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	In this paper, I trace the development of idealized domesticity, motherhood, and the conflict that the expectation of virginity and purity creates in conversation with idealized motherhood in relation to Christianity. The "cult of motherhood" ideology and the emphasis on idealized virginity that has been applied to women throughout Christian history have created impossible, conflicting standards for Christian women. Sex is left out of this framework entirely. It moves from virginity and purity straight to motherhood without discussing the necessary act of sex. I will trace this line of thinking through Christian history showing how it has evolved in responding to and in conversation with cultural standards. Christianity and culture cannot be separated when looking at the development of the ideal domestic woman. These ideas throughout history did not simply arise from interpretations of biblical texts, but are a continued line of thought from the Roman Empire traced throughout Christian history. It is through the interpretations of the biblical text, influenced by cultural norms and changes, located in particular times and places, that the institutionalization of idealized Christian womanhood that has sustained throughout history. 
	As with anything, there are significant counterarguments and counterexamples to the idealized domestic woman. Most notably, remaining unmarried in late antiquity was countercultural. That was the radical action, as will be seen in the discussion on the Acts of Paul and Thecla and late antiquity ideals of womanhood below. Still, women have been able assert their voices and perspectives as outside of the ideal throughout Christian history. There are stunning examples of religious women of all traditions whose lives have been commemorated throughout history. Hildegard of Bingen, for example, is one of these women. While she was chaste and lived an ascetic lifestyle, she was not the ideal quiet and domestic woman. She was in communication with a host of influential church and political leaders of her time and was a skilled herbalist and composer in addition to having mystical visions. Later, we get the women’s suffrage movements across Europe and the United States, with waves of feminism beginning. Theologians Mary Daly and Rosemary Ruether write about women in the Catholic Church and how women’s experiences can or cannot be reconciled with the Christian faith. Today, we have intersectional feminist movements within the church that recognize diversity of genders, sexuality, race, ethnicity, and life choices. There is a strong line of women who step outside of the idealized domestic norm throughout Christian history.
	However, this line of counter-thought about idealized women is still not complete. Both the counterexamples and the domestic ideal exclude women of color and women who do not identify as straight. Throughout history, this ideal of womanhood has been interpreted as the only acceptable form of existing as a woman and has served to oppress and dehumanize women of color and women of other religions. Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech to the Women’s Convention in 1851 speaks to this very matter, and while not included in the body of this paper due to space constraints, is a crucial part of understanding how the domestic, virginal idea of Christian womanhood was especially toxic to women of color. Furthermore, the presence of women throughout Christian history is still not part of the dominant discussions about Christianity in the historical perspective. I was shocked at the lack of women sources and inclusion of women in any manner in the final projects presented to the class. This supports my claim that it is still important to intentionally include women in talking about Christian history so as to begin to “normalize” women’s experiences. The class as a whole also tended to neglect the significance of women outside of explicitly gendered issues, though women were brought in regularly in the last third of the class. However, this section of the class was informally titled “Christian weirdness,” which frames the inclusion of women, even only in relation to gendered concerns about virginity, motherhood, and female ordination, as an abnormal exercise in doing Christian history. I know that women do not play a particularly large role in Christian history, but if we hope to overcome the tokenization and idealization of women, women’s experiences and writings must begin to be regularly included in looking at Christianity in the historical perspective. 
	Additionally, in my experience attending churches throughout the rural south, these ideas about women have not taken on significance. While many things discussed in the class can be assumed in the contemporary church operations in New York, like a commitment to interfaith tolerance and acceptance, inclusion of sexuality in church curriculum, and full ordination and acceptance of women and LGBTQ individuals, this is simply not present in the rural Christian experiences in the south. There are pockets of these ideas within every church, certainly, but the overarching Christian ideal of womanhood is not particularly hospitable to women outside of their identities as virgins or mothers. 
	I am tracing the gendered idealized history of women in Christianity because it is something that is clearly present in contemporary experience. It has been influenced and transformed throughout time. While extensive papers can and have been written on this topic for each of the texts and ideas mentioned, my paper draws quick sketches that exhibit how idealized womanhood and domesticity has evolved in Christian thought with influence from the surrounding cultures. From the early church under influence from the Roman Empire, I will examine the philosophical Roman ideas about marriage and virginity in women as it relates to the early Pauline and Christian attitudes toward marriage and virginity, particularly within 1 Corinthians, the Acts of Paul and Thecla, and selected writings of St. John Chrysostom; idealized womanhood transformed from submissive in the Roman idea to becoming like a man, losing all femininity.  
	Moving into the Middle Ages, St. Bernard of Clairvaux and the orders of holy women began to see value in the ways women are different than men, but this was often idealized based on the example of Mary, the mother of Jesus, who was able to remain both a virgin while also being a nurturing mother. This standard, while attempting to recognize the importance and significance that women’s gifts can bring to Christianity, still creates an unrealistic standard that women are expected to fulfill. Women called to live devoted Christian lives, like many of the saints and mystics remembered from this era, are expected to fulfill pledges of lifelong virginity and devotion to the church. 
	The Reformation period, however, was the turning point for the solidification of the domestic woman ideal. The Reformation has influenced almost all traditions we have today in some way because it called the present traditions into question. Unfortunately, this also devalued the idea of women being called to a spiritual vocation, which while it mandated and was dependent upon a pledge to virginity, was instrumental in solidifying the cult of motherhood ideal in Christian thought. Martin Luther and Thomas Becon gave their perspectives on the model Christian wife. In some ways this was an improvement, because each of them was in relationship with women and had an element of respect for their particular gifts. However, it set the stage for the next 500 years of Christian expectations of women and excluded women almost entirely from access to roles of spiritual authority, though they were often given the responsibility and burden of being moral authorities while remaining subservient to their husbands, a seeming return to the Roman ideal. 
	While I spend the majority of the paper focused on the early Christian, Medieval, and Reformation ideals of women, I will quickly connect how those ideals are present in the United States from the Antebellum South to today.[footnoteRef:1] From the Enlightenment through the nineteenth century, idealized domestic womanhood was the standard; households in the south in particular operated in accordance to this domestic ideal, along with examining Christian women’s involvement in the push for temperance and Shaker arguments from celibacy in support of Mother Ann Lee, the founder of the movement. Finally, I will conclude with how Christian idealized womanhood of domesticity and virginity is present in the twentieth century and contemporary culture. From examining World Council of Churches’ statement on women in 1948 to reflections from Jocelyn Zichterman who was raised in and left a fundamental Baptist tradition that imposed an impossible standard of womanhood on her.  Christian women have been held to impossible standards regarding their virginity and motherhood since the Roman Empire, and though it has transformed across cultures and time periods, remains an influential theme in looking at Christianity in the historical perspective.  [1:  I was most interested in tracing the origins of idealized womanhood and how it evolved up to the Reformation, since I am largely unfamiliar with those time periods. I took Dr. Machado’s class History of Christianity Since the Reformation, which spent extensive time talking about the Cult of Motherhood and idealized womanhood in the United States. Since I have a background in this, I wanted to explore something new and figure out how that theme developed across Christian history. ] 

