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			Dedication

			In The Miracle by John L’Heureux, a priest named LeBlanc gives a sermon about just how extraordinary Christ’s love for Lazarus must have been—a love so fierce and unfaltering that Christ loved Lazarus back to life.

			Then Father LeBlanc says, “On the last day we will be asked the only question that matters. Not were you good or bad. And certainly not were you successful, were you popular, were you rich. But this, only this: ‘Whom have you loved back to life?’ ”

			This book is dedicated to Manna—Van Jones, Rahiel Tesfamariam, and Lilakoi Moon—for loving me like Christ loved Lazarus.

		

	
		
			Preface

			Baptize

			I’ve never been baptized. Not officially, anyway. And although I’ve had all the formal training to become a minister, I’ve never been ordained.

			I have a Master of Theological Studies from Harvard Divinity School, where I trained as a feminist theologian. And I have a Master of Divinity from Union Theological Seminary at Columbia University, where I took that training as a feminist theologian and applied it to the New Testament.

			Why divinity school and seminary?

			I knew my voice about a forgotten, silenced figure in Christian history would be doubted. Because my voice as a woman is not the voice that has dominated and defined the field of theology for millennia. And also, I knew that I would doubt myself—not only my capacity to tell such a sacred story but also to feel worthy enough to tell it. This is why I studied where I did and for as long as I did. So that my voice might have the heft of academia and the courage of someone who believes in herself. And more importantly, someone who believes in the power and significance of bringing a voice of Christianity that was buried in the fourth century to you reading this. To you who might be changed from hearing it.

			Feminism for me is the belief in the inherent rights and equality of all human beings. The word “theology” is derived from the Greek words theos, or “god,” and logos, or “knowledge.”[1] So, theology, put simply, is the knowledge of god—or the study of the nature of the divine. A feminist theologian looks critically at traditional texts and scriptures of the Christian canon to reveal the systems of power at work within religion as an institution.

			And what I found during my training as a theologian was a clear understanding of why I’ve never felt baptism and ordination were meant for me. I found evidence to support my long-held belief that Christ’s ministry was about challenging gender norms, not deifying them. And that it was radically, meaning at its root, about love. What I found was a form of Christianity that existed before the fourth century. A Christianity that was such a threat to the existing power structures within the Roman Empire that to profess your faith in Christ meant execution.

			Why was it so dangerous to be a Christian before the fourth century? To start, as the brilliant author and activist James Baldwin explains, “Love has never been a popular movement.”

			This earliest form of Christianity was fundamentally centered on love, and this focus on love as an ultimate power decentralized the perceived powers within the Roman Empire.

			This book begins and ends with baptism.

			Baptism is an initiation, a ritual that symbolizes rebirth. Rituals hold energy. They are a chance to release the past, what used to be, so that we can start again. So that we can be present, now, in the life we have in this moment. Each action we take while performing a ritual actively draws a line in the sand between what was and what will now become possible. So that we can step from out of our former self and enter a new reality, a life of our own choosing.

			There’s baptism by fire, by water, by a constant stream of words that bless us from hearing them. Stripped down to its core, a baptism is a rite of passage. A threshold. It’s a chance to recognize what has always been true, no matter who we are, no matter what we have done or said. Whether we ever go through a literal baptism or not, we have the choice to become someone new. It just might take several hundred egoic deaths to get there. But more on that soon.

			Within the Christian context, baptism is a public testament of faith. It’s a ritual act performed before a community of believers to witness and recognize a new member. And it’s a profession of belief in Christ, as he is presented in the traditional Christian canon of the New Testament.

			Depending on the denomination, it’s a cleansing of “original sin,” a concept that wasn’t formally created until the early fifth century by Saint Augustine, who was the first to use the phrase—and who we’ll have to get to know at some point. For now, though, let’s just take in this fact, that the idea that what’s “human” in us could be anything less than what’s “holy,” that we’re born with some sort of debt we have to spend our lives paying back by diminishing our joy, by ignoring, sacrificing, and denying the body—this concept didn’t arrive on the Christian theological scene until hundreds of years after Christ.

