Women Leaders at the Table in Early Churches

ALry KATEUSZ

The purpose of this article is to examine the oldest surviving
iconographic artifacts that depict early Christians in real
churches at the Eucharist table. These provide the oldest visual
evidence of early Christian traditions of leadership as it was
actually practiced in churches. The reason for doing this is to fill
in the cultural gaps about what we know regarding the sex of
leaders who performed the ritual, or liturgy.

Three key elements are present in each of the ancient
illustrated artifacts under consideration. First, there is a
Eucharist table, also called the mensa or altar table.' Second, the
artist depicted real people—not
biblical figures—with the table.
And third, the architecture in the
scene portrayed the interior of a
real church; that is, the artist was
not imagining a heavenly or fictive
scene, but representing the ritual
in that church.’?

These windows into early
churches help us understand how
the earliest Christians must have
received certain sayings in Paul’s
letters, sayings which today are
interpreted in some congregations
as meaning that Paul did not
permit women to be church
leaders. These artifacts suggest
that early Christians understood
texts such as Gal 3:28 as Paul’s
guiding instructions with respect
to interpreting his letters, and
especially with respect to women,
because all three of the oldest
surviving iconographic artifacts
portray women in the altar area of these churches. These three
artifacts are all the more stunning in that they represent the
altar areas of three of the most prominent orthodox basilicas in
Christendom. One depicts Old Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome.
Another depicts the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. The
third depicts the Anastasis, also called the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre, in Jerusalem.

Previous Attempts to Reconstruct the Ancient Liturgy

One might think we could read manuscripts to determine who
did what in early Christian assemblies, but it has been estimated
that eighty-five percent of the Christian literature known from
the first two centuries has been lost.* The percentage of liturgical
manuscripts lost is even higher, because almost no liturgical
manuscripts dating to the first seven centuries have survived.’
In addition, Paul Bradshaw has argued that liturgical
manuscripts were “more prone to emendation than literary
manuscripts”® It is because of this gap in the historical written
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Figure1

Ivory reliquary box.
Liturgy in Old Saint Peter’s Basilica, ca. 430
Source: Artres ART193402

record that iconographic artifacts are so important in
reconstructing the early liturgy.

In a study of the architectural layout of early churches in the
city of Rome, Thomas E. Matthews acknowledged the difficulty of
reconstructingthe performance of theliturgysolely from fragments
of prayers and later manuscripts, and he used archeological
evidence to help answer the question of how the liturgy was
performed prior to the eighth century. The archeological remains
that Matthews considered were of churches in Rome from the
seventh century or earlier, with a couple dated as early as the fifth.
The material remains indicated
that all of them had two stone
walls that formed a corridor down
the middle of the nave to the altar
area—a corridor that essentially
divided the nave into two halves.”

Matthews  compared  this
architectural feature of a divided
nave with the oldest surviving
liturgy for the Roman mass,
known as the Ordo Romanus
Primus, which, despite being the
oldest surviving, is only found in
manuscripts dated ninth-century
or later.® Consistent with the
architecture of a divided nave, the
Ordo Romanus Primus mentions
a women’s side and a men’ side.’
Matthews thus reconstructed
the nave with men on one side
of the corridor and women on
the other.'® The Ordo Romanus
Primus is usually assumed to
describe an all-male clergy in the
altar area, but this is less certain since the masculine gender in
Latin can signify both sexes.

Women and Men at the Table in Old Saint Peter’s Basilica
in Rome

One of the two oldest iconographic artifacts in this study
contradicts any assumption that the early churches in the city of
Rome had an all-male clergy. This fifth-century artifact depicts
the altar area of Old Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome. While the
scene on the artifact confirms that there was a men’s side and a
women’s side in the church, it contradicts that only men were in
the altar area. Its sculptor depicted a men’s side and a women’s
side in the altar area, too. Since the discovery of this artifact,
almost without exception scholars have agreed it depicts men on
the left side of the table and women on the right."!

This scene is on one face of an ivory reliquary (a box for holy
relics) that was buried beneath the altar area of a church near the
city of Pola in what is now Croatia. It was excavated in 1906."
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Today itisin the Venice Archeological Museum. Sometimes called
the Pola Ivory, most art historians date this delicately carved box
to the 4o00s, usually
no later than 450.?
See Figure 1.