	Marriage and virginity were the topics of philosophical and cultural traditions in Rome from the era Augustus to Marcus Aurelius. Thinkers like Plutarch and Plato both offer in-depth philosophical discussions on marriage in relation to pleasure, male self-control, trustworthiness, and instability. Kate Cooper describes the dominant features of this period.
	 “…anxiety an out pleasure and domination in the minds of eminent men…. 
	had given way to an uneasy consciousness of one’s duties to others. The 
	philosophical ideal came to rest in marriage as a friendship of equals, the result
	of a transfusion of aristocratic maitrise de soi from the task of controlling others
	to that of fulfilling their expectations.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Kate Cooper, The Virgin and The Bride: Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harcard University Press), 2. ] 

Plutarch concludes that pleasure is possible for men within the bounds of marriage to a woman because he is able to derive pleasure from exerting dominance while the woman is believed to receive pleasure from submission to the man, embodying the unification of Aphrodite and Eros.[footnoteRef:3] Already, women are supposed to be part of the domestic sphere, not the public sphere, and to be submissive so as to please their husbands. Plutarch also notes that marriage can be detrimental to the state because women have the power to distract, tempt, and destroy rulers; but the responsibility for re-unifying nations and political relationships also rests on women. [footnoteRef:4] This Roman thought already sets up an unrealistic standard for women, believed to hold great power, but only used as a tool for men to reach their goals. “The female character’s narrative function was to call attention to the issue of the man’s self-control and loyalty to his allies and to the common good.”[footnoteRef:5] In short, the ideal woman held the moral authority and means of pleasure for men, though their sexuality and motherhood are largely left out of this particular conversation.  [3: Ibid., 6. ]  [4:  Ibid.,11. ]  [5:  Ibid. ] 

	The Roman way of life during the pre-Christian ad early Christian era touted marriage as an ethical and respectable activity to be engaged with. This particular understanding of marriage is reflected in the letters of Paul, which while it says that marriage is not ideal in waiting for the return of Christ, should be something to be engaged with in terms of companionship and duty to one another. In 1 Corinthians 7: 33-35, the text most referenced in treatises on virginity and marriage, Paul writes that married men and women are concerned with the affairs of the world, presumably in reference to the Roman standards of marriage, and with pleasing one another.  Paul acknowledges that mutuality, to some extent, is present in the understanding of marriage under Roman influence. Furthermore, marriage and family life were instrumental in maintaining and representing Roman imperial harmony, where the emperor’s family was used as a tool of political propaganda.[footnoteRef:6]This is the “affairs of the world” which Paul references in his letters to the Corinthians, which he saw as an impediment to maintaining devotion to God and awaiting the return of Christ.[footnoteRef:7] Cooper writes, “the civic ideology of marriage, which had served for at least a millennium as a symbolic reinforcement of social stability, lost ground to a model of otherworldly allegiance and a corresponding ideal of Christian virginity.”[footnoteRef:8] Christianity operated counter-culturally to the Empire of Rome, and its early attitudes toward marriage and virginity reflect this since marriage had been the standard in Rome for so long.  [6:  Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride, 3]  [7:  1 Cor 7:28-38]  [8:  Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride, 19. ] 