			Whatever your exposure to Christianity, I want to suggest we attempt, as far as it’s possible, to release, or suspend, or even just loosen our grasp of what it might mean to be baptized.

			Because in this book, in this story I’m about to tell you, baptism is a form of resistance. It’s a triumphant dissent, an act of disobedience, a ritual of rebellion. Baptism in this story is a public display of reclaiming a power that exists within.

		

	
		
			Introduction

		

	
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			1.

			Her Name

			Let’s start with this—a teenage girl is sitting at her bedroom window listening to a man share stories with a crowd next door. She’s riveted by every word he says. And even though her mother and fiancé plead with her to stop listening, she refuses to move.

			This man she’s listening to is talking about a world that’s entirely foreign to her, an inner world of freedom that will allow her to define her own life. And he’s talking about love—not a love she has ever witnessed before. It’s not a love that claims, but a love that liberates. It’s not a love that asks anything of her, except to be true to who she actually is within her. And what’s so radical about this world she hears him talking about is that it’s open to everyone, including her.

			There are no bars on the window she looks through, and her bedroom door is not locked. Her family has some material wealth, so she isn’t suffering from a lack of practical things. But she’s also far from free.

			Her name is Thecla, and her story takes place in the mid-first century in an area of the Roman Empire that is present-day Turkey, where a girl like her would have little to no power according to the world around her. The man she is listening to outside her window will later become known as Paul the Apostle, one of the earliest followers of Christ. And the scripture where her story is found dates back to 70 C.E. and is titled The Acts of Paul and Thecla.

			Her story, for me, reads like a lost gospel for finding our own source of power within—a power that allows us to know who we are and to make choices for our lives based on that knowing. Rather than perpetuating the relentless pursuit of trying to fulfill the expectations of others. And rather than letting the past dictate our choices in the present moment.

			Thecla’s story, and the scripture where it’s found, suggests that women held positions of spiritual authority from the start. And it suggests that this earliest form of Christianity was about defying the patriarchal power structures that exist in the world, powers that seek to legitimate the idea that some of us are greater or less than others.

			What becomes apparent when we take The Acts of Paul and Thecla seriously is that Christianity before the fourth century wasn’t an institution, or even a religion; it was far closer to an ancient version of an equal rights movement.

			So, what happened?

			As a feminist theologian, I often feel like an archaeologist. I have to sift through the rubble of the erasure that Christianity underwent from the fourth century onward. I must read between the lines of the scripture within the New Testament for the scripture that I know is missing. I have to unearth what has always been there for us to find but that we’ve never been told existed.

			I wasn’t raised Christian; I was raised feminist. I inherited a sacred rage from my mother. And she inherited it from her grandmother. It’s a rage at the refusal to be satisfied with a world that doesn’t reflect the inherent worth of every human, or with language that doesn’t actually name us.

			I was taught to see and say the hard things, the unspoken things, to never fear a configuration of words that hasn’t been said out loud before. I was taught that there’s a rage love inspires that’s the opposite of destructive. It’s a creative force among those who have been silenced that feeds the resolve needed to trust in something unseen, unrealized in the world around us. It keeps us from accepting that this is just “the way things are.” It’s like an undiscovered fire inside us to insist on a world we can all imagine but haven’t found the words yet to make visible.

