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Women Priests: Freedom and Providence 

By, Chelsea Rose Odhner 

In the April 1937 issue of New Church Life is an account by Rev. Charles E. Doering recalling 

the 1897 assembly when Bishop W. F. Pendleton shared his seminal “Notes on the Government 

of the Church.”
1
 Rev. Doering recalls that  

Bishop Pendleton put it: “A spiritual government is one of influx, and natural 

government is one of command.” And urged that we do not incorporate into the 

organic life of the church an idea of distrust. After presenting his notes on 

government (which everyone who has ideas of how the church ought to be 

governed should read), he suggested a plan of organization, based on the uses, 

which is essentially the form of government we have today…Each generation, as 

it comes along, will need to see these principles in their application to the affairs 

of the church at the time—see the distinction there is between government by 

influx and government by command. For the church, if it is to continue to be a 

spiritual church, must be ruled by the idea of the former, and not the latter. (120)  

I believe the principles referenced in this quote have critical application to the issue at hand. I 

think it is worth serious consideration whether maintaining a policy in which women are 

forbidden from the priesthood would be to have a government ruled by command rather than 

influx and so would not be in accord with the spiritual principles that are foundational to the 

General Church (specifically those of trust, freedom, mutual love or charity, and use in form).      

When the priesthood and government were first being set up in the General Church the fact that 

priests would be male-only was a given—there was no need for debate. Now for the past forty 

years, about every ten years the question of whether women can be priests has come up and 

undergone serious debate. Perhaps this is a slow labor in providence. We are at a point now 

where we have considered it intensely yet again and have as a church put together thorough 

doctrinal arguments in favor and against the idea of women in ministry. One critical idea that has 

come out of this most recent effort is the general acknowledgement from clergy and lay people 

alike that the Writings do not state explicitly that the priesthood must be male. Indeed, the very 

same passages that touch on the complementary natures of men and women are used to argue for 

and against women in the ministry (see Jon and Karin Childs’ and Rev. Solomon Keal’s papers 

at http://www.newchurchperspective.com/possible-ordination-of-women/). It seems the church is 

                                                           
1
Doering’s account is worth reading in its entirety for a brief synopsis of the beginnings of the General Church. 1897 

was the year that nearly all members resigned from the Church of the Academy and the General Church of the 

Advent of the LORD on account of Rev. W. H. Benade’s abuse of power as Chancellor. Benade then formally 

withdrew from the office of Chancellor. The movement reorganized as the General Church of the New Jerusalem 

and elected, provisionally at first and later officially, the Rev. W.F. Pendleton to serve as Bishop (Odhner 44-45). 

The General Church held its first assembly that June, at which Bishop Pendleton gave his “Notes on the Government 

of the Church” (Pendleton 107).  
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more widely spread out than ever in its understanding of the doctrine relating to this issue. 

Freedom in how we choose to understand is essential. Though, given the widespread variance in 

our understanding of the teachings related to the natures and roles of men and women and the 

fact that it is acknowledged that the Writings never state explicitly that the members of the 

priesthood need be male, I am given to think that the church reaffirming the current ordination 

policy as official constitutes a “ruling from without,” “an external bond” on the church. To give 

the context of this claim, I will quote portions of W. F. Pendleton’s “Notes on the Government of 

the Church” for your consideration, with few of my own brief notes. Pendleton’s “Notes on 

Government” begin:   

The quality of a Church is according to the quality of its government, or 

according to the idea of government which rules within it; if a natural idea of 

government rules then the Church will be natural, but if government is seen under 

a spiritual idea, this idea reigning in all its parts, then the Church will be a 

spiritual Church. A true idea of government, which is a spiritual idea, is then of 

supreme importance to the members of the Church… 

The Church is not a spiritual Church until it is under such a form of government 

as exists in heaven; before this it is a natural Church. The angels of heaven 

govern—still they do not govern, but the LORD through them (A. C. 8728). In the 

Church the priest is to govern, and yet he is not to govern, but the LORD through 

him. Government in heaven is the government of mutual love (H. H. 213); from 

mutual love springs mutual confidence, which flourishes only in an atmosphere of 

freedom, where external bonds have been removed. There must come a time when 

the Church cuts loose from external bonds, and freely trusts the LORD and the 

neighbor. 