	However, ideas about female virgin heroism are similar in both Roman culture and in early Christian idealization of women. Ancient Greco-Roman literature often operated in a model that involved a romantic hero, a virgin heroine, desire, and eventual union; the virginity of the heroine was essential in ensuring a happy ending and successful relationship.[footnoteRef:9] In the Christian tradition, this model was used and transformed. The romance subverts the social order, instead of supporting it, and takes on heavenly desire; Cooper puts it “the chaste desire of the legitimately married hero and heroine has metamorphosed into the otherworldly passion by which a Christian saint embraces a childless death.”[footnoteRef:10] Whereas Paul in 1 Corinthians 7 said that virgins may legitimately marry without sinning, later writers say that any form of marriage is disobeying the dedication to God, as will be seen below in looking at John Chrysostom. This also sets the stage for virgin martyrdom in the Middle Ages, where women are idealized and remembered solely for their perceived bodily purity, whereas male martyrs are not remembered for the same things. 
	In the Acts of Paul and Thecla, written around the 1srt or 2nd centuries CE,  young Thecla is pledged to marry a man, according to the Roman standards of the time, but in her dedication to the apostle Paul and to God, she refuses to marry and remains a virgin, who escapes martyrdom multiple times because of her faith and purity. This story reveres Thecla for her refusal to enter into the bonds of marriage as would have been expected of her. Virginity is touted throughout the text as the supreme way of living a Christian life.[footnoteRef:11] This is an apocryphal text, outside the dominant tradition, yet its treatment of upholding virginity in women is firmly within the Christian tradition. It shows that virginity, as a choice, is superior to the confines of Roman marriage. By this time, it also appears that avoiding marriage had already been transformed from a practical measure for awaiting the return of Christ, to something that held moral value and otherworldly reward.  [9:  Ibid.,20-44. ]  [10:  Ibid., 44. ]  [11:  Acts of Paul and Thecla, Reader for CH 101 Section III, 4-8.] 

	Later John Chrysostom, bishop of Constantinople from 397-409 CE, wrote about “rigorous asceticism” and  “eschatological, and incarnational” works.[footnoteRef:12] Of these is a treatise on virginity and marriage, influenced by the similar works of Basil of Ancyra, Eusebius of Emesa, and Gregory of Nyssa.[footnoteRef:13] In this time, virginity had become less of a practical means for awaiting the eschaton, as Paul had assumed would come quickly, and had transformed into its own way of life; he draws on the texts of Paul, particularly I Corinthians 7, but marriage is no longer something that is an impediment to the impending return of Christ. Instead, avoiding marriage and leading a celibate is seen as the height of Christian living, a fixed status that should not be changed and that would be rewarded after death.[footnoteRef:14] Virginity was to be chosen as a way of living out faith, something that might have its own problems in the present day, but would ultimately pay off. Women’s self-sacrifice of their sexual impulses or desires for marriage would be met with favor from God in heaven. This treatise is addressing the pledge to a life of virginity as the most rewarding Christian way of life for women. At one point Chrysostom noted that the church in Antioch was supporting 3000 widows and virgins, so his ideas were highly influential in the ways that women lived their lives in the fourth and fifth centuries.[footnoteRef:15] 
	Chrysostom claims that virginity, as a choice, is far superior to married life. He says that virginity is the human condition, the way that humans were intended to live when God created Adam and Eve in the garden.[footnoteRef:16]  This denies the biological drive present in most of humanity for sex. Chrysostom even goes so far to claim that sex was and is not necessary for the continuation of the human race; God can intervene.[footnoteRef:17] He cites several examples from the Bible, particularly that of Abraham and Sarah. Elizabeth Clark paraphrases this portion of his text in the following way: “Christians should understand that children are never simply begotten by ‘natural’ means in marriage; their creation is always by God’s will and word.”[footnoteRef:18] He concludes the section by saying that when humanity was destroyed as a result of their poor behavior in the flood in Genesis 6, it was not because of a lack of sex. The human race did not die out, he said, but in fact was destroyed because of sex.[footnoteRef:19] Sex and marriage are seen to be irrelevant for Chrysostom, disproving their necessity for creating progeny and for taming lusty desires, which Paul said were the fruits of marriage.   [12:  Elizabeth Clark, Introduction to John Chrysostom: On Virginity; Against Remarriage, (New York and Toronto: Edwin Mellen Press, 1983), ix. ]  [13:  Ibid.,x. ]  [14:  Clark, “Introduction,” xii. ]  [15:  Clark, “Introduction,” xii. ]  [16:  Saint John Chrysostom, On Virginity, XIV, 21-22. ]  [17:  Ibid., XV, 22-23. ]  [18:  Clark, “Introduction,” xv. ]  [19:  Saint John Chrysostom, On Virginity, VLVI, 70-72. ] 

	While Paul’s letters and the Acts of Paul and Thecla do give understanding and support of marriage, Chrysostom denies any goodness in it for women. In his works, women are even stripped from their usefulness in perpetuating the human race, in mothering the church, or attempting to emulate Mary, which I was interested to find were not part of the original arguments for why virginity is preferred in women. Mary is not mentioned in any of the texts, but Eve and her “treachery” are repeatedly used as the excuse for the suffering and sin to which humanity was condemned.[footnoteRef:20] Women and their desires are seen to be the downfall of humanity, not even valued for their role in procreation, which was also seen in the Greco-Roman narratives. Though he expresses some concern with the physical suffering women often endured at the hands of men they married, Chrysostom overall remains harsh in his view of women who are not pledged to lifelong virginity.[footnoteRef:21]  The ideal womanly life for him is a life of ascetic virginity.  [20:  Saint John Chrysostom, On Virginity, XLVI, 70-72.  ]  [21:  Ibid., LII, 83-87.] 