			So the cross signified more than faith to me. It also meant justifying slavery, genocide, the erasure of cultures; it meant generations of Native American children stolen from parents; it meant deifying the subjugation of people based on sex, race, caste, and gender. It meant controlling or taming women; it meant shaming sexuality; it meant Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Hester Prynne and her scarlet letter. It meant condemning people for being anything other than heterosexual. It meant covering up abuses of power for men of the cloth, and excusing abuses of power for husbands over wives. It meant the Magdalene Laundries in Ireland, where girls had to do penance for being unwed mothers. It meant an adoration of an unattainable feminine ideal, and a desacralizing of the actual human reality—the sweaty, messy, bloody reality of the form of human body that reconstitutes the world, the form of body, ironically, that actually most closely mimics the divine power to give life. It meant unchecked authority; it meant immunity from any sort of real justice. It meant an absence of mercy when mercy was most needed.

			The first time I read the New Testament as a little girl, I broke out in hives. I felt this intensely confusing mix of emotions. Before I understood what the word “feminist” meant, with little girl clarity, I was finely attuned to detect inequity. So when I went to church, and encountered this idea in the New Testament of a father god—and a father only—and that this male-god then gave some sort of holy decree for only male apostles and male bishops, and an exclusively male succession of divine authority going all the way back to Christ, I just sort of raised an eyebrow and quietly called bullshit inside me.

			That inner sense, that inner knowing that there had to be more to this story, this is what led me to want to find the scripture I knew must exist somewhere.

			And I knew this not because of any research or scholarship, not initially anyway. I knew this because of the love that liberates. And although there aren’t words to adequately describe or name what I mean by that phrase, I will attempt to explain it in chapter four. For now, let me just say that this form of love I’m referring to wouldn’t let me walk out of church, hive-covered and angry, and keep on walking. This love, which is more than an emotion or a feeling, is like a presence that came with me when I left.

			French philosopher, mystic, and political activist Simone Weil described her spiritual position as located “at the intersection of Christianity and all that is not Christianity.”[1] This is true for me as well, except for this one edit: I stand at the intersection of Christianity and all that is not yet Christianity again.

			Religious scholars refer to the earliest Christian communities as “the early Jesus peoples” or “early Christ movements.”[2] I refer to them collectively in this book as the Christ Movement. These ancient communities were so threatening to the Roman Empire that Christ was crucified for sedition, and everyone associated with him was persecuted. And for hundreds of years, up until Constantine claimed Christianity as the empire’s religion in the fourth century, to call yourself a Christian meant being sentenced to death.

			Why?

			Women and girls, like Thecla, within the Roman Empire in the first century had little to no rights. Depending on their wealth and social status, women could accrue influence—secretly, behind the scenes, persuading their fathers or husbands—but they did not have direct power. Women only had access to a vicarious power. A proximal power. Because no matter their status within the Roman Empire, women could not vote or hold political office.

			Thecla was not allowed to choose a life of her own. And this is critical context for us to understand before hearing her story. She was her father’s property, then she would become her husband’s. And her children would be theirs, her husband’s and father’s, not her own. It was a revolutionary act then for women within the Christ Movement to consider themselves equal to men, and equal to one another—to call each other sisters—even if one was enslaved and the other was married to a wealthy man with political power.

			From the fourth century onward, the radical, highly persecuted Christ Movement that began in the first century was tamed and transformed under Emperor Constantine to look far more like the systems of power already in place within the Roman Empire. The systems of power that rank humanity according to a hierarchy of existence, with the emperor way at the tippy top, and women and slaves down at the bottom. In short, the Christ Movement became patriarchal. But it did not begin that way.

			In 313 C.E., by a single edict, Emperor Constantine converted the Christ Movement to the empire’s religion. By 324 C.E., he had assumed sole control over the empire and used the Chi-Rho, a symbol formed from the first two letters of the Greek word for Christ, on the shields and military standards of his warriors in battle.

			Beginning with the Council of Nicaea, a council of Christian bishops convened by Constantine in 325 C.E., the church under the Roman Empire took all of the scripture that had so much to say about finding a source of power within us—a power greater even than the emperor—declared it “apocryphal” or “of doubtful authenticity,” and then ordered for all evidence of it to be destroyed by the end of the fourth century.

