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  Women Must Be Silent

  
  




The sun had not yet crested the distant hills, but the morning air was already thick with the scent of olives, stone, and lavender. Ephesus, proud and glittering in the folds of the Anatolian hills, stirred to life slowly, as if reluctant to loosen its grip on the dreams of night. Charissa bent low beside her mother, her fingers raw from wringing linen in the icy stream-fed basin where the women of the lower quarter came to wash. Above them loomed the temple of Artemis, a massive silhouette of marble and legend, casting shadows over even the most ordinary of days.




Thalissa scrubbed a wool tunic against a flat stone with practiced rhythm, soap bubbles catching light like fragments of stars. Her hair, streaked with silver, was twisted high with a linen cloth, and her arms were still strong from decades of labor.




“Did you hear what Lysandra said?” Charissa asked, her voice low. “That Paul’s letter—he forbids women from teaching or leading. That we are to learn quietly, with submission.”




Thalissa let out a bark of laughter, short and sharp. “I have never been quiet. Not for Artemis, not for any god, not even your father when he thought he ruled this house.” She slapped the tunic once, hard. “And I certainly won’t bow my head to a scroll passed from man to man like gossip at the fish stall.”




Charissa smiled, but only faintly. Her hands trembled slightly as she reached for the next garment. “But it’s not gossip. It’s from Paul. They say he walks in the way of Yahweh—that he saw the risen Christ himself.”




Thalissa grunted. “So they say. But these are the same men who used to call us holy when we danced for Artemis. Who drank our wine, worshiped at our feasts, and then turned on us like jackals when it suited them.” Charissa fell silent. The water lapped at her wrists, cold and clean.




Behind them, two figures in deep violet linen stood watching. They were slaves of the temple, young and narrow-eyed, sent to wash the ceremonial cloths used in the rites of the goddess. Their wrists bore the mark—etched silver bands bearing the crescent symbol of Artemis. One of them dipped a hem in the water, then leaned in closer, pretending to work.




“You should be careful,” the girl said lightly, though her voice carried. “Not everyone favors the teachings of this… Paul.”

Charissa met her eyes. “Neither did the Priestess of Artemis when I questioned her once. I was twelve. They made me kneel in the salt pit for two days.”

The slave girl said nothing more, but Charissa knew the words would travel. Whispers moved faster in Ephesus than chariot wheels on dry stone.

Thalissa glanced up, her face unreadable. “You’re not thinking of joining those gatherings, are you?”




“I already have.”




Her mother froze mid-motion. “Charissa…”




Charissa reached for a fresh cloth, trying to hide the quiver in her fingers. “They don’t make sacrifices. They don’t demand gold or incense or blood. They share bread. They read the scrolls. And they pray to a God who listens.”

Thalissa stared at her for a long moment, then turned back to her washing. Her voice, when it came, was quiet. “Then be wise. And be ready.”




The water sloshed softly between them.

Charissa thought of the gathering from the night before—of the woman named Eunike who read Paul’s words aloud:




“Let a woman learn in quietness with all subjection… I do not permit that woman to teach or to domineer over a man…”

(1 Timothy 2:11–12)




She had flinched at first, until Eunike had explained what the older ones knew: Paul wasn’t silencing all women—he was correcting one who had brought strange teachings into the group. A woman influenced by the old cult, who spoke of Eve as divine, of secret wisdom passed through bloodlines and dreams. Paul wasn’t dismissing the daughters of Eve. He was protecting them—from deception, from dominance, from ruin.




“She shall be saved through childbearing, if they continue in faith, love, and holiness…”

(1 Timothy 2:15)




Charissa had stayed long after the lamps burned low.




Now, as she rinsed the last of the soap from a woven shawl, her mother reached out and brushed a damp curl from her brow. It was the gentlest thing she had done in weeks.

“She was my goddess once, too,” Thalissa said, eyes fixed on the temple. “She taught me power. But she never taught me peace.”




A cool wind stirred the leaves. The sun broke through the trees, catching the worn columns of the Artemis temple in golden fire. From a distance, it looked eternal. Unshakable.

But Charissa, fingers cold and heart full, felt the tremble of something new rising from the stone.








  
  
  Marked by the Temple

  
  




Charissa could still remember the sting of incense in her nose the first time she bled.

The priestesses had come for her at dusk, draped in blue and gold, their skin painted with crescent moons and stars. She had just turned twelve. Thalissa had braided her hair so tight it pulled at her temples, then kissed her forehead with dry lips and whispered, “Be proud. The goddess sees you.”




That night, they led her up the long marble steps into the inner court of the Artemision. The flickering torchlight made the high reliefs on the walls come alive—Artemis with her many breasts, arms outstretched, animals clinging to her sides, watching. Always watching.




They had placed a silver band on Charissa’s wrist, pressed heated oil into her palms, and told her that she was now one with the goddess. A daughter. A vessel.

“You were born of woman,” one priestess had whispered into her ear, “but now you are born of power.”

Charissa hadn’t understood what it meant, only that it was expected, that her body had become a symbol. That her words, her walk, her gaze—all of it must now honor Artemis.

But she had never felt seen. Not by the goddess. Not in the echoing halls