these structures of feeling have 
been lived” (10–11), then ephemera can be the residue, possibly even a 
repository of materials and sensations, experiences and positions, toward 
an alternative archive.

Letters, as and alongside ephemera, can be valuable for an alternative 
archive, nearly absent, often traumatic, but not always finally nor exclusively 
so. Ephemera are “the stock-in-trade of the gay and lesbian archive,” as col-
lections from private donors become public objects and affects, “insisting 
on the value of apparently marginal or ephemeral material” (Cvetkovich 
2003, 243–44). The grassroots archives of LGBTIQ people depend on just 

9. For more traditional approaches to Paul’s letters within the conventions of 
ancient letter writing, see Stowers 1986; Malherbe 1988.
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such objects—letters and other occasional documents, alongside other 
miscellaneous and ephemeral materials (243). As Cvetkovich argues, “In 
insisting on the value of apparently marginal or ephemeral material, the 
collectors of gay and lesbian archives propose that affects—associated with 
nostalgia, personal memory, fantasy, and trauma—make a document sig-
nificant” (243–44).

Cvetkovich and other cultural critics, then, provide and perform dif-
ferent approaches to ephemera as evidence. Cvetkovich’s rich, dynamic, 
and reflexive work is valuable for many reasons, including its attunement 
to the ephemeral. She traces the creation of lesbian and queer public cul-
tures, often in relation to an everyday that is shaped by trauma.10 Indeed, 
in Cvetkovich’s (2003, 12) conceptualization, trauma is the trace of where 
and how catastrophic histories (large and small) become “embedded 
within everyday life experiences.” Trauma’s effects, then, are diffuse and 
dispersed, requiring different strategies for making archives, attending to 
marginal, unexpected, and ephemeral materials. This often means grap-
pling with an almost absent archive, a haunting past that is still somehow 
both hidden and present in cultural texts and surrounding practices (38; 
drawing on Gordon 1997).

Thus, letters seem to be excellent objects to archive alternatives, even if 
or perhaps even because they were and are ephemeral.11 Some of Cvetkov-
ich’s most fascinating examples, particularly for an interpreter in ambiva-
lent relationship to ancient epistles, come in the form of letters, both within 
Leslie Feinberg’s Stone Butch Blues and the Lesbian Herstory Archives. 
Feinberg’s (semi)autobiographical novel is structured as a letter to the pro-
tagonist’s ex-lover, revealing their painfully buried responses to lesbian and 
especially butch vulnerability to police harassment, violence, and detention 
(Cvetkovich 2003, 73–79). Cvetkovich situates this discussion within her 
extended reflections on butch and femme sexualities in light of trauma and 
vulnerability (49–82). Since this letter will not be sent to the ex-lover, the 
novel describes its alternative destination as a public site, not unlike New 
York’s Lesbian Herstory Archives, as a marker of humiliation and helpless-

10. For a range of considerations about trauma in relation to the literature now 
called early Christian, with some reflection on the impact Cvetkovich’s practices can 
make, see Kotrosits 2015.

11. Though it is not my primary (or even secondary or tertiary) interest here, 
there is the potential for a set of readings of Paul’s letters that pursue an ephemeral 
Paul, or at least ephemeral Paulinisms. See, e.g., Blanton 2014.
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ness (78–79), the kind that was left unspoken, unwritten, unsent, unre-
ceived.… The conundrum of the lesbian or the queer archive is that it must 
somehow reflect and hold these kinds of “traumatic absences” (79). Their 
affective investment in the objects makes them significant and historical. 
In the process of “feeling history,” then, archives help to constitute a com-
munity, even through unexpected objects (Cvetkovich 2012, 124). In such 
archives, even pulp fiction, with its broad and stereotyped figures, becomes 
a form of evidence, a slight and seemingly insignificant clue to some, but 
a clue nonetheless for those who had no other access to the notion of a 
lesbian public culture (Cvetkovich 2003, 252–53).12

Of course, Paul’s letters are anything but marginal now, given their 
religious and cultural canonization in the centuries that followed their 
creation, performance, reception, and circulation. But, as I note above, 
this was not always the case, nor was it inevitably so. If one wants to 
unlearn so as to relearn alternative approaches to the past, it is likely a 
good idea to remember that these objects are letters, not sermons, not 
doctrines, and certainly not authoritative scriptures in these initial, fleet-
ing settings. If scriptures are orientation devices,13 we would do well to 
take a more disorienting approach to these texts that were something else 
entirely. Indeed, recognizing the oral/aural qualities of the letters’ perfor-
mance and reception, and following Muñoz (1996, 10), one can relearn 
the ephemerality of epistles as among “those things that remain after a 
performance.” We are already studying ephemera. Multiple acts precede 
a letter. The significance of a letter does not (exclusively) reside in a (con-
struction of) Paul’s intention at composition, nor in the experience of 
its oral and aural delivery performed in and for the assembly commu-
nity members at Corinth. Instead, the letters are but remainders, specific 
traces and reduced residues of a far more extended exchange within a 
complicated network of people assembling in communities across the 
northern and eastern Mediterranean.

Ephemeral Options: Untouchable and Uncovered

Wire’s approach is important to reconsider, but so are the results of her 
approach, particularly in the light of these feminist and queer approaches 

12. Here, Cvetkovich draws on and alludes to previous, and more elaborated 
work, including her own (for instance, Villarejo 1999; Cvetkovich 2002).

13. See the discussion in Hidalgo 2016; 2018; Wimbush 2012.
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to ephemera. In the years since The Corinthian Women Prophets, some 
feminist interpreters of New Testament and early Christian literature have 
argued that women can only ever function as discursive signs or rhetorical 
figures in the study of ancient texts.14 Historically, they can only ever be 
absent; rhetorically, they remain only vehicles for the message of the text. 
In a way, then, these kinds of approaches have reduced the female figures 
to an ephemeral inaccessibility. In contrast, I stand with other feminist 
biblical interpreters and my queer interlocutors to insist that attention to 
the inscription of gender (among other factors) in discourse or rhetoric 
can support historical reconstructive efforts about women and should 
help us produce alternative archives (see Matthews 2001, 51, 54; Schüssler 
Fiorenza 1999, 50–52; 2001, 175–86).15 When even explicitly feminist 
work on women and gender in relation in 1 Corinthians tends to disavow 
the possibilities of reconstructing anything about people besides Paul in 
the Corinthian assembly community (see, e.g., Økland 2004), I believe we 
have lost something valuable: an alternative past, and a past of some use 
for our futures, as an option. A careful evaluation of these letters’ rheto-
rics can contribute to an alternate archiving—historical reconstructions of 
any of the many other people participating in these assembly communi-
ties, people whose traces may be ephemeral, but are not entirely absent. 
Such an approach can contribute in critical and constructive ways to a 
range of counterkyriarchal projects: attention to the people marginalized 
in scholarship of the letters and often within the letters themselves provide 
alternate points of intervention and possibly even identification for those 
struggling against modes of marginalization and stigmatization now.

In short, the picture Wire constructs of the Corinthian women proph-
ets is an important option. Sadly, otherwise excellent feminist work, 
reflecting on the dynamics of gender and sexuality on Paul’s letters, fails to 
even consider these prophetic females as compelling historical figures or 

14. See, e.g., Cooper 1996. For questions about the role of historical reconstruc-
tions based on texts that involve female figures, see Matthews 2001. Here Matthews 
is responding to a set of striking assertions made by Cooper (among others). For a 
different negotiation of both rhetorical/discursive and historical elements, see Vander 
Stichele and Penner 2009.

15. My own work’s dual interest in the possibilities of textual representation and 
historical reconstruction marks it as differently influenced by cultural studies and lit-
erary theories from some trajectories in biblical studies.
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contemporary sociopolitical options.16 In wider circles scholars’ refusal to 
seriously engage feminist work on this letter often leads to a correspond-
ing inability (or unwillingness) to conceptualize what, how, or why the 
female Corinthians in this assembly were engaging in specifically embod-
ied practices.17 Yet, this need not be the case; these interpretive moves are 
not the only options, as I often find Wire’s construction of the Corinthian 
women prophets both convincing and useful, as a feminist and queer 
option, even when she is considering seemingly slight references or the 
kinds of ephemeral traces Cvetkovich and Muñoz summon (for me).

One of the strengths of Wire’s treatment of the Corinthian women 
prophets is an insistence on grappling with the argumentation through-
out 1 Corinthians, not only those two texts where women’s prayer and 
prophetic activities come most explicitly into the foreground (11:2–16; 
14:26–40). Thus, Wire helps us to archive additional angles on the female 
figures addressed in this letter. By engaging in such a thorough rhetorical 
analysis, with the prophetic females always in mind, Wire helps us to piece 
together how these arguments would sound to them, how the rhetorical 
efforts could even be responses to these people in the Corinthian assembly 
community. Suddenly, formulaic notes such as “it is good for a man not to 
touch a woman” (7:1) ring differently, resounding for longer than a fleeting 
instant of “on the one hand.”18 A concessive moment before Paul attempts 
to assert the importance of marriage for some, especially those who lack 
adequate self-control (7:2–9), thus reflects a principle likely valued among 
women, given that it restricts male rather than female behavior (Wire 
1990, 94). If one combines that formula with others Paul cites, another pic-
ture emerges. An assertion of “all things are in my own power” (or, “autho-
rized,” or “possible for me,” exestin, 6:12; cf. 10:23) is a sign of a compet-
ing claim to self-authority, one that one can imagine voiced by those who 
feel the need to assert it in such circumstances. In this light Wire (1990, 
94) even suggests that these last two slogans “may have been combined 

16. For two recent examples, particularly written to be accessible to wider audi-
ences, see Knust 2011, 82–86, 92–94, 159–62; Bird 2015, 107–11.

17. Martin’s (1995, especially 229–49) failure to consider Wire’s (1990) analysis 
more carefully (or his absolute lack of curiosity about these women, despite their 
importance for treating this argument) is symptomatic in this regard. For further 
reflections on the potential motivations (of both scholars and of prophetic females in 
Corinth), see Matthews 2015.

18. All translations are mine, unless otherwise indicated.
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in a third, ‘The woman has authority over her own body’ (7:4).”19 Paul, of 
course, is trying to limit the application of such slogans in the community, 
here by quoting the slogan and inserting a not into the potentially com-
bined proposition, shaping sexual practice. While he admits that his own 
unmarried status is good (7:8) and thus preferable (even superior), Paul 
works to persuade or even prescribe that women should give up this good 
in their changed lives, whether they were married, widowed, or betrothed.

Nonetheless, this section on sex should not be artificially separated 
from another section on women. The effort the letter expends on con-
vincing various female figures to return to more conventional sexual roles 
(7:1–40) indicates that at least some women are withdrawing from sex 
(with men; Wire 1990, 81–93). This withdrawal is likely an extension or 
intensification of other positions they held. Wire demonstrates that their 
experience of prophetic calling is intertwined with their desires to with-
draw from sex with males (78–95, especially 93–95). Even Paul notes the 
association of abstinence with prayer when he concedes their right to occa-
sional sexual refusal, but only to allow for greater attention to prayer (7:5; 
Wire 1990, 83). This brief effort to place limits on the praying activities of 
some resonates with the other, more extended passages where Paul spe-
cifically attempts to qualify and constrict how and when (and ultimately 
whether) women should pray and prophesy (11:1–16; 14:26–40). If one set 
of embodied practice—withdrawal from sex and marriage (with men)—is 
a reflection or even extension of another set—women’s prayer and proph-
ecy—practices that Paul alternatingly practices, approves, and constrains 
(for others), then it becomes clear that at least some Corinthian females 
were already drawing different conclusions from Paul about some overlap-
ping practices. There are ephemeral traces of these different conclusions, 
but they are not yet entirely absent, as some more pessimistic, dubious, or 
despairing readers might think.

To this end, we can still see how the results of Wire’s construction 
offer alternative negotiations of gender, sexuality, and embodiment, with-
out reducing the terms of the women’s transformations to the sexual alone. 
As such, these first-century female figures look as if they are anticipat-
ing feminist and queer options for the twenty-first century. Indeed, these 
women’s withdrawal from sex may prefigure more recent queer critiques 

19. This third passage uses the same verb of authority or potential as the second 
slogan discussed above (see Wire 1990, 82).
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of reproductive futurity (Edelman 2004; Halberstam 2005), especially if 
one contextualizes these practices within an ancient assembly shaped by 
apocalyptic anticipations (see Marchal 2018). To be clear—and queer!—
about these almost absent women, I am not imagining them as identical 
to contemporary queer figures. But their practices fall into the category 
that social historian Judith Bennett (2000) describes as “lesbian-like.” They 
resisted sex and marriage (with males), they flouted prevailing expecta-
tions of sexual propriety, they collaborated with other females, they altered 
their gendered comportment in their clothing and bodily practices. In 
an effort to construct an alternative social history, against the sexist and 
heteronormative tendencies of traditional historiography, Bennett (2000, 
15–16) refuses to reduce a category such as lesbian to one sexual dimen-
sion, in favor of a more extended, rich, even idiosyncratic set of criteria of 
“cautious kinship.” The term “lesbian-like” (with quotation marks intact) 
simultaneously names what has gone unnamed (lesbian) and destabi-
lizes any certitude about what an identification could connote (-like).20 
“Lesbian-like” can be deployed to highlight resemblances and affinities 
between practices across the centuries. Indeed, closer to the antiquity of 
these Corinthian females, Bernadette Brooten’s (1996, 17–25) landmark 
study of female homoeroticism stressed that there might be more continu-
ities and fewer turning points in the history of female as opposed to male 
homoerotic practices. Brooten demonstrated that the term lesbian (even 
without Bennett’s qualifying “-like”) could index this combination of con-
tinuities and discontinuities.

In such light Wire’s reading of the Corinthian women prophets begins 
to resemble Cvetkovich’s (2003, 67–71) own reconsideration of other 
slight references and almost absent archives for butch untouchability. The 
obstacles for archiving these kinds of butch practices might start with their 
stigmatization (their departures from prevailing expectations), but they 

20. “The ‘like’ in ‘lesbian-like’ decenters ‘lesbian,’ introducing into historical 
research a productive uncertainty born of likeness and resemblance, not identity. 
It might therefore allow us to expand lesbian history beyond its narrow and quite 
unworkable focus on women who engaged in certifiable same-sex genital contact (a 
certification hard to achieve even for many contemporary women), and to incorporate 
into lesbian history women who, regardless of their sexual pleasures, lived in ways that 
offer certain affinities with modern lesbians. In so doing, we might incorporate into 
lesbian history sexual rebels, gender rebels, marriage-resisters, cross-dressers, single-
women” (Bennett 2000, 14).
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are intensified by their negating definition—or, rather, their positive valu-
ation of not being touched. How does one reach back and find those who 
think it is good not to be touched? Here, again, I can build on the promise 
of Wire’s constructions of the Corinthian women prophets and the links 
she traces between multiple passages, the overarching rhetorics of the 
letter, and the most notoriously difficult passages about women’s speech.

Thirty years later, Wire’s reading of the rhetorics at work in the most 
overloaded of these passages—11:2–16—still convinces me in nearly 
every way. I say “nearly” because, ever the contrarian, I think Wire’s break-
through analysis passed too quickly over one move Paul makes. In par-
ticular, when Paul first mentions the Corinthian women doing particular 
things with their bodies—praying and prophesying uncovered—he claims 
that such behavior is the same as if the woman’s head was shaved (11:5; 
cf. 11:6).21 Scholars often trivialize or pass over this particular rhetorical 
move, characterizing the argument as ridiculous or absurd, as an exag-
geration, perhaps even intentionally so on Paul’s part. A range of commen-
taries declares that Paul is being sarcastic in making this equivalence (or 
in arguing that a woman should cut her hair shortly if she will not cover; 
Collins 1999, 409; Horsley 1998, 155; Thistelton 2000, 832; Fitzmyer 2008, 
414). Wire (1990, 118) combines two common scholarly estimations when 
she describes Paul’s equivalence of prophecy uncovered with head shaving 
as a “shocking aside.” When considered, Paul’s argument about shortly cut 
or shaven hair is seldom deemed relevant for the historical situation in 
Corinth.22 It is rarely viewed as central to understanding the historical or 
rhetorical context of this difficult passage—the reference is slight, but not 
entirely absent; in other words, it is ephemeral. For Wire (1990, 119), the 
rhetorical efficacy of Paul offering a “reasonable concession” (head cov-
ering during prayer and prophecy) is dependent on shortened head hair 
being “an unthinkable alternative.”

But what if the argument being made here is dependent on being a dis-
tinctly recognizable, thus thinkable practice and possibility? I suggest that 

21. Though I focus, here and elsewhere, on what this image of gender variation 
highlights for the fraught alterities and similarities of such encounters, Buell (2014) 
considers another exciting if still haunting option given anxious arguments around 
bodily boundaries, by focusing on human receptivity to spiritual powers and histories 
of possession and spiritualism.

22. Horsley (1998, 154) insists that this argument is “hypothetical. It does not 
presume that some women were cutting off their hair.”
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this particular rhetorical move is more than just an aside, an ephemeral, 
peripheral, or incidental gesture, completely unmoored from historical 
dynamics. Lingering over the potential premise “it is shameful (or dishon-
orable) for a woman (implied: a women’s head hair) to be shortly cut or be 
shaved” (11:6) calls up well-known images of gender variation.23 Indeed, 
the capacious, if confused category of ancient androgyny contains at times 
rather precise ways to think about females with short or shaved head hair, 
reflecting a range of elite imperial male concerns about women’s embodied 
practices (including both sex and speech). This kind of female is one figure 
in a range of androgynous figures for Greco-Roman audiences, signs of 
both female ability and male anxiety, objects of ridicule and occasional, 
begrudging respect. Such a figuration is not entirely unlike those pulpy ste-
reotypes one also has to trace in order to access an alternative public cul-
ture, an almost absent archive for sexual and gender minorities.

In this moment Paul seems to be referencing a known stereotype, or 
more likely an antitype, a negative form of female gender variation (and 
one not too distant from more recent characterizations of butch females).24 
Paul deploys this image to elicit a negative reaction from the audience: 
he aims to get them to link shortened head hair to prayer or prophecy 
with uncovered head (see also Matthews 2017). Yet, as Wire’s work shows, 
there are perspectives besides Paul’s active in these assemblies; we need 
not agree with Paul’s arguments now, particularly because Paul was work-
ing so hard then to convince the Corinthians of something they did not 
already accept: that these embodied practices are outrageous or otherwise 
problematic. It remains distinctly possible that the prophetic females (and 
their own followers) did not accept the terms of this potential vilification, 
just as we now should not accept either these ancient arguments or more 
recent ones that mock, condemn, or marginalize gender-variant people in 
the present.

Here, Wire’s recognition that Paul’s letters function as argument rather 
than dogma is crucial, since understanding the letters requires keeping 
open the possibilities for whether (and how) they did or did not convince. 
Our approach to these epistles and the figures circulating within and with 

23. Further, as Vander Stichele and Penner (2005, 292) have argued, this claim 
could even be the “critical lynchpin of Paul’s argument in 1 Cor 11.”

24. For more on the antitype of the ancient androgyne, and the productivity of 
juxtaposing ancient and more recent forms of gender variation, see Marchal 2014; 
and, in longer form, Marchal 2020.
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them should not be confined to the perspectives of Paul and the prevailing 
bodies of interpretation. Thus, again, Wire anticipates or at least resonates 
with the emphasis on the reception and circulation of objects in the works 
of Cvetkovich and Muñoz.

Muñoz (2009, 115–30) shows a fleeting, even ephemeral interest in 
alternative approaches to epistles in his brief reflections on the pre-Stone-
wall performance art of Ray Johnson and the New York Correspondence 
School. Muñoz (2009, 119) encounters and then constructs his own 
ephemeral archive in considering Johnson’s mailed collages, information, 
and ephemera, for which he occasionally asked for responses: “Viewing 
Johnson’s postings, his mail art, was like entering a secret world I had 
somehow half known. It was edifying. The letter represented a vast system 
of associations and correspondences that made a world that was not quite 
here yet nonetheless on the horizon. It was a queer world of potentiality.” 
Muñoz reimagines a secret world of wider networks, of different associa-
tions, of unknown potential, a queer life from an earlier era. Further, John-
son’s approach to correspondence challenges simplistic views of letters.