			Gratefully, rebellious monks, most likely Egyptian Christians known as Copts, refused to destroy the scriptures that had been deemed apocryphal, like The Gospel of Mary, The Gospel of Thomas, The Gospel of Philip, The Thunder: Perfect Mind, and The Acts of Paul and Thecla. Instead, these sacred mavericks buried the banished scriptures in caves and urns in the Egyptian desert.

			When these scriptures were rediscovered, between 1895 and 1945 along the Nile, and in Nag Hammadi, Egypt, they were labeled “Gnostic,” from the Greek gnosis, meaning “knowledge,” because the common thread that connected them was their focus on the power we all have to know who we are—and that this source of power comes from within, not above or outside of us. The Gnostic label, however, relegated these ancient scriptures to something other than Christian.

			In fact, all of these scriptures were and are foundational to the Christian story. They are not evidence of a separate religion or tradition outside of Christianity. They are evidence of its roots. These scriptures are evidence of a lost origin story about Christianity, a story about Christ that didn’t win out.

			When I piece back together the scripture that was deemed too doubtful to be included in the New Testament, Christ morphs from a blue-eyed, blond-haired, bearded man, holding a staff and telling women what they can and cannot do with their bodies, to a radical Middle Eastern man freeing women from the illusion that their worth could ever be dictated by someone outside of them. Christ morphs from a judgy, sex-shaming rule maker into a Jewish rule breaker who cared more about taking care of people than fulfilling the letter of an unjust law.

			Thecla’s story was lost to those of us who would have seen ourselves in her. Because after Thecla refuses to stop listening to Paul, she also refuses to be married off by her family. She refuses to be owned by anyone. She refuses to be controlled.

			When the scripture that contains Thecla’s story was excluded from the formation of what would become by the fifth century the formal Christian canon of the New Testament, what was lost was the power of what happens when a girl becomes her own. What was lost was the story of what happens when someone with no apparent power in the world around them claims a more ultimate power from within and becomes even what others deemed it impossible for them to be.

			Why is Thecla’s story important to us now, to you reading this?

			Because we are all seeing out through a small window. This is what it means to be human. We all have invisible bars that keep us in our cages. And they all look profoundly different, these cages our egos feel most comfortable in. They’re personal, individual. They’re formed from the unbearable things that have happened to us. They are as varied as we are. It’s the way out that’s universal. And this is what Thecla demonstrates—the only way out is within.

			Each chapter of this book begins with a passage from The Acts of Paul and Thecla. This is done with intention. It is done with the hope that in some not too distant future, Thecla will be famous. Thecla’s story will be told around the dinner table, from the altar, in the grocery store aisle, at seminaries around the world, and on the playground in a huddle of little girls.

			Her name, her story, her existence in the history of Christianity, her status as one of the earliest ministers in the Christ Movement, and her legacy of becoming her own, all this has been erased.

			But here’s the thing about erasure. All it takes is one person to remember. And for that one person to tell someone else. And for that someone else to tell a group. And for that group to tell everyone they know. And then, a lost scripture of the Christian story is found again. Not because it has finally been formally canonized. Not because it’s officially deemed sacred at long last. But because we have remembered our own power to tell the truth. In her name.
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			2.

			Within

			“Apocalypse” is derived from a Greek word that means to uncover, to disclose—to unveil the old and reveal the new. The apocalypse that most concerns me is the unearthing of these voices that were buried by the end of the fourth century. And to refuse to discount them—to take those banned scriptures, those silenced voices, as seriously as the voices that were canonized. As if all those words that were lost to us, relegated to the shadows, serve to correct our collective vision of what’s sacred, as if we’ve been perceiving the divine like a cyclops, and now in our lifetime the other eye might open.

			During the Women’s March in the winter of 2017, which was the largest single-day protest in history, I heard the chants all around me, but I heard the echo of a more ancient one as well. It came from a passage in The Acts of Paul and Thecla that resounds within me whenever I need proof of what becomes possible when those with fewer rights or less political power are unified. It’s this from a crowded arena at the end of Thecla’s story: “And the women all cried out in a loud voice, as if from one mouth.”