	The Roman and first millennium attitude toward women has everything to do with virginity and almost nothing to do with ideal motherhood. Femininity is entirely avoided in the first millennium of Christian history, with its female contingents being remembered only for their virginity, which rendered them more male-like and hence more able to live a Christian life.[footnoteRef:22] The ideal woman operates as a male in this century, but as a male outside of the Roman hierarchy. It was countercultural for women to not marry, since that was support, but quickly became a norm in Christian life, as seen by Chrysostom’s reference to the 3000 virgins that were supported in Antioch alone. Virginity persisted as the ideal mode of womanhood, and as the primary identifier of female martyrdom, which was accompanied by chastity, poverty, humility, and obedience.[footnoteRef:23] I spent extra time on this portion of the paper since it forms the basis for understanding ideas toward women in the following millennium, and it is the era I knew least about before doing this research on the ideal Christian woman. [22: Kerstin Bierre-Aspegren, The Male Woman: A Feminine Ideal in the Early Church, (Stockholm, Sweden: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1990), 11-14. ]  [23:  Ida Magli, Women and Self-Sacrifice in the Christian Church: A Cultural History from the Fist to the Nineteenth Century, trans. Janet Sethre, (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and Company Inc. Publishers, 2003), 44.] 

 	Roughly seven hundred years later, St. Bernard of Clairvaux wrote a letter on “Virgin Wisdom.” Bernard wrote a letter to “the virgin Sophia,” an unmarried woman who was not living in a convent or pledged to serve the church.[footnoteRef:24] This, addressed to an undesignated Sophia, can be taken to be a symbolical letter “Wise Virgins.”  The letter is typically viewed as a treatise on the spiritual life of young girls, which rested on their virginity. The main themes he addresses in the letter have to do with glory, grace, and beauty.[footnoteRef:25]  In the first paragraph he writes: “Passing joy ne’er returns, Dwelling trouble ever turns.”[footnoteRef:26] Leclercq focuses on the poetic beauty of the letter and says, “Bernard intended to give the young ladies of his day a masterpiece. The letter is a jewel.”[footnoteRef:27]  However, while the poetics are nice, the conveyed message is that the only way to gain wisdom and to be a committed Christian woman is to remain chaste. This follows the works of Chrysostom, which said that the ideal woman should be chaste and never marry. Bernard is much more supportive of women, at least proscribing some positive attributes to women, though, he too supports an unrealistic ideal of what it means to be a Christian woman. [24:  Jean Leclercq, Monk of Clervaux, Women and Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 1989), 69.]  [25:  Ibid., 70-71.]  [26:  Bernard of Clairvaux, “Letter 113,” The Letters of St. Bernard of Clairvaux, trans. Bruno Scott 	James, (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 1998), VII, 287-289. ]  [27:  Leclercq, Women and Saint Bernard, 72.] 

	Unlike Chrysostom, however, in his letters Bernard says that women may be married as an acceptable way to live. But, he says that it is a woman’s job to please her husband, while Sophia, the “wise” virgin, has to please on Christ as the Bridegroom, drawing on biblical text.[footnoteRef:28] There is still the focus on women serving and aiming to please men, embodied in the male Christ figure, as written to them in a letter by a man. Perhaps this is urging young women to become nuns before the flesh tempts them, so to speak; at any rate, it implores young women to turn toward interiority and to deny their physicality.[footnoteRef:29]  [28:  Ibid., 73. ]  [29:  Leclercq, Women and Saint Bernard, 76.] 

	There is no reference to Mary in this particular letter, though elsewhere his praise of Mary could be interpreted as an idealization of women. Leclercq argues that Bernard is in fact respectful of women and recognizes equality between the sexes; women are the intermediaries that can secure salvation.[footnoteRef:30] Even though this does not demean women and equalizes them to a certain extent with men, it creates an unrealistic standard for women. Similar logic, though more negative, can be found in Chrysostom’s letters where he recognizes the harsh reality of being a woman in late antiquity. But the bulk of the writings create an idealized woman based on the concept of chastity, and in Bernard’s letters, of nurturing motherhood. Leclercq goes on to analyze Bernard’s understanding of Mary:  [30:  Ibid., 88-89. ] 

	“She opens up her bosom of mercy to all so that of her fullness all may receive. 
	 She has something to offer every human person without exception: she comforts
	 and consoles prisoners, the sick, the sad, sinners and righteous alike. She is the joy
	 of the angels and, the glory of the Trinity, and she gives her own substance to the
	 Person of the Son. All that we may hope to receive from her comes from her nature
	 and her qualities as a woman.” [footnoteRef:31]
 [31:  Ibid., 89.] 

