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Gender Equality and the Role of Women Leaders 
in the Philippine (Local) Church

Donna Castillo-Tan

“I do not wish them [women] to have power
over men, but over themselves.”

― Mary Wollstonecraft, 
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792)

Gender equality is an enduring issue that spans 
generations. It’s crucial to recognize the equal worth 
of women and treat them with respect and dignity. 
Various forms of gender inequality exist, some more 
overt than others. Addressing all these forms is 
essential. We must build a society and culture where 
women are valued and provided equal opportunities 
as men. Remember, women and girls comprise nearly 
half of the world’s population1 and hold significant 
potential. 

The United Nations (UN) affirms that gender 
equality is a fundamental human right and is essential 
to achieving peaceful societies that promote full 
human potential and sustainable development.2 
Moreover, it has been presented and often stated that 
empowering women spurs productivity and economic 
growth.3 Yet despite how important women’s role is 
for the betterment of society and what empowering 
them can do to the world, nothing much is being 
done to give her the opportunities to participate. 
Women worldwide are generally not given equal 
opportunities and are subject to violence and abuse to 
this day. When there is improvement, it is extremely 
and painfully slow. According to the Global Gender 
Gap Report (or GGGR) 2023, it will take 131 years to 
close the gap and reach full parity.4 

THE ISSUES AND CHALLENGES

“The indignities inflicted on women 
around the globe, intentionally or otherwise, 

is a moral burden we all must bear.”5

The issue of gender equality, specifically women’s 
rights, can be traced back to 1792 with its first 

1. As of October 4, 2023, World population live reported 4.98 
billion males in the world (50.5% of the world population) and 4.02 
females (49.5%). https://countrymeters.info/en/World, October 4, 
2023. This would be an estimated gender ratio of 101 males per 
100 females. 

2. “Gender Equality,” United Nations, https://www.un.org/en/
global-issues/gender-equality, accessed April 14, 2022.

3. “Gender Equality,” United Nations.
4. The Global Gender Gap Report 2023, June 2023, World 

Economic Forum, p. 5, https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_
GGGR_2023.pdf. 

5. Regina Mahone, “Half the Sky: Turning Oppression into 
Opportunities for Women Worldwide,” review of Half the Sky,  by 
Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn. Philanthropy News Digest, 
April 15, 2016, https://philanthropynewsdigest.org/features/book-re-
views/half-the-sky.  

advocate, Mary Wollstonecraft6. Since then, there has 
been notable progress in improving gender equality, 
but not at the pace we would like it to go. In the 2021 
GGGR report, where the number of years to close was 
135.6, it stated that “closing the global gender gap [in 
2021] has increased by a generation from 99.5 years to 
135.6 years.”7 This implies that “[A]nother generation 
of women will have to wait for gender parity.”8 This 
is if gender parity continues at the current rate. But 
what if it drastically slows down again due to another 
global pandemic, famine or war? 

We simply cannot ignore the issues of gender 
inequality. It is embedded in almost every global issue 
the world faces.9 This shows just how widespread 
the global issue of unequal treatment and/or 
mistreatment of women is.

 We still have countries like Afghanistan, Syria, 
Yemen, Pakistan, Iraq, South Sudan, Sudan, Sierra 
Leone, Chad,  and DR Congo that are listed as “Worst 
Countries to be a Woman in 2021”10 The women 
in these countries, including South Asia and Sub-
Saharan Africa, suffer abuse and violence in and 
outside their homes.11 In sub-Saharan Africa, “the 
lifetime risk of dying in childbirth is 1 in 22 (compared 
to 1 in 4,800 in the United States); in China 39,000 baby 
girls die every year because they do not receive the 
same medical care that boys receive; … a new bride 
is ritually burned to death in India approximately 
every two hours.”12 While poverty is an independent, 
and significant global issue, it does affect women and 
children more than it affects men. “Women living 
in poverty are at an increased risk of experiencing 
gender-based violence, lack access to sexual and 
reproductive health care, and millions of girls are 
currently out of school.”13 

6. University of Exeter, “A brief history on gender (in)equality,” 
Future Learn, https://www.futurelearn.com/info/courses/understand-
ing-gender-inequality/0/steps/66837, accessed April 14, 2022.