			This one line from scripture, and its resonance in my life, made me return to The Acts of Paul and Thecla when the world stood still in 2020. Because it more than matched the intensity of the times; it read as though it was made for it.

			When my son’s middle school closed that spring, we established within the first week that I hindered his education if I tried to help. Especially with his math—which wasn’t math at all. It was this “new math” that made me want to throw things. So, while my son “went to school” in the living room of our apartment in Cleveland, I burrowed into The Acts of Paul and Thecla, scouring its forty-five short chapters for the reason why I felt so compelled to study it again.

			A certain popular quote began to pop up with an infuriating frequency back then. For years, I couldn’t escape it in seemingly random TV shows, in conversations I heard, even once in a theater performance. It’s this, often attributed to Albert Einstein and supposedly found in Narcotics Anonymous pamphlets from the eighties: “The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results.”

			Every time I saw that quote, it was gently, obnoxiously pointing me to a choice I kept making when it came to love. A love I just couldn’t seem to let go of, or give up on, even though it kept ending in the exact same way. For over a decade, I was caught in a pattern. I would heal, or so I thought, move on, and start to feel free. Then, I would turn around, and without me realizing, there was my heart—in freakish perpetual bloom again in the center of myself for this person. My heart felt like a traumatizing Chia Pet. And I felt trapped. I wanted to figure out how to heal not only this relationship but also the strange addiction I seemed to have, the pattern beneath it, to a love that kept leaving me. In a world that is constantly making the same choices—repeating patterns that perpetuate human suffering—I wanted to find the power to mitigate my own suffering, to make choices in my one small life that would lead to what’s next, to what’s new, to what my perpetually blooming heart hadn’t known before.

			The answer for me came from Thecla’s story—not just the content of it, but also the structure of the various stages of transformation she goes through. And it came from the single thing the entire world at that time was being asked to do: staying still. Staying still well beyond what’s considered normal, or comfortable.

			What’s unique about the template in Thecla’s story is that it’s not the hero’s journey—it is not the common mythological template, for example in the Homeric epic The Odyssey, where the boar-hunting and muscular Odysseus fights his way back to his literal and metaphoric home. This isn’t the journey of someone who has power, who starts off already powerful. It’s the journey of someone who has been told, and made to believe, that they are powerless and less than. This is the path for those of us who have been told we’re unworthy to walk a divine one—and yet we still put one foot forward after the next. It’s the template of transformation for a protagonist who has never been one before. Thecla’s story models an ascension to power from within for those of us who feel powerless to make new choices, to start again.

			Austrian poet Rainer Maria Rilke advised a younger poet, “Go into yourself and…examine the depths from which your life springs.”[1] Storytelling—through reading or listening to a story being told—inherently draws us inward. The template of transformation that Thecla goes through in her story is not confined to the Christian tradition, especially since it unfolds centuries before Christianity officially formed as a religion. It’s a process of transformation that’s ultimately at the heart of what it means to be human; it’s the path we have the chance to take anytime adversity comes careening into our lives.

			There are seven stages to spiritual awakening in this story, and any good story is a story of someone who has undergone a life-altering change—a calling of some sort has arrived in their lives when they least expect it. That’s the first stage: the jolt. Sometimes it’s a crisis, a devastating moment of terror or loss. Sometimes it’s far less apparent: the wake-up call. Sometimes it seems innocent enough, harmless even. Sometimes it just comes in the form of storytelling.

			Some stories create a metamorphic shift in perception, a new way of seeing ourselves, our lives, the otherworldly worth of it, and what we’ll do with the brief time we have here to live it. That’s the second stage: a new way of seeing what might be possible for us. As if a door opens that we never even noticed was there. A now visible door opens, and from somewhere mysterious, from this newfound possibility we didn’t even know existed, courage rises up in us to walk through it. This is the third stage.

