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To Ben, who makes it easy



INTRODUCTION

THE FREEDOM OF LIMITS

ou and I have been born into a world that’s at war

with boundaries. People are kicking over fences

and knocking over barricades as far as the eye can
see. Sometimes they’re knocking over pretend boundaries
and sometimes they’re just pretending to knock over the
permanent, immovable ones, but the one thing that is cer-
tain is that our generation here, in this moment, doesn’t
want to recognize any lines at all. We are a nation that
has declared war on virtually all creational distinctives, but
one area where the battle is especially hot right now is over
the subject of gender. What began several centuries ago
as a resentment of “gender stereotypes” has gradually but
inexorably escalated to the point where our nation is now
offended by the insulting restrictions offered to us by the
very fact of gender itself. The Christians, meanwhile, have

for two hundred years played their role as the proverbial
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frog in the pot, and, as I write this, the pot has very nearly
reached boiling point—and we’re not really sure how to
get out of it now.

In the last twelve months, Bruce Jenner has started call-
ing himself a woman publicly . . . and no one is allowed to
argue. Even Siri will correct me if I ask about Bruce Jenner;
replies will now only be offered about “Caitlyn” Jenner—
and Glamour magazine has named him woman of the year.
Incidentally, how hilariously insulting is that to all wom-
en everywhere? Glamour has declared that a middle-aged
white man who has been pretending to be a woman for a
grand total of one year is already doing it better than all
the rest of us.

Of course, the science of the situation is completely set
aside in these cases. Let’s just run a little thought experi-
ment. Let’s say an archaeologist a thousand years down the
road finds Bruce’s skeleton. Will he conclude that these
are the bones of a man or a woman? If they test his DNA,
will they find that he is a man or a woman? The answer
is patently obvious. God made him a man, and a man he
still is—the only thing he’s managed to accomplish is that
he has badly decoupaged himself. But of course no one is
allowed to say that. Admit it—you're furtively looking over
your shoulder right now to see if youre in trouble for even
reading what 1 just said. We're all supposed to go along
quietly and pretend that Bruce actually managed to change
himself from a man to a woman when, of course, he did

nothing of the kind.
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In my own state capital, all the school districts have de-
termined that any boy who feels like a girl may use the
girls’ locker rooms. Nationally, people are yelling for the
boycott of entire states because of the shockingly insensitive
“men” and “women” signs on the doors of the restrooms.
The Supreme Court has solemnly climbed up onto its soap-
box and announced with a very serious face that marriage
no longer has anything to do with gender. Boundaries ev-
erywhere are under a full scale assault. People don’t want to
be bound by their race, by their gender, by anything at all
really. They want to be free to soar, untrammeled, through
a category-less and restriction-less universe.

But this obliterating of lines is not actually leading us
into a light-filled, utopian future—we’re actually in the
middle of watching our culture trip over its own shoelaces
and fall unglamorously down the stairs. Chesterton said it
best, “Art is limitation; the essence of every picture is the
frame. If you draw a giraffe, you must draw him with a
long neck. If in your bold creative way you hold yourself
free to draw a giraffe with a short neck, you will really
find that you are not free to draw a giraffe.”" Chesterton is
illustrating a very profound truth about the universe, and
one that we would do well to thoroughly understand. It
sounds as if it would be ever so fabulous and freeing to re-
move boundaries and restrictions, especially if you preface

those words with all the right adjectives like “outdated” or

1. G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (Chicago: Moody, 2009), p. 64.
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“oppressive.” However, we all still intuitively understand
that when we step out of our pretend world of what sounds
nice and into the world of reality, life doesn’t actually work
that way. As a for-instance, imagine a shorter than average,
aspiring junior high basketball player who feels that the
height advantage enjoyed by other, taller players is unfair.
We feel sorry for him—he’s awfully short after all—so we
decide to help him out. We can’t do anything about his
height, unfortunately, but one thing we definitely could do
is remove the basketball hoops. Removing the hoops would
ensure that height didn’t matter and no one had any un-
fair advantage over anyone else at all—we have leveled the
playing field and made everything truly fair. On the other
hand, however kind our intentions were, the only thing
we have actually accomplished is that we have destroyed
even the possibility of playing basketball. We haven’t creat-
ed additional basketball freedom for anyone, not even the
short guy. True freedom lies in the opportunity to pur-
sue excellence, and that opportunity is dependent on the
boundaries that define and restrict the entire field of en-
deavor. Basketball without any hoops or lines on the court
isn’t basketball. True freedom /as to recognize boundaries.