The letter no longer has a “here to there” trajectory. It now takes on a 
“here to there to there and there too” trajectory, since a piece of mail art 
will move between a circuit of friends and acquaintances, being altered 
at every point in the journey. We can call this new temporality one of 
queer futurity, where the future is a site of infinite and immutable poten-
tiality. (Muñoz 2009, 126–27)

This queer futurity also corresponds in part with how we think Paul’s let-
ters could have functioned in antiquity within, between, and among the 
various assembly communities, with correspondingly open possibilities 
for how they were (or even still might be) used, particularly by marginal-
ized or obscured figures, now and then.

Circulating an Archive, Instead of Concluding an Essay

I draw on Cvetkovich and Muñoz to help us trace spectral presences through 
slight references, reminding us of the ephemerality of the exchange within 
and beyond these epistles, while underscoring that reading for these pass-
ing references and debased figures shows how much more can be archived 
than often assumed within traditional Pauline studies. Wire (1990, 10) has 
helpfully discussed the problem with presuming biblical and specifically 
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Pauline authority in advance, since it “excludes the possibility of weighing 
his arguments in the balance. Because an argument Paul makes cannot be 
rejected as unconvincing, it also cannot convince. In this way the author-
ity we attribute to Paul prevents him from persuading us.” Epistles always 
signal the possibility to think, feel, organize, and respond otherwise. For 
instance, if Paul feels the need to deploy a stereotyped figure, at the least he 
worries that some in these audiences would have identified with features 
of these figures. Since Paul’s view was just one of many in these assemblies, 
it seems important to pull out the obscured, even pulpy stereotyped fig-
ures and place them alongside those figures, like the Corinthian women 
prophets, who have been more robustly constructed thus far. Cvetkovich 
reminds us that, in the process of feeling around for history, archiving 
helps to construct a community, often through ephemeral references and 
unexpected resonances.

The picture I am developing here might just be such a slight, almost 
absent archive in the making. The inspiration for this archive draws on 
more than the feminist and queer approaches of Wire, Cvetkovich, and 
Muñoz, but the untouched and uncovered subjects occasionally treated as 
objects in Pauline epistles and interpretations. The exchange between Paul 
and the Corinthians is stuffed with these alternative futures of the past. I 
hope it illustrates how these and other alternative futures of the past await, 
but only if one is willing to (re)consider the methods and results of Wire’s 
landmark project, the rhetorics about and reconstructions of those Corin-
thian Women Prophets.
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The Writing Continues:  
The Women Are Still There in 2 Corinthians

Arminta Fox

In her work on the Corinthian correspondence, Antoinette Clark Wire’s 
analysis places a group of Corinthian women prophets, rather than Paul, 
at the center of interpretation (see further Fox 2020). Wire combines criti-
cal theories of rhetoric, social history, and feminism to make an effective 
social reconstruction of these female prophets. She assumes that Paul, as a 
good rhetorician, would argue in a way that would measure his audience 
at every count, using their own language and images to move them in the 
right direction (Wire 1990, 3). This landmark study has changed the field 
of biblical studies.

In particular, The Corinthian Women Prophets has changed the field 
of 1 Corinthians scholarship. Wire’s work to flesh out a picture of women 
prophets in Corinth has paved the way for additional feminist, woman-
ist, gender-critical, and queer approaches to 1 Corinthians. In contrast, 
2 Corinthians scholarship has been slow to incorporate Wire’s work and 
the presence of women prophets in Corinth. When Wire’s work is included 
in studies of 2 Corinthians, it is primarily in the form of contrasts and 
negative critiques.1 This epitomizes what Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza 

1. Witherington (1995, 344 n. 44; Sumney 1990, 85–125), for example, has argued 
that Wire’s analysis is problematic because she does not assume that Paul’s assessment 
of the historical situation is accurate and, instead, sees his assessment as rhetorical. 
Witherington assumes that there is no reason to doubt Paul’s account. When Wire 
asserts that the Corinthian women prophets stood in opposition to Paul, she is cri-
tiqued by Witherington (1995, 344) for mirror-reading, or “assuming that what Paul 
affirms is the opposite of what his opponents believed,” a method that Jerry Sumney 
(1990, 85–125) denounces in his argument about the use of proper historical-critical 
methods in 2 Corinthians.
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(1999, 180) calls a politics of othering within scholarship. Schüssler Fio-
renza terms the multifaceted tendency to either vilify or idealize difference 
as otherness for the sake of establishing identity as a discourse of othering. 
As scholars identify with Paul, any scholarly identification with others in 
Corinth seems to represent a threat to Paul’s authority and results in the 
reproduction of defenses of kyriarchy in modern scholarship. Kyriarchy 
is a term coined by Schüssler Fiorenza (2007, 1) to refer to “domination 
by the emperor, lord, slave-master, father, husband, elite propertied colo-
nizing male.” Therefore, it is imperative that feminist analysis be used to 
interpret 2 Corinthians to resist the politics of othering within scholarship 
and within the history of the Corinthian early Christ community.

In the next several pages I argue that Wire’s analysis of the Corinthian 
community and the women prophets can be expanded on and applied 
to 2 Corinthians.2 Particularly, I analyze 2 Cor 10–13, where Paul writes 
a passionate defense of his authority within the Corinthian community. 
Following Wire (1990, 8–9), I assume that this text is dialogic and thus 
indicates something about those with whom Paul communicates.3 The 
places where he argues most creatively and passionately suggest where he 
anticipates the most resistance to his writing. The images he uses and the 
assumptions he makes suggest that the audience was familiar with those 
images. However, some in Corinth undoubtedly thought differently from 
Paul. His writings, then, are merely indicative of one side of a complex 
debate. Thus, it is possible and necessary to envision the multiple ways his 
interlocutors accepted, ignored, or actively resisted his arguments. This 
type of historical reconstructive work is no less speculative than historical 
reconstructions put forth by malestream scholars or others who assume 

2. One of Wire’s assumptions is that there were women in Paul’s audience. As my 
title suggests, I also assume that diverse women were there and that they played a role 
in Paul’s rhetoric. Because of studies like Wire’s, it is no longer necessary to defend this 
point. Rather, any studies that assume that women, children, or enslaved people were 
not present must now defend their assumptions.

3. After stating her assumption that Paul’s writing is rhetorical, Wire’s (1990, 8) 
second assumption asserts, “Whatever Paul says about human beings, Corinthians, 
believers in Christ, women, and prophets is a possible resource for understanding the 
women prophets in Corinth’s church.” Wire’s  third assumption states, “on whatever 
points Paul’s persuasion is insistent and intense, showing he is not merely confirm-
ing their agreement but struggling for their assent, one can assume some different 
and opposite point of view in Corinth from the one Paul is stating” (9). Her fourth 
assumption is that the women prophets have some role in the rhetorical context (9).
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Paul’s perspective. Such feminist reconstructive work, too, is based on the 
work of historians and biblical scholars, and it finds grounding within the 
literature of the first- and second-century Mediterranean context. While 
I perform an initial rhetorical analysis of Paul’s writing of 2 Cor 10–13, I 
turn consistently to the question of how the text may have been informed 
and received by various types of people in Corinth by using a hermeneu-
tics of suspicion and drawing on the work of historians and other bibli-
cal scholars. Analyzing the malleability of Paul’s own gender performance 
opens up space to consider the malleability of identity expressions possible 
in the Corinthian community. An argument for the presence of women 
in the community starts, in this case, by pinpointing malleable gender 
expressions in the text. Reading 2 Cor 10–13 with a feminist decentering 
analysis leads to more historically and ethically plausible interpretations.

Moving Rhetoric and Rhetorical Moves in 2 Cor 10–13

For, although we walk in flesh, we do not wage war according to the 
flesh. For the weapons of our war are not fleshly but powered by God for 
the destruction of strongholds—we are destroying arguments, and are 
raising up everything that is exalted against the knowledge of God. We 
are taking prisoner of all thoughts for the obedience of Christ. (2 Cor 
10:3–5)4

Who is weak and I am not weak? Who is made to stumble and I am not 
burning with indignation? (2 Cor 11:29)

In 2 Cor 10–13, the descriptions of the characters move between compet-
ing images of power and weakness, strategically sliding along spectrums 
of identity markers. The weapons of war, the destruction of strongholds, 
the taking of prisoners, solidarity in weakness and indignation: these and 
other vivid images invoked in 2 Cor 10–13 assume and depend on a kyriar-
chal logic. This text consistently relies on the assumptions that gods reign 
over people, that high-status and wealthy families have strength over lower 
classes and enslaved people, that men rule over women, that parents rule 
over children, and that Romans rule over Jews and all other groups. Chap-
ter 10, for example, begins with a God who acts like an emperor at war, 
sending Paul, like a violent general, to crush the opponents and rescue the 

4. All biblical translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
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obedient Corinthians. But these chapters also assume that identity mark-
ers can, at times, be fluid or malleable rather than fixed or static (for more 
information on malleable identity markers in early Christian texts, see 
Johnson Hodge 2005; Buell 2005). While someone may appear to have 
the upper hand in one part of the letter, in another, his or her claims to 
power are discredited. Paul may begin the section as an imperial general, 
but he adopts weakness, foolishness, and even slavery before returning to a 
position of authority by the end of chapter 13. In order for these rhetorical 
acrobatics to succeed, Paul must also reposition the Corinthians and his 
opponents. At times, they appear strong or wise; at others, their strength is 
described as weakness and their wisdom appears foolish.

Indeed, chapters 10–13 feature a rhetorical tour de force. This may 
be Paul’s last known word to convince the Corinthians of the power and 
wisdom of his voice in a debate about speaking in the community. Such 
desperate times call for desperate rhetorical strategies, it would seem, as 
Paul slides from one identity position to another and shifts others around 
him as well. He openly defends himself on a few counts—speaking ability, 
ministerial style, position of weakness, and visionary control—even as he 
also defends against indirect challenges to his masculinity, his strength, 
and his class status. The kyriarchal logic that underlies Paul’s rhetoric 
ultimately functions to authorize his position of power over others. Paul’s 
final defense relies on a theological program of grace. Paul uses this grace 
from God in service to his own authority claims over the Corinthians. 
Grace affects Paul’s transformation from weakness to strength, and thus 
his opponents’ shift from strength to weakness. After analyzing Paul’s stra-
tegic rhetorical shifts in this passage, I envision the lives and afterlives of 
the text as a communal document.

God the Emperor, the Colonizing Apostle, and the Corinthian Battlefield

Paul presents himself in the image of a strong rhetorician and kyriarchal 
general in the service of an emperor God in order to claim power in com-
munal debates about authority. As a kyriarchal figure, Paul rhetorically 
positions himself as powerful in multiple and intersecting ways. One way 
he claims authority is by appealing to masculinity through highlighting 
his abilities as speaker or rhetorician and his military strength and vio-
lence. Paul presents himself as masculine when he directly addresses the 
topic of rhetorical abilities as a standard for authority. He claims the right 
to boast throughout the whole letter (1:12; 3:1; 5:12), but in chapter 10 
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Paul responds directly to the Corinthian critique recorded in 10:10 that 
his physical presence is weak and pales in comparison to his strong let-
ters. This critique targets Paul's rhetorical performance and accuses him of 
being a flatterer, or someone who bows down to others’ wishes rather than 
asserting their own (Larson 2004, 91). Rather than attacking the content 
of his speech, this common form of critique questions Paul’s right to speak 
by using physiognomics, or the practice of determining one’s character, 
status, or destiny through examination of that individual’s body. In exam-
ining rhetorical performance, physiognomy would consider vocal tone 
and clarity, posture, gestures, clothing, and personal appearance (87–90). 
These critiques of rhetorical performance also functioned as critiques of 
gender performance (91).5 Thus, some in Corinth are also attacking Paul’s 
masculinity in 10:10. Gendered bodily performance is at the heart of inter-
actions in this correspondence. In order to defend himself and secure a 
position of authority in the community, Paul initially presents himself as 
physically and rhetorically strong.

In response to this Corinthian charge, Paul also defends his mascu-
linity and kyriarchal position when he presents himself as a colonizing 
male who dominates and effeminizes communities. From the beginning 
of chapter 10, Paul describes himself as God’s imperial warrior who is 
capable of asserting power over others. Paul commands from afar, argu-
ing that he and his army may live as humans, but they wage war divinely, 
using divine weapons that conquer and capture thoughts and arguments 
(2 Cor 10:3–5). This evokes an image of a Roman general who enslaves 
conquered prisoners of war (Harrill 2006, 53). Warrior Paul demands obe-
dience and punishes disobedience in his God-given mission to build up 
the Corinthians (2 Cor 10:6–8; on the rhetoric of obedience, see Kittredge 
1998). Paul uses vocabulary of measured regions and spheres to present 
himself as authoritative in Achaia (2 Cor 10:13). As a conquering traveler, 
Paul declares his hopes to enlarge his territory as the locals submit (10:15). 
A model general, he describes that he is careful to avoid lands/peoples that 
are under someone else’s authority (10:16). Instead, he keeps to the areas/
peoples where he arrived first (10:14). Once he has brought this land and 
these peoples into obedience, he can make proclamations in farther lands. 
Paul “will not boast beyond measure,” but will follow his orders to stay 

5. Larson draws from an examination of Seneca and the work of Maud Gleason 
for this claim. See Seneca, Contr. 2, pref. 1; see also Seneca, Ep. 114, “On Style as a 
Mirror of Character.”
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in his assigned area of duty (10:13–15). By using vocabulary of strength, 
power, and aggression, Paul is highlighting masculine characteristics. 
David Clines (2004, 184) argues that Paul presents himself as the “ultimate 
Can Do male,” who looks forward to strength tests with his opponents. 
In utilizing language of imperial and militaristic action, some in Corinth 
may have thought of Paul’s mission as resembling a Roman conquest of 
territories and peoples. In the words of Joseph Marchal (2008, 87): “Paul 
mimes the emperor’s authoritative gender while exhorting the community 
to perform an imitation similar to that demanded of Rome’s subjects.” By 
characterizing himself in this way, Paul’s goal is to command authority and 
inspire obedience from the Corinthians.

How would Paul’s rhetorical act of identifying himself with a Roman 
general and God with a Roman emperor have been understood in Corinth? 
It certainly would not have gone unnoticed by those who heard the letter. 
Signs and images of Roman colonization surrounded Paul’s ancient audi-
ence. For example, at the time of Paul’s writing to Corinth, 101 of 104 
of the inscriptions in Corinth were in Latin, the imperial language, even 
though the surrounding areas and peoples in Achaia undoubtedly spoke 
Greek (Murphy-O’Connor 1983, 5; Kent and American School of Classi-
cal Studies at Athens 1966, 19). The facts of Roman colonization may have 
been particularly painful in Corinth as the former center of the Achaian 
League’s rebellion against Rome. In punishment for this rebellion, Corinth 
was razed by Roman consul Mummius and refounded over one hundred 
years later, in 44 BCE by Julius Caesar. This split between the Romans and 
Greeks continued in the later history of Corinth (Murphy-O’Connor 1983, 
1). Even cosmological understandings reflected this shift as the gods Pose-
idon and Helios were replaced with Caesar in the city’s founding myth (1). 
The Greek Achaians may have continued to resent Roman rule and the 
destruction it wrought. The text of 2 Corinthians is not ignorant of this 
history. Paul situates Corinth within Achaia at various points throughout 
the letter (2 Cor 1:1; 9:2; 11:10). Particularly, he states that he wants the 
boast of his authority to ring out in the regions of Achaia (2 Cor 11:10).

In hearing kyriarchal rhetoric amid the repeated situating of Corinth 
within Achaia, some in Corinth would have interpreted Paul as taking 
advantage of this history and the present situation of colonization. Those 
Corinthians who particularly identified themselves by their Greekness 
or by their other forms of rebellion against Roman kyriarchy would have 
heard Paul in this letter as aligning himself with the emperor rather than 
with the Achaians. Paul’s self-constructions and fixed identity claims for 
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his kyriarchal authority are further concretized by his corresponding con-
structions of the Corinthian Christ community. While Paul constructs 
himself as an imperial general in chapter 10, he constructs the Corinthians 
as living territory over which he battles with the superapostles. He repeat-
edly uses spatial terms referring to measures, spheres, limits, and bound-
aries. These lands do not talk but passively submit to the uses of others. In 
describing himself as a bold rhetorician, Paul is dependent on the image of 
a silently attentive audience. As he makes proclamations throughout the 
region of his right to boast and to deliver powerful speeches, his loqua-
ciousness is juxtaposed to the constructed silence of the Corinthians. Paul 
takes advantage of their history of conquest and failed rebellion to con-
struct them as the natural losers and the ones who must accommodate to 
the new regime and its destruction.

However, from Paul’s perspective, God is the emperor, and God lies at 
the center of the city’s founding myth. God, not the Roman emperor, gave 
Paul his authority through grace. It is God who apportioned this territory, 
these peoples, to Paul (2 Cor 10:13). Their conquest and their accommo-
dation is divinely sanctioned, says Paul. For the Corinthians, the blending 
of kyriarchal rhetoric and Paul’s message of God’s grace would have both 
reinscribed the power of the Roman empire and drawn awareness to the 
ways in which God’s empire was distinct from the Roman empire. Paul 
highlights this difference when he specifies that God gave him power for 
building up rather than tearing down the Corinthians (12:19). Paul also 
stresses that he does not wish to make them terribly afraid by his letters 
(10:9). While Paul presents himself as a conquering warrior sent by an 
emperor, his contrastive arguments serve to distinguish his mission from 
that of the Roman Empire. He claims power, but he also claims modera-
tion. This moderation also serves his claims to masculinity, as modera-
tion shows that one is the master of the fleshly self and its out-of-control 
desires. Thus, like his later arguments about weakness, moderation serves 
to build up Paul’s kyriarchal authority claims.

Some individuals in Corinth may have actively resisted Paul’s presen-
tation of himself as an imperial warrior or his violent theological vision. 
Rather than choosing violent or militaristic images of power, there were 
likely some women in Corinth who saw power embodied in other ways. 
The life-giving and life-risking power in childbearing, for example, or of 
bearing divine speech, logos, or wisdom may have been images of power 
from within the basileia movement that were more potent for women 
in Corinth. Using Wire’s approach in assuming that the most forceful of 
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Paul’s claims suggests where he felt most threatened suggests that Paul’s 
portrayal of the Corinthians as passive and silent may have been because 
that is the opposite of how he saw them or how they were. Attempts to 
portray the Corinthians as a silent battlefield or witnesses to the actions of 
men point to the activist power of women in the Corinthian ekklēsia, par-
ticularly around issues of speech, wise argument, and connection to God.

Pater Paul, Jesus the Groom, the Wayward Corinthian Bride,  
and the Other Men

In the next chapter, Paul also fashions himself as a divinely jealous patri-
arch who worries about his daughter’s virginal status (2 Cor 11:2). By con-
structing himself as a father to the Corinthians, the kyriarchal relation-
ships between God, Christ, Paul, and the Corinthians are naturalized. Paul 
describes himself as fatherly in his refusal to accept the Corinthians’ offers 
of material support. Even though he was in great need, he reports that he 
did not burden anyone in Corinth and instead relied on other commu-
nities (11:7–12). Some in Corinth may have interpreted Paul’s rejection 
of Corinthian support in favor of his own independence as a rejection of 
limits to his masculine autonomy. He appeals to fatherly love and to con-
vention about parents providing for their children to support this refusal 
(12:14). As a stern father figure, he writes to correct and protect them. By 
chapter 13, Paul makes it clear that he is coming and will not allow any 
disobedience. The Corinthians are to listen to him on every point, or else 
Paul will correct them (13:11).