In 1908, Anton
Gnirs, who was
familiar with the
excavation, was
the first to publish
an article about
the ivory box. He
said the scene had
extraordinary value
for the liturgy during
the era of early
Christian culture.*
He identified two
men and two women flanking the ciborium, thatis, the columned
structure over the altar sometimes called the baldachin or
canopy.'® These two men and two women were sculpted with
their arms raised, a pose often associated in Jewish Scripture
with the priesthood, and which art historian Alexei Lidov says
“is interpreted in iconographic studies as a liturgical one.”*®
Finally, beneath the ciborium, Gnirs also identified a man and a
woman on either side of the altar table (mensa dell’altare).” See
Figure 1A.

Although Gnirs did not make the connection, in 1914 Alice
Baird published an article pointing
out that the six spiral columns of the
ciborium on the ivory are an almost
perfect match for the six spiral
columns that Constantine reputedly
donated to Old Saint Peter’s, columns
today in the galleries of the modern
Saint Peter’s.!® That they indeed
were the same six columns was
confirmed in 1940, when the Vatican
commissioned excavations beneath
the modern high altar.

At the bottom of a stack of
medieval altars, Vatican excavators
discovered a second-century shrine,
which they thought was the same
shrine reportedly dedicated to Peter
near the site of his martyrdom in
Rome. Fourth-century architects had
built Old Saint Peter’s Basilica around this second-century shrine.
It was “the architectural focus of the whole building.”*® The shape
and size of this shrine with its stone table—an eight-foot high by
eight-foot wide wall with the stone table embedded in its front
face—was virtually identical to what was carved on the ivory,
down to the arched niche behind the table, which on the ivory is
seen with a large cross. Englebert Kirschbaum, one of the Vatican
excavators, wrote that the scene on the ivory was “so striking
even in its details as to confirm conclusively its interpretation
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Figure 1A
Detail: Altar area of Old Saint Peter’s Basilica

Figure 1B
Detail of the shrine and its table

as the Constantinian apse in Saint Peter’s”*® The excavators also
discovered a rectangular stone tomb under the pavement, which
they believed at one
time held Peter’s
bones.?* Both Jerome
in the late 300s and
Gregory of Tours in
the late s00s wrote
that the basilica’s
altar was over Peter’s
bones, so  with
this discovery the
excavators seemed to
have proved beyond
doubt that the stone
table had been the
basilica’s altar.** For
detail of the shrine
on the ivory, with the man and woman at its stone table, see
Figure 1B.

Gnirs speculated that the man and woman at the altar table
were participating in a ceremony of the sacrament of matrimony.*®
In the subsequent thirty years after his article, other art historians
agreed that the ivory sculptor had carved a man and a woman at the
altar, with most assuming they must be a married couple.”* Others
have since proposed they might be mother and son.*® Some art
historians have suggested that the pair might be venerating the
cross at the altar table, but in 1928 Joseph Wilpert rebutted that
suggestion saying, “in Saint Peter’s
Basilica the cross was not venerated
in such a pronounced fashion as
depicted in this scene.”*® Wilpert’s
reason was that, unlike some
churches, Saint Peter’s did not have
a relic of the true Cross.”” Other art
historians, however, have pointed out
that the woman was sculpted raising
some type of container, perhaps a
bowl or a pyx (a container for the
Eucharist).?® If the sculptor had
carved a man instead of a woman
at the altar in Old Saint Peter’s, then
almost certainly from the beginning
scholars would have identified him
as a priest or bishop lifting a chalice
of eucharistic wine.

