
Monday Evening Bible Reading Group: November 1st: 1 Corinthians 11: 2-22: Some Notes 

This is one of those passages where it really is healthy to look at more than one translation 

and more than one commentary.   Every translation and every commentary admits to some 

uncertainties; but the “certainties” are in some ways unreliable.  In addition, the Church 

today has to grapple with at least one issue of which Paul and his Corinth friends were 

blissfully unaware.  Just to underline the confusion, it seems that Paul may in part have 

caused one of the problems to which he here calls angry attention, and his comments here 

have certainly caused dissension ever since. 

Just to re-cap: The “Church” in Corinth was very diverse in ethnicity, religious background, 
social status and wealth.   The Jewish tradition did not allow women any significant place in 
formal public worship.  The pagan tradition featured women rather prominently as sex 
objects.  Respectable women were distinguished from not respectable women by being well 
covered and quiet in public places.   Worship involved feasting – specifically, in a Christian 
context, the Love Feast – to which the Communion/Eucharist rites were linked.  A better off 
Christian could host  all or most of the Church (40/50 people), but not necessarily all in the 
same space.  (As at St George’s in post-worship coffee, little groups formed; but slave owner 
groups were going to have rather better picnics than slave groups for the pre-worship meal) 

The messages common to all translations and to all commentaries are that (1) while one 
Genesis story has woman coming out of man, the reality ever since then has been that all 
men (and women) come out of women; (2) men and women need each other, in the Church 
and outside it; (3) men and women are different, but that doesn’t mean one is superior to 
the other; (4) mutual respect is required between men and women, and across social and 
economic divides; (5) please share this world’s good things; (6) both women and men have a 
role in prophecy/preaching and in leading prayer.  In this passage Paul is concerned with 
how they dress/look when they are leading.  He takes the shared leadership for granted. 

Now to where translations and commentaries differ.  (A) “Head” is probably better 
translated as “Source”.  The statements are about origins, not about who is “boss”.  (B) 
“Head covered” is probably nothing to do with wearing a hat, and may be nothing to do 
with wearing a veil (of whatever kind).  One very plausible interpretation is that Paul is 
fighting back against a rather silly Corinthian response to Paul’s own statements about 
Christianity having wiped out the distinction between Jew and Gentile, man and woman.  
Some Corinthian Christian men were wearing long hair, and some Corinthian Christian 
women were cutting their hair short.   Paul may well be saying look like a man, look like a 
woman – and, in the case of the women do your hair up neatly into a bun or similar, instead 
of having it flowing loose and distracting everyone. 

Other commentators at that time remarked on men with long hair being effeminate and 
maybe homosexual, and on women with loose hair being loose women.   Here we 
encounter a problem Paul would not have thought of: how to encourage men to look like 
men and women to look like women (because God made male and female), without 
disparaging those who are differently gendered or differently orientated.  I don’t think Paul 
would have taken kindly to cross-dressing. 



The Church Universal is very much divided in the 21st Century over the leadership role of 
women in that Church.... and the Eucharist is in significant ways a point of division rather 
than a basis for unity.  Paul gets quoted on both sides on the first issue – partly because of 
the content of later letters ascribed to Paul and probably not written by him.   Given the 
names of those that Paul counted among his most valued co-leaders, I suspect he would 
have had some very forthright things to say about e.g. Anglican congregations which value 
women in the broom cupboard and the kitchen, but not in the pulpit or behind the altar.  
Maybe one day I’ll get to ask him.         