But which ones? We’re Christian women, and we want to
live in the way God told us to. We want to be obedient—
but we’re looking out over this current playing field and
wondering where on earth we're supposed to stand. Old
customs have been knocked sprawling; cultural norms have

been overturned. Our daughters are born into the ruins of
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what used to be a Christian nation, and we are raising them
in the wreckage of the West. What does obedience look like
in this madhouse? Some women have resorted to simply
looking at the past—finding some era they identify with
and trying to re-create zow what they imagine femininity
looked like #hen. So they pick the era that most appeals to
them, and they go with it. Maybe it’s a Jane Austeny life.
Maybe a Little House on the Prairie life. Maybe a 1950s
suburbia life. Other women have just wandered out into the
craziness of the present and tried to hang on to their Chris-
tianity while still embracing all the changes in women’s
roles that have happened over the last century in America.

Virtually every cultural boundary surrounding feminin-
ity has been knocked down—both the good and the bad.
Those lines desperately need to be redrawn . . . because, as
Chesterton pointed out, boundaries are essential to free-
dom. In the same way that the out-of-bounds lines and
the fixed and unchanging ten-foot hoops in basketball are
what create the court itself, and therefore the ability to play
the game, so too the boundaries of gender are what create
the possibility of excelling as a woman. The lines define
and create the space in which excellence can thrive. But if
there are no lines, if Bruce Jenner can win the game that is
“being a woman,” I may as well chuck it and decide to be
a penguin instead.

The cultural chaos in which we are currently living has
caused many to despair, and others to simply shrug and

accept the postmodern crazy. But I want to argue that we
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are in the perfect moment to rethink this whole subject. Be-
cause our culture has kicked everything over, since nothing
is left but rubble, we actually have the remarkable privilege
of being able to think through each line before redrawing
it. We can check each boundary against the Scriptures be-
fore setting it back in its place. What a blessing! What a
huge opportunity! I might not have advocated that our
culture burn the house down, but there is no denying that
now that the demo has actually happened, it might be nice
to start with a blank slate. Rebuilding the house, but this
time with better closet space and less ugly linoleum, is ac-
tually a great opportunity. We are not living in the eigh-
teenth century, bound by restrictive cultural norms which
may or may not be scriptural. We are not stuck trying to
tear down unbiblical cultural taboos which hindered many
godly women in earlier centuries. We are not, for instance,
in the position of being told that our feminine intellects
are too fragile to handle the rigors of an education. We
are not bumping up against a widespread notion that only
the men are capable of critical thought or the ability to do
difficult, meaningful work. Our cultural fight over femi-
ninity will actually be in the opposite direction—because
we most certainly will be bumping up against our own cul-
tural norms. Our fight is going to be with a culture that is
antagonistic to the idea of trying to draw any lines of at all.

We have a fantastic opportunity in front of us, but we
also have a hostile audience. We are in the position of Ne-

hemiah—returning from exile and trying to rebuild the
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walls of Jerusalem while the culture outside jeers. But if I
could stand in any moment, this is the one I would pick.
We have a huge opportunity in front of us, and I hope
we can make the most of it. The way of return is open to
us—but it will require strong women who are willing to
show actual courage if we truly want to bring Eve back

from exile.






SECTION ONE

TWO DISTRACTIONS

15






s we tackle the subject of what biblical feminini-

ty looks like, it’s important to first identify plac-

es where we could conceivably go off the rails.
There’s no doubt that starting from scratch on this subject
is actually a ridiculously huge project, which brings its own
attendant potential pitfalls with it. As soon as you bring up
the subject of femininity and our desperate need to recover
some of it, everyone immediately has their own ideas of
how that should look. Or how it should 7oz look. And
some of those things are valid and legitimate and based on
solid arguments and others of them are really not that at
all . . . So let’s begin by first attempting to eliminate two
ways of thinking about the whole subject that are prob-
lematic and will actually hinder rather than help in this

undertaking.






PRETENDYVILLE

ne of the easiest and most obvious ditches to
fall into is that of building our expectations on
our idealized notions of the past. Many wom-
en are disgusted by what they see around them in our cul-
ture, and they wish that they lived in an earlier time where
gender roles were clearly defined and femininity wasn’t
despised in the way it is today. They see the earlier societal
respect for gender differences as much more creational and
biblical, and they feel that if we could only recapture some
of what our culture apparently used to possess, then we’d be
back on the right path again. They look around them and
see the charred remains of a spent fire, and they think if
we could only blow some of those embers back into flame,
then we could be comfortable again.
There are a number of troubles with this approach, how-