One can imagine that a woman at
the altar table in Old Saint Peter’s Basilica must have caused some
consternation among the Vatican excavators. They took ten years
to publish their final report, and it included two reconstructions
of the ciborium as a twenty-foot by twenty-foot square. Without
mentioning that a woman had been identified at the altar, the
Vatican excavators sandwiched a photo of the ivory between
their two drawings of the square ciborium. One drawing was
a diagram with dotted lines in front of the shrine, accurately
representing that they did not excavate in front of the shrine and
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that their reconstruction was hypothetical.* The second drawing,

however, was a three-dimensional illustration of a twenty-foot
by twenty-foot square
ciborium,  presented
not as hypothetical,
but as real.*® These two
drawings both placed
the shrine itself at
the back of this large
square ciborium. What

was so  important
about  the  square
ciborium? Vatican

excavator Kirschbaum
later explained why
it was so important.
He pointed out that
a square ciborium’s
overhead ribs would
intersect in the middle
of the square, and that
therefore the lamp
would hang ten feet
in front of the second-
century shrine and
its stone table—over
empty floor. The altar, he said, would have been under the
lamp’s light, so he concluded: “We have to suppose a portable
altar table.”*!

When I first started analyzing the scene on the Pola Ivory, I
reviewed the Vatican excavators’ report, and it confused me. I
would look at the diagram with dotted lines of a square ciborium,
turn the page and see the photo of the ivory, and then turn the
page once more and see the three-dimensional illustration of a
square ciborium. The more I looked at the ciborium on the ivory,
the more I wondered why the sculptor—who otherwise was
quite accomplished—had not used proper artistic perspective
and sculpted the square ciborium as a square. Most ciboria today
are square, so it was easy to imagine a square ciborium, but this
ciborium did not look square. Still, I did not question that it was
square. I trusted the Vatican excavators. The sculptor, in my
mind, had failed to represent the square ciborium. See Figure
2 for a comparison of the actual ciborium sculpted on the ivory
versus the Vatican’s hypothetical square ciborium.

One day, however, I carefully read the Italian in the
paragraphs below the photo of the ivory. The Vatican writer
mentioned that the ciborium on the ivory “has the exact function
and similar form as the famous monument over Christ’s tomb
inside the Church of the Anastasis in Jerusalem.”** Suddenly I
realized that the sculptor had used perfect artistic perspective.
Old Saint Peter’s ciborium was not square. The Church of the
Anastasis was a rotunda, round, and many artifacts depict the
monument over Christ’s tomb as multi-sided or six-sided, as a
hexagon.* In addition, two round ivory pyxes dated to the 500s,
which evoke the rotunda with their round shape, depict what
was quite possibly its ciborium. Both depict a ciborium with four
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Figure 2
left-Ciborium on the ivory; right-Ciborium per Vatican illustrator

spiral columns forming what appears to be a curved trapezoid,
or half-hexagon, with the shorter front face framing the altar
table, over which hung
the lamp.** So also in
Old Saint Peter’s. With
new eyes I saw that the
four spiral columns
around the shrine
with its stone table
formed a trapezoid,
or half-hexagon, with
the shorter front face
framing the shrine,
over which hung the
large lamp.*

The fourth-century
architects of Old Saint
Peters, thus, appear
to have copied the
architecture  of  the
Anastasis in order to
visually invoke the sacral
power of Jerusalem,
which Galit Noga-Banai
demonstrates that other
artists in Rome were
doing.* In Old Saint Peter’s, the half-hexagon ciborium over Peter’s
tomb with the rounded apse above it evoked the half-hexagon
ciborium over Christs tomb with the rotunda above. The architects
thus symbolically tied Peter’s tomb to Christ’s, and Old Saint Peter’s
Basilica to the Anastasis in Jerusalem.

The Vatican excavators’ so-called reconstruction of a square
ciborium was simply a misguided attempt to move the altar away
from the woman. They could not move the woman on the ivory.
So, they moved the altar. In Old Saint Peter’s, the large lamp
had not hung over vacant floor. It had hung above the second-
century shrine and its stone table. The lamp’s light had shone
exactly where one would expect the light to shine when the
second-century shrine itself had been “the architectural focus
of the whole building.”*’