Where he is described as masculine, powerful, and fatherly, the Corin-
thians are effeminate, voiceless, passive, and a singular sexually objectified 
daughter and maiden. Corresponding to Paul’s self-construction as father, 
Paul describes the Corinthian community as his female child whom he 
has promised in marriage to Christ (Matthews 1995, 212). As Shelly Mat-
thews (1995, 212) argues, this construction serves to denigrate them and 
place them in a socially inferior and passive role. Paul characterizes the 
entire Corinthian community as tainted by female sexual promiscuity in 
that they have not been faithful or chaste. He compares the Corinthians to 
Eve and the rival apostles to the serpent (2 Cor 11:3). As Matthews argues, 
this is evidence of his identifying the serpent of Gen 3 with Satan. This 
comparison also shows that he assumes, along with a popular interpreta-
tion at the time, that Eve’s actions of eating from the tree were also sexual 
in nature (Matthews 1995, 212; Dunning 2014). By not listening to Paul, 
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the Corinthians are at risk of being deceived and led astray in thought and 
body, which would make them unfit for union with Christ, the spouse 
Father Paul has chosen for them. They are flirting with unfaithfulness and 
sexual promiscuity in their ready submission to the superapostles’ snake-
like whisperings in their ears of other Jesuses, other spirits, and other gos-
pels (2 Cor 11:4). By characterizing the Corinthians in the negative image 
of Eve, Paul effeminizes and sexually objectifies the community. Their 
obedience is configured as maintaining chastity and sexual purity, for the 
purpose of pleasing their Lord Christ. Associating the community with 
sexual transgressions would have been “a direct affront to women who 
had chosen an ascetic life-style as part of their devotion to God” (Mat-
thews 1995, 212). This association would also have been a denunciation of 
wo/men who engaged in consensual sexual behavior in their Christ com-
munity, or did not shun the family of 1 Cor 5:1, for example. Paul’s char-
acterizations may have been an attempt to particularly curb the actions 
of single or widowed young women active in the Corinthian Christ com-
munity. On the other hand, older women in the community may have 
read these descriptions as attempts to critique their age or vivacity on the 
basis of gender. Women of any age, no matter how wise, are subject to the 
control of the patriarch, Paul’s rhetoric suggests.

Furthermore, accepting this image of the community as Eve also 
requires acceptance of the kyriarchal frame that Paul uses in construct-
ing this comparison. Caroline Vander Stichele compares Paul’s use of the 
metaphor of Eve and the sexually seductive serpent to his descriptions of 
Adam in other letters. Adam exemplifies the universal and old humanity, 
whereas Christ models a new humanity. In contrast to Adam and Christ, 
Eve marks the particular, sexual, and physical. Vander Stichele (2012, 
751) asserts, “If we look at the way Eve is portrayed in 2 Corinthians, we 
discover that her sexual identity as a woman stands in the foreground, 
and moreover, that she is seen to be in a passive role. She herself does not 
take the initiative; she is simply led astray.” In using this image of Eve as 
a metaphor for the Corinthian community, Paul marks them as passive, 
sexual, physical, and effeminate. Vander Stichele (2012, 752) points out, 
“His argument is built on the contrast between the images of two differ-
ent types of women, the positive image of the virgin (v. 2, parthenos), on 
the one hand, and the negative image of Eve as one at risk of being led 
astray, on the other.” Paul’s argument in chapter 11 depends on the notion 
that women are defined and valued in terms of their sexual purity. Fur-
thermore, it assumes that men and others who may be positioned higher 
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on a kyriarchal pyramid, such as Paul, free male leaders, and God, will 
judge wo/men according to these standards. Enslaved people and wo/men 
from low classes had additional challenges in maintaining a virginal status 
and thus, were more vulnerable to valuing and judgments based on sexual 
purity. Paul’s constructions, in effect, remove these wo/men from the 
debate about authority, speaking abilities, and wisdom as their sexual and 
moral purity is in doubt. Similarly, mothers are only valuable in terms of 
their sexuality and not for their maternal power. Rather than leading or 
speaking with authority, wo/men, particularly those of low status, are pas-
sive, weak, and vulnerable to the whims of others.

Paul not only constructs an image of himself as an imperial general 
and jealous patriarch, and of the Corinthians as passive territories and sex-
ually compromising wo/men; he also presents the rival apostles as decep-
tive, false imperial generals and sexually deviant boasters from Satan. This 
debate about boasting should be seen as a competition of rhetoric and 
masculinity (2 Cor 10:12, 17; Larson 2004, 91). While Paul “destroys argu-
ments,” “enslaves opposing thoughts,” and “punishes disobedience,” they 
are responsible for generating these opposing thoughts and arguments 
(2 Cor 10:4–6). They become a foil for him as he contrasts his own behav-
ior to their extensive bragging and comparisons. Furthermore, in Paul’s 
construction, God supports Paul’s boasting, but not the boasting behavior 
of the other apostles (10:17–18). They merely boast for themselves, says 
Paul. According to the majority of commentaries, it is the rival Corinthian 
leaders who critiqued Paul’s rhetorical abilities, thus provoking Paul’s agi-
tated response (2 Cor 10:10; Bassler 2012; Bultmann 1985; Roetzel 2007; 
Thrall 1994; Witherington 1995). As I argue above, Paul defends himself 
and his masculinity by using kyriarchal metaphors and imagery that assert 
his position above any rival leaders. Paul uses imperial metaphors that 
claim and map various occupied territories to construct the superapos-
tles as representatives of a false emperor and pseudo-regime as they boast 
beyond their limits by vying for preaching power over the Corinthians. 
From Paul’s telling, they are clearly in Paul’s territory, showing that they do 
not have the same masculine moderation that he claims for himself (2 Cor 
10:15). While Paul boasts in the Lord, they are presented as ministers of 
Satan in serpent disguise, “false apostles,” and “deceitful workers” (11:13–
15). While Paul’s actions are divinely sanctioned, Paul characterizes the 
superapostles’ actions as foolish (11:19). They attempt to conquer and 
devour the Corinthians by enslaving them, taking advantage of them, and 
abusing them (11:20). In identifying them with the serpent, their actions 
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are also sexualized. This enables Paul to construct them as not only oppos-
ing him, but also rivaling Christ as suitors for the effeminized Corinthian 
bride. This characterization of the apostles also participates in the kyri-
archal frame that assumes that men have the power to determine how 
women, and women’s bodies, should be treated. As a powerful paterfa-
milias to the Corinthians and warrior for the Lord, Paul claims power over 
the rival leaders as he portrays them claiming power over the Corinthians.

Strategic Slavery and Forced Foolishness

In stark contrast, Paul also presents himself as weak and slave-like in this 
passage in order to bolster his arguments for leadership. As he shifts his 
own self-characterization, he correspondingly shifts his presentation of the 
community and the superapostles. In descriptions of his bodily weakness, 
he humbles himself to a slave-like status when he has preached to them for 
free (2 Cor 11:7). He accepted support from other churches, robbing them, 
to be a slave for the Corinthians (11:8). Comparing himself to the supera-
postles, Paul says that he has worked harder and has faced prison and beat-
ings to a greater extent than they have, and that he has even come close 
to death (11:23). He lists all the various implements that have been used 
to physically harm him, including lashes, rods, and stones (11:24–25). In 
many settings he has been in danger at the will of many people and forces. 
With his own people, Paul has received lashes, which he contrasts to the 
rival apostles who might gain authority for being a Hebrew, Israelite, and 
descendant of Abraham. Further evidence of Paul’s constructed weakness 
or enslaved status can be found in the description of his floggings, which 
would highlight his dishonor by the Roman custom that reserved flogging 
for noncitizens (Larson 2004, 94). Jennifer Glancy (2004, 99; Barton 1994, 
41) argues that wounds on the back and bodily scars from beatings and 
whippings were distinguished from martial wounds of honor on the front 
of the body. Indeed, whippable bodies were considered dishonorable, of 
suspect character, effeminized, and were often enslaved. Paul does not 
describe his beatings as heroic or manly but rather as weakness (Glancy 
2004, 99). Living in subhuman conditions without sleep, food, drink, or 
clothes, he has had to toil and work (2 Cor 11:26). Not only has he suf-
fered abuses from all people, but even from nature, leaving him often near 
death, cold, naked, and without food (11:27). He describes himself as the 
weakest of the weak (11:29). These descriptions contribute to a construc-
tion of Paul as sharing the status of the enslaved.
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By constructing himself as an enslaved person, Paul strategically nego-
tiates for his authority to speak in the community. J. Albert Harrill (2006) 
argues that because his opponents use physiognomy to critique his mas-
culinity and power to dominate others, Paul must respond using the same 
logic. The opponents’ charges of Paul’s weak bodily presence and con-
temptible speech in 10:10 portray Paul’s rhetorical performance as slave-
like, in addition to their related function as attacks on his masculinity, as 
discussed above. Enslaved people in the Greco-Roman world were likely 
thought to fall into a category of unmen (Moore 2001, 136). In his Institutes 
of Oratory, Roman rhetorician Quintilian remarks that enslaved people 
generally could not be accomplished orators and warns against adopting 
a slave-like posture when speaking (1.3.83; 2.11.7; 2.17.6). According to 
this physiognomic reasoning, observers could identify the enslaved body 
by poor or submissive posture, hunched shoulders, physical deformity, 
and small stature and height, which signified weakness, dishonor, and 
questionable morals (Harrill 2006, 37–38; Bradley 1994, 142–43). Paul 
responds by his foolish discourse of 2 Cor 11:21–12:10, which resembles 
rhetorical performances of the enslaved in Greco-Roman comedies. Play-
ing into assumptions of his poor rhetorical performance allows Paul to 
turn the focus from style to the wisdom of its content (2 Cor 11:6).

For the Corinthians who value wisdom and high rhetoric, Paul’s claim 
that he must speak as a an enslaved person and fool in order to be under-
stood would have acted as a critique of their wisdom. This claim also rein-
forces kyriarchal associations between the enslaved and foolishness, weak-
ness, and effeminacy. This is in drastic contrast to how some in Corinth may 
have understood the Christ movement as equalizing. Enslaved people had 
leadership roles in some Christ communities. What would it be like to be an 
enslaved person hearing this letter in Corinth? Paul’s rhetoric of metaphori-
cal slavery would have highlighted the actual conditions of the enslaved 
in Corinth. His metaphorical use of a enslaved body would have intensi-
fied the uses of and assumptions regarding real enslaved bodies. If some of 
these these enslaved people were leaders, perhaps due to their wise speech 
or prophesying, then Paul’s rhetoric would have called their leadership into 
question on the basis of assumptions regarding the control of their bodies.

The Many Faces of Pauline Community Scholars

Scholars who observe the radical differences in Paul’s self-fashioning ask 
whether and to what extent Paul joins in the kyriarchal and oppressive 
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practices of the Greco-Roman world (Stanley 2011). Does he participate 
willingly, making him a villain to modern liberationist causes, or as a stra-
tegic move to reject or critique kyriarchy, which would make him a hero 
of liberation? On the side of a heroic Paul, Harrill (2006, 54) argues that 
Paul's construction of himself as slave-like is intended to exaggerate physi-
ognomy to make its use by Paul’s opponents seem foolish for its focus on 
superficial details.6 Glancy (2004, 134) also sees Paul as powerfully reject-
ing Greco-Roman norms by identifying with suffering individuals when 
he boasts of his body as weak and beaten. Similarly, Larson (2004) asserts 
that Paul rejects Greco-Roman gender physiognomics when he presents 
himself as weak and effeminate, rather than as strong and masculine. 
Davina Lopez (2008, 141) makes a similar argument in her work on Gala-
tians: after his call experience, Paul rejects Greco-Roman norms of impe-
rial masculinity by giving up the power to dominate others and identifies 
instead with the conquered feminized nations living under the power of 
the empire. Lopez emphasizes Paul’s own change in gender status with 
this rejection: “Paul’s masculinity changes from dominant to non-domi-
nant and undergoes further shift toward femininity in Galatians” (141). 
In other words, Paul’s Christlike strength in his weakness allows him to 
identify with others who are weak or low in status. For Lopez, this signals 
his countercultural rejection of status systems more broadly.

Others interpret Paul’s participation in gender and status discourses 
as symbolizing his assertions of power and authority over the community. 
Colleen Conway (2008, 69) argues that Paul draws on a variety of gender 
discourses and frequently uses athletic and martial imagery to convince 
the Corinthians that they can achieve masculinity by following Christ. 
Conway’s assertion that Paul claims weakness to achieve power is sup-
ported by her observation that strength or power language regularly fol-
lows descriptions of Paul's weakness in 2 Cor 10–13. But even this claim 
for power through gender malleability is also a strategy for survival under 
empire, Conway (2008; Clines 2004) argues, in which nondominant men 
and women had to find alternative ways of achieving and displaying 
gender status. Marchal (2008, 87) views Paul’s rhetoric of personal self-
lowering and weakness as a performance of identification with suffering 
that ultimately helps him claim authority in a complex imperial context. 

6. Harrill uses the works of Betz (1972) and Malherbe (1989) that attempt to 
locate Paul’s writings in the context of competing philosophical and rhetorical schools 
to support his argument about Paul’s response.
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Reading 2 Cor 10–13 according to this logic suggests that Paul may pass 
as effeminate or enslaved, but only in order to affirm his power and status 
over the community.

Expanding the questions and analysis to include attention to Paul’s 
characterizations of the Corinthians and the other apostles makes pos-
sible interpretations in which all parties, not just Paul, are negotiating for 
authority to speak and for claims to wisdom. Both he and they may have 
strategically used or rejected the kyriarchal imagery and metaphors avail-
able to them when it was advantageous. Rather than classifying Paul (or 
anyone else) as universally good or universally bad according to modern 
standards of liberation and justice, it is more ethically responsible and 
historically accurate to see these interactions and images as particular 
and local.

When Paul shifts to a self-construction of his weakness, he presents 
the Corinthians as those whom he loves and serves, even in his weakness 
(2 Cor 11:7–11; 12:15–19). In Paul’s construction, the childlike, passive, 
feminized, and sexualized Corinthian body is the object over which Paul 
stages his divinely sanctioned war with the superapostles (10:3–8). The 
winner takes the prize of full control over the Corinthian body. As the audi-
ence, they stay silent, passive, and relatively powerless. While he presents 
their identity as static, he shifts his own to strategically suit his argument. 
He presents their role as either accepting or rejecting and makes the case 
that they should accept him. Paul asserts that they have passively accepted 
others who have treated them poorly and promises that he will treat them 
well (11:18–21). Their position remains on the bottom of the status pyra-
mid, as they are described as children, an errant daughter, whose body is 
under someone else’s control. Paul’s own identity construction shifts to 
feature his weakness and service to them. He tells the Corinthians that he 
will gladly be spent for them (12:15). His every action is in service to them 
(12:19). Here Paul’s self-construction is dependent on his construction of 
the Corinthians as low in social status. By identifying with Christ in his 
suffering, Paul’s reversal is complete. Paul is both weak/slave-like/effemi-
nate and strong/free/masculine, while the Corinthians are Paul’s errant 
and passive daughter as well as served by Paul in their lowly state. The 
relational nature of these constructions bolsters Paul’s point.

Similarly, when Paul changes his own construction to one of an effem-
inized, enslaved person, he emphasizes the traits that would seem to give 
the rival apostles authority in the community: their being Hebrews, Isra-
elites, and of Abraham’s seed (2 Cor 11:22). While several commentators 
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argue that these three terms should be taken together to refer to the Jew-
ishness of the rival apostles and to Paul, others have argued that each has 
distinct connotations that relate different aspects of the Jewishness of these 
figures (Wan 2000, 138–40). The first term, hebraioi, has linguistic conno-
tations, as seen in Acts 6:1, where Hebrew or Aramaic-speaking Jews are 
contrasted to Greek-speaking Jews. Paul may use this term here in this lin-
guistic sense given the rhetorical context of the passage. If Paul is respond-
ing to a critique of his speaking abilities, then it is possible that he is high-
lighting the speaking abilities of his rivals, in addition to their Jewishness. 
“Are they Hebrew-speakers? So am I,” says Paul. Yet, when Paul speaks as 
a fool, in the character of an effeminized, enslaved person, these speak-
ing abilities are no longer strengths but weaknesses. Paul highlights the 
qualities that distinguished his rivals—their lineage, their experience as 
ministers of Christ, and their linguistic abilities—so that when he inverts 
the system, these qualities function as evidence of their weakness and infe-
riority to Paul. Their weakness is further affirmed when Paul claims that 
his experiences exceed theirs in weakness (2 Cor 11:23). Who is weak if 
not Paul? The rival apostles are as authoritative neither in their rhetorical 
performance, nor in their lineage, nor in their commissioning as Paul, but 
nor are they as weak or as Christlike as Paul.

The constructed silence of the Corinthians continues to ring out in 
this passage as Paul’s own speech and that of masculinized rival apostles 
becomes the focus. As Corinthian leaders who value rhetoric and wise 
speech, it would have been frustrating to hear Paul continue to ignore and 
devalue their speech. Paul’s rhetoric in this passage brings the focus to 
ethnic identity markers. Focusing on the importance of Jewish traits for 
leaders in the Christ movement both upholds the role of Ioudaioi as lead-
ers generally and denigrates the leadership of Greeks, even while also chal-
lenging these particular Ioudaioi leaders. Greek leaders in the community, 
who have different lineages or linguistic abilities, are not even worthy of 
Paul’s mention. In particular, Greek leaders who were skilled in rheto-
ric or divine speech, those invested in the Achaian heritage of speaking 
out against the Romans, enslaved people, and wo/men would have been 
insulted by Paul’s assumptions regarding leaders in this passage.

By the end of the passage, Paul has regained his power as he discusses 
his divine authority. Paul now uses language of speaking in Christ in 12:19 
and 13:3 alongside the language of speaking as a fool. His foolishness, 
his comparative weakness gives him comparative authority. While Paul 
presents himself as speaking from the lowest possible social status, he has 



160 Arminta Fox

raised up the beloved Corinthian community and the so-called supera-
postles above himself. He does this so that when he redefines the terms of 
the system—weakness as strength and power, and strength and power as 
weakness—the rivals and the Corinthians appear exceedingly inferior to 
him. Paul moves from presenting himself as a divine warrior and paterfa-
milias in chapter 10, to speaking from a position of low status in chapters 
11 and 12, to finally returning to the paterfamilias of the Corinthian com-
munity. His shifts in the presentation of his own malleable identity are 
dependent on how the community and rival apostles are positioned within 
his argument, and they shift along with him.

Paul’s argument and the constructions that help fortify it are based on 
the assumption that the kyriarchal system Paul uses will be understood 
and accepted by those in the Corinthian audience. In vying for power to 
speak in Corinth, Paul makes use of familiar images and constructions of 
his day, including those of the empire and of status more broadly. He may 
be hoping to unite the community in common cause, but he does so at the 
expense of diversity. According to Vander Stichele (2012, 751), there is no 
room for particular difference, posed by women and Jews, in Paul’s picture 
of Christianity: “The depiction of unity apparently occurs at the expense 
of the difference and thus degenerates into uniformity.” In other words, it 
is not just that Paul uses an image of Eve to represent the Corinthians, but 
that his argument depends on the assumption that women are objects of 
judgment for how well they fit the two options of Mary’s virgin chastity or 
Eve’s scandalous seduction. While it seems that Paul questions standards 
for authority in terms of rhetorical abilities and displays of wisdom, he also 
assumes that demonstrable masculinity and imperial shows of force will 
persuade his audience of his authority. By examining the extent to which 
he constructs debates about authority using a kyriarchal frame, we see the 
extent of his metaphors/imagery, suggestive of the gap between the rheto-
ric and the reality.