ever. The first is the unfortunate truth that it tends to be
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our imaginations which are captured by some other era,
not our intellects, but while we’re in the midst of it we
confuse the two. Generally speaking, and as unflattering
as this may be, when women yearn for some other cultural
moment, their knowledge of that era comes from fiction in
some form—either films or historical novels. When they
lose themselves in a story, they can almost believe that they
too live in a world where women were expected to behave
like women, where the outfits were ever-so-much better
than they are now, and where a wide gulf separated ex-
pectations for the men and expectations for the women.
We all know the flat feeling that comes after you finish a
really great book or a really good film series. If you haven’t
experienced it lately, you must remember that sensation
from when you were a kid. It’s like coming back down to
earth with a bump, like having someone wake you up with
a cold washcloth. Real life just seems insipid. Doubly so if
your life actually s insipid. If a woman is living a duddy
and prosaic life, fiction becomes a form of escapism, and
unsurprisingly, she wishes her life were more like the lives
of her favorite heroines. This can get all tangled up with her
belief that our culture has lost something important and
biblical, and all the categories in her head can get blurred

and muddied. The argument goes something like this:

The Bible has expectations for gender roles
Our culture doesn’t

Earlier cultures did have expectations for gender roles, as
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witness all the books in my Goodreads account

Therefore, those earlier cultures were biblical

As a logical argument this is flawed on a number of lev-
els, but again, it is the imagination and not the intellect
that is driving this particular train. These women tend to
snatch at vestiges of some earlier era and try wistfully to
recreate something of that culture within the walls of their
own home or on the boards of their Pinterest account. This
is not only understandable, it can also (sometimes) be sweet
and endearing. But whether it’s cute or whether it’s dorky,
ultimately it’s a dangerous distraction from our calling as
women.

This particular approach can take many different forms.
It could show itself in organizing balls where the girls wear
gloves and homemade dresses inspired by Pride and Prej-
udice. It could take the form of grocery shopping while
wearing seamed stockings and hair in victory rolls. It
might involve moving out into the country and learning
to milk cows. It could become an obsession with colonial
penmanship or an attempt to bring “thee” and “thou” back
into vogue. In fact, it could be a collage of all of the above.
None of these things, by the way, am I making up. I have
met teenage sisters who wore ankle-length skirts only, who
grew their hair out to their waists, and who brushed each
other’s hair one hundred times every night before bed—
their personal, home-brewed version of Little House on

the Prairie. I've bumped into the thee-and-thou girls. I've
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spoken with the victory-roll-wearing housewives, and I've
met the Jane Austen theme ball organizers.

There are a few things that are noticeable about this
phenomenon. The first obvious take-away is that there
is a widespread yearning among conservative Christians
for a cultural expression of femininity. This is a common
enough feature of conservative circles that we can at least
say that much.

The second obvious thing is that very often, the decision
about which culture is worth recapturing is based entire-
ly on the outfits and surrounding aesthetics. I know that
seems embarrassing, but I'm afraid it’s just the plain truth.
Some women love the Scarlett O’Hara dresses, and they
like the pillars on the plantation houses, and the accent
is adorable, and mint juleps just look so fun. Others are
drawn toward the plucky pioneer look, the windswept
prairie, and living off the land. Still more have their imag-
inations captured by the complicated etiquette of Regency
England and the stunning landscape of the Cotswolds. The
decision about which culture to emulate ends up not be-
ing based on definite knowledge of which culture was the
most biblical—it really comes down to what houses and
dresses are the most appealing. The sad conclusion, in the
end, is that this entire phenomenon is escapist rather than
principled, and is driven by wishful thinking rather than
hard-headed conviction.

The whole approach is just terribly problematic. It’s re-

treatist, it’s unprincipled, it’s ineffective, and it’s ignorant.
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Why ignorant? Honestly, the women who wish they could
recapture a particular moment from history usually know
very little about the actual history. Their knowledge is most
often based on fiction. Fiction. A miniseries or a set of nov-
els does not an accurate historical picture make. A little
bit of research into Regency England would show us that,
despite the fact that the dresses may have been cute, the so-
ciety was actually horrifically corrupt. Yes, the BBC Pride
and Prejudice series just seems so wholesome and proper
and upstanding that it may be hard to believe, but if you
just take a moment to research the life of Lord Byron, a
flagrantly immoral, bisexual, incestuous, and nonetheless
greatly admired celebrity during Jane Austen’s life, or the
goings-ons of the Prince Regent and his compadres during
the time that she was writing her books, you would very
soon discover that the Kardashians have nothing on these
people. An attempt to recreate that society, especially based
on the cockeyed notion that it was a godly society, would
be utterly nonsensical.

And, truth be told, I think that often the women who
fall into this particular hobby actually know that they ar-
en't really going to transform our culture this way. I think
they know that it’s escapist. It’s just more comfortable to
create a pretend world, cozily tucked away from the scari-
ness of the real world—the one that contains an awful lot
of sin and ugliness. Sometimes there’s fear mixed in there
as well; a belief that perhaps we could shield our children

or our husbands from the temptations and atrocities of our