Women at the Altar in the Anastasis

One of the two round ivory pyxes portrays women in a liturgical
recreation of the discovery of the empty tomb. According to the
pilgrim Egeria, who around the year 380 described the liturgy
inside the Anastasis in her diary, the early morning service began
at cock crow, with deacons and presbyters reciting prayers and
Psalms, after which they went into the cave, the tomb where
Jesus’s body had been laid to rest, and their censers filled the
whole Anastasis with the scent of incense. She said, “The whole
assembly groans and laments at all that the Lord underwent for
us, and the way they weep would move even the hardest heart to
tears”*® This service was so popular that according to Egeria, it
was not only performed at Easter, but also every Sunday.*
Dated to the 500s, this ivory pyx was carved in the eastern
Mediterranean area, perhaps Palestine, but its provenance after that
is uncertain until it appeared at an auction in Paris in 1906, after
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which J. Pierpont Morgan donated it to the Metropolitan Museum
of Art in New York. It, too, may have been dug up in the twentieth
century, but it is unlikely we will ever know where. It is, however,

the oldest iconographic
artifact to depict a single
sex at the altar of a real
church.*” Most interesting,
it depicts only women, not
men. Two women carrying
censers approach the altar.
Three more women, each
with her arms raised,
appear in procession to the
altar. See Figures 3 and 3A.

Signifying that this
liturgical procession was
eucharisticc, a  narrow
strip of doubled cloth
hangs from each woman’s
girdle.  According  to
Lidov, this cloth or
handkerchief, sometimes
fringed, sometimes with
delicate embroidered
stripes at the end, later
was called a maniple in
the West, but in the East
was called the “enchirion
(literally ‘handy’)—a white
handkerchief hanging at
the girdle of an archpriest,
later called epigonation”*'
Due to its various names
over time in both East
and West, I call it simply
the eucharistic  cloth.
Church officiants used this
special cloth only during
the performance of the
Eucharist, for example to
wipe excess wine from
the rim of the chalice.
During this era the clergy
wore everyday clothes,
taking care not to dress
as if they were rich or
special. The first time in

art, for example, that we see a man in the liturgy with any special
priestly insignia is the episcopal pallium in the decade around 550,
approximately the same time that we see the eucharistic cloth on

women in the liturgy.**

Gender Parallelism in the Liturgy of Constantinople

Women are also seen with the eucharistic cloth in one of the
two wall mosaics that flank the altar in the holy of holies of the
Basilica of San Vitale in Ravenna. Dated around 547, these two

Figure 3
Two women carry censers to the altar area.
Ivory pyx, ca. 500s. Ciborium over the altar in the Anastasis rotunda, Jerusalem
Source: Metropolitan Museum of Art, OA

Figure 3A

Three arms-raised women in the liturgical procession

Constantinople since it portrays Emperor Justinian and Empress
Theodora. Three women with the cloth are in the mosaic that depicts
Theodora standing between two eunuchs and seven women. Two

women wear the fringed
white cloth hanging from
their girdles, and a third
woman holds it. Lidov
cautions  scholars  who
might argue that the cloth
must mean something
different simply because
it appears with women:
“Let me remind those
who are convinced of
the lay provenance of
the handkerchief that
Theodora with her retinue,
as well as Justinian, are
presented in San Vitalein a
liturgical procession in the
sanctuary, both holding
liturgical ~vessels”**  All
three women stand on
the right of Theodora,
who holds the golden
chalice. They appear as
counterparts to the three
male clerics portrayed
in the opposite mosaic,
men seen on the right of
Justinian, who himself
holds the golden paten
for the bread.** In the San
Vitale mosaic, as in the
ivory of Old Saint Peters,
the men were seen on
the left of the altar and
the women on the right.
For the two mosaics, see

Figures 4 and 4A.
These two mosaics
probably represented

the practice in the Hagia
Sophia, the huge basilica
in Constantinople that
Justinian built and which
still stands today. In any

case, the second of the two oldest artifacts to depict people around
the table in a real church further indicates that the gender-parallel
liturgical practice seen in the San Vitale mosaics apparently had a

long tradition not only in Rome, but also in Constantinople. This

of the second Hagia Sophia.

mosaics comprise a scene thought to represent the liturgy in
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ancient artifact portrays similar gender parallelism in the altar area

This carving, on a huge sarcophagus front, was disovered
in 1988 inside a hypogeum, an underground room containing
sarcophagi made for the elite. Perhaps because the carving is

PrisciLLA PAPERS | 34/2 | Spring 2020 -« 17



today in the rather distant Istanbul Archeological Museum, it
has been less studied. Johannes Deckers and Umit Serdaroglu,

who were involved in the
excavation,  published
the find in 1993 and
noted that the column
capitals on this carving
were the same as the
column capitals of the
second Hagia Sophia,
which was completed in
415, but burned in 542.
Based on the hypogeum’s
location at the foot of the
Theodosian walls, the
style of the man’s bulb
clasp and clothing, and
the early Christian cross
on the altar, they dated
the carving around the
year 430.*> See Figure 5.