Alternative Historical Possibilities

We should not assume that Wire’s proposed Corinthian wo/men prophets 
are no longer participating in negotiations for authority just because Paul, 
using a kyriarchal frame, presents the Corinthians as passive. Nor should 
we assume that they were sexually deviant because Paul describes them 
this way. Indeed, a feminist hermeneutics of suspicion suggests the oppo-
site. Wire’s work in 1 Corinthians lays the foundations for envisioning this 
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community and points to some possible avenues for reconstructions in 
2 Corinthians. Coupled with identity theories that consider hybridized, 
multiple, and fluid identities, my work envisions additional historical pos-
sibilities. By considering how particular identity markers, such as those of 
gender, ethnicity, or sociopolitical status, intersect with differences of age, 
role in the family (child, mother, widow, etc.), and ability, my work opens 
up additional spaces within Wire’s reconstructions.

There are alternative historic possibilities for the wo/men in Corinth 
and for wo/men in early Christianity. Indeed, as this volume celebrates, 
Wire has argued that there were Corinthian women prophets who were 
leaders in the community. The vigor Paul uses in 2 Cor 10–13 to construct 
the community as a passive, errant, and promiscuous daughter indicates 
the vibrancy and vitality within the community. The Corinthians may 
have set a positive example for women and men in other Christ-following 
communities, especially in regards to gendered practices such as celibacy 
or marriage. Of the many women leaders mentioned in Rom 16, several 
are named in ways that could indicate rejection of typical gender or mari-
tal roles, such as Phoebe, Mary, Tryphaena and Tryphosa, Priscilla, and 
Junia. They may be taking their lead from the women prophets and leaders 
of Corinth.

Rather than assume Paul’s perspective on rival leaders in the com-
munity, we can consider that they may have seemed threatening to Paul 
because they were popular or good leaders in the ekklēsia. Paul’s gendered 
constructions that describe his rival apostles as male and the Corinthian 
community as female and passive would have been aggravating to active 
Corinthian wo/men prophets, who may have been the rival leaders Paul 
has in mind. By characterizing leaders as aggressive men, the Corinthian 
women may have taken Paul’s constructions as his dismissal of their great 
efforts within the community, including any offers of support or hospi-
tality they may have extended to him. If some of their work involved a 
rejection of the veil as a symbol of male authority over women’s bodies, or 
even as a symbol of the pervasiveness of sexual aggression against women, 
Paul’s constructions of them as sexually abusive men would have been 
infuriating and insulting. Perhaps tension between Paul and the Corin-
thian community was not due to their seduction or abuse, but rather is 
Paul’s response to their active choice to reject Paul in favor of leaders who 
are physically present and better suited to lead.

Furthermore, for male and female enslaved and freed people who 
were participating in a variety of ways with a theology of resurrection, 
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Paul’s assertion that the community was divided along lines of leaders and 
passive others was dismissive of their contributions. Similarly, if parts of 
the community came together around egalitarian ethics, or the ethic of 
Gal 3:28, with a cooperative focus, such as in Acts 2:47–48, then Paul’s 
construction of divisions between leaders and passive others would have 
been an affront. Rather than judging and selecting leaders as Paul urges, 
some in Corinth may have doubled their efforts at living with egalitarian 
resurrection politics. As I argued above, Paul’s rhetoric of slavery in 2 Cor 
10–13 may suggest that there were enslaved women in Corinth who were 
leading the community in wise speech, that some of them were of Greek 
heritage and anti-imperial stance, and that some of them had status in the 
ekklēsia because of how they defied the norms for women and marriage.

Additionally, it is possible to envision that Paul and his Corinthian 
interlocutors are both participating in and resisting imperial norms of 
masculinity and status. The multiple constructions along malleable lines 
of gender and status evident in 2 Cor 10–13 suggest that the struggle for 
how to construct, how to negotiate, and how to interpret is ongoing and 
evolving. Strategies might contrast or even compete, but this should not 
mean that one side is good, masculine, or strong while the other is bad, 
feminine, or weak. Rather, all must negotiate to survive. The power and 
wisdom of wo/men to envision alternative pasts, presents, and futures 
continues to flourish, in spite of the obstacles. Wire’s continuing legacy 
within scholarship and the numerous wo/men who have benefited from 
her ingenuity serve as proof of the ways wo/men are always there, speak-
ing back from the gaps and envisioning new possibilities.
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Out of House and Home:  
Early Christian Community as Public Ekklēsia

Anna Miller

Introduction

In The Corinthian Women Prophets Antoinette Clark Wire brilliantly 
brings the Corinthian women into focus as the target of Paul’s rhetori-
cal formulations. Wire’s (1990, 182) nuanced analysis reveals Paul’s rhe-
torical differentiation of public from private space, so that he separates 
“the common life as a public domain from private life.” Wire’s reconstruc-
tion contrasts Paul’s portrayal of the Corinthians’ common life as a public 
domain with the Corinthian women’s own view of their community as a 
communal home. Wire parts ways with most scholars in her recognition 
that the public/private division could be deployed as a rhetorical strat-
egy, an observation that puts into question a natural or accepted division 
between the public and private in the ancient world. However, Wire’s 
reconstruction of the Corinthian women’s ekklēsia as a communal home 
ultimately reinforces scholarship that has commonly identified the earliest 
Christian communities as private or liminal space. In this model, women’s 
participation and leadership is explicable, in part, by the separation of the 
Christian ekklēsia from a public, political space gendered as male.

In contrast to Wire, my own book Corinthian Democracy posits 
a Corinthian community that understood itself not as a home but as a 
democratic assembly, an ekklēsia, in which Corinthian freeborn women 
and the enslaved joined freeborn men as equal, speaking participants in 
the debates and decisions affecting the group (Miller 2015). This vision 
of early Christians—including early Christian women—as political par-
ticipants in widespread democratic discourse and practice invites us to 
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question the two-sphere model regularly applied to the ancient world. 
According to that gendered model, the public realm is male, political 
space, while women are largely confined to the private sphere of domestic 
life. Designating the Corinthian community as private space, according 
to this model, would seem to preclude sustained, authentic political activ-
ity, even as identifying the Corinthian community as public space makes 
it challenging to explain the political engagement of free women or the 
enslaved. In this essay, I suggest that it is critical that scholars interro-
gate the two-sphere model that has so dominated our understanding of 
the ancient world and early Christian groups in classics and New Testa-
ment scholarship. We must question it not only because its scholarly ori-
gins owe so much to modern, exclusionary political theory with roots in 
the Enlightenment, but also because it has effectively masked the robust 
political participation of marginalized groups within the ancient world. 
I argue that, whereas modern political theory bears some responsibility 
for acceptance of this gendered, two-sphere model as fixed in the ancient 
world, other iterations of political theory can also expand our vision of 
political participation. First Corinthians is not the only early Christian 
text that yields new insights about Christian practice and community 
in light of such a revised consideration of the two-sphere model. In the 
second part of the essay, I apply these insights to 1 Timothy, a text that 
itself brings forward and intensifies ideas present in 1 Corinthians. Even 
as 1 Timothy seeks to forward Paul’s distinction of public space from pri-
vate to the detriment of women’s voice and authority, this text also evi-
dences contest and struggle that substantiate women’s participation in a 
communal, public sphere.

The Ekklēsia Closed to the Public

In The Corinthian Women Prophets Wire (1990, 17) hypothesizes that 
when Paul rhetorically disassociates public from private spheres in 1 Cor-
inthians, “he may be trying to send back home a Pandora’s box of women’s 
spiritual and physical energy that has given the church the richness and 
disruptiveness of a home.” Wire’s detailed rhetorical analysis illuminates 
Paul’s use of the public/private dichotomy to limit women’s participation 
in the ekklēsia (17, 157). However, her reconstruction of the Corinthian 
ekklēsia as a communal home also contributes to a body of scholarship 
that envisions the gatherings of the earliest Christians as differentiated 
in critical ways from public, political space in the ancient world. Many 
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ascribing to this model, like Wire herself, suggest women’s inclusion and 
agency in the Christian ekklēsia is made possible by its separation from 
public space.

Wire’s definition of the Corinthian community as a communal home 
is only one example of the creative and varied ways in which scholars have 
distinguished between the Christian ekklēsia and ancient, public, politi-
cal space over the last decades. For instance, Ross Kraemer (1992, 141–
42) proposes that the early Christian use of familial language helped to 
make the public realm an “extension of the domestic.” Carolyn Osiek and 
Margaret MacDonald (2006, 4) likewise envision the Christian commu-
nity meeting in houses as a liminal location, describing it as a “crossroads 
between public and private.” By contrast, Jorunn Økland (2004, 67–71) 
posits that Paul’s utterances on women in 1 Cor 11–14 seek to identify 
the Corinthian gathering as sanctuary space that, as neither fully public 
nor private, allowed for the presence and participation of women—even if 
such space was itself structured by a gendered hierarchy. Karen Torjesen 
(1993, 127) more definitively locates the early Christian ekklēsia in private 
space, suggesting that in common with ancient voluntary associations she 
labels as private, Christian communities were distinguished by their “non-
public, nonpolitical character.”

Despite their contrasting perspectives on the nature of the early Chris-
tian ekklēsia, these scholars all reinforce the essential difference between 
the space and identity of the Christian community and public, political 
space in the ancient world. Likewise, these scholars also hypothesize that 
the practices that stem from this distinction enabled women’s participa-
tion and/or leadership, whether by allowing Christian women to engage 
practices in community they habitually performed in domestic space or by 
rendering the Christian ekklēsia a private or liminal location where women 
were released from strictures adhering to the public, political realm.

The claim that the ekklēsia’s distinction from public space made pos-
sible women’s freedom, participation, or leadership leaves largely uncon-
tested a construction of public space in the ancient world as male politi-
cal space. In turn, acceptance of this construction tends to mask or mark 
as exceptional examples of ancient women’s political participation. This 
implicit acceptance of a gendered public/private division in the ancient 
world can also obscure struggles around gender and political participa-
tion, including ways in which the public/private dichotomy was mobilized 
to foreclose women’s political agency. An understanding of the origins of 
the two-sphere model as it has been applied to the ancient world illumi-
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nates the limitations of this model for envisioning the full extent of ancient 
women’s political participation. An expanded vision of ancient political 
participation can allow for more sophisticated comprehension and analy-
sis of democratic participation of freeborn men, women, and the enslaved 
in early Christian communities such as the ones represented in 1 Corin-
thians and in 1 Timothy.

Antiquity and Modernity according to the Two-Sphere Model

The depiction of ancient women that has flourished in both classics and 
New Testament studies owes much to the two-sphere model originating 
with the Enlightenment (Katz 2004, 296). From the Enlightenment for-
ward, political thinkers have described the public sphere as the realm of 
political action, of justice and freedom. By contrast, private space has been 
linked with “particularity, interest, and partiality” (Landes 1998b, 143). 
Certainly, theorists have drawn the private sphere so as to include intimate 
domestic space. However, the private realm has also been identified as the 
space of moral and religious conscience and economic freedom.

From its Enlightenment origins, this modern explanation of the 
public/private dichotomy has also been deeply gendered. The drawing of 
the boundary between the two spheres assigned women to private domes-
tic space. Meanwhile, this model suggested men moved freely between the 
public realm, in which they engaged developing rights of justice, freedom, 
and equality, and the domestic sphere, where the adult man’s patriarchal 
authority held sway. Herbert Marcuse explains, “Running parallel to the 
liberation of man as a ‘citizen’ whose whole existence and energies are 
devoted to ‘society’ and its daily economic, political, and social struggles 
is the commitment of the woman and her whole being to her house and 
family and the utilization of the family as a ‘refuge’ from daily struggles” 
(cited in Möhrmann 1984, 108). Scholarship on the development of the 
bourgeois family recognizes ongoing tensions between the model of equal-
ity and justice that came to define the political realm in modern democra-
cies and the “non-consensual, non-egalitarian assumptions” that cohered 
with the private sphere (Stone 1979). Indeed, the private, domestic space 
was largely exempted from questions of justice that drove political debates 
in the public sphere.

Essentializing constructions of gender have been critical to main-
taining the private/public boundary in political theory. As Iris Marion 
Young (1998, 432–33) explains, the exclusion of women from the public, 
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political sphere1—and thus from the equality and freedom associated with 
democratic citizenship—relied on a conception of woman as irrational, 
wild, and representative of bodily appetites. Such a construction rendered 
women unsuited for public, political affairs and made woman a foil for the 
male citizen painted as the ideal and universal human being. Young and 
others point out that women were not alone in this construction of their 
essential inability to exercise the strength, reason, and stability necessary 
for citizenship. Similar inability was ascribed to racialized others, likewise 
described as unsuited to the responsibilities and rights of citizens (Young 
1998, 432–33).

Marilyn Katz observes that from the eighteenth century forward, 
scholarship on the ancient world served this conception of the modern 
two-sphere model, asserting a limitation of ancient women from the public 
sphere that helped justify their political exclusion in modern democra-
cies. During the Enlightenment, intellectuals no longer saw the ancient 
Greeks and Romans as simply two among many other exotic cultures to 
be investigated with a developing science of anthropology. Instead, the 
Greek and Roman political systems figured as possible models for “new 
and invigorated forms of antimonarchical political organization” (Katz 
2004, 296). Ancient Greek women were of particular interest to these 
Enlightenment thinkers, since “the status and social role of women in 
ancient Greece were, likewise, invoked as reference-points for the devel-
opment of an ideology of women’s place in the new social orders of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries” (296). Katz notes that the param-
eters and topics that defined investigations of women’s status in antiquity 
were formulated in conversation with the public/private ideology. Schol-
ars investigated the status of ancient women according to their domestic-
ity, education, arranged marriages, and social life—topics closely linked 
with “the principal issues around which the ideology of separate spheres 
was originally formulated” (297).

Many classics scholars working in the shadow of this legacy continue 
to present as unproblematic, or in need of analysis, the depiction of the 
exclusion of ancient women from civic political life (Ober 1989, 5; Finley 
1985, 51). This contrasts with more rigorous evaluation of the political 
status of others excluded from citizenship. For instance, much scholar-

1. I understand public and political to be coordinate adjectives both describing 
the noun sphere.
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ship has chronicled the impact of the enslaved and resident foreigners 
on ancient Athenian democracy (Bakewell 2013; Ismard 2017). Accept-
ing that two spheres shaped ancient society and that women were firmly 
located in the private sphere, scholars have failed to investigate women’s 
status as “properly understood—that is, about their legal, social, and polit-
ical rights and disabilities” (Katz 2004, 297). Such an omission is striking 
in part because ancient authors such as Aristotle, Plato, and Aristophanes 
did not regard women’s exclusion as political subjects unworthy of debate 
or argument.2

Like our classics counterparts, scholars of early Christianity have not 
intensively interrogated the two-sphere model when it comes to the male 
gendering of ancient public, political space. Scholars in our field continue 
to represent this ancient, public political sphere as closed to women in 
any meaningful way. Korinna Zamfir (2014, 527) gives a concise recent 
example when she argues that 1 Timothy sees the church as public space, 
and thus women are excluded from leadership since “just as in contem-
porary society, the [Pastoral Epistles] assign men to the public, women 
to the private sphere.” As I discuss in this essay, the effort to account for 
women’s active involvement and critical leadership roles in early Christian 
communities has led to a range of creative explanations for ways in which 
the Christian ekklēsia stands distinct from fully public space. As in classics, 
scholars of early Christianity have not, by and large, genuinely addressed 
the question of women’s public, political status in the ancient world, and 
the implications of that status for the earliest Christian communities.

When it comes to reevaluating the public/private dichotomy as applied 
to the ancient world and, more specifically to ancient women, I agree with 
Katz that scholars have been constrained by narrow definitions of ancient 
political participation. In particular, Katz questions the adequacy of Aris-
totle’s most limited definition of political participation as citizens engag-
ing judicial functions and the civic offices that include ekklēsia attendance 
(Pol. 1275a20–26). Not only does this definition fail to encompass the full-
est expression of political participation by male citizens, but it also limits 
our understanding of the complex interaction between civic political insti-

2. Plato’s Republic certainly offers an example of this debate over women’s role in 
the polis. Aristotle’s Politics (1252a1–1260a15) also devotes considerable space to the 
question of women’s fitness to exercise citizenship in the polis. By contrast, Aristo-
phanes’s Ekklēsiazousae and Lysistrata use comedy to imaginatively engage the poten-
tial of women’s active political participation within the democratic polis.
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tutions such as the ekklēsia and other “domains of communal life” in which 
free women, the enslaved, and foreigners participated (Katz 2004, 306).

Expanding the Public: Habermas and Feminist Theory

Modern political theory may have limited scholarly vision of ancient 
women’s political participation, but its recent iterations also offer strong 
tools to conceptualize broader and more inclusive political participation in 
antiquity. Some of these tools may be found in the ongoing debates about 
the nature of public space. Liberal political theory postulates a restricted 
vision of the public that finds common ground with Aristotle’s focus on 
civic institutions in describing citizenship. This theory not only suggests a 
strong division between public and private but also envisions public space 
primarily as the arena of official politics. Benjamin Barber (1988, 18) and 
others have critiqued liberal political theory for its “preference for ‘thin’ 
rather than strong versions of political life where citizens are spectators 
and clients while politicians are professionals who do the actual governing.”

The political theory of Jürgen Habermas has served as a foil for the 
limited vision of public space in liberal political theory and thus for many 
has been a starting point for a “non-state dominated sphere of public life” 
(Landes 1998a, 5). Habermas puts forth a model of public, political space 
that is procedural, defined by participation through speech and debate. For 
Habermas, the public comes into existence when and where those affected by 
social norms and political action gather to debate those norms and actions. 
The normative constraints governing this practical debate in Habermas’s 
(1984) model are universal moral respect and egalitarian reciprocity.

Cultural theorists Seyla Benhabib (1992, 103) and Nancy Fraser (1990, 
57) suggest that Habermas’s discursive model makes a better fit for “the 
realities of highly differentiated and pluralistic modern societies” than the 
state-centered model of liberalism. In particular, Habermas’s theory better 
accounts for the disagreements and debates within democratic practice, a 
contrast to liberalism’s artificial conversational restraint of neutrality (Ben-
habib 1992, 96). However, Benhabib and Fraser also argue that we must 
engage Habermas’s democratic theory with an awareness of the significant 
critiques that feminists level regarding the division between public and 
private in political theory—including those relating to Habermas’s theory.

Feminist scholarship on the two-sphere model in political theory 
and practice offers critical insights. This scholarship illuminates issues of 
power regarding who has been able to set the boundary between public 
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and private and how that boundary has been drawn.3 As Benhabib (1992, 
110) notes, “Traditional modes of drawing this distinction have been part 
of a discourse of domination which legitimizes women’s oppression and 
exploitation in the private realm.” Feminist theorists and historians have 
done much to question the public/private boundary as set and natural, 
not least by interrogating its reliance on essentialist claims of the two-sex 
model (Schüssler Fiorenza 2000, 10). These scholars have demonstrated 
the changing and gendered contents of the public/private divide and the 
way that, historically, this divide has been a matter of constant negotiation 
(Landes 1998a, 2).

Habermas’s theory has also received significant feminist critique. Like 
liberal political thinkers, Habermas is “gender blind” when he ignores the 
issue of difference in the “experience of male versus female subjects in all 
domains of life” (Benhabib 1992, 109). Indeed, his theory has also contrib-
uted to the view that justice only concerns the public realm, thus leaving 
power relations in the intimate realm unexamined. Meanwhile, his ide-
alization of bourgeois public space for its accessibility masks the way in 
which this space was constituted over time through exclusions based on 
gender, race, and class (Fraser 1990, 59).

If Habermas’s theory occasions valid critique, this theory also provides 
the basis for comprehending a broader and more wide-ranging political 
engagement. Habermas’s procedural model allows for the negotiation of 
boundaries between public and private. Such negotiation enables matters 
traditionally consigned to the private sphere to become part of a public 
debate that includes all those affected by these matters. Benhabib (1992, 
105) argues that Habermas’s theory opens the possibility for not just one 
universal public, but multiple locations and configurations in which the 
public appears—so that “there may be as many publics as there are contro-
versial general debates about the validity of norms.”4 Indeed, Fraser (1990, 

3. In an article that examines the public/private dichotomy with regard to Anita 
Hill’s testimony in the confirmation hearings for Supreme Court Justice Clarence 
Thomas regarding sexual harassment, Fraser (1998, 331) argues that “the feminist 
project aims in part to overcome the gender hierarchy that gives men more power 
than women to draw the line between public and private.” At the same time, Fraser 
also insists that the public/private divide must be analyzed in terms of a racial-ethnic 
dimension which means that historically, this divide has been drawn in different ways 
for White and Black women.