7. https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-
report-2021. 

8. https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-
report-2021.

9. Gender equality and women’s rights are embedded in the 
global issues of poverty, hunger, good health and well-being, quality 
education, gender equality, clean water and sanitation, affordable 
energy, decent work, and economic growth; industry, innovation and 
infrastructure, reduced inequalities, sustainable cities and commu-
nities, sustainable consumption and production including climate 
action, and peace, justice, and strong institutions. In “What does 
gender equality look like today?” UN Women, October 6, 2021, 
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2021/10/feature-what-
does-gender-equality-look-like-today

10. Leah Rodriguez, “The 10 Best and Worst Countries to be 
a Woman in 2021,” Global Citizen, October 22, 2021, https://www.
globalcitizen.org/en/content/best-worst-countries-for-women-gen-
der-equality/

11. Rodriguez, “The 10 Best and Worst.”
12. Mahone. “Half the Sky.”
13. Rodriguez, “The 10 Best and Worst.”
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Even in a developed country like the United States, 
where there is vocal advocacy for gender and racial 
equality, gender inequality remains a persistent 
issue in the headlines. The challenge becomes more 
complex when considering the inclusion of non-
binary and LGBTQ+ identities to the gender equality 
and women’s rights table. What’s even more puzzling 
is the irony that, while the U.S. supports women 
in their pursuit of equal rights, it allows a trans 
woman (formerly male) to compete in women’s 
national swimming competitions and win, creating a 
controversial situation!14 

The news got  worse  during the  COVID-19 
pandemic. Women faced disproportionately high 
job losses, disruptions in education, and increased 
unpaid care responsibilities. Women’s health services, 
already underfunded, suffered significant disruptions, 
affecting their sexual and reproductive health. Despite 
playing a central role in responding to COVID-19, 
including frontline healthcare work, women continue 
to be overlooked for the leadership positions they 
rightfully deserve. 15

More than equal rights, women worldwide simply 
desire equal access to the opportunities that men get. 
“Women see hard work and equal opportunities as 
the most important aspects (88 percent and 85 percent 
respectively) to getting ahead in life”16.

IMPLICATIONS TO SOCIETY

Gender Bias with Women in the Workplace
While the global issue of gender equality and 
women’s rights affects all sectors of society,17 
one area to highlight is how the better and equal 
treatment of women has an ongoing effect on the 
economic development of the country. Kristof and 
WuDunn, in their book Half the Sky report that both 
the UN and the World Bank openly recognized the 
“potential resource that women and girls represent,” 
18 with the World Bank particularly stating that 
“Investment in girls’ education may well be the 
highest-return investment available in the developing 
world.”19 Furthermore, the World Bank’s 2001 
study, Engendering Development Through Gender 

1 4 .  h t t p s : / / w w w . u s a t o d a y . c o m / s t o r y / s p o r t s /
college/2022/03/18/lia-thomas-trans-woman-win-ncaa-swimming-
championship/7088548001/ 

15. “What does gender equality look like today?” UN Wom-
en, October 6, 2021, https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/sto-
ries/2021/10/feature-what-does-gender-equality-look-like-today

16. Limos, “Remote Work.”
17. The GGGR measures gender equality in four areas: polit-

ical empowerment, economic participation and opportunity, educa-
tional attainment, and health and survival, with  the gender gap on 
political empowerment as still the largest of the four gaps tracked, 
with only 22.1% closed to date and health and survival being the 
closest to parity at 96%. Of the 146 countries covered by the 2023 
index, the Health and Survival gender gap has closed by 96%, 
Educational Attainment by 95.2%, Economic Participation and Op-
portunity by 60.1% and Political Empowerment by 22.1%. In https://
www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2023.pdf, p. 9-12

18. Nicholas D. Kristof and Sheryll WuDunn, Half the Sky: 
Turning Oppression into Opportunities for Women Worldwide (New 
York: Vintage Books, 2009), p. xx.