Heaven is ruled by influx and hell by afflux. When the Church is in evil, the 

LORD rules it by afflux, or from without, or from the world; but when the Church 

is in good, the LORD rules it by influx, or from within, or from heaven. To 

endeavor to rule the Church from without, to place it under bonds from the world, 

whether this be done by one man or by many men, involves the belief that the 

Church is in evil, or under no internal bond, and that it cannot be held together 

unless it be held by external means. Is it not better therefore to have no external 

bonds, in order that the Church may be free to disperse if it be in evil, or that it 

may be held together by internal bonds, if it be in good? (107) 

The church seems to have lost its internal bond with regard to whether priests must be male. Is it 

necessary that the understanding of the priesthood be held together by external means? Perhaps a 

new internal bond would form around our priesthood if we were to ordain women as well as 

men. On the other hand, there is the fear that the church would be in evil if we were to ordain 

women as ministers.  
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Pendleton continues:  

A Church, to be spiritual, must be under the laws of the spiritual world, and not 

under the laws of the natural world, or laws like those in the natural world; and it 

is a law of the spiritual world that the removal of external bonds causes a breaking 

up and dispersion of the evil, and a more close drawing together of the good; this 

is because there is no internal bond with the evil as with the good (A. C. 1944, 

5002). External bonds are removed in the other world because man is not free 

until he is held only by internal bonds (A. C. 6207). (ibid) 

Perhaps removing the external bond of the policy that women are not allowed to be priests could 

lead to a more close drawing together of the good in our church. If it is indeed evil for women to 

be priests, it would prove itself so. In either case, is it not better to hold freedom as our core 

guiding principle rather than fear? 

The teaching is that the LORD rules the Church by internal bonds when there is 

charity, but by external bonds when charity is extinguished (A. C. 1011). The 

internal bonds are the truths of faith and of conscience; external bonds are laws 

and penalties. External bonds are for those who have no internal bond; and to 

place an external bond on the Church is a negative act that involves the 

assumption or fear that there is in the Church no internal bond. 

External bonds are for the civil state, but the bonds of civil government should not 

be introduced into the government of the Church; for the Church is the LORD'S 

Heaven upon the earth; it must therefore be under heavenly law, and the bond of 

heavenly law. Let the bond of the civil law come in where the civil law is 

approached, and let external bonds be applied where disorder confessedly exists, 

but do not place external bonds on the Church for fear that disorder may exist; to 

make fear the motive of action is to distrust Providence; to implant fear and 

distrust in the inmost of the government and working of the Church is to inflict a 

paralysis on its spiritual activities…If any movement in the Church is of the 

LORD, He will protect and save that which is His own, nor does He need the help 

of man. 

No external bond should be placed upon any member or official or part of the 

Church; a bond so placed is a bond placed upon the whole Church. You cannot 

bind a part without binding the whole. You cannot bind another without binding 

yourself. This is the inevitable spiritual law.  

If the Church is interiorly in evil it cannot be held together, except by external 

bonds; but if it is in the process of being made internal by reformation and 

regeneration is in the way of spiritual growth—then an external bond is 

unnecessary and hurtful; it is better to run the hazard, yea, to suffer many evils, 
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than to establish and confirm so great an evil as the voluntary suppression of the 

freedom of the Church, by introducing the principle and practice of external 

compulsion into its workings, whether this proceed from one man or from a 

number of men together. (Pendleton 108) 

Consider the application of these thoughts to whether women should have freedom to pursue the 

profession of priest if they feel so called. Does “disorder confessedly exist” in women desiring to 

enter the priesthood or is there a “fear that disorder may exist” if they were to enter it? If we 

continue with our current ordination policy, are we not distrusting the providence that could be at 

play in leading women to feel a desire to enter the priesthood? 

From my perspective the church is unnecessarily suppressing the freedom of women by placing 

an external bond on a good, god-fearing woman in the church who feels a personal call to 

ministry; perhaps the Lord is calling her to serve His Church in this world in the role of priest. 

The world is not the same as it was in the late 1800s; perhaps women priests weren’t needed 

then, but by the persistence of this issue, along with the vast changes in society over the last 

century, I believe God is saying women priests are needed now. For women who are of faith and 

live by conscience, who are feeling an internal call from the Lord to serve in the priesthood, are 

we not placing an external bond on the Lord’s stirring in them by maintaining the current 

ordination policy? 

The Church does not institute the priesthood, but the priesthood the Church. This 

principle, seen in a complete analysis, solves the entire question of government. 