4. Fraser offers another feminist argument for multiple publics. For her part, 
Fraser (1990, 68–69) contends that in both stratified and egalitarian societies par-
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61) contends that along with the appearance of a male bourgeois public 
in the eighteenth century, there arose a multiplicity of competing publics 
that “contested exclusionary norms, elaborated alternative styles of politi-
cal behavior and alternative norms of public speech.” In these terms, any 
portrayal of women’s absolute exclusion from the public in recent cen-
turies must ignore their participation in publics beyond the male bour-
geois public space. In turn, such a portrayal of exclusion can only be seen 
as ideological, resting “on a class and gender biased notion of publicity” 
(Fraser 1990, 68–69). Fraser and Benhabib suggest that multiple publics 
are not detrimental to democracy but essential, as they provide arenas in 
which subordinated groups participate in formulating counterdiscourses 
and identities that are directed toward, and in conversation with, what one 
may call the “wider public.” 5 In this way, multiple publics help to question 
and expand the boundaries of citizenship and its attendant rights, even as 
they help to expand the list of issues and concerns that are part of public 
debate (Fraser 1990, 67–72; Benhabib 1992, 112–13).

When read in critical dialogue, Habermas’s discursive theory and fem-
inist analysis of public and private spheres open new vistas for the way 
to understand political engagement in antiquity—including the politi-
cal engagement of the early Christian ekklēsia. Habermas encourages us 
to look for public, political engagement based in democratic debate and 
discernment. For Habermas, the restraints of such debate are found in an 
egalitarian reciprocity that enables those affected by norms to debate and 
decide those same norms. Benhabib and Fraser’s analysis of Habermas sug-
gests scholars may use his theory to envision not just one state-centered 
space of public engagement, but multiple publics that appear when and 
where such egalitarian debate and decision takes place. At the same time, 
feminist exploration of the public/private boundary encourages us to rec-
ognize the way that this boundary has been and still is constantly renegoti-

ticipatory parity is more closely approximated by “contestation among a plurality of 
competing publics than by a single, comprehensive sphere.”

5. Schüssler Fiorenza provides an example of the value of multiple publics in 
her description of the ekklēsia gynaikon or women-church, the “movement of self-
identified women and women-identified men in biblical religion.” She envisions this 
community as seeking to realize the radical, democratic potential of the ancient civic 
ekklēsia and argues that the women-church is “the dialogical community of equals in 
which critical judgment takes place and public freedom becomes tangible” (Schüssler 
Fiorenza 1984, xiv–xv). Elsewhere, she speaks of this ekklēsia as a “counter-public-
sphere from which a feminist biblical rhetoric can speak” (1992, 7).
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ated (Davidoff 1998). During the first centuries of the Roman Empire, I 
suggest that ongoing democratic practice and discourse helped to create 
such multiple publics—including the public space of the Christian ekklēsia.

Creating the Public:  
Democratic Discourse and Practice in the Early Roman Empire

In New Testament studies, a view of ancient democracy as effectively con-
fined to the classical past has had a direct impact on debates over the wider 
political context for early Christian communities and Christian use of the 
title ekklēsia (Miller 2015, 69–72). The vast majority of studies on politics 
during the first centuries CE have investigated imperial power dynamics, 
implicitly or explicitly asserting empire as the political model condition-
ing expectations for group organization and leadership in the Greek East. 
Meanwhile, the civic, democratic associations for ekklēsia as civic assem-
bly are commonly recognized, only to be dismissed as inoperative in the 
early empire.6 A few scholars of early Christianity have acknowledged 
ekklēsia as a term significant for its civic, political associations into the first 
centuries CE. However, these scholars have tended to give only a generic 
political meaning to the ekklēsia, failing to fully realize the ekklēsia’s con-
tinuing place in civic politics and its connection with a robust discourse 
of democracy (Zamfir 2014; Peterson 2010, 9–83; Berger 2006, 173–206). 

With a small group of scholars in classics and New Testament studies, 
my own work has seriously questioned both the irrelevance of the civic 
ekklēsia and also the disappearance of democratic discourse and practice 
in the early empire. Textual and inscriptional evidence demonstrates the 
ongoing legislative authority of civic ekklēsiai in the Greek East (Salmeri 
2000; Ma 2000a; 2000b; Rogers 1991; Zuiderhoek 2008; Rhodes and Lewis 
1997; Korner 2017; Payne 2019). This continued meeting and decision-
making of civic ekklēsiai corresponds to the pervasiveness of thought and 
practice associated with democracy in early imperial sources. The early 
empire was permeated by what I have described as ekklēsia discourse. 
Ekklēsia discourse coheres with the logic and topoi that marked construc-
tions of democracy in the early empire as authors and public speakers con-
tinued to engage the reality and the ideal of an empowered citizen body, 

6. Horsley (2000, 79) gives one example in his contention that “under imperial 
Roman rule, then, the last vestiges of democracy were undermined as the oligarchies 
gained control of or simply abolished the city assemblies.”
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its collective power of decision, and individual citizen equality realized in 
free speech and decision within the ekklēsia. The civic assembly represents 
only one institution that sustained and replicated this ekklēsia discourse. 
This democratic discourse expanded into other fields of the Greco-Roman 
world to constitute a prevalent kind of social knowledge and cultural 
logics, defining debates over power and authority in a variety of contexts. 
Michel Foucault (1972, 45) recognizes that discourse is sustained through 
but not limited to particular institutions. A range of institutions such as 
education maintained ekklēsia discourse as a vital part of the Greek cul-
tural context in the first century (Miller 2015, 14–39). These institutions 
and their practices helped to form the democratic citizen as a speaking 
and discerning subject in the first centuries of the empire.

This construction of citizenship had its roots in democratic, classical 
Athens, where the exercise of speech in the context of the ekklēsia was 
not only the mark of full citizenship but also a realization of the freedom 
and equality associated with that citizenship (Hansen 1999, 85; Ober 1989; 
Saxonhouse 2006). Euripides gives voice to this principle in his play Sup-
pliant Women, when he defines freedom by quoting the formula used to 
open the assembly: “This is freedom: ‘Who is willing, having good coun-
sel, to bring it before the city?’” (Euripides, Suppl. 435, my translation). 
As ekklēsia speech defined free and equal citizenship, discernment of this 
speech rendered each member of the assembly an active participant in 
the process of democracy, their judgment circumscribing the exercise of 
political authority (Ober 1989, 79). With democratic assembly leadership 
and participation based in freedom of speech and debate, ancient authors 
repeatedly invoked the necessary partnership of wisdom and speech on 
the part of assembly speakers and audience.7

In the first two centuries of the common era, authors such as Plutarch, 
Dio of Prusa,8 and Josephus all witness the continuing association of the 

7. Demosthenes tells his audience in the ekklēsia, “You the many are not expected 
to speak as well as the orators, but you, especially the older ones of you, are expected 
to have intelligence equal or better than that of the speakers” (Exord. 45.2 [trans. Ober 
2000, 164). Dio and Plutarch continue this close connection of wisdom with ekklēsia 
speech and discernment (e.g., Plutarch, Praec. ger. rei publ. 801e–802f; Dio Chrysos-
tom, Or. 42.1; 47.1).

8. Giovanni Salmeri (2000, 71–72) states, “It is above all the writings of Plutarch 
and Dio that show the ekklēsia as a far from negligible element in the political life of 
the polis during the imperial age.”
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ekklēsia with debate and negotiation between citizen speakers and audiences 
(Miller 2015, 40–89). These authors vividly depict the creation of public 
space through speech, debate and discernment. Likewise, such authors reg-
ister their own participation in ekklēsia discourse through a construction of 
leadership and citizenship based on the exercise of persuasive speech before 
a discerning audience. This pervasive democratic discourse in the Greek East 
offered a model of political practice that, like Habermas’s vision of demo-
cratic participation, was deeply procedural, realized in egalitarian speech and 
discernment. The appearance of such democratic discourse and practice in a 
range of institutions, such as education or voluntary associations, speaks to 
the creation of public spaces, of multiple publics, beyond the arena of official 
politics located in any individual civic ekklēsia.

Tensions and struggles around women’s public speech had their own 
place in early imperial democratic discourse. Ancient authors commonly 
gendered speech and wisdom as male so as to assert women’s inability to 
exercise full citizenship that was itself based in speech and discernment 
(Miller 2015, 117–30). This construction of women as unsuited to full 
citizenship relied on an assertion that public, political space was male and 
that women’s natural location was in domestic space. Certainly one must 
be cautious in suggesting that the construction of the public and private 
divide was necessarily the same in antiquity as in the modern period.9 
Nevertheless, early imperial sources richly attest that ancient writers, like 
their modern counterparts, deployed a gendered public/private dichot-
omy to limit political participation—especially that of free women and the 
enslaved. Feminist theorists encourage us to recognize not only the utility 
of this dichotomy toward political exclusions but also the way that free 
women and the enslaved in antiquity constantly threatened to exceed—
and indeed did exceed—the limitations set on their political participation 
(Landes 1998a, 9). If scholars apply Benhabib and Fraser’s vision of mul-
tiple publics to antiquity, we may be able to better recognize and chart this 
boundary-crossing political participation.

9. I agree with Katz (2004, 299) and others that major differences may be identi-
fied between ancient and modern conceptions of public and private. Notably, I believe 
scholars must question anachronistic reconstructions that exclude both religion and 
economics from the ancient, public sphere. A contention that economics and religion 
can be excluded only artificially from public life of antiquity finds common ground 
with theorists who argue such a separation is artificial even for the modern period 
(Benhabib 1992, 100).
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To demonstrate the inadequacy of the two-sphere model for illumi-
nating ancient women’s political participation, we must consider wom-
en’s roles in creating public space in a range of ancient civic, religious, 
and political institutions, including those that are often seen as distinct 
from official civic institutions. For instance, John Kloppenborg (2017) 
has recently shown that voluntary associations in Greek democratic 
cities engaged the vocabulary and practice of civic politics, while their 
membership included free women, the enslaved, and foreigners along-
side male citizens. Early Christian texts such as 1 Corinthians and 1 Tim-
othy reveal other ancient public spaces created, in part, by the deliberat-
ing voices of both women and men. Such texts have an advantage over 
inscriptional evidence such as that connected to voluntary associations 
in that these texts reveal not just women’s participation but the nature 
of the ongoing contest and struggle around that participation. Even as 
these texts show an author such as 1 Timothy deploying a public/private 
distinction in order to silence women’s voices, they also suggest that not 
only democratic discourse but also Christian theology could empower 
those same voices.

The Public Ekklēsia in 1 Timothy

First Timothy, like 1 Corinthians, is distinguished within the Christian 
canon by the focus on women’s speech paired with an effort to locate 
women within domestic space, an effort that articulates public from pri-
vate space. First Timothy intensifies the restrictions Paul seeks to impose 
on women’s speech in 1 Corinthians, marshaling additional theological 
and social arguments in order to block women’s vocal participation in the 
ekklēsia.10 Scholars have regularly explained 1 Timothy’s restrictions on 
women’s participation as an attempt to bring the Christian community in 
line with traditional or conventional cultural mores of the Greco-Roman 
world (Verner 1983, 135; Towner 2006, 193–200; Johnson 2001, 204; 

10. I understand 1 Timothy as pseudonymous and part of the larger corpus of 
the Pastoral Epistles together with 2 Timothy and Titus. Likewise, I read the recipient 
Timothy as part of the pseudonymity of this author’s construction. In this way, the 
Pastoral Epistles are examples of what some scholars have labeled double pseudony-
mous writings (Bassler 1996, 32–34). For extended arguments regarding the Pasto-
ral Epistles as pseudonymous see Oberlinner 1994, xxxiii–xxxix, xlii–xlvi; Donelson 
1986; Marshall 2006. 
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Osiek and MacDonald 2006, 233–34; Horrell 2008, 124).11 The two-sphere 
model is readily visible in these arguments that 1 Timothy seeks to mold 
the community to accepted conventions reserving public, political speech 
for men, while relegating women’s speech—and their person—to private 
space. Johnson (2001, 234) provides a particularly strong illustration of 
this reasoning when he speaks of “a cultural context in which men are 
the public speakers in any assembly (ekklēsia) … and a tradition in which 
women’s roles were defined in terms of the domestic sphere rather than 
the public forum.” These scholars intimate that the Christian ekklēsia, as it 
becomes an authentically public space in line with the wider society, has 
little place for women’s voices. Some argue this as an evolutionary path 
away from “the fairly open possibilities for women’s leadership in Paul’s 
day toward increasing restriction within the household” (Osiek and Mac-
Donald 2006, 234). By contrast, I argue that 1 Corinthians and 1 Timo-
thy both offer evidence that freeborn men, women, and the enslaved in 
the communities they address have together created a public, democratic 
space in the gathered ekklēsia. The author of 1 Timothy, like Paul, contests 
women’s participation in helping to constitute this public space, even as 
this author contests Paul’s own legacy in fostering women’s public partici-
pation.

First Timothy’s discussions over women’s speech and participation are 
part of a larger, pervasive focus on speech throughout the text. First Timo-
thy makes speech a central theme as this author seeks to limit the speech 
of some while authorizing that of others. At the same time, this author also 
works to delegitimize certain types of speech. As in 1 Corinthians, 1 Timo-
thy’s engagement with democratic, ekklēsia discourse registers not just in 
the title ekklēsia, but more significantly with the rhetorical effort to shape 
and to constrain the exercise of communal speech. With Wire and Elisa-
beth Schüssler Fiorenza, I understand that an author’s rhetoric is directed 
toward particular audiences with the intent to persuade. An analysis of the 
rhetorical situation in a text such as 1 Timothy can help us to better under-
stand the complex relationship between author and audience, in which 

11. Osiek, MacDonald, and Horrell are among those who see this as part of the 
apologetic mission of this author to make the Christian ekklēsia less open to criti-
cism from the wider society. My work here and elsewhere suggests women’s public 
participation was not an anomaly in the ancient world, thus questioning whether the 
apologetic thesis can adequately account for the restrictions that 1 Timothy seeks to 
impose on women in this community.
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certain constraints govern “the argumentative possibilities of the speaker 
as well as the possible expectations of her audience” (Schüssler Fiorenza 
1999, 108). In what follows, I argue that democratic discourse figures in 
the constraints on both speaker and audience in 1 Timothy, and is thus 
critical for determining the rhetorical situation—and working toward his-
torical reconstruction of the community which this author seeks to per-
suade. First Timothy itself opens with the author privileging one model of 
communal speech and interaction over another. Analyzing this opening 
rhetoric on speech in 1 Tim 1:3–7 and its implications for democratic dis-
course sets the stage for considering 1 Tim 2:8–15 and the gendering of 
speech practice that takes place in that passage.

After identifying Paul as the letter writer and Timothy—his child—as 
recipient, the author turns in 1 Tim 1:3 to a commission for the purported 
Timothy. This commission includes significant critique of speech practices 
taking place in the community. The author urges Timothy to remain in 
Ephesus to protect the teaching that Paul has passed down, so that certain 
people do not teach differently. First Timothy further describes both right 
teaching and its contrast in what follows. Timothy’s guidance of the com-
munity is connected to divine stewardship (oikonomian theou) in faith 
(1 Tim 1:4). The goal of this guidance is love, which itself springs from 
“a pure heart, good conscience, and sincere faith” (1:5).12 Thus, in 1 Tim 
1:3–6, the author holds up correct teaching defined by apostolic legitimacy 
and its association with faith and love.

The author insists that this legitimate divine speech be used to combat 
diversions into “myths and endless genealogies that promote speculation” 
(1 Tim 1:4). Indeed, 1 Tim 1:6 describes people in the community turning 
from legitimate teaching to engage in “meaningless talk” (mataiologion).13 
These talkers want to be teachers of the law, but the author insists that 
they do not even understand their own speech (1:7). As 1 Timothy has 
immediately linked the letter’s preferred speech with the divine, with faith 
and love, this author critiques others’ speech as marked by speculation, 
empty expression, and ignorance. The contrast that the author creates in 
these early verses suggests that even as Paul and Timothy’s teaching may 

12. All biblical quotations in this chapter follow the NRSV.
13. Mataiologia is a biblical hapax legomenon, but mataiologoi does appear in 

Titus 1:10. Johnson (2001, 166) describes this accusation of opponents’ speech as fool-
ish as a common topos in philosophical discourse, citing Lucian, Jupp. trag. 27; Epicte-
tus, Diatr. 2.1.31, among others.
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be understood as divinely perfect, the speech the letter condemns can only 
be human in its misunderstanding and fallibility.

Scholars have difficulty identifying with any confidence the content of 
the teaching 1 Timothy opposes. When it comes to the “myths and endless 
genealogies” of 1 Tim 1:4, hypotheses range from 1 Timothy’s opponents 
as gnostics or protognostics theorizing the pleroma to Judaizers focused 
on genealogies from Jewish literature—or even a hybrid heresy Dibelius 
describes as “Judaizing Gnosticism” (Johnson 2001, 163; Towner 2006, 
110; Dibelius and Conzelmann 1989, 65). If scholars have been split over 
the nature of the teaching 1 Timothy confronts, they have shown greater 
agreement that these verses betray 1 Timothy’s preoccupation with speech 
itself and the way he shapes his rhetoric toward identifying certain speak-
ers as worthy and some as lacking legitimacy. In his analysis, Luke Timo-
thy Johnson (2001, 163) suggests the possibility that the author’s language 
of “myths and endless genealogies” can be located in conventional rhetoric 
regularly deployed by ancient authors to label the talk of others as “fool-
ish chatter.” For his part, Philip Towner (2006, 111) claims that regardless 
of the exact nature of myths or genealogies to which the author refers, 
the adjective endless (aperantois) applied to genealogies in this case must 
be “polemical, meant to discredit protracted arguments that go nowhere.” 
With Deborah Krause (2004, 37, 124), I submit that such debate, rather 
than any particular theological teaching, is the author’s real target. More 
specifically, I understand that the author’s preoccupation in this and other 
passages of 1 Timothy is to uphold one dynamic of communal speech 
against another he seeks to discredit as false, lacking in wisdom, and dan-
gerously argumentative.

In these initial verses, the author of 1 Timothy portrays an ideal in 
which communication moves in one direction from Paul and Timothy to 
the communities they lead. First Timothy here asserts a kyriarchal model 
of authority and community interaction that calls to mind the ancient, 
elite household. With his own words guaranteed by his father, Paul, Tim-
othy’s teaching is associated with stewardship, oikonomia, even as he is 
urged to curb different teaching by others.14 Certainly the language of 
oikonomia anticipates the author’s claim in 1 Tim 3:15 that the ekklēsia is 

14. The verb heterodidaskaleō, “to teach differently,” which appears here and in 
1 Tim 6:3, is a New Testament hapax legomenon used only in this book but present 
elsewhere in Ignatius, Pol. 3.1.
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the household of God15 and his insistence that the bishop’s ability to lead 
this ekklēsia corresponds to his ability to manage his own house (1 Tim 
3:4–5). Throughout, the rhetoric of 1 Timothy works to impose the kyri-
archy of the elite ancient household arranged according to the age, gender, 
and enslaved/free status of its members. In this opening to the letter, the 
author sets the stage for later arguments by suggesting that this vision of 
ekklēsia has a foundation in divine will and Paul’s own hopes for the Chris-
tian community.