19. Lawrence Summers in Kristof and WuDunn, p. xx.

Equality in Rights, Resources, and Voice, stated “that 
promoting gender equality is crucial to combat global 
poverty” 20 with UNICEF concurring this in its major 
report arguing that “gender equality yields a ‘double 
dividend’ by elevating not only women but also their 
children and communities.”21

Clearly, women empowerment is believed to 
accelerate the economic development of a country 
and,  in  ef fect ,  global ly .  The United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) further summed 
up all research in this way: “Women’s empowerment 
helps raise economic productivity and reduce infant 
mortality. It contributes to improved health and 
nutrition. It increases the chances of education for the 
next generation.”22

Yet sadly, these reports still need to have an impact 
in society. E. Bayeh in a study on the correlation of 
gender equality to the economic development of 
Ethiopia, shares that, 

…the role of women across different dimensions 
of sustainable development is less reflected in the 
country. The use of a women’s labour force in 
the economic development of the country is minimal. 
The political sphere of the country is, by and large, 
reserved for men alone. The place of women in society 
is also relegated to contributing minimally to the social 
development of the country. In addition, women’s 
rights are not properly being protected in order for 
women to participate in various the issues of their 
country but are subjected to abysmal violations.23 

In South Asia, fewer than one in four women hold a 
paying job, which is less than half of the global av-
erage.24 In the United States, it is reported, “Overall, 
women who were full-time, year-round employees 
made 83 cents for every dollar men made in 2020, 
based on median earning data from the Census Cur-
rent Population Survey. That means women are paid 
about 17% less than men.”25 We also need to factor in 
how culture may dictate that certain jobs are better 
suited for men and certain jobs better suited for wom-
en. For example, nurses and babysitters are expected 
to be women, and firemen and construction workers 
are expected to be men.

In the past two years of the Global Pandemic alone, 
women suffered steeper job losses than men, with the 
number of women in the workforce down by 54 mil-
lion in 2020 and a total of 45 million women who left 

20. Kristof and WuDunn, p. xx.
21. Kristof and WuDunn, p. xx.
22. Kristof and WuDunn, p. xx.
23. Endalcachew Bayeh, “The role of empowering women 

and achieving gender equality to the sustainable development of 
Ethiopia,” Pacific Science Review B: Humanities and Social Scienc-
es, Volume 2, Issue 1, 2016, Pages 37-42, https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.psrb.2016.09.013. 

24. Rodriguez, “The 10 Best and Worst.” 
25. Sonam Sheth, Madison Hoff, Marguerite Ward and Taylor 

Tyson. “These 8 charts show the glaring gap between men’s and 
women’s salaries in the US,” Insider, March 15, 2022. https://www.
businessinsider.com/gender-wage-pay-gap-charts-2017-3. 
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the labor market altogether 26. A survey done in the 
Philippines showed that “22 percent of female profes-
sionals agree that they have fewer career advancement 
opportunities, and 14 percent claim they are paid less 
than men in their profession…[while] half of work-
ing women in the Philippines have experienced that 
their being a woman played a role in missing out on 
opportunities, promotion, and pay.”27 Furthermore, 
due to the global lockdown, “88 percent of Filipinos 
have started working from home”28 and among them 
are many working women, but they face more barriers 
than usual. Most of the respondents named the lack 
of time as the top barrier for women in achieving op-
portunities, and this is likely due to having to juggle 
remote work and family responsibilities.29   “Close to 
half of the working mother respondents (47 percent) 
said they are struggling to balance their work and 
household responsibilities, with 42 percent saying 
their duties at home are getting in the way of their 
career development.”30 Thus, the reality is women are 
still at a disadvantage in the workforce. One reason is 
that opportunities are still limited and, in some cases, 
even scarce; another reason is the need to be full-time 
on the domestic front and the challenge to balance 
both. “Women are still disadvantaged by their greater 
domestic labor commitments and impaired access to 
well-paid jobs; and, in extreme cases, denied the right 
to live.”31 

Gender Bias with Women and the Justice System 
Gender inequality is a significant predictor of 

poverty and injustice in our world today.32 Justice 
involves fair, equal treatment in all aspects of life, 
regardless of one’s background. Women often 
experience marginalization and are frequently victims 
of discrimination, persecution, abuse, and violence.