			Then there’s the inevitable pilgrimage that this new way of seeing demands, compels us to take. And this pilgrimage, this adventure, inexorably forces us to unravel the old way of understanding ourselves and what’s possible. This pilgrimage tests us to see if we’re really ready to let go of how we used to operate in the world, of who we used to be. This is the fourth stage.

			If we can survive the tests of the fourth stage, which tend to be both mental and physical and bring us to a point of choosing—of counting our losses and returning to what we had, to who we used to be, to how we used to live, even if we know how limited it is now, how small, even if we’ve tasted something more infinite—we’re often given a chance to go back to what we know. To play it safe. To return to the traps and cages we once called home.

			So we’re often asked at some point to die. To go through a death that will mean a return is no longer possible, or at least that we can never return to what used to be, to who we used to be. We become someone new, which is terrifying. And if we can survive the death, if we can survive the terror of becoming someone unalterably new, we inherit power. Deep, true power. Power that only comes from within. This is the fifth stage. It’s when all the perceived losses, and all the suffering, begin to transform into what the alchemists toiled away toward: gold.

			That inner treasure has to be well-kept, held, and used wisely. This is the sixth stage. It’s when we learn to own the hard-won power we’ve become. It’s when we learn to take care of the self we have freed from the circumstances of our birth, from the world around us that wanted us to become someone else, the world that wanted us to be defined by what has already existed.

			And what we learn in this sixth stage is how to be our own. We learn to be a self that has never existed before. We learn simply to be true only to what we hear within. Because we’ve completed this journey, because we’ve understood that all along, ultimately, no matter how far we traveled, the real journey took place from within.

			And this is the seventh and final stage. It’s the return to the place where the call first came from. It’s a reintegration of that life before the revelation came. But it’s an entirely new person who returns to the start. Or it’s the person we already were from the beginning. It’s just that now, we have become our own. We are no one else’s expectations. We are no one else’s possession. We are no longer the fulfillment of what others desire for us to be or become. We are now just the truth of who we are.

			We have pulled back and reclaimed all the power we had been projecting onto the people and the places we called home. We have returned home, or we are now finally home for the first time, because all of that power is realized as something that had always been within us, sitting there silently, as if behind a small door, a hidden reliquary in the back of our back. The place we couldn’t reach before because we didn’t know it existed yet, because we didn’t yet exist fully within ourselves.

		

	
		
			The First Stage

			There are seven stages to spiritual awakening in this story, and any good story is a story of someone who has undergone a life-altering change—a calling of some sort has arrived in their lives when they least expect it. That’s the first stage: the jolt. Sometimes it’s a crisis, a devastating moment of terror or loss. Sometimes it’s far less apparent: the wake-up call. Sometimes it seems innocent enough, harmless even. Sometimes it just comes in the form of storytelling.
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			3.

			Erasure

			
				But Paul, gazing only at Christ’s kindness, did no evil toward them but loved them so much that he made all the words of the Lord, the teachings and explanations of the good news, the birth and resurrection of the Beloved sweet for them.

				—The Acts of Paul and Thecla 1:2

			

			High on the northern slopes of the mid-Aegean coast of Turkey, there’s a cave that has been considered a sacred Christian site since antiquity. It was discovered by a group of Lazarist priests in 1892, then rediscovered and excavated in 1906 by the Austrian Archaeological Institute. The restoration department uncovered frescoes beneath layers of plaster that date back to approximately 500 C.E. The cave was originally named for the Greek word meaning “hidden virgin,” but was later renamed as the Cave of Saint Paul.

			The central figure in the main fresco located near the entrance of the cave is almost entirely preserved. This figure is male, with a bald head, a beard, and the name “Paulos” etched in Greek letters just above him. His right hand is raised in a gesture, or mudra, of teaching-and-blessing according to Byzantine iconography. This is clearly, to most eyes, Paul the Apostle from the New Testament. However, this scene that he’s depicted in is not a story that can be found in the New Testament.