A cross is on the table,
with curtains pulled back
to expose it beneath
what appears to be the
columned ciborium. An
arms-raised man and an
arms-raised woman flank
the altar, again the man on
the left and the woman on
the right. A boy is beside
the woman, much like
two eunuchs are beside
Empress Theodora in
the San Vitale mosaic,
but otherwise this arms-
raised woman and man
are portrayed in mirror-
symmetrical poses.*

Pre-Constantinian
Evidence of Gender-

parallelism at the
Eucharist Table

Even earlier pre-
Constantinian ~ material

remains, from the ruins of

the Megiddo army church in ancient Palestine to ritual meal frescos
in the Christian catacombs of Rome, suggest that the tradition of
women’s leadership at the Eucharist table was early. For example,
the stone table in the “Megiddo Church” in Palestine, the oldest
church ruins known in Israel, dated ca. 230 to 305, was flanked by
small floor mosaics which commemorated the names of women
donors on one side and men donors on the other. This meeting
house was next to the camp’s bakery, which suggests that bread
may have been ritually broken and shared at this table.*’

Figure 4

Theodora holds the chalice. Altar apse mosaic, Basilica of San Vitale, Ravenna.

Source: Wilpert, Malereien, pl. 110

Figure 4A
Justinian holds the paten.
Source: Wilpert, Malereien, pl. 109
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Frescos of meal scenes in some of the Christian catacombs of
Rome, usually dated from the mid-200s to the early 300s, also

suggest an early tradition
of both male and female
leaders at the table,
for that is what several
depict. For example, a
fresco in the Cubiculum
of the Sacraments in the
Catacomb of Callistus
portrays a young man and
an arms-raised woman
standing at a tripod table
laden with bread and
a fish.*®* The man is on
the left and the woman
on the right, the same
gender positions seen
two centuries later above
ground in the liturgy
in Old Saint Peter’s. See
Figure 6.

Janet Tulloch, who
studied catacomb meal
frescos, noticed that
several other  frescos
portrayed a male and
female pair at a table,
both holding a cup—and
the woman raising her
cup in the style of the
leader.*” According to
Tulloch, in these meal
frescos, “female figures
dominate the cup action”;
she notes that in pagan
funerary art in Rome
the person raising the
cup was virtually always
male.*® Figure 7 is one of
the frescos that Tulloch
included in her study.>*

On the far right in this
fresco, a woman raises
the cup above the tripod
table, and on the far left
a seated man also holds a

cup. This scene resonates with Irenaeus of Lyons’ report in the
late 100s that in one community of Christ followers, a man and
a woman performed the ritual of consecrating the wine together,
a ritual that was almost certainly archaic, not innovative.*?
Notably, Irenaeus used the verb eucharistein (“give thanks, bless,”
cf. Matt 26:27; Mark 14:23; Luke 27:17, 19; 1 Cor 11:24) to describe
the action of the woman who consecrated the cup of wine.*?
These catacomb frescos may have represented funerary meals
that included a eucharistic element, because the third-century
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Latin treatise Didascalia apostolorum said that the Eucharist
should be performed in cemeteries, and these catacombs were
indeed  cemeteries.>*
The tradition of
women raising the
eucharistic cup, thus, is
witnessed from the late
100s to the mid-500s—
from the woman
consecrating wine in
the community that
Irenaeus knew, to the
women raising the
cup above the table
seen in catacomb
frescos, to the woman
raising the cup above
the altar table in OId
Saint Peter’s Basilica,
to Empress Theodora
holding the golden chalice in Constantinople.