Violence has such a strong connection to women 
that when one thinks of a victim of violence, most 
would assume it is a woman. Violence against women 
and girls not only devastates their lives but, even 
more, undermines the building of strong democracies 
and just societies.33 

26.  “What does gender equality look like today?” UN Wom-
en, October 6, 2021, https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/sto-
ries/2021/10/feature-what-does-gender-equality-look-like-today

27. Mario Alvaro Limos, “Remote Work Is a Heavier Burden 
on Filipino Women Than Men, According to Study,” Esquire, March 3, 
2021,

https:/ /www.esquiremag.ph/ l i fe/women/f i l ip ino-wom-
en-work-opportunities-linkedin-a00293-20210303-lfrm?utm_source=-
Facebook-EsquireMoney&utm_medium=Siteshare&utm_cam-
paign=20220414-fbnp-life-filipino-women-work-opportunities-linke-
din-a00293-20210303-lfrm-fbold&fbclid=IwAR1z-rpKrnCksvh-
GmSkTeFY63YaZvrVdh0FQG1u2awwk-PjMXw6n079B3sE

28. Limos, “Remote.”
29. Limos, “Remote.”
30. Limos, “Remote.”
31. Dilli, Carmichael, and Rijpma, “Introducing the Historical 

Gender.”
32. “Women’s Rights and Gender Justice,” Oxfam, https://

www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/issues/womens-rights-and-gender-
justice/, accessed April 22, 2022.

33. “Women’s Rights,” Oxfam.

Gender Bias with Women and the Dilution of the 
Issue
Despite societal progress through various eras 
and cultural shifts, women still bear the burden 
of devaluation, albeit in different forms. The fight 
for women’s equality remains a profound struggle 
in many countries. However, today, the focus on 
women’s rights and gender equality seems to be 
overshadowed by the ideologies of the postmodern 
and even posthuman generation. Gender bias is no 
longer solely about women; it now includes trans-
women, trans-men, gay, lesbian, bisexual, asexual, 
queer, and fluid identities. Multiple advocacies have 
joined the conversation, extending beyond women’s 
issues.

Real women may never reach the end of their quest 
for equal rights, fair treatment, and appropriate value 
due to the additional issues and baggage now being 
added to their struggle.

THE PHILIPPINE SETTING

The Philippines has a history of strong women 
warriors and leaders like Urduja, Gabriela Silang, 
and Melchora Aquino (Tandang Sora). It has also 
had two women presidents: Corazon Aquino and 
Gloria Arroyo, and women senators as early as 1947 
(Geronima Josefa Tecson) 34. The Philippines could 
indeed be a leader in gender equality. After all, it has 
been said, 

At the core,  Philippine society is a matriarchal 
society…women directly and indirectly run the 
family, businesses, and institutions. Women also, 
most [sic] often than not, by default, become the 
family’s treasurer… The underlying power and 
strength of Pinays is rooted in pre-colonial indigenous 
Philippine society where equal importance was 
given to women and men. Women were traditionally 
entitled to property, to engage in trade, and, in the 
absence of a male heir, hold the position of village 
chieftain. Women were also powerful and esteemed 
high priestesses and healers known as babaylans or 
catalonans. Such was the power of women in pre-
colonial Philippine society that they also had the right 
to divorce their husbands if they chose to do so.35

It is on a high note that the country can boast of its 
ranking 16th in the Global Gender Gap Index 2023, 
with a gender gap score of 0.791 and an improvement 
of +3 points since 2022.36 The Philippines is the lone 
Asian country on the top 20 list!

According to research, women’s status in the 
34. Nigel Tan, “Filipinas who were first in Philippine History,” 

Rappler, March 21, 2014, https://www.rappler.com/newsbreak/
iq/53470-filipinas-first-ph-history/ 

35. Wilfred Gacula, “The Power of Pinays – A Short Essay,” 
SOMA Pilipinas, accessed October 4, 2023 at https://www.so-
mapilipinas.org/community-1/powerofpinays#:~:text=At%20its%20
core%2C%20Philippine%20society,default%2C%20become%20
the%20family%27s%20treasurer. 