This quote shows how Bernard, and Leclercq in his reflection on Bernard, in fact created an idealized woman. By naming the nurturing, motherly qualities of Mary, paired with her virginity, Bernard creates an impossible standard for women. It is not mentioned that Mary was an extraordinary woman, that somehow she was set apart; according to Bernard, she was good because she was able to remain virginally pure and become the mother of God. The qualities of Mary – docile, nurturing, self-sacrificing – are presumed in this letter to be the qualities of women. This does mark an entrance on recognizing women as mothers and how that can be a spiritual task. In the earliest church and throughout the first millennium, motherhood was not addressed as viable path toward idealized feminine Christianity, apart from Marian groups. Yet it still remains dangerous in creating an ideal for women. The last line “All that we may hope to receive from her comes from her nature and her qualities as a woman” puts the entire hope for salvation and relationship with God into the created ideal of women. When women fail to reach that ideal, the immorality and lack of goodness in the world can then be blamed on them. 
	Chrysostom put the sinfulness and suffering of the world on women directly, tracing it back to Eve’s perceived wickedness; Bernard does something much more insidious, though well-intended. He creates an impossible, glorified standard of womanhood that builds upon virginal expectations of venerated female martyrs. The essence of womanhood, for Bernard the nurturing, mothering, self-sacrificing qualities, is seen as the redemption of the world. The self-sacrificing quality is an elaborated-upon descendant of the martyr ideal, which is based on chastity, poverty, humility, and obedience.[footnoteRef:32] When women do not uphold this standard, since most women cannot in fact remain virgins and become mothers, there is someone, half of humanity, to blame for the sinfulness of the world. They are still expected to adhere to the ascetic lifestyle of martyrs while also embodying the nurturing qualities of motherhood. Despite Bernard’s respect for women and attempt to acknowledge their difference and importance, an improvement from Chrysostom, it still perpetuates the idealized virginity and domesticity of women.
	Further into the Middle Ages, women become more prominent through mysticism. The majority of influential women remembered in Christian history come from this era, like Hildegard of Bingen mentioned in the introduction. While martyrdom was no longer as present of a threat as it was during the early church due to Christianity becoming part of the Empire and the dominant religion throughout Europe, martyrdom was transformed into the self-sacrificial nature of becoming a nun or living a reclusive lifestyle, because according to Magli, “the nun became the bride of God, dead to the world in a symbolic-concrete martyrdom; her vow was as definitive as death.”[footnoteRef:33] Like Bernard, Chrysostom, and the Acts of Paul and Thecla asserted, virginity was a pledge to life long status that was not to be changed. Women are still valued on their sexual purity as evidence of their Christian faith above all else, and are seen to be in relationship with God. The accessibility to women living a spiritual life and their subsequent veneration is completely dependent on this sexual status, which perpetuates as the ideal Christian woman as virginal and self-sacrificial. Hildegard of Bingen, Julian of Norwich, Catherine of Sienna, and Teresa of Avila were all revered for their mystical visions and active contributions to the church, yet they were all marked by their virginity and ascetic lifestyles. Where earlier female martyrs were redeemed in their sexuality as virgins, the women mystics and nuns of the medieval era are again saved primarily through their sexuality.[footnoteRef:34] Though these women were called to lead ascetic spiritual lives, which was important, ultimately it was the mark of virginity that sets them apart and seals them in Christian history (though we still do not hear about them enough). This is just a snippet of how the ideal of female virginity as the preferred way for women to live as Christians was developed in response to changing society during the Middle Ages.
	The Reformation marks a drastic change in the attitudes towards women and the ideal way for a woman to lead a holy Christian life. With Martin Luther and other Reformers challenging tradition, the idea of women being called to a spiritual vocation was completely devalued and replaced with fulfilling a divine vocation of motherhood, which was previously not as present in Christian thought outside of Mary. This was instrumental in solidifying the cult of motherhood ideal in Christian thought. While there was no longer an explicit pledge to virginity or an ascetic lifestyle, there was a new model set in place, which perhaps drew on the veneration of Mary, though the texts I include here do not reference that.  [32:  Magli, Women and Self-Sacrifice, 44. ]  [33:  Magli, Women and Self-Sacrifice, 44.]  [34:  Susan Ashbrook Harvey, “Women in Early Byzantine Hagiography: Reversing the Story,” That Gentle Strength: Historical Perspectives on Women in Christianity, eds., Lynda Coon, Katherine J. Haldane, and Elisabeth W. Sommer, (Charlottesville, Virginia: University Press of Virginia, 1990),  50. ] 

	The Reformation emphasis on family life, with distribution of tasks among genders, seems to be more Roman and Pauline attitude toward marriage than the attitudes found in the early Christian church, which touted celibacy and virginity as the most rewarding ways of Christen life for women.  Luther was married, which was for most of Christian history not allowed in priests. He exegetes on married life in his lecture on Genesis 3:16, when God punishes Eve for eating the fruit from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. He believes that God divinely ordained patriarchal family structures as evidenced in the punishment of Eve.[footnoteRef:35] Luther remains firm in the assertion that women are to be subjected to the rule of their husbands, repeatedly demeaning them as “the weaker vessels” who are relegated to the domestic sphere, who should “sit at home.”[footnoteRef:36] This creates an idealized domestic woman, based on Luther’s understanding of cultural norms and biblical interpretation. She is a woman who stays at home, raises children, and obeys the husband without question.  [35:  Martin Luther, on “the Effects of Sin on Humanity After the Fall: Motherhood as both Punishment and Blessing,” from lecture on Gen 3:16, c. 1535 in CH 101 Course Reader, Section III Part 2. compiled Euan Cameron, 2016, 7-10. ]  [36:  Ibid., 9-10. ] 