If 1 Timothy uses these early verses to ground his vision of an ekklēsia 
with the power relations, the kyriarchy, of a household, these same verses 
reveal interaction within the community that recalls not the elite household 
but the democratic ekklēsia itself. These verses suggest a group choosing 
discussion and deliberation. Instead of a singular authority instructing the 
community, multiple figures within the group aspire to a speaking, teach-
ing role. The author’s preference for monovocal, authoritative instruction 
contrasts with a group engaging multiple viewpoints and multiple author-
ity figures. The discussion and speculation mentioned in these verses con-
jure up an open exchange of ideas. Such an exchange is substantiated by 
1 Tim 6:4–5, another passage that shows just how concerned this author 
is by the community’s preference for “controversy and for disputes about 
words” (zētēseis kai logomachias). Such evidence for a community embrac-
ing egalitarian debate and discernment evokes the participation model of 
the civic ekklēsia. Likewise, the rhetoric of ignorance and disorder that the 
author of 1 Timothy uses against those community members participating 
in discussion and debate in 1 Tim 1:3–7 has its own place in democratic dis-
course. The author’s tight correlation between proper speech and wisdom 
in a discussion of ekklēsia speech—and the corresponding correlation of 
inadequate speech with ignorance—is an important marker of democratic 
discourse in the ancient world (Miller 2015, 95–99). As ancient authors 
regularly defended democracy and its practice by claiming wisdom on the 
part of ekklēsia speakers and audiences, critiques of democracy depended 
on assertions of deficient wisdom in citizen speakers and decision mak-
ers.16 Like other ancient authors enabled and constrained by democratic 

15. This part of 1 Tim 3:15 reads, “if I am delayed, you may know how one ought 
to behave in the household of God, which is the ekklēsia of the living God.”

16. For Thucydides’s explanation of the necessity of wisdom on the behalf of 
speakers and decision-makers within ancient democracy, see Hist. 6.39.1–2; likewise, 
Plutarch, Dem. 1.1; 8.71. In the early empire, see: Plutarch, Praec. ger. rei publ. 802f; 
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discourse and practice, the author of 1 Timothy questions the wisdom of 
his audience in order to end debate in the ekklēsia in favor of harmonious 
agreement with his own position.

The dynamics of open discussion and debate in a community identify-
ing as an ekklēsia certainly recalls the space and practice of the civic assem-
bly of the Greek polis. The community of 1 Timothy not only shares a 
title with the civic assembly; this group’s debate also creates a public space 
according to the theory of Fraser and Benhabib. In the case of 1 Timo-
thy, the extent of the author’s arguments regarding speech, and specifically 
women’s speech (1 Tim 2:8–15; 5:3–16), indicates that women and men in 
this community were together, in Habermas’s terms, performing speech 
that made this communal space a public ekklēsia with its own ties to the 
wider ancient public. A consideration of 1 Tim 2:8–15 reveals additional 
implications for women’s speech in this public ekklēsia.

First Timothy further defines and genders speech for this group in 
1 Tim 2:8–15. While the passage as a whole centers on women’s speech, 
this passage begins with the author’s ideal for male speakers. These men 
should speak in prayer, with lifted hands, and most critically without 
“anger or argument” (chōris orgēs kai dialogismou).17 First Timothy’s 
attempt to impose male ekklēsia speech without passion may be located 
in ancient constructions of masculinity, which held up “control, includ-
ing self-control, as the key masculine trait” (Glancy 2003, 240). The call 
for such self-control on the part of male speakers provides a strong con-
trast for the author’s subsequent portrayal of women and their speech 
as dangerously lacking in such control. However, this verse serves to 
shape not only who can speak in the ekklēsia, but how ekklēsia speech 
should be performed. This author’s ideal of ekklēsia speech omits the 
key component of democratic participation: debate. Indeed, this author 
connects lack of self-control with such debate, suggesting the only 
ekklēsia speech he authorizes, (free) men’s speech, cannot be controlled 
if exercised in debate.

The lion’s share of this passage concerns women’s speech, an obser-
vation that has led scholars to conclude that women within this group 

Dio Chrysostom, Or. 43.3. For a critique of the democratic assembly’s wisdom, see 
Dio Chrysostom, Or. 32.26–27.

17. Krause (2004, 58) offers the intriguing hypothesis that 1 Timothy attempts to 
end men’s ekklēsia argument because some men were arguing on behalf of women’s 
authoritative speech.
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were indeed speaking and teaching within the ekklēsia (Verner 1983, 
171; Krause 2004, 57; Tamez 2007, 39). First Timothy’s requirements for 
women that start in verse 9 and extend to verse 15 pose a stark contrast to 
the author’s characterization of ideal men’s speech. For one, the author’s 
arguments about women’s speech begin with the order that women should 
dress with modesty (meta aidous kai sōphrosynēs) and avoid the extrava-
gance of pearls, gold, and braided hair. As Rebecca Solevåg (2013, 115–18) 
observes, a topos developed during the early empire that connects wom-
en’s adornment with immorality, even as the plain look denotes women’s 
proper morality and control. Plutarch gives an especially apt example of 
this topos in his Advice to Bride and Groom, where he insists that a wom-
an’s lack of ornament not only will ensure her virtue but also will keep 
her within the house. In particular, Plutarch emphasizes that the virtuous, 
unadorned woman keeps her speech within the house since “her speech 
ought to be not for the public.”18 Like Plutarch, the author of 1 Timothy 
begins with a call for women’s lack of adornment that links to a gendered 
public/private dichotomy in which women’s virtue coheres with their 
constraint within the private sphere and, critically, the exclusion of their 
speech from public space.

First Timothy follows directions for women’s clothing, hair, and jew-
elry with a direct command that women learn silently with full submission 
(en pasē hypotagē). Women’s role as perpetually silent learners is under-
lined by 1 Timothy’s next declaration that “I permit no woman to teach 
or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent” (1 Tim 2:12). First 
Timothy here shares key vocabulary with the requirement for women’s 
ekklēsia silence in 1 Cor 14:33–36, notably in the call for women’s silence 
as well as their submission.19 However, 1 Timothy also intensifies the limi-
tations of 1 Cor 14:33–36 by specifying that a woman may never hold any 
authority over a man.

18. Plutarch, Conj. praec. 142c–d (Fowler). Plutarch here tells the story of Theano, 
Pythagoras’s wife, who when her arm was exposed said it was not for the public. Plu-
tarch adds, “Not only the arm of the virtuous woman, but her speech as well, ought to 
be not for the public.”

19. Johnson (2001, 200) notes that 1 Tim 2:9–15 shares with 1 Cor 14:33–36 not 
only the order that women should be silent (en ēsuchia) and in submission (en pasē 
hypotagē), but that they should do so in order to learn (manathanetō). I have engaged 
the scholarship on 1 Cor 14:33–36 and made my own argument for that passage as 
genuine Pauline material (Miller 2015, 176–84).
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Like Paul in 1 Cor 11:2–16, 1 Timothy appeals to the second story of 
creation in Genesis to justify gender difference and hierarchy within the 
ekklēsia, in this case to argue for women’s silence. First Timothy follows 
Paul in citing Gen 2:7 as part of that justification, specifically that the male 
Adam is created before the female Eve. Moreover, he extends his interpre-
tation to claim not just woman’s secondary place in the order of creation 
but also their lack of judgment displayed in the presumed act of disobe-
dience in the garden: “And Adam was not deceived, but the woman was 
deceived and became a transgressor” (1 Tim 2:14). First Timothy, like his 
near-contemporary Philo of Alexandria, uses Genesis’s second creation 
story to posit woman’s lack of reason and justify her necessary subordina-
tion to men (Philo, Opif. 167). Philo’s reading of Genesis genders mind 
and judgment as male, even as his interpretation also genders the senses 
and susceptibility to pleasure as female (D’Angelo 2007, 82–83). Solevåg 
(2013, 124–25) argues that 1 Timothy too has in mind Eve’s sexual suscep-
tibility and lack of self-control, which is a common element in Hellenistic 
and early empire interpretations of Genesis. When it comes to the close 
association in democratic discourse between wisdom and correct ekklēsia 
speech, ancient authors from Aristotle on similarly correlate women’s lack 
of intellect and self-control with a call for women’s public silence and, 
thus, the exclusion of their voices from the civic assembly.20

First Timothy ends this pericope with the claim that women’s salva-
tion comes through childbearing.21 Like Paul in 1 Cor 11:12, 1 Timothy 
makes a fundamental connection between women’s identity and the child-
bearing role. However, 1 Timothy strengthens the role of childbearing in 

20. Aristotle claims that the essential difference between freeborn men on one 
side and freeborn women and slaves on the other lies with their souls. Aristotle (Pol. 
1260a12–15) writes, “And all possess the various parts of the soul, but possess them in 
different ways; for the slave has not got the deliberative part at all, and the female has 
it, but without full authority, while the child has it, but in an undeveloped form.” Arius 
Didymus gives a notable example of the continuing place of this reasoning in the early 
empire when he repeats Aristotle’s formulation concerning the differing souls of men, 
women, and slaves (see Stobaeus, Ecl. 149.7). For another argument gendering the 
intellect in order to enforce women’s silence in the public sphere, see Plutarch, Conj. 
Praec. 139a–145d.

21. While I recognize the complexity of the arguments regarding the meaning of 
being saved in this passage, I am persuaded by the careful work of Porter 1993; Tamez 
2007, 43–47; Solevåg 2013, 129–35; and others that in this case the author uses this 
terminology in a soteriological sense.
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defining the worth of women. The traditional role of mother becomes the 
key to explaining not only the relationship of women to men in this world 
but also women’s hope for “eschatological or salvific reward” (Porter 1993, 
101). Again, in common with 1 Corinthians 11:2–16, 1 Timothy works to 
define woman (gynē) as “wife” by emphasizing kyriarchal hierarchy and 
the critical childbearing role (Tamez 2007, 46). Such a definition not only 
conceals the situation of those enslaved women in the ekklēsia who could 
not marry (Glancy 1998; Shaner 2017, 172)—or those widows who chose 
not to (re)marry—but also locates women’s purpose and worth entirely 
in the domestic realm. Just as Wire demonstrated that Paul’s rhetorical 
efforts to silence and refute in 1 Corinthians reveal voices and arguments 
that contrast with Paul’s own position, 1 Timothy’s intense argumentation 
here intimates a positive valuation others in the community are placing on 
asceticism and/or women’s public participation.

Solevåg has argued convincingly that 1 Timothy uses this passage 
to create an ontological difference between men and women that neces-
sitates a special salvation for women based on the difference—and for 
women the particular transgression—established in Gen 3. Solevåg 
(2013, 133) contends that 1 Timothy’s equivalence of house and “God’s 
ekklēsia” in this text blurs the boundaries between the community and 
the individual household so that he can argue women’s salvation depends 
on living “according to oikos ideology and submitting to marriage and 
potential child-bearing.” Envisioning 1 Timothy as enabled and con-
strained by democratic discourse, I would reframe Solevåg’s contention. 
In the company of other ancient authors, 1 Timothy seeks to impose the 
household model onto the public, democratic ekklēsia in order to foster 
kyriarchal structures of power (see: Philo, Ios. 36–38, 63–73, 148; Aelius 
Aristides, Or. 24.22–42). Such an identification between the hierarchi-
cal, harmonious household and the polis could be used to limit, shape, 
and mask the debate and equality in free speech that was the founda-
tion of democratic practice and discourse. However, even as this author 
imposes the household model onto the ekklēsia, his arguments gendering 
speech and ekklēsia participation also depend on an assertion of a public/
private dichotomy. In 1 Tim 2:8–15, he deploys this dichotomy to insist 
that women’s person and speech should be contained largely within the 
house. In turn, the intensity of this author’s effort to gender public and 
private spaces reveals struggles around who will be able to act—and per-
haps most critically, who will be able to speak—in the public space of a 
democratic ekklēsia.
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In 1 Tim 2:8–15, this author initiates a process of gendering speech and 
space that is intensified later in this text and in the other Pastoral Epistles. 
First Timothy not only establishes hierarchy between men and women in 
this passage but also genders both speech and wisdom according to logic 
commonly used to exclude women’s speech in the public realm. Likewise, 
the last verse in this pericope locates women’s essential worth and thus 
their place in domestic space. First Timothy’s rhetoric in this passage thus 
establishes a public space characterized by men’s serene, passionless speech 
and women’s silence, even as women’s purpose and worth coheres with 
roles occurring in private. This pattern is strongly reinforced elsewhere in 
this text. In 1 Tim 5:11–14, this author warns about the dangers of young 
widows freely moving between houses, speaking to other women in their 
travels. He draws on the ancient gossip discourse to present their speech 
as foolish and even dangerous, a form of secret or private communication 
that contrasts to public, male speech.22 The author uses this suspect speech, 
combined with the women’s lack of control over sensual desires, to call for 
these women’s containment in domestic space where they should “marry, 
bear children, and manage their households” (1 Tim 5:14). In this way, 
women and their speech are relegated to domestic, private space differenti-
ated from the public space that surrounds it. Indeed, in the only passage 
in the Pastorals that specifically sanctions women’s speech to others in the 
community, older women are prompted to teach the younger how to love 
husband and children, manage their household, and be “submissive to their 
husbands” (Titus 3:4–5).23 Thus, the only speech the author upholds for 
women is communication about domestic matters between women who 
are devoted to the kyriarchally structured household and its concerns.

First Timothy’s efforts to define debate, speech, and wisdom in an 
ekklēsia context attest to the engagement of this author and his audience 
with ancient democratic discourse. Passages such as 1 Tim 1:3–9; 2:8–15; 

22. Marianne Kartzow identifies these characterizations of speech as key indica-
tors of the gossip discourse in antiquity. Kartzow (2009, 41–66, 209) argues that the 
author of the Pastoral Epistles mobilizes this discourse and thus evokes these charac-
terizations of gossip in order to turn the young widows toward a domestic ideal that 
requires them to “give up any alternative discourse.”

23. Solevåg points out that the author uses the word kalodidaskalous, “teachers 
of good,” in Titus 2:3 to denote women as teachers. This is a hapax legomenon that 
Solevåg (2013, 103) suggests this author uses in order to avoid “highly charged verbs 
and nouns connected with male teaching.”
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and 6:3–5 reveal a struggle over both who will speak and the type of speech 
that will be practiced in this ekklēsia. The author of 1 Timothy champions 
men’s ekklēsia speech lacking animated debate. The attempt to impose the 
kyriarchy of the ancient, elite household onto the ekklēsia claims authority 
for “fathers” such as Paul, Timothy, and the bishop that renders debate as 
dissention and disorder endangering the right teaching of these leaders. 
Meanwhile, the author seeks to silence women with familiar arguments 
utilized by other ancient authors to construct women as unsuited to public 
speech and thus unsuited for full democratic citizenship.

At the same time, with Wire, scholars may recognize that close rhetor-
ical analysis can recover other voices and perspectives that allow a fuller 
understanding of early Christian groups. In this case, 1 Timothy’s rhetoric 
reveals voices in the community choosing vigorous ekklēsia debate with 
multiple teachers. The specificity of this author’s restrictions regarding 
women’s speech and his efforts to confine women to private, domestic 
space suggest that women in this community, married and unmarried—
and likely enslaved and free—are participating in this debate and thus 
helping to manifest this communal space as public. Such an ekklēsia space 
hosting lively and egalitarian debate connects with the ideals and practice 
of civic democracy and its principal institution, the citizen assembly. How-
ever, vocal, political participation of both men and women in an ekklēsia 
setting also works to expand the boundaries of citizenship and its rights 
as traditionally defined in political institutions of the Greek polis. Like-
wise, such participation strains the two-sphere model, showing the radical 
potential of democratic discourse and Christian theology to empower by 
challenging such citizenship boundaries.

If the community of 1 Timothy, like that of 1 Corinthians, participated 
in democratic discourse centered on ekklēsia discernment and debate, one 
may understand speech functioning as a marker of equality and citizen-
ship. The claims of democratic discourse to provide universal equality and 
freedom for citizens imposed a burden of explanation for those who would 
exclude certain groups from that circle (Wolin 1996, 80). Early Christian 
authors such as Paul or 1 Timothy who engaged democratic discourse and 
wished to champion hierarchy and the exclusions of certain groups from 
full participation had to struggle with not only the egalitarian claims of 
democratic discourse but the egalitarian claims of Christian theology as 
well. Like Paul, 1 Timothy asserts women’s essential difference from men, 
locating this difference in the order of creation. However, 1 Timothy also 
uses the second Genesis creation story to assert women’s lack of judgment. 
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Like other ancient authors, 1 Timothy suggests that women’s flawed reason 
precludes them from public, political speech even as he locates their virtue 
in decency, modesty, and silence. However, 1 Timothy parts ways with 
other ancient authors, and in particular with other Christian authors, with 
his claims that women’s salvation only comes through childbearing.

First Timothy’s insistence that women’s inherent social and theologi-
cal worth lies with bearing children contradicts liberating elements of 
Paul’s uncontested letters, including the radical promise of the baptismal 
formula in Gal 3:28 that “patriarchal marriage—and sexual relationships 
between male and female—is no longer constitutive of the new commu-
nity in Christ” (Schüssler Fiorenza 1994, 211).24 Likewise, 1 Tim 2:15 
directly opposes Paul’s preference for celibacy for both men and women in 
1 Cor 7. By locating women’s essential worth in domestic roles, 1 Timothy 
not only departs from such liberating elements of Paul’s letters but also 
intensifies the gendered public and private dichotomy that Paul sought to 
create in 1 Corinthians.

In the case of 1 Timothy, the author’s arguments for silencing women 
in the public sphere, and his insistence on their procreation, must be bal-
anced with signs in the letter that women’s voices were part of the public 
ekklēsia. In passages such as 1 Tim 4:3 and 5:3–16, this author also inti-
mates that some of these women were choosing the celibacy Paul earlier 
offered as an ideal. Readers must consider whether women in this commu-
nity found empowerment in egalitarian elements of Christian theology—
including elements from Paul’s letters—even as the author of 1 Timothy 
sought to intensify gender difference and hierarchy also present in Paul’s 
letters. If there is a change between Paul and 1 Timothy regarding women’s 
agency and participation in the Christian ekklēsia, I argue that it is not in 
accelerating acceptance of the wider society’s traditional gender roles. First 
Timothy shares with 1 Corinthians, and indeed with evidence from the 
wider Greco-Roman world, signs of ongoing debates and struggles around 
the place of women in public spaces. However, 1 Timothy, when read in 
conversation with other early Christian texts such as the Acts of Thecla, 

24. Consideration of the political implications of Gal 3:27–28 within early Chris-
tian communities distinguishes Schüssler Fiorenza and Wire from other scholars who 
have held up an eschatological meaning of the formula. Wire (1990, 126) observes that 
the place of “male and female” alongside “neither slave nor free” and “neither Jew nor 
Greek” suggests “overcoming in Christ a division cutting across the whole of society, 
which privileged one group at the expense of another.”
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suggests an evolution in which Pauline texts themselves become part of the 
arsenal used by both sides in a struggle over women’s full participation in 
the public space of the ekklēsia (Krause 2004, 59; MacDonald 1983).

Conclusion

Wire’s sophisticated investigation of Paul’s rhetoric in 1 Corinthians reveals 
the logic and intent of that rhetoric in relationship to an audience led in 
part by influential, spiritually powerful women. By situating Paul’s rhetoric 
in relationship to this audience and by recognizing that Paul’s engagement 
of the Corinthian women signals their authority in the community, Wire 
opened up significant new avenues of investigation in a range of Chris-
tian texts. My own work on democratic discourse in early Christian texts 
owes a great debt to Wire’s insightful rhetorical analysis of Paul’s negotia-
tion with his audience. Wire’s vision of Paul’s rhetoric as shaped and con-
strained by an audience with voices, commitments, and beliefs sometimes 
significantly differing from Paul’s own helped me to further explore Paul’s 
relationship with the Corinthian community. In Corinthian Democracy I 
recognized Paul as not just any speaker but a speaker within a democratic 
ekklēsia context defined, in part, by debate, the power of a discerning audi-
ence, and free speech open to all members of the assembly.