36. https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2023.pdf, 
p.11.
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Philippines can be seen as highly advanced compared 
to women in other nations, particularly regarding 
education, professional opportunities, political 
representation, and legislative involvement.37 Even 
within the country, a consensus exists among people 
regarding this perception, with 51% of Filipinos 
believing that gender equality has improved in 
the country and is not as significant an issue as it 
was during their parents’ time. 38 This represents 
a significant achievement, as Ryanne Co of Tatler 
Asia points out. Co attributes the Philippines’ strong 
position in terms of gender parity or equality to its 
matriarchal system, which has elevated it above 
the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia in this 
regard—an institution rooted in the pre-colonial era. 39 
Moreover, the Philippine Constitution recognizes the 
vital role of women in the country’s well-being and 
ensures their equal treatment.40

Figure 1: Screenshot of  TABLE 1. The Global Gender Gap 
Index 2023 rankings, page 11 of the Global Gender Gap 
Report 2023. Source: https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_
GGGR_2023.pdf

However, some sectors have concerns about the 
current state of gender equality and women’s rights 
in the Philippines. 41  There are disparities on the 

37. Gender Profile of the Philippines https://www.jica.go.jp/
activities/issues/gender/reports/ku57pq00002hdv3w-att/phi_2008_
summary_en.pdf

38. Limos, “Remote Work.”
39.  Ryanne Co, “Gender Parity In the Philippines: Is the 

Country Truly As Progressive As It Seems?” Tatler Asia, August 7, 
2021, https://www.tatlerasia.com/power-purpose/ideas-education/
gender-parity-in-the-philippines.

40. The 1987 Constitution states two prominent provisions. 
The first is in the Declaration of Principles Article II Section 14 which 
asserts that, “The State recognizes the role of women in nation-
building and shall ensure the fundamental equality before the law of 
women and men.” Additionally, according to the Article XIII-Labor: 
Section 14, “The state shall protect working women by providing 
safe and healthful working conditions taking into account their 
maternal functions, and such facilities and opportunities that will 
enhance their welfare and enable them to realize their full potential 
in the service of the nation” from Carlos Antonio Anonuevo, “An 
Overview of the Gender Situation in the Philippines,” Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung Philippine Office, September 2020, accessed October 
4, 2023 from https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/philippinen/50069.pdf.

41. Co, 2021.

ground, with women experiencing domestic violence, 
sexual abuse, economic disadvantages, workplace 
discrimination, exploitation as migrant workers, 
prostitution, and displacement due to conflict. 42 A 
2022 report states that “One in four Filipino women 
experienced gender-based violence, and 41% of 
victims did not seek help.” 43 One would think that 
such would be unheard of in these postmodern times!

In the early months of the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic in the country, a local birthing center 
reported an alarming spike in pregnancies and the 
shocking reality that four of ten women who came to 
the clinic for prenatal checkups were between thirteen 
and eighteen years old. 44 This would be the reality 
that barely verifies the studies. There is a strong 
disparity between what is reported and what is real.

M e a n w h i l e ,  t h e  s u r v e y  r e s p o n d e n t s  w h o 
acknowledged improvement in gender equality 
also recognize the persistence of gender bias in the 
workplace, with about 31% who believe gender 
equality is challenging to achieve.45 Despite the 
country’s high rank in gender equality, the road to 
full parity seems to be long from seeing fulfillment. 
However, research indicates that this perspective 
may arise from broader societal views on gender.  
According to the same survey, 74% consider gender 
equality an important value for a fair society; 
however, more than half of the respondents believe 
that it has already made satisfactory progress.46 This 
mindset may lead to complacency, even though 
the Philippines is leading in this area, in Asia and 
globally. Such a prevailing mindset could significantly 
delay women’s quest for equal opportunities and fair 
treatment, rendering them voiceless and helpless.

I recall the 2019 incident involving Gretchen 
Custodio Diez, a transgender woman denied access to 
the women’s restroom by a janitress. 47 Her experience 
gained significant attention on social media, and 
unfortunately, the janitress faced much criticism while 
people rallied to defend Diez. I wondered where the 
defenders for the janitress were. It seemed like no one, 
including women’s rights groups, stood up for her. 
Everyone seemed to prioritize Gretchen’s “rights” 
over the rights of the janitress who was simply doing 
her job. It was political correctness that overshadowed 
the injustice, with society seemingly more willing 
to criticize a woman just doing her job than a man 
insisting on using the ladies restroom.