	Steven Ozment posits in his book When the Fathers Ruled that Luther’s preference for marriage instead of celibacy, which had been the standard mode of Christian life for women and clergy for the past millennium and a half, improved the lives of women.[footnoteRef:37] He says that though patriarchy was the structure of the home that it was more about equality and distribution of labor.[footnoteRef:38] The evidence above that shows Luther asserting the subservience of women disagrees with this claim, as does Keith Moxey who cites German cultural ideas about marriage that were common during the Middle Ages and Reformation period, which would have no doubt influenced Luther. Women old enough to be married but who remained single were often made to pull carts through the towns, because they had failed to perform their social duty to get married.[footnoteRef:39] Proverbs about women and married life abound from the Middle Ages which have made it to the present day, like the “battle for the pants” meaning the struggle between men and women for authority in the home; or “a bad wife is three times worse than the devil,” or “a devoted wife is worth more than her weight in gold.”[footnoteRef:40] Often these sayings demonize strong or opinionated women, creating the ideal of a subservient, obedient, quiet woman.[footnoteRef:41] A devoted, obedient wife was preferred; women were subservient to men as Luther exegetes to be ordered in Genesis 3:16 and as present in the cultural ideas about marriage.[footnoteRef:42]  [37:  Steven Ozment, When the Fathers Ruled, 1983. ]  [38:  Ozment, When the Fathers Ruled. ]  [39:  Keith Moxey, “The Battle of the Sexes and the World Upside Down,” That Gentle Strength: Historical Perspectives on Women in Christianity, eds., Lynda Coon, Katherine J. Haldane, and Elisabeth W. Sommer, (Charlottesville, Virginia: University Press of Virginia, 1990), 135. ]  [40:  Ibid., 136-137.]  [41:  Moxey, “World Upside Down,” 136. ]  [42:  Luther, “Motherhood,” 1535. ] 

	Christianity and German attitudes toward women interacted at this stage to produce a highly influential work by Luther that dramatically moved away from the first millennium and a half Christian ideal of lifelong women virgins. Instead it returns to a more Roman and Pauline understanding of idealized marriage as a task in which the wife pleases the husband and the husband provides for the wife, but this time includes extensive elaboration on the role of women as mothers explicitly. Perhaps Luther recognized the spiritual vocations of motherhood and women who were not part of organized communities that involved pledging virginity. Nonetheless, it solidified what may have been a cultural idea about women further into the Christian tradition. However, Luther recognizes the unique gifts and work of women. He notes that pregnancy is incredibly rough on the body, and is a life-threatening task during this time; yet in the next breath he states “the entire female body was created for the purpose of nurturing children.”[footnoteRef:43] While he is attempting to give credit to his amazement at what his wife does and how she raised his children, it communicates that he thinks women’s highest spiritual and biological task is to mother and nurture children. Luther solidifies the understanding of the ideal woman as a self-sacrificial, obedient, quiet, mother with full biblical support.  [43:  Luther, “Mothering,” 9. ] 

	Thomas Becon, a Protestant writer in England during the same period, offered similar understandings about the ideal domestic Christian wife (it should be noted here that women are referred to now as wife, not woman, identifying them only in their relation to men). Motherhood becomes the supreme spiritual vocation for Christian women, replacing and moving away from virginal life in a convent community. He describes a wife’s tasks as seen below.
	 “…an honest and godly matron is patiently and quietly to bear the incommodities
	 of her husband; to dissemble, cloke, hide, and cover the faults and vices of her
	 husband; not to upbraid nor to cast them in his teeth; not to exasperate…but rather
	with her soft, gentle, and sober behavior to quiet him, to pacify his anger, to mitigate
	his fury…”[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Thomas Becon, on “The Model of a Christian Wife,” from Catechism, c. 1560, CH 101 Course Reader Section III Part 2, compiled Euan Cameron, 2016, 10-12. ] 

	 
Wives are to be passive and obedient, as the early women martyrs were, but instead of being virgins they are to be nurturing mothers who not only care for their children but are also the moral authorities for their husbands. This seems to me to be a definitive return to the Roman concept of ideal womanhood: someone who served the needs of men, helping them realize their moral potentials and giving them pleasure. This ideal never fell out of cultural favor, indeed it is seen throughout human history across time, religion, and space, but was not the preferred highest mode of female Christian living until the 16th century. The Reformation largely spoke to the needs of the masses, moving from Latin masses to services that included the vernacular German, to translating the Bible into the vernacular German, to allowing priests to marry. The views on the ideal Christian woman also seem to follow this pattern, where the ideal women should be obedient to her husband and God, nurture children, and hold the moral authority of the husband.[footnoteRef:45]  [45:  In doing research, it was incredibly hard to find material about women during the Reformation. Do you have any recommendations for further research into this? ] 

	As seen, I spend the majority of this paper tracing what the ideal woman is from the Roman understanding until the Reformation. But these ideals did not stop with the domestic ideal of the Reformation. Instead, I claim that both threads of idealized womanhood, virginity and motherhood, have created an impossible, conflicting role for women from the Enlightenment until today.[footnoteRef:46] Mother Ann Lee, the founder of the Shaker movement was firm in stating that virginity was the highest form of Christian living; sex simply was not necessary. In testimony in support of Mother Lee’s character, Eliab Harlow recalled that Mother Lee referred, just as Luther did, to women as “the weaker vessel” prone to sexual temptation.[footnoteRef:47] Leading a sex-free life was seem to be a self-sacrificial understating, where one would “take up your cross against that fallen nature” so as to reach redemption in heaven and the blessing and favor of God.[footnoteRef:48]  This is influenced absolutely by the early church ideal for women as virgins who sacrificed the pleasures and duties of this world, namely marriage and motherhood, for devotion to God, which would be rewarded in heaven. Yet she is also influenced by the language and manner of speaking of Luther, who claims women to be the more impure sex. It is also interesting here that her title is Mother, despite her complete rejection of sexual activity, even for reproductive purposes. Here, this seems to be in line with Chrysostom’s thoughts that sex is not necessary for proliferating the human race or Christianity; it is solely up to God. However her title suggests that she was also influenced by the Christian domestic woman ideal that hinged women’s value on their status as a mother. Hence, Mother Ann Lee and the Shaker movement is influenced by all lines of the ideal woman throughout Christian history. [46:  The focus of this research project is early Christian history, but here are the resources I would use if I were to do an extended version of this project giving dedicated attention to the Enlightenment, the 18th and 19th centuries in the United States, and contemporary society. 