Additional provocative evidence suggests that rituals with
gender-parallel leadership may have been present in some Iew1sh
communities during the time of Jesus. In the
first century, Philo of Alexandria described
the gender-parallel meal ritual of a Jewish
sect that he called the Therapeutae, whom he
knew outside Alexandria, but which he said
were also active in other areas. He described
their all night ritual as having two leaders,
withawoman in the role of Miriam and a man
in the role of Moses.”® This ritual reimagined
the temple in Jerusalem, with an altar table,
libation, bread, and priests.>® Joan E. Taylor
says, “Both men and women saw themselves
not only as attendants or suppliants but as
priests in this Temple.”*’

Philo also described two choirs, one male
and one female, who sang all night and, when
the sun rose, lifted their hands.>® This part
of their ritual is astonishingly similar to the liturgical moment
represented on the Pola Ivory, because the four arms-raised
men and women have open mouths, as if singing, as if they
were two choirs®®—and the ritual for which Old Saint Peter’s
Basilica was famous was also an all-night ritual, an all-night
Mass that commemorated Peter. The ivory sculptor, thus, may
have captured the singing men and women raising their arms
at the very moment during the Mass that the sun rose. Further
suggesting thereality oftheritual ofthe Therapeutaein theliturgy
of Old Saint Peter’s Basilica, Eusebius of Caesarea in the early
300s wrote that the meetings of the Therapeutae, including their
rituals and their separate areas for men and women, were still in
vogue in churches of his time.*® It seems likely Eusebius knew
of gender-parallel liturgies such as practiced in Old Saint Peter’s
and the second Hagia Sophia. Given the iconographic artifacts,
we have no reason to doubt Eusebius’s report, which provides all
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Figure
Liturgical scene ca. 430, second Hagia Sophia, Constantinople
Photo courtesy author

Figure 6

Man and woman at a mensa
Callistus Catacomb, Rome
Source: Wilpert, Malereien, pl. 41.1.

the more reason to conclude that the gender-parallel ritual
seen in the most important orthodox churches in Rome
and Constantinople
was probably first
performed by Jesus’s
Jewish disciples, both
male and female.

Conclusion

In  conclusion, the
Christian tradition of
women’s leadership
in the assembly was
ancient, orthodox, and
widespread. So why did
it disappear? An easy
answer is to suggest
that Roman men who
were overly prideful of
their masculinity were
to blame, such as the emperor Constantine, who reportedly had
been a member of the military cult of Mithras, which did not
permit women members, much less women priests. Yet early
statements in opposition to women church
leaders are exceedingly rare, even in the fourth
century, even among the bishops of Rome. For
example, not until Pope Gelasius, who only ruled
from 492 to 496, do we hear a complaint such as
his, that “women are encouraged to serve at the
sacred altars [ministrare sacris altaribus] and to
perform all the other tasks [cunctaque] that are
assigned only to the service of men.”*" Gelasius
appears to have been an aberration, because
popes before him and after him did not voice
similar views. Over time, however, this changed,
perhaps due to the breakdown of the Roman
Empire and the rise of fear and superstition.
Good evidence demonstrates that scribes of
these later centuries excised passages from
early Christian narratives that described
women in liturgical leadership—women who preached, taught,
exorcised demons, healed with their hands, and baptized®*—
including narratives about women who, like Junia of Rom 16:7,
were called apostles.®® This slow degenerative process resulted
in our modern false imagination of the early Christian past asa
time of an all-male clergy.

Today those who oppose women in church leadership often
claim some of Paul’s sayings as justification for their position.
Nearly two thousand years later, however, it is easy for someone to
misinterpret Paul or to selectively quote his verses out of context.
These iconographic artifacts of the early Christian gender-parallel
liturgy validate an egalitarian interpretation of what Paul meant in
certain passages of his letters about women in leadership. These
artifacts indicate that for Paul the guiding light, the overarching
rule, was Gal 3:28. Just as both slave and free could be leaders in
the assembly who preached and taught, and just as both Jew and
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Greek could, so also both male and female could—for all were one
in Christ Jesus.
Notes
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not even the official liturgical manuals of some third- or fourth-century local
church, masquerading in apostolic dress to lend themselves added authority”
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Figure7
A woman raises the cup above the tripod mensa.
Marcellino and Pietro catacomb. Late 200s to early 300s.
Source: Wilpert, Malereien, pl. 157.2.
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