42. Gender Profile of the Philippines https://www.jica.go.jp/
activities/issues/gender/reports/ku57pq00002hdv3w-att/phi_2008_
summary_en.pdf

43. Isabel Kristine M. Valdez, et al. “Violence against women 
in the Philippines: barriers to seeking support.” The Lancet regional 
health. Western Pacific vol. 23 100471. 3 May. 2022, doi:10.1016/
j.lanwpc.2022.100471

44. From a Messenger Chat conversation with Dr. Ces Estera, 
Medical Director of Shalom Paanakan Birthing Center in Antipolo.

45. Limos, “Remote Work.”
46. Limos, “Remote Work.”
47. Rambo Talabong, “Trans Woman Arrested after Being 

Blocked from Using Women’s Restroom in Cubao,” Rappler, Au-
gust 13, 2019,  https://www.rappler.com/nation/237698-transgen-
der-woman-arrested-after-blocked-using-women-restroom-cubao/ 
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Meanwhile, signs of inequality continue to persist 
in the form of devaluation, racy jokes, stereotypical 
portrayals in movies, and the way women present 
themselves to others. These factors continue to show 
that women and men are not treated and valued 
equally. 

No Longer a Matriarchal or Patriarchal Society, but a 
Gender Equal Society

Addressing this disparity might involve acknowl-
edging and discussing both “matriarchal” and “pa-
triarchal” perspectives in our conversations. These 
discussions often perpetuate the divide. As mentioned 
earlier, many historians and sociologists believe that 
“The Philippines has indigenous roots in matriarchal 
systems” 48 dating back to the pre-colonial period. The 
shift from equality between men and women to a pa-
triarchal culture occurred with the arrival of coloniz-
ers. The long history of colonialism subjected women, 
teaching them to be subordinate to men and limiting 
their roles to homemaking. 49  However, remnants of 
our heritage of gender equality still surface in the cur-
rent society. Consequently, there continue ongoing de-
bates and arguments about gender equality, with rep-
resentatives from both sides asserting and defending 
their due positions in society. Further, there may be 
no need to use “matriarchal” and “patriarchal” terms 
because that has to do with kinship lineage, which is 
another topic. 

After all, numbers don’t lie. The Philippines ranks 
16th on the Global Gender Gap Parity report, surpass-
ing countries like Switzerland (21st) and the United 
States (43rd), highlighting the country’s treatment of 
both men and women. Despite personal observations 
suggesting otherwise, Filipino women face few or no 
restrictions in pursuing their ambitions or careers. The 
police force, for instance, has seen an increase in the 
number of women applicants, and there is a noticeable 
increase in women CEOs, CFOs, and business owners. 
Women have taken on prominent roles in govern-
ment, including the Senate, Congress, and positions 
such as governors, mayors, and even the presidency. 
Women holding leadership positions is not uncom-
mon in the Philippines.50 

MISSIONAL IMPLICATIONS AND CHURCH 
APPLICATION

The Lord announces the word, and the women 
who proclaim it are a mighty throng. Psalm 68:11

In Genesis 1:27, God created both man and woman 
in His own image, emphasizing equality from the 

48. Clarissa Delgado, in Co, 2021.
49. Carlos Antonio Anonuevo, “An Overview of the Gender Sit-

uation in the Philippines,” Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung Philippine Office, 
September 2020, accessed October 4, 2023 from https://library.fes.
de/pdf-files/bueros/philippinen/50069.pdf. 

50. “Filipino Women in Leadership: Government and Industry,” 
Investing in Women, accessed October 5, 2023 from https://invest-
inginwomen.asia/knowledge/filipino-women-leadership-govern-
ment-industry/

beginning. They were intentionally made equal in 
God’s eyes, possessing equal value (“And God saw 
all [including man and woman] He had made, and 
behold, it was very good.” Genesis 1:31 NASB), equal 
tasks (“God blessed them, and said to them...” Gen 
1:28), and equal benefits (both had the same freedom 
and restrictions in the garden of Eden, Gen 1:29-30). 
Neither was created as having more (or less) value 
than the other.