Barbara Leslie Epstein, The Politics of Domesticity: Women, Evangelism, and Temperance in Nineteenth-Century 	America, (Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1981). 
Kathryn Kish Sklar, Catherine Beecher: A Study in American Domesticity, (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 	1976). 
Scott Stephan, Redeeming the Southern Family: Evangelical Women and Domestic Devotion in the Antebellumn 	South, (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2008).
Woman’s Being, Woman’s Place: Female Identity and Vocation in American History, ed. Mary Kelley, (Boston: G. 	K. Hall & Co., 1979). 
Spirit, faith, and church: Women’s Experiences in the English-speaking world, 17th-20th centuries, (Newcastle upon 	Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2012). 
]  [47:  Eliab Harlow, Shaker Arguments for Celibacy: from Testimonies concerning the Character and Ministry of Mother Ann Lee, and the First Witnesses of the Gospel of Christ’s Second Appearing, (Albany: Packard and van Benthuysen, 1827) in CH 101 Course Reader Section III Part 1, compile Euan Cameron, 2016, 18-19. ]  [48:  Ibid., 19. ] 

	In between the Shaker movement and a more contemporary example of purity balls, the World Council of Churches issued their stance on the status of women in 1948, saying:
	 “Christian women are, in a sense, the key to the future as wives, mothers,
	and homemakers. On the whole, even with all the aberrations of a modern
	 secularized society, one has no reason to fear that women will not choose
	 above everything else to fulfill their spiritual, emotional, and biological 
	destinies in marriage and motherhood.”[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Revised Interim Report of a Study on the Life and Work of Women in the Church, Assembly of the World Council of Churches, 1948, 14.] 


Representative of the majority of Christians worldwide, the consensus of the idea woman meant carrying the responsibility of upholding the morality of the future. The entirety of their existence as women was defined by their “spiritual, emotional, and biological destinies” to be subservient to a husband and to raise his children for the benefit of the world. The virgin ideal is not present in this particular place, though it was most likely assumed that women would remain virgins until married, but the ultimate Christian woman was a nurturing mother. These ideals, traced back to Marian devotion and St. Bernard, idealize women to an impossible standard, and still value them only in relation to their sexual status and relation to men. Very little changed from Luther’s exegesis of Genese 3:16 on women as subservient to men in the household and as skilled mothers in 1535 to the World Council of Churches. These 400 years saw the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, the American Civil War, mass death in two World Wars where women were active members of the work forces, and the ordination of women in a handful of denominations, yet the ideal woman is still domestic, mush like the ideal woman of Roman antiquity. While the World Council of Churches asserts this as a particularly Christian idea, it is more a reflection of the interactions between Christianity and the cultures that influenced its development to this point. In 1948, Christian women are completely identified with this idealization of devoted motherhood. 
	After 1948, there were several waves of feminism through the 1960s and 1990s, which advocated form equal treatment, payment, and inclusion of women (though largely still a white undertaking). Yet, there was a conservative backlash to this, rooted in conservative Christian ideas of virginity, marriage, and motherhood. The combination of idealized virginity and motherhood can be seen in the phenomenon of purity balls and clubs, which according to Breanne Fahs was catalyzed by the welfare reform act of 1996, which introduced and promoted abstinence only sex education.[footnoteRef:50]  Chastity clubs and their corresponding purity balls arose out of this push for abstinence-only sex education, and while Fahs cites the sex education program as the sole influencing factor in the development of purity clubs and balls, I assert that it is a continuation of the domestic ideal of Christian womanhood mixing with the early Christian ideal of female virginity.[footnoteRef:51] While early Christian women were pledged to lifelong virginity, in these purity rituals, young women are pledged to remain virgins until marriage, where they will presumably become mothers, continuing to live out the ideal life of a Christian woman. What Fahs does not note is that many of these purity clubs are explicitly religious in nature and incorporate the ritual of abstinence into the religious life of young women. These young women are essentially nuns until marriage where they become wives and mothers, combining two radically different ideals of Christian womanhood.  [50:  Breanne Fahs, “Daddy’s Little Girls: On the Perils of Chastity Clubs, Purity Balls, and Ritualized Abstinence,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies, Vol. 31, no. 3, 2010, 116-138. ]  [51:  Fahs, “Daddy’s Little Girls,” 116. ] 