In these terms, even as I am indebted to Wire’s rhetorical analysis, 
I depart from her reconstruction of the Corinthians’ self-identity as a 
communal home that serves to separate the Christian community and 
the Corinthian women’s participation from public, political space in the 
ancient world. This reconstruction contributes to a gendered two-sphere 
model that locates ancient women’s agency and participation in private 
space, while accepting that political participation primarily occurs in 
public space gendered as male.

I suggest the need to seriously question the two-sphere model, which 
continues to limit our understanding of early Christianity and of women 
in the ancient world by obscuring women’s robust political status and par-
ticipation and fostering an artificial separation of the Christian ekklēsia 
from the public, political realm. Together, feminist theory and the work of 
Jürgen Habermas offer new possibilities for imagining multiple publics in 
the ancient world, and thus expanded possibilities for discerning women’s 
political involvement.

The multiple ancient publics created through participation in the 
democratic discourse and practice that continued to infuse the early 
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empire deserve more scholarly attention. Habermas’s theory together 
with the concept of multiple publics allows scholars to better comprehend 
“highly differentiated and pluralistic modern societies” (Benhabib 1992, 
103), even as this theory allows scholars of antiquity to better recognize 
public, political participation in the Roman Empire—itself composed of 
highly differentiated and pluralistic societies.

I bring these observations to 1 Timothy, a text that shares with 1 Cor-
inthians evidence of engagement in democratic discourse together with 
women’s vocal ekklēsia participation. First Timothy’s efforts to address and 
contain debate and decision in a space named as ekklēsia alert the reader 
to the presence of democratic discourse and practice in this community. 
First Timothy’s work to eliminate women’s ekklēsia speech witnesses that 
women’s voices have already helped to create public space within this com-
munity. I argue that 1 Timothy’s deployment of a gendered public/private 
dichotomy that places women’s agency and value entirely in the private 
realm is part of an ongoing and widespread struggle around women’s 
public participation. First Timothy draws on common ancient arguments 
gendering both public speech and wisdom itself as male, even as it intensi-
fies theological arguments for largely limiting women to the private sphere. 
As Wire herself has demonstrated, such an author’s rhetorical efforts must 
be read with an awareness of the audience the author seeks to persuade. In 
1 Timothy, as in the case of 1 Corinthians, this audience includes women 
who have found a path to public speech in democratic discourse and egali-
tarian elements of Christian theology.
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Inspiration from These Essays

All the above essays chart new directions these scholars have taken since 
my efforts to reconstruct the Corinthian women prophets from Paul’s 
rhetoric in 1 Corinthians. Shelly Matthews gives her attention to the shorn 
woman Paul derides in 11:6. She points us beyond the traditional mourner, 
exposed adulteress, or enslaved woman who is shorn to a possible chosen 
gender performance like that of Thecla, who takes on the robe of an itiner-
ant preacher. Gender, Matthews shows, cannot be charted as a binary but 
stretches across a wide spectrum. Anna Miller asks what kind of speech 
characterized the Corinthian assembly and finds in contemporary usage 
of Josephus and Plutarch that ekklēsia points not to home-based meals 
and devotions, but to civic deliberations and common actions. I hear this 
telling us to expect that women’s prophecy in Corinth was often political, 
social, and economic. Joseph Marchal’s essay is another challenge to extend 
our archive of specific groups in Paul’s audience in Corinth. He asks about 
men and women whom Paul classifies only as wrongdoers, among them 
Sodomites and prostitutes (6:9–11). He wants to know how these people 
are living when, as Paul says, they are “justified in the name of the Lord.”

This kind of work keeps moving us toward a more accurate and fruit-
ful reading of 1 Corinthians. Yet I take my start in this response from cer-
tain points made in the three other essays. Arminta Fox (2019) carries us 
into 2 Corinthians in her new Paul Decentered: Reading 2 Corinthians with 
the Corinthian Women, and in her essay here on Paul’s contentious rebut-
tal to the Corinthians being persuaded by rival apostles (2 Cor 10–13). I 
agree that 1 Corinthians can no longer be read in isolation from the letter 
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that followed, and both need to be taken into account, not only in the ways 
they reinforce each other, to which Fox contributes here, but also in the 
ways they contest each other.

Jorunn Økland has taken up the challenging task of defending the integ-
rity of 1 Cor 14:34–35, on which The Corinthian Women Prophets depends, 
both in her critique of the history of interpretation and in a careful analy-
sis of the manuscripts. Such work is crucial because American interpreters 
continue to skip the passage or a larger unit as an interpolation from the 
margin, a quotation that Paul refutes, or a command restricted to a specific 
group of women. She and some others in European scholarship see these 
explanations as recent efforts to keep Paul pristine from the gender bias of 
the church since his time. Økland also reminds us that scholars today are 
becoming less ready to attribute difficulties they have in interpreting a text 
to faulty transmission or later editing, recognizing that the writer’s rhetoric, 
perhaps especially where it is rough, may be our best clue to the process of 
writing. Concerning 2 Corinthians, this means that there is new energy for 
hearing how this letter reads as a whole and how it follows 1 Corinthians.

Finally, it is Cavan Concannon’s piece in this collection that has pro-
voked my thinking, his warning that binary othering naturalizes domina-
tion, also when an interpreter identifies with or against an author to autho-
rize himself or herself. In fact, he argues, a letter is shaped by the traditions 
it reflects and the audiences it anticipates as much as by the composer, 
and beyond that by all the audiences it actually gets, who shape the tradi-
tions of its hearing down to ourselves. If this is not enough to complicate 
our reading, Concannon insists with Bruno Latour’s posthumanism that 
attention be given to the nonhuman agencies that Paul speaks of, from the 
common clay pot that holds a treasure to the pneuma or spirit animating 
both the bodies of believers and Christ’s body. The interest of these post-
humanist thinkers is not at all to dismiss the role of humans on the earth 
but to challenge the human assumption that nonhumans exist to serve our 
interests. Because all things that exist have agency in their own ways and 
on their own schedules, human exploitation of other animals, plants, and 
minerals threatens the common ecosystem and shifts us into a posthuman 
era, whether to our enlightenment or our eclipse.

Posthumanism

Latour applies the term actant to these nonhuman actors, not only to 
the living animals, plants, and bacteria, but equally to the so-called inert 
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things such as mountains, metals, and motes. Here Jane Bennett’s (2010, 
3) small book, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, presents most 
clearly “the not-quite-human capaciousness of things,” a vitality intrin-
sic to materiality in all things and in ourselves, who are each a shifting 
network or assemblage of diverse and interacting parts. She helps us rec-
ognize that we are not humans in a passive or simply hostile environ-
ment but we are one aspect of vital materiality, “nested microbiomes” that 
share with others the problems and possibilities we face (20–38, 112–14). 
Humans and nonhumans already share political responsibility for this 
process. Latour ends his We Have Never Been Modern with a call to con-
vene the Parliament of Things, and recently in Facing Gaia describes his 
own experiment at realizing a posthumanist world by convening a simu-
lation called “Making It Work.” At this parliament not only people groups 
but also the ocean, atmosphere, and land are vocally represented in the 
hall, in addition to endangered species, nongovernmental organizations, 
and cities (Latour 1993, 142–45; 2017, 255–70). A scientist was present 
in each delegation as a nonvoting consultant. The results were lively and 
contentious, if not conclusive.

Integral to the posthumanist conviction that all things have agency 
and make their distinctive claims is the corollary that the many precede 
the one. The validity of any claim to exist does not depend on an external 
source or system to which something owes its allegiance, but is integral to 
the thing that persists in being itself. So subordination is not built in, and 
all the shifting networks by which life functions reflect alliances among 
things, both organic and inorganic, that seek to persist, rather than reflect-
ing set affiliations. When in Facing Gaia Latour (2017, 135) insists that the 
parts are necessarily superior to the whole, he explains: “Superior does not 
mean more encompassing. It means more connected.” Therefore, he says, 
an Anthropocene grasp of our situation is not obtained by ramping up the 
scale toward global thoughts but by attending to local loops in the net-
works of things, by making “numerous relationships, and especially recip-
rocal ones” (136). Here Gaia is the name proposed for all the unpredict-
able consequences of each agent pursuing its own interest by engaging its 
environment (142). Conflicts abound, but those who are sensitive are able 
to deal with them by better networking with others, organic and inorganic.

This posthumanist priority of multiple actants over any single spe-
cies or principle has also been articulated in terms of the rhizome rather 
than the rooted plant (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 3–25). Most trees and 
plants and many animals grow from seed in a generational cycle, drawing 
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sustenance through roots and leaves or by ingesting plants and animals 
until they reach their lifespan and die; but some are rhizomes. Like the 
tuber, the potato, and most wild grasses, they grow by extending them-
selves, always producing one more piece that is neither the seed nor the 
fruit but the middle again. Deleuze and Guattari’s volume A Thousand 
Plateaus—itself a rhizome at near that many pages—sees those plants and 
animals that propagate by seed favoring a kind of affiliation of dominant 
and dependent parts, whereas rhizomes form networks that do not distin-
guish beginning and end, center and periphery. The tree as a self-standing 
structure is commonly taken as a model for living things, but there is also 
the rhizome. It provides no generic model but can only be mapped, and 
that provisionally, since as a network it is always incomplete and open to 
modification (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 12–13). Among animals the 
rhizome appears not in the lone wolf but in the shifting wolf pack that 
sustains itself over wolf generations, likewise not in the human self but in 
human society (26–38). All these networked things and a myriad more 
meet up with one another, struggle or negotiate with one another, and 
shape wider networks as they seek the resources they live on. Need this 
mean perpetual war? Posthumanists do speak of Gaia (from gē, “earth, 
ground, dirt”) not at all as a fertility goddess, but as a perpetual threat of 
the worst (Loveloch 2000, 3; Latour 2017, 130–42, 281–92).1 The scram-
ble for life ends life for many individuals and species. But Gaia means 
correspondingly a perpetual hope for life. Hope remains possible because 
the networks are not determined and closed but incomplete and open.

Posthumanism and Paul

Using posthumanist thinking to understand the letters of Paul may not 
seem promising. In the first place, Paul has little curiosity about or knowl-
edge of the natural world, being an urban man promoting a social move-
ment in scattered cities of the Roman East. Just compare his metaphors to 
Jesus’s parables—a Roman triumph to a harvest payday. More importantly, 
he does not hold to the posthumanist first principle that the many precede 
the one, that each actant persists from itself by shifting interactions with 
others, rather than from any necessity imposed on it from its origin or end. 

1. As one of the oldest Greek gods, Gaia is linked to earthquakes, storms, and 
other acts of retribution. For ancient sources on Gaia see Burkert 1985, 418.
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For Paul “there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for [or 
toward] whom we live” (1 Cor 8:6 NRSV). Finally, Paul presents himself as 
God’s messenger to the nations carrying news of a recently executed man 
named Jesus the Christ whom God raised from the dead, offering life to 
whomever will trust God’s life-making power. Paul is obsessed with spread-
ing news of this transformation of all things that he sees happening through 
God’s Spirit active in the assemblies of these people.

Though easy communication between Paul and the posthumanists 
seems fraught, there are people today who live in a posthumanist world 
and ask whether it is possible to draw Paul toward posthumanist percep-
tions and draw these insights toward Paul. Is it possible to be a Christian 
posthumanist in a way consonant both with Paul’s discoveries and the 
insights of this thinking? Similar questions may also be asked by Jews and 
Muslims, as well as by nonaffiliated people who want to integrate a post-
humanist cosmology with their spiritual life and ethical commitments. 
This exploration can only be suggestive because posthumanism and Paul’s 
thought are far more complex than first appear and are formulated in 
many different ways—witness the range of interpreters of posthumanism 
and the range of theologies in Paul’s different letters. Taking only one slice 
of the evidence on each side, I restrict myself to Latour and his circle as 
described above to represent posthumanism and to the Corinthian cor-
respondence to represent Paul.

I should say before turning to Paul that posthumanists make no a priori 
exclusion of spirit or even God from agency, having affirmed the agency of 
all things, each in its own way. They make no decision in advance that all 
reality is material in the same sense. What is rejected is any concept of the 
divine or any originary principle that programs other things and therefore 
denies them the agency that is their life. Already in We Have Never Been 
Modern, Latour (1993, 77) asks, “How can we shift from immanent/tran-
scendent Society towards collectives of humans and nonhumans? How 
can we go from the transcendent/immanent crossed-out God of origins to 
the God who should perhaps be called the God below?” Twenty-five years 
later in Facing Gaia, Latour (2017, 69) begins by asserting that all modes of 
agency function in interacting networks of events in what he calls a meta-
morphic zone. Animism of all kinds is present, he claims, in that all things 
are actants with impact. Yet this is not at all a consequence of one creative 
impulse. Each agency modifies itself to survive, countered or assisted by 
others “within a distributed intentionality of all agents” (101). The result is 
waves of action that respect neither borders nor any fixed scale.



200 Antoinette Clark Wire

In an effort to overcome the gulf between what are often seen as 
extremes, belief in one God and belief in one nature, Latour (2017, 181, 
195–99) sketches a provisional chart that links the authority of the laws of 
nature and the authority of an ordering God. In place of each he proposes 
the authority of the multiverse and the authority of the “God of ends/ends 
of God.” While the former concepts of nature and God take themselves to 
be universal and undisputable, the latter are the chosen province of scien-
tists and of religious groups respectively. The former nature and God are 
conceived to be off the ground and otherworldly, the latter networked and 
earthbound; the former claiming a radical break with the past, the latter 
temporal and unstable; the former either deanimated (nature) or overa-
nimated (religion), the latter simply animated in both its scientific and 
religious modes.2

Most interestingly, Latour does not reject out of hand the apocalyptic 
expectations of religious movements in their early stages. In a lecture titled 
“The End of Time or Not” he calls for living in the end times within time, 
taking up the “reprise of tension” reflected in Pope Francis’s Laudato Si 
by avoiding any degeneration of apocalyptic into a past event that assures 
salvation for the few (Latour 2017, 193–206). Latour argues that we have 
colonized matter, ignored its agency, and shaped from it a materialism to 
serve our own ends. He concludes that we now face the material Gaia, who 
announces, “Let matter go.” This puts us as material beings not before or 
after the apocalypse but during it. Latour (206–19) nonetheless says that 
Gaia as apocalypse is not yet the end but the face that can possibly prevent 
the end by making it visible, shocking us finally to our feet to rematerialize 
our belonging to the world.

Turning to Paul no longer seems like such an impossible stretch. But 
he must be read out of his own world and in light of the threats he faced as 
he wrote the letters to Corinth. These threats were not planetary but social, 
yet what he faced bears comparison to the crisis faced in the posthumanist 
situation. To read Paul, I must take up his understanding of God, the point 
where he anchors his thought, although it is often ignored in our focus 
on the diverse voices in his letters. When we leave the task of figuring out 
the theological conflict in Corinth to the historians of dogma, they hold 
the heavy weapons in the battle for the text’s meaning and keep us on the 

2. Compare here the work of Denise Kimber Buell (2009; 2014) on hauntology, 
the study of specters of the past, spirits that haunt and inspire communities that have 
suffered violence on the way to claiming their agency.
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margins. Yet I want to keep this theology decentered as I observe the mul-
tiple agencies that shape the text. My question is how other-than-human 
powers affect the active agency of the marginal humans with whom we 
have chosen to ally ourselves—the women and enslaved people and for-
eigners and prostitutes and “men who sleep with men” who appear here. 
I argue that these people are the representatives in Paul’s Corinthian cor-
respondence of the posthumanists’ “vibrant matter,” agents that have not 
been allowed agency. They have been used as instruments of other people 
in the textual and reading world who are serving their own power. Only 
when we take all the agencies in the text and its interpretation as inte-
gral to its comprehensive network of life and no longer assume privileged 
human and superhuman realities do we enter the theological debate in 
Corinth and broaden the scope of the text to incorporate ourselves and the 
people there with whom we ally ourselves.

Posthumanism challenges us to take seriously agencies that are not 
human down to the peat that produces methane when the permafrost 
melts. So it follows that we cannot understand Paul’s letters and their sig-
nificance for reconstructing marginal voices when we dismiss the agency 
of God that Paul says has made a new creation in them through the death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. But how can we identify that agency in a 
way that does not take our attention off the agency of the enslaved foreign 
woman? I suggest that we take soundings in Paul’s theology at a few points 
where Paul appeals to the agency of God either to restrict or to stimulate 
the agency of the Corinthians. This may allow us to distinguish between 
his theological moves that are destructive and those that may be construc-
tive for the people who are considered nothings (1 Cor 1:28). For a time 
we can park our prejudices pro and con concerning the dogmas that Paul’s 
theology has since generated and consider what impacts he sees God’s 
agency having on the agency of various people in this community.

Paul in 1 Corinthians

I begin with the verb hypotassein (“to subordinate”), which appears in 
three contexts in 1 Corinthians, and its cognate noun hypotagē (“subjec-
tion”), appearing once in 2 Corinthians. I start with a text where the subor-
dination term itself is not used, but a metaphor or pun about heads serves 
the same purpose. In Paul’s first response to Corinthian worship practices, 
he requires that women cover their heads when praying and prophesying 
on the grounds that “the head of every man is Christ, the head of a woman 
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is the man, and the head of Christ is God” (1 Cor 11:3).3 The subordi-
nation of woman to man, pinched between the subordination of man to 
Christ and Christ to God, not only restricts woman’s agency but orders 
the man’s relation to Christ and Christ’s to God in terms of subordination. 
Women’s subordination then appears explicitly when Paul excludes all 
women’s speech from the assembly at the final climax of his guidelines for 
worship:4 “Let the women be silent in the assembly since it is not proper 
for them to speak, but let them be subordinate as the law also says” (1 Cor 
14:34; see Jorunn Økland’s essay in this volume defending the integrity of 
this passage within Paul’s letter).5

In a further 1 Corinthians context Paul speaks of subordination to 
describe the final victory when all will be subordinated to God. Quoting 
Pss 110:1 and 8:7 (NRSV 8:6), Paul projects a sequence in which Christ 
will overcome “every ruler and every authority and power,” then will over-
come death itself, and finally will subordinate himself to God “so that 
God may be all in all” (1 Cor 15:24–28 NRSV). This suggests a cosmic 
dualism in which Christ wins out on behalf of God in a zero sum game 
against “the rulers of this age” or “the god of this world” (1 Cor 2:8; 2 Cor 
4:4 NRSV). His victory will give life to people through their incorpora-
tion into him, the resurrected human being, who will finally subordinate 
himself to God.

The language of subordination appears once more when Paul closes 1 
Corinthians by instructing his hearers to be subordinate to the household 
of Stephanas and to those who work with him (1 Cor 16:15–18). On open-
ing the letter, Paul mentioned this household among the few early believ-
ers whom he had baptized (1 Cor 1:16–17), but now they have apparently 
lost favor among other Corinthians because Paul speaks on their behalf. 
This shows that Paul expected subordination also among people in the 
community, specifically subordination to those allied with him. Modern 
embarrassment with this is evident in the NRSV’s softening “subordinate 
yourselves” into “put yourself at the service of such people” (16:16).

Compare all these 1 Corinthians references to subordination with the 
single reference in 2 Corinthians that does not call for subjection to other 

3. Unless otherwise indicated, biblical translations are mine. 
4. On the significance of Paul’s beginning and ending his worship instructions 

by restricting women’s speech see Wire 1990, 152–56; 1994, 155–56, 176, 188; Mar-
shall 2017.

5. See also Wire 1990, 149–52, 229–32; 284–86; Niccum 1997.
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people or to God. Here Paul uses the term only when he tells them to be 
subject to “your confession of the good news of Christ” by giving liber-
ally to the poor in Jerusalem (2 Cor 9:13). This suggests a change in Paul’s 
approach to the Corinthians between the two letters.