			To the left of Paul, a young woman is listening to him teach, not out in the open, but from her window in a redbrick house. Her name, “Thecla,” is no longer visible above her head. Her name translates from the Greek as “the glory of god.” She’s right here, a significant figure in Saint Paul’s life—significant enough to be included in a fresco with him—but without the scripture that tells her story, she remains unseen, unrecognizable.

			Even if you’re not Christian, or if you’ve only had limited exposure to Christianity, you’ve most likely heard of Paul. He’s considered one of the most important figures in Christian history. Paul was previously named Saul of Tarsus and lived in the first century as a Pharisee. Pharisaic beliefs were the foundation of Rabbinic Judaism, which was founded in roughly 170 B.C.E. and dissolved around 70 C.E. According to the New Testament, Saul was among the powerful who were persecuting the disciples of Christ following Christ’s crucifixion.

			But on the road to Damascus, on his way to put yet more supporters of Christ in chains, suddenly a brilliant, otherworldly light flashed all around him. In the story from the ninth chapter of the Acts of the Apostles, Saul falls to the ground, humbled and blinded, and then he hears a voice ask him from within, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?”[1] Saul, understandably, panics, and quickly demands to know the name of the voice that has just brought him to his knees. And the voice reveals that he is Christ, the one he’s persecuting.

			Saul remains blind for three days as he travels on to Damascus. Three is the symbolic number for death and resurrection. A disciple of Christ in Damascus, a healer named Ananias who had a vision that Saul would need him, restores his sight with “a laying on of hands.” By chapter thirteen of the Acts of the Apostles, Saul of Tarsus begins to be referred to as Paul, to indicate the completion of his spiritual transformation.

			I was familiar with Paul before seminary but less for his dramatic conversion story and more because he is somewhat notorious in feminist theological circles for declaring in 1 Timothy 2:11–13, “A woman must learn, listening in silence with all deference. I do not consent to them becoming teachers, or exercising authority over men; they ought not speak.”[2]

			Paul is also attributed with saying, as if in direct contradiction to 1 Timothy, in Galatians 3:27–28, “For all of you who were baptized into union with Christ clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Judean nor Greek, slave nor free, male and female; for in Christ Jesus you are all one.”[3]

			Read together, these two passages from the New Testament are antithetical, one condemning women to silence and submission, the other turning around and professing the radical equality of all humanity.

			So what happened?

			How do we reconcile the Paul who believes women should not become teachers or hold any positions of authority, in 1 Timothy, with the Paul who believes if we’re baptized into union with Christ, we’re then “clothed” in Christ and therefore we are all one, in Galatians 3:27?

			The reason for this contradiction is almost as pervasive now as it was back then; it’s about the power accrued by controlling women, our voices and our bodies.

			There is a consensus among scholars that 1 Timothy was written well over a half century after Paul’s death. So it was written in his name, but it was likely not written by him, nor does it necessarily capture the essence of his teachings. Perhaps it was written as a response, or as a form of an ancient smear campaign, a cover-up, to the Paul we find in The Acts of Paul and Thecla, who serves as a (somewhat reluctant) mentor to Thecla in her efforts to become a minister. Perhaps it was a way of bringing Paul to heel, of making sure he sounded more like a voice to reinforce the patriarchal dominance of the Christianity forming under Constantine in the fourth century rather than a voice to challenge it.

			Unlike Paul, when it comes to Thecla, even if you’re an exceptionally devout and well-read Christian, you have probably never heard of her.

			What I want to make visible again, what I want to pull back from the erasure of Christian history, is the vision of a girl sitting at her window, listening to Paul’s stories about Christ, and recognizing for the first time that there are no physical bars on the window in front of her. That her bedroom
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