	Their morality is entirely bound up in their sexual identity as virgins, just as the identities of early Christian women and Medieval women mystics and nuns were. However, unlike the women of long ago, the young women today do not make this pledge alone. Their fathers also pledge to “protect their daughters’ purity” until marriage, bringing in a whole other host of implications, most notably drawing on Luther’s insistence of the patriarchal structure and dominance of the family.[footnoteRef:52] While both practices value women solely on their sexual status, reducing their other spiritual gifts to mere side notes, the young women who participate in purity rituals do not do so as autonomous decision makers responsible for their own purity, and perceived reward in heaven. Their otherworldly valuation is dependent upon their fathers. Whereas St. Bernard wrote to women as their own decision makers, urging them toward virgin wisdom, I find it hard to believe that he would advocate a father pressuring and holding his daughter to such a pledge. He was firm in stating that it must be something freely chosen and enacted in a lifelong vow. The phenomenon of purity balls and ritualized abstinence is a combination of the early Christian idealized woman as virgin combined with the influence of the Reformation solidification of idealized domesticity and motherhood.  [52:  Jocelyn Zichterman, I Fired God: My Life Inside – and Escape from – the Secret World of the Independent Fundamental Baptist Cult, (New York: St. Martin Press, 2013), 51. ] 

	In the course of this paper, I have shown how the theme of idealized Christian womanhood has evolved from late Roman antiquity to the contemporary world.  It has transformed from a focus on supposed equality, mutuality, and pleasure, to lifelong virginity and celibacy, back toward idealizing the family structure and domesticity in the Reformation, and culminating in a messy combination of idealized virginity and motherhood in the modern and contemporary world. Through all of this, women’s actual voices are relatively few and far between. Additionally, women as they exist in reality are not ever considered. They are forced within the virgin/mother idealized dichotomy, where they are either perceived to uphold the standards of idealized womanhood, or deviate from the ideal and be labeled a sinner, a Bad woman, or a whore, among a whole host of other names for perceived deviant women. Men are granted complexity throughout history, yet women are defined and continue to be defined solely by their sexual and biological motherhood status. Through all this women, still hold the moral authority and responsibility for ensuring that men lead Christian lives, simultaneously navigating holding the condemnation of the world through Eve and the salvation of the world in Mary. It completely excuses the failing or wrong doings of men, while denying women any actual authority. Despite significant progress in the way of feminist, womanist, and queer theology, four waves of feminism, and broadening the discussion of church history to include women, the concept of ideal Christian womanhood has persisted for two millennia; the interactions of Christianity and history have created a complicated world for women to inhabit.




Bibliography
Acts of Paul and Thecla, c. 1st-2nd Century CE, Reader for CH 101, Section III.

Becon, Thomas. on “The Model of a Christian Wife.” from Catechism. c. 1560, CH 101 Course 	Reader Section III Part 2. compiled Euan Cameron, 2016.

Bernard of Clairvaux. “Letter 113.” The Letters of St. Bernard of Clairvaux. trans. Bruno Scott 	James. Kalamazoo, Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 1998. 

Bjerre-Aspegren, Kerstin. The Male Woman: A Feminine Ideal in the Early Church. Stockholm, 	Sweden: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1990

Chrysostom, Saint John. On Virginity; Against Remarriage. Lewiston, NY: E. Mellen Press, 	1983. 
Cooper, Kate. The Virgin and the Bride: Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity. Cambridge, 	Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996. 

Fahs, Breanne. “Daddy’s Little Girls: On the Perils of Chastity Clubs, Purity Balls, and 	Ritualized Abstinence.” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies. Vol. 31, no. 3, 2010, 	116-138. 

Harlow, Eliab. Shaker Arguments for Celibacy: from Testimonies concerning the Character and 	Ministry of Mother Ann Lee, and the First Witnesses of the Gospel of Christ’s Second 	Appearing. Albany: Packard and van Benthuysen, 1827, in CH 101 Course Reader 	Section III, Part 1. compiled Euan Cameron, 2016, 18-19. 

Harvey,Susan Ashbrook. “Women in Early Byzantine Hagiography: Reversing the Story.” That 	Gentle Strength: Historical Perspectives on Women in Christianity. eds., Lynda Coon, 	Katherine J. Haldane, and Elisabeth W. Sommer. Charlottesville, Virginia: University 	Press of Virginia, 1990. 

Leclercq, Jean, Monk of Clervaux. Women and Saint Bernard of Clairvaux. Kalamazoo, 	Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 1989.

Luther, Martin. on “the Effects of Sin on Humanity After the Fall: Motherhood as both 	Punishment and Blessing.” from Lecture on Gen 3:16. c. 1535. in CH 101 Course 	Reader, Section III Part 2. compiled Euan Cameron, 2016.

Magli, Ida. Women and Self-Sacrifice in the Christian Church: A Cultural History from the Fist 	to the Nineteenth Century. trans. Janet Sethre. Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and 	Company Inc. Publishers, 2003.



Moxey, Keith. “The Battle of the Sexes and the World Upside Down.” That Gentle Strength: 	Historical Perspectives on Women in Christianity. eds., Lynda Coon, Katherine J. 	Haldane, and Elisabeth W. Sommer. Charlottesville, Virginia: University Press of 	Virginia, 1990. 

Revised Interim Report of a Study on the Life and Work of Women in the Church. Assembly of 	the World Council of Churches. 1948.

Zichterman, Jocelyn. I Fired God: My Life Inside—and Escape from—the Secret World of the 	Independent Fundamental Baptist Cult. New York: St. Martins Press, 2013. 


IS
PSS —
TS /s
A
pasrmis b
e —————
B ———
S ———
e ——————
b ——
R A —————
P ————
as———

PR ——
e ——
S ——
P s AT
e ———

O SN ——