Even the subordination Paul advocates in 1 Corinthians is not nar-
rated as a myth of divine cosmic conflict such as we find in Rev 12–20. 
Paul’s argument against eating sacrificed meat points in another direc-
tion. He realizes that the Corinthians in Christ already know that no 
idol exists and that sacrificed meat is harmless since there is “one God 
from whom are all things and toward whom we live, and one Lord Jesus 
Christ through whom are all things and through whom we live” (1 Cor 
8:4–6). Yet he tells them not to eat what is sacrificed with anyone who 
might consider it holy, not so much because this could mislead the other 
person than for their own sakes, warning them with Deut 32:17: “What 
they devote to demons is not devoted to God” (1 Cor 10:20). If the 
Corinthians sacrifice at every god’s table, they ignore their own human 
limitations and therefore slight God. This human overconfidence, not 
any cosmic divine power, is suggested to be the actual threat to God’s 
all-sufficiency.

The threat that appears in Paul’s Letter to the Romans as the power 
of sin rising up in people to defy God’s righteousness appears here as the 
Corinthians’ boasting in their own wisdom in competition with God’s dis-
tinctive wisdom (1 Cor 1:18–25). Though Paul is not writing to the elite 
of Corinth, but to a group “not many wise by human standards, not many 
powerful, not many of note” (1:26), he says, and I translate literally, “The 
world’s foolish things are what God chose in order to shame the wise; the 
world’s weak things are what God chose in order to shame the strong; the 
world’s common and despised things are what God chose—things that are 
nothing, in order to shame things that are something—so that that all flesh 
could not boast before God” (1 Cor 1:27–28). Yet when Paul interprets 
God’s purpose this way to be the humbling of the powerful in a cosmic 
conflict between God’s power and human power, this seems to leave only 
secondary place for the positive transformation of the foolish, weak, and 
despised. Paul does go on to affirm, “It is God’s doing that you yourselves 
are in Christ Jesus who became for us wisdom from God—and justice and 
holiness and freedom—so that as it is written, ‘Let the one who boasts 
boast in the Lord’” (1 Cor 1:30–31; Jer 9:22). Yet it seems to be the wisdom 
of Christ humbling the proud that they are to boast on God’s behalf rather 
than a new agency in their own lives.
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Corinthian Agency in 2 Corinthians

So in 1 Corinthians it is not clear that God provides an opening for the 
human agency of those who are foolish, weak, or despised, or God does 
this only by choosing them to shame the wise and shift the balance of 
power from powerful humans to God. Second Corinthians is another 
story. Any reader can see that Paul is less secure in this letter about his 
authority in Corinth. No longer is he giving advice by affirming the Cor-
inthians’ claims in order to contain or restrict their conduct (compare to 
1 Cor 6:12–13; 7:1–2; 8:1–9; 10:23; 11:2–3; 14:31–32; 39–40). Now he is 
defending himself and seeking their affirmation of him (2 Cor 1:10; 3:1–3; 
4:1–2; 5:11–12; 6:11–13; 7:2–4; 13:3–5). He persists in denying himself the 
rights he has in the gospel (see 1 Cor 9) and takes on every trial and abuse 
in order to get out the news of Christ (2 Cor 4:8–10; 6:4–10; 11:23–29), 
but he no longer asks them to pattern their lives after his example, as he 
often did in the earlier letter (1 Cor 4:10–16; 9:22–24; 10:31–11:1). Instead, 
he takes the life in them to be the result and proof of his effective work: 
“You yourselves are our letter, written in our hearts, known and read by all 
people” (2 Cor 3:2); “So death is active in us, but life in you” (4:12); “We 
rejoice when it is we who are weak, but you who are strong” (13:9). Note 
that it is not Jesus’s death that Paul finds in them, but Jesus’s resurrected 
life. Paul claims that he embodies Christ’s death as agent of the news he 
carries, and this in turn enables them to embody Jesus’s life, which finally 
makes him confident that God will one day also raise him with them (1:14; 
4:13–14; 11:2).

Paul makes the same point about how Jesus’s death generates life in 
them with several other metaphors in 2 Corinthians: “On your account 
Jesus Christ became poor so that you in his poverty might become rich” 
(2 Cor 8:9). “The one who did not know sin was made sin on our account, 
so that we might become the righteousness of God in him” (5:21). “For 
it is the God who said, ‘From darkness let light shine!’ who has shown 
in our hearts to make the knowledge of God’s glory shine in the face of 
Jesus Christ” (4:6). The point in each case is that a great loss or lack in one 
has led to a gain in the others, in fact, a total reversal. Yet it takes them 
both to reflect Christ’s dying and rising, Paul in his own limited and harsh 
work, and they in their consequent faith and expressive life. The agency is 
attributed to God, or to Christ, who became poor, and the benefits fall to 
the Corinthians, who become rich, righteous, and shining, in spite of, or 
better through, Paul’s many deficiencies. This is his defense.



 A Posthumanist Lens on Paul and Corinthian Agency 205

But does Paul recognize the agency of the Corinthians here, or is he 
claiming all credit for God and for himself as God’s instrument? Second 
Corinthians when read as a whole makes clear that he is totally dependent 
on them to respond favorably to his pleas for their reconciliation with God 
and with himself before he can ask them to share in the collection for Jeru-
salem (2 Cor 5:18–7:15, especially 6:11–12; 7:2–4). Even his closing third-
person attacks on rivals who compete with his interpretation of Christ are 
carefully distinguished from his simultaneous second-person challenges 
to the Corinthians not to tolerate their abuses (2 Cor 10–12). Finally, after 
general warnings against contention and immorality (12:19–21; cf. Gal 
5:19–21), he returns the ball to their court, leaving it up to the Corinthians 
to examine themselves whether they are “in Christ” (2 Cor 13:5–10).

The clearest evidence that Paul recognizes their agency in 2 Corinthi-
ans is that he has stopped giving advice and correcting their deficiencies, 
and now confirms their positive experience of Christ, defending himself as 
God’s instrument in their transformation. I propose in my recent 2 Corin-
thians commentary that Paul’s unrelenting self-defense in this letter makes 
most sense if they had ignored his initial instructions in 1 Corinthians 
(Wire 2019). The Corinthians have apparently continued to exhibit their 
newfound wisdom and demonstrate publicly their freedom to eat sacrificed 
food, the women to lead in prayer and prophesy uncovered, spouses to 
continue to set aside marriages, the sexually distinctive to live their lives.6 
Only one person was disciplined and has repented (2 Cor 2:5–11; 7:5–13). 
Instead of Paul changing their ways according to his instructions, they 
have changed his way and challenged him to prove that Christ is speaking 
in him (2 Cor 13:3). Paul is the one who has had to reconfigure. Although 
the zero-sum contest between God and the boasts of the powerful still 
hovers in the background of Paul’s theology, threatening to reduce the role 
of the once foolish and weak Corinthians to shaming the wise and power-
ful, the foreground is now a celebration of the Corinthians’ life that comes 
out of Paul’s death. This life is also affirmed as riches out of poverty, light 
out of darkness, treasure in clay, all this in the lives of people “not many 
wise, not many powerful” who did not accept a marginal role in someone 
else’s drama. I call that their agency. When people defect until Paul must 
defend himself and recognize that in Christ they have been given God’s 

6. See also the recent work on the responses and actions of the Corinthian women 
in Fox 2019.
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life and light and power and wisdom, God’s agency is working not simply 
against the proud to assure divine sovereignty, but for—or rather in—the 
once weak and dismissed to establish their power and life.

God’s Agency in the Corinthian Letters

This sign of the Corinthians’ agency provokes another question. Is God’s 
life-giving power, which Paul celebrates in 2 Corinthians, so overwhelm-
ing that the one swallows up the many, absorbing the Corinthians into 
God’s glory and making even a cosmic dualism seem like a relief? This 
might be the case if the divine agency aimed to reproduce itself endlessly 
and determine all things from one will. But does God have such a program 
in Paul’s letters to Corinth? The term Paul uses most consistently for God’s 
impact is charis, often translated “grace.” God’s grace is what Paul says 
keeps him going in spite of his hardships (1 Cor 3:10; 15:10; 2 Cor 12:9), 
empowering him to say what he knows directly and openly, if not fluently 
or with visible wisdom (2 Cor 1:12; 4:1–2; 10:10; 11:6). But God’s grace is 
also understood to be given “to you [Corinthians] in Christ” and is evident 
in their speech, knowledge and spiritual gifts, their sufficient support and 
their good works (1 Cor 1:4–7; 2 Cor 8:1, 9; 9:8, 14).

Yet, does charis then become the single divine will that monopolizes 
all agency? Charis seems rather to be given away in performative speech. 
Whenever Paul’s letters are read in Corinth, the hearers receive charis, at the 
opening, “Grace to you and peace,” and again at the closing, “the grace of the 
Lord Jesus Christ … be with you” (1 Cor 1:3; 16:23; 2 Cor 1:2; 13:13). More-
over, the word charis is also used for benefits or privileges that one human 
provides another human (2 Cor 1:15; 8:4), so that it becomes a name repeat-
edly used for the collection that Paul challenges the Corinthians to take up 
for the poor in Jerusalem, making them the givers of grace (1 Cor 16:3; 2 Cor 
8:6, 7, 19). To complete the process, charis is also the word normally trans-
lated “thanks” in each of Paul’s many exclamations of thanksgiving to God: 
literally, “Grace be to God for his inexpressible gift!” (1 Cor 10:30; 15:57; 
2 Cor 2:14; 8:16; 9:15). So God receives as well as gives grace, and, one could 
say, the circle is complete with no privilege gained, no obligation incurred.

The meaning of charis in Paul’s thought has been richly interpreted 
in several studies, with particularly fresh insight by Magdalene Frettlöh 
(2001) and Marlene Crüsemann (2014).7 One Latourian theorist has even 

7. See also the discussion in Barclay 2015, 562–74; Wire 2019, 178–82, 255–57.
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articulated Latour’s thought as a reformulation of grace for our time (Miller 
2013). Yet, I still wonder when Paul recounts Christ’s words to him, “My 
grace is enough for you since power is realized in weakness” (2 Cor 12:9), 
is human weakness made the condition for God’s grace? And has the debt 
common in gift exchange become a stranglehold if the ability to give is 
itself a gift passed back in thanks for having been received? Can the crea-
ture ever be more than an instrument of the creator? Or is it the case that 
life can actually generate life, that what is given from a boundless source, 
an artesian spring, if you will, requires no responding gift and therefore 
generates a boundless response? Paul does seem to see the vicious cycle of 
“give to take” broken through in a gracious cycle by God’s grace in Christ 
(charis apo theou, 1 Cor 1:3; 2 Cor 1:2) that gives rise to the Corinthians’ 
grace for the Jerusalem poor (eis hymas kai tēn charin tautēn, 2 Cor 8:6; 
cf. 8:7, 19), which in turn overflows in grace/thanks to God (charis tō theō, 
1 Cor 15:57; 2 Cor 2:14; 8:16; 9:15). Parallel to other scholars’ interest in 
the pneuma/spirit that is both a human and nonhuman agency in Paul’s 
letters,8 charis/grace is another image for the broader-than-human palette 
in 2 Corinthians.

So we see, in Paul’s use of both charis/grace and pneuma/spirit, that 
these powers with a nonhuman origin are found in humans (1 Cor 3:1–4, 
16; 13:11–12; 15:45–59; 2 Cor 4:16; 13:9). They become spiritual people 
(pneumatikoi) who can decide whether to give charis to the poor in Jerusa-
lem and whether to return charis to the source from which it came. Rather 
than becoming competitors with the nonhuman origin of their gifts, Paul 
concedes that he and they are full participants in the creativity they receive 
(2 Cor 9:11–15).

My language here of human and nonhuman for people and God proves 
itself inadequate for Paul, since we would have to include the entire animal, 
plant, and mineral world in the human category to reflect Paul. He sees 
these also originating in God’s creation, fallen into decay, and “joined in 
groaning and wailing in labor pains until now” as each one struggles for 
its fulfillment, what Paul calls “the glorious freedom of God’s own prog-
eny” (Rom 8:19–23). Are we then thrown back into traditional theological 
language that speaks of Paul’s letters in terms of a superhuman creator of 
everything else? Or is it closer to Paul to change the metaphor from a super-

8. See Concannon’s essay in this collection, as well as Buell 2014; 2017; Hartman 
2019. Kraftchick (2015) deals more with the interface of humans and technology.
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human God above to a grounding God below, the power of a multifarious 
rhizomatic network that keeps generating its independent and interact-
ing progeny? Then we would see the human being within the fluid animal, 
plant, and mineral whole, and leave behind the gap we were taught between 
the human and these others as a vestige of our humanist era. Or perhaps we 
would retain the distinction as an act of modesty to identify our analysis as 
a human project among other projects to claim agency rising from animal, 
plant, and mineral beings. Yet because each thing, each bit of vibrant matter, 
struggles to sustain, express, and develop itself, and this always occurs in 
networks of relations to other beings, Paul’s affirming such a whole is not an 
antipode to the agency of the many but an enabling context of each life, not 
as program but as a fresh becoming of creative life.

Agency in Christ

We circle around Paul’s theology but do not touch bottom until we ask how 
it is shaped by his experience of Jesus Christ. Jesus is not a metaphor for 
Paul but a man in his own time who was crucified by “the rulers of this age” 
(1 Cor 2:8), stimulating a messianic movement that Paul himself had sup-
pressed until God “revealed his son in me” (Gal 1:16). Paul is reticent about 
this experience (in contrast to his biographer in Acts) and speaks only of 
having “seen the Lord” (1 Cor 9:1; 15:8). But on this basis Paul proclaims 
Jesus Christ risen from the dead and giving life to all who trust in him. Paul 
never mentions in any letter the Jesus of Galilee who ate with tax collectors 
and prostitutes, healed the sick and taught disciples, nor does he tell sto-
ries about Jesus’s birth, baptism, or transfiguration, or what provoked his 
execution. We supply all this when he says “Jesus,” but it is not there.

What he seems to claim from having “seen the Lord” is the vindication of 
a crucified man in a world where the word crucified meant the state-imposed 
violent death of a defenseless person, usually a slave, deviant, or criminal. 
Though Paul occasionally uses traditions of a sacrifice to interpret Jesus’s 
death—“Christ our pascal lamb has been sacrificed” (1 Cor 5:7); “This cup 
is the new covenant in my blood” (1 Cor 11:25)—the point is not any agency 
of God in Jesus’s death. He is crucified by “the rulers of this age,” and God’s 
agency appears in raising Jesus from the dead (1 Cor 2:8; 6:14; 15:15; 2 Cor 
4:14).9 Here again Paul does not tell accounts of the risen Jesus speaking or 

9. The same distribution of agency—the ruler kills and God gives life—appears 
in early Jewish martyrdom texts (2 Macc 7:36; 4 Macc 7:18–19; 16:24–25; 17:5–6; 
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eating, but tells Jesus’s effect on the agency of others: “He died for all so that 
the living might no longer live for themselves but for him who died and was 
raised for them.… If anyone is in Christ—a new creation! What’s old is gone—
look, what’s new has come! All this is from God” (2 Cor 5:15, 17–18). Jesus’s 
resurrection is also claimed to be the firstfruit or foretaste of the resurrection 
of the dead, not only those who identify with him but in some comprehen-
sive way of all the dead: “As in Adam all die, just so in Christ all will be made 
alive” (1 Cor 5:20–22; 2 Cor 4:14; Rom 5:18). In 2 Corinthians Paul affirms in 
particular Jesus’s resurrection in the living: “We, the living, are always being 
given up to death on Jesus’ account so that Jesus’ life might become visible in 
our mortal flesh. So death is working in us, but life in you” (2 Cor 4:11–12); 
“And all of us, seeing with uncovered faces the Lord’s glory as refracted in a 
mirror, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, this 
from the Lord, the Spirit” (2 Cor 3:18; on glory, see Wire 2001).

Can posthumanism allow us to hear what Paul is affirming in a con-
temporary light? Paul goes beyond saying that the world he knows has been 
affected by something not strictly human. He says that the impact has been 
one of grace (charis), of spirit (pneuma), and, perhaps most precisely due 
to his experience of Christ, of life (zōē). This not only dissolves the eleva-
tion of one class of humans over another and of human agency over other 
animal, plant, and mineral agencies, but it claims what cannot be proven by 
human testing, that the rhizomatic network of emergent agency is at bottom 
giving and life, rather than taking and death. This echoes Martin Luther 
King’s words, “The arc of the universe bends toward justice.” Paul struggles 
to believe this against all evidence to the contrary, insisting over and over 
until we doubt his words, “We have this confidence”; “We do not lose heart” 
(2 Cor 3:4; 5:6; 4:1, 16). Yet in the span of his letters that survive, he does not 
give up, and he challenges others to have this faith. He attributes his confi-
dence to “the mercy of God” (2 Cor 4:1; 1 Cor 7:25), a mercy that makes all 
that receive it—people and things—free agents of this spirit/grace/life.

Marginal Corinthians and Posthumanism

This open agency takes us back to the questions that others have tackled 
in the essays in this volume. How did people other than Paul, the marginal 

18:20–23). These martyrs’ deaths are also taken to be able to save others (4 Macc 
6:28–29; 17:20–22; 18:4–5).
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majority, practice this agency in the Corinthian assembly? What impact 
did they have on Paul, on each other, and on other people and things in 
Corinth? As one contribution to answering these questions, I argue here 
that the people Paul was restraining in 1 Corinthians have made him con-
cede in 2 Corinthians that their new life is not a shameful violation of good 
order but is the best evidence he has that his work in Corinth was effective. 
This has shifted his theological emphasis away from God’s overpowering 
human boasts by a sequence of not-always-voluntary subordinations until 
all are reduced to the one. To defend himself, he has begun to depict God 
empowering created beings that are, each in their own distinctive way, 
creative agents of giving and receiving within an emergent and multiplex 
bundle of life. Those who were once without wisdom and power and who 
now have new wisdom and power have ignored his restrictions and taught 
him this.

By way of summary, I point to some resonances shared by Paul’s 
gospel here and the message of the posthumanist proponents. First, they 
both announce that all beings that have long been used as instruments for 
the fulfillment of others are entitled to realize their own agency. This came 
to Latour in what others have called his “Damascus Road experience.” In 
1972 after years of philosophical effort when he was walking on the road 
from Dijon to Gray, he stopped and said, “Nothing can be reduced to any-
thing else” (Latour 1988, 162–63). I suggest Paul discovers this more than 
once and specifically in his struggle with the Corinthians. He finds that his 
own experience of life can only be defended by conceding their experience 
of life, and this through negotiating with each other. The multitude will 
articulate itself.

Second, no one is alone, but all things function in networks that are 
continually being contested and negotiated. Here we have on the posthu-
manist side the rhizome of life that cannot be a model to imitate but can 
be mapped provisionally as it emerges, adapts, and discards. Paul’s God, 
who is rejected and chooses the ignorant to shame the wise, could well fit 
here (1 Cor 1:21–31), a God who tries one thing and then another, reach-
ing out for some kind of reconciliation that Paul begins to imagine because 
he himself cannot do without it in Corinth (2 Cor 5:17–31; 7:2–3). This 
rhizomatic network may be the source and end of being, but only in an 
emergent and reactive way that remains in process among the many as 
each one seeks to sustain its life.

Third, this system is highly vulnerable. Other systems built on a 
model of given authority and involuntary subjection have dominated the 
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earth for millennia. Now they threaten to destroy it through depletion of 
limited resources, technologies of violence, and fear of loss. Latour warns 
that we are facing Gaia at our peril. Paul warns that all will get the con-
sequences for what they have done (2 Cor 5:10; 11:10; Rom 14:12). Yet 
neither has slackened in his effort to make the apocalypse visible. Both 
are evangelists of the possibility within impossibility, Latour proclaim-
ing Gaia as a hope to “rematerialize our belonging to the world,” Paul 
proclaiming Christ embodied in a death for all and in a life for all, one 
that Paul has to concede is visible in the nothings of Corinth. Both Latour 
and Paul learn to look for what happens in specific, local places where life 
is a struggle. There they find that out of darkness light shines and new 
conduct is being tested.
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