The members of the Church do not impart to the priest perception, illustration, 

ability to govern, or endow him with any priestly gift whatsoever; hence they do 

not ordain him or appoint him to govern in the Church. The LORD gives them to 

see that the priest has these gifts from Him, and moves them to give expression to 

their consent that he should govern, thus to recognize him in his function to which 

he has been appointed by the LORD; which function he may exercise over them 

on their invitation to do so. (ibid) 

Can we recognize the Lord’s work in women who are called to the priesthood? I believe we are 

at a point where we must move beyond the theoretical question of whether women are capable of 

being priests and consider instead the implications of forbidding real individual women who feel 

called to the priesthood from answering that call.  

Pendleton continues: 

To incorporate distrust in the organic life of the body makes the Church natural, 

and it cannot become spiritual so long as such an incubus is laid on its internal 

activities. Still we have a knowledge that there is such a thing as human frailty 

and human weakness; we know that there is such a thing as perversion of truth 

and abuse of power. How far should this knowledge influence the manner and 
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character of the organization of the Church? It is clear that this knowledge is 

negative, and a negative principle should never be laid as a heavy weight on the 

uses of a Church that is to become spiritual; all the principles and workings of a 

genuine Church are affirmative. A knowledge of human weakness and error, and 

the dangers arising therefrom—which are very great—present all the stronger 

reason for a plenary trust and confidence in the Mercy and Providence of the 

LORD. All the ills of the Church, from the most ancient times, have arisen from 

the conceit or persuasion that man can care for the Church. Let us beware. (ibid) 

Several people have pointed out potential dangers women may face (and the church by 

extension) in their undertaking the profession of priest. But “how far should this knowledge 

influence the manner and character of the organization of the Church?” This knowledge is 

negative while “all the principles and workings of a genuine Church are affirmative.” Should we 

not be affirming and trusting the Lord’s providence in leading women into the use of the 

priesthood?  

It may be said, however, in general, that the organization of the Church from use, 

for use, and to use, will tend to its safety and perpetuation. Use is conservative 

and preservative, for the LORD is present in it, and where He is there is health 

and perpetuity. The Church must be organized for use according to order, for 

order is use in form. Order without use is a dead form, and use without order does 

not exist; but use exists according to the love of use, and according to the 

perfection of the form which it takes according to order. (ibid) 

I see much value in the possibility of women priests working alongside men in the uses of the 

priesthood as delineated in the Writings. I am of the opinion that the female mind would be 

useful in the work of the priesthood, both the will-oriented and intellect-oriented aspects of it. I 

trust that the Lord is inspiring women with unique capabilities for this work to strive for the 

priesthood, to be filled with a love for the use of it. And yet this use needs form. “Order is use in 

form” and “use without order does not exist.” Would it not be more in keeping with charity and 

humility to the Lord’s providence to give a woman access to ordination in—literally, to give 

order and form to—a use she loves? Perhaps even women and men working together is a 

“perfection of the form” of the priesthood. 

If the Church be organized in use for use, according to order, there will result 

guards, checks, and balances, in the very nature of things, or flowing from the 

very form itself; and it will not become necessary to adjoin arbitrary guards, 

checks, and balances, for the sake of the preservation of the body. It may be that 

such an organization can be gradually formed in the Church, or the Church be 

placed in such a position that such an organization can be allowed to grow; for a 

true organization is the result of growth, and is not built in a day. It is proper, 
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however, that a beginning be made, of some kind of organization, for the sake of 

the uses that are to be done, and in accommodation to those uses. (Pendleton 109) 

“The quality of a Church is according to the quality of its government” (Pendleton 107). Should 

we not strive to be steadfast in having a spiritual idea rule our government? The “government in 

heaven is the government of mutual love (H. H. 213); from mutual love springs mutual 

confidence, which flourishes only in an atmosphere of freedom, where external bonds have been 

removed” (ibid). I ask that we seriously consider whether it wouldn’t be more in keeping with a 

heavenly idea of government to give women the freedom to pursue the profession of priest. I also 

suggest for consideration the idea that any necessary “guards, checks and balances” would flow 

naturally “from the very form itself” of the woman working in ordained ministry.  

I believe a change in our ordination policy would be for the protection of the freedom of our 

members and such an action in our church would be one grounded in principles of use and trust 

in the Lord’s providence. Perhaps as part of the growth of our church the Lord is bringing this 

“new thing” to bear—or perhaps not. Although I may feel personal resolve around this issue, I 

must surrender my idea of what would be right for the General Church to the Lord’s leading. I 

find it helpful to remember the wise words of Gamaliel: “If this plan or this work is of men, it 

will come to nothing; but if it is of God, we cannot overthrow it—lest we even be found to fight 

against God” (Acts 5:38-39). 
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