The creation of Adam before Eve does not imply 
positional status before God. It is evident that even if 
Adam was created first and Eve second, she was not 
a second thought. Eve was created as an intentional 
act. God saw that Adam would not be able to do 
the work alone, and therefore he needed a “suitable 
helper,” a Kenegdo Ezer. The word kenegdo implies 
someone who completes the other half; thus, creating 
Eve was meant to complement Adam.51 It also implies 
someone who stands in front, to protect Adam, and 
not just alongside as an assistant nor at the back as a 
subordinate. 

Conversely, the term “Ezer,” which means “help,” 
takes on a different connotation when considering its 
other usages outside of the two instances in Genesis 
2:18 and 20 that specifically refer to the woman God 
created. In these other references, “Ezer” is a reliable 
warrior or dependable defender. These instances 
include God acting as Israel’s ally in war and other 
nations coming to Israel’s aid.52 

When God created man and woman, He established 
distinct roles for them, but their intrinsic value 
remained equal in His eyes. The subordination of 
women in other Bible stories stems from cultural 
influences of the people, not from God’s intentions. 
This is why God often made deliberate efforts to 
emphasize the importance of women, such as when 
He revealed Himself as “El Roi” to Hagar, a woman 
and a slave. (Genesis 16). God highlighted women 
like Rahab in the Hall of the Faithful (Hebrews 11:31), 
enabled Deborah to serve as a Judge in Israel despite 
societal norms (Judges 4), revealed His identity as the 
Messiah to the Samaritan woman at the well (John 
4:5-30), and first appeared as the risen Lord to Mary 
Magdalene (John 20:14-16).

We also encounter  s ignif icant  examples  of 
influential women in the early church, such as Junia, 
acknowledged as an outstanding apostle (Romans 
16:7). Additionally, we see the husband-wife duo 
of Pricilla and Aquila (Romans 16:3), with Pricilla 
being mentioned ahead of her husband, suggesting 
a more prominent leadership role. Dorcas was also 
noted as a disciple of Jesus in Acts. These women’s 
names underscore their importance and leadership 
positions in early church history. In his letters, Paul 
demonstrates respect for women, recognizing their 
roles as ministry partners and their contributions to 
the church. He honors notable women like Lydia, 

51. Carolyn Custis James, When Life and Belief Collide: How 
Knowing God Makes a Difference (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2001), p. 182.

52. James, p. 181.
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Phoebe, Junia, Priscilla, Euodia, and Syntyche. It is 
essential to understand that the passages where Paul 
seems to address women’s roles “are not general 
statements about women in the church. Paul actually 
loved and valued women, and they were among his 
ministry partners.”53

As women hold half the sky, so also do they make 
up half the church. In her book, Half the Church: 
Recapturing God’s Global Vision for Women, Carolyn 
Custis James shows us how as a church, we are guilty 
of discriminating women. We delegate to her the 
menial jobs like kitchen work, and back-office work; 
while the “more important” matters of the church, like 
evangelism, outreach and leadership are tasks often 
given to the men.54 The men go out to the streets to 
evangelize while the women should only be tasked to 
meal preparation for the men when they return. And 
yet, women compose half of the church! And so, if 
this is the case, then the church is wasting away more 
than half of its important resources (women) by not 
releasing them to exercise their gifts and capacities!

On Women in Church Leadership Roles in the 
Philippines
The pressing question that demands an answer is: 
why does the treatment of women as equals change in 
the church setting? If, based on the evidence presented 
earlier, the Filipino woman is not only capable but 
often exceeds expectations in various areas of society, 
why are women confined to very specific roles, 
responsibilities, and tasks when it comes to church 
ministry?

One colleague shared that she is a trained military 
officer in the Armed Forces of her country, possessing 
leadership experience, but when it came to her church 
situation, she was not allowed leadership roles. 
Instead she was suggested only to certain roles that 
women are expected to fill.

Tira and Wan, in their paper on a Filipino case study 
of diaspora, say, “Filipino women have a vital role 
in fulfilling the Great Commission [with particular 
reference to]…the thousands of household maids 
deployed in high places in the Buddhist, Jewish, 
and Islamic world.”55 These women are strategically 
placed inside homes of people of influence in these 
cultures, with great opportunities to influence the 
lives of their employers and their children with the 
gospel, something for which “Western conventional 
missionaries do not have the privilege.”56 While at first 
we might not think too highly of these women since 

53. Marg Mowczko, “Partnering Together: Paul’s Female 
Coworkers, “ Marg Mowczko: Exploring the Biblical Theology of 
Christian Egalitarianism, May 1, 2019, https://margmowczko.com/
paul-romans-16-women-coworkers/ 

54. Carolyn Custis James, Half The Church: Recapturing 
God’s Global Vision for Women (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2010).

55. Sadiri Joy Tira and Enoch Wan, “The Filipino Experience 
in Diaspora Missions: A Case Study of Christian Communities in 
Contemporary Contexts,” Commission VII: Christian Communities in 
Contemporary Contexts Edinburgh Commission, June 12-13, 2009, 
p.9.

56. Tira and Wan, p. 9.

they are, after all, “just maids,” in God’s kingdom 
building what they do for God is of utmost honor! 
Tira and Wan even liken the influence and position 
these Filipino women are in to the likes of Jochebed, 
who raised Moses, though her own child biologically, 
but officially belonging to the Pharoah’s daughter, to 
become an important figure in both Egypt and Israel.57

I t  would be  detr imenta l  for  the  church to 
underestimate women and restrict their contributions 
to advancing God’s Kingdom. For example, in 
preaching and teaching, the church often receives 
only wisdom from male educators and preachers, 
resulting in a one-sided perspective. The church is at 
a disadvantage when it fails to recognize and utilize 
the gifts and capabilities of all individuals, including 
women, in spreading the gospel. God Himself 
confirms the significant potential of women as bearers 
of the Good News when the Psalmist declared, “The 
Lord gives the command; The women who proclaim 
the good news are a great army” (Psalm 68:11 NASB).

God created women with a purpose, and when the 
church restricts their participation and voices, it falls 
short of fulfilling God’s intended purpose. Even more 
concerning, it could be interpreted as questioning 
God’s design of women. When we doubt a woman’s 
capabilities, skills, and worth, we doubt God’s plan in 
creating her. Are we implying that God made an error 
when He created women? Are we suggesting that 
they do not play a vital role in advancing the gospel 
or building up the church? However, it is evident 
that God did not create Eve, whom He declared to be 
made in His image, as an inferior being.

Gender equality and women’s rights 
are deeply ingrained issues not only 

in society but sadly, also within the 
church, where it should not be an 

issue. However, the responsibility for 
advocating for the equal treatment 
of not just women but of all people 

falls heavily on the church itself, 
which proclaims believers to be “one 

in Christ” and to be free in Christ 
Accordingly, we must act on what we 

proclaim when we say “there is no 
longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, 

male or female. For you all are one in 
Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28, NLT). 

Further, it is even ironic that Philippine missions 
recognize the “trend in Philippine feminization in 

57. Tira and Wan, p. 9.
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people may judge, ridicule, criticize, or attempt to 
confine us to certain roles, at Jesus’ feet, women will 
find safety, acceptance, and the assurance of being 
His beloved daughters. Therefore, we who also sit at 
Jesus’ feet should welcome her as equal. We, who also 
sit at Jesus’ feet should make sure her place there is 
safe, affirming, loving and empowering. 

And until the day comes when the world fully 
recognizes women’s roles and contributions, 
those who understand the importance of women’s 
voices in the church and society must serve as their 
willing advocates. We must be their voice, tirelessly 
advocating for their worth, visibility, and full 
acceptance as equally valuable heirs to the kingdom of 
God. We must fight for them to be heard and listened 
to as equally valuable spokespersons for Jesus Christ 
and proclaimers of the Good News (Psalm 68:11).

We must see more and more women confidently 
stepping into what God has called them and designed 
them to do in all areas, not just teaching or preaching, 
but in whatever good work God has created them 
for (Ephesians 2:10). And let us not forget that for the 
global church to effectively and significantly move 
forward, it is increasingly important that Christians, 
men and women, brothers and sisters, work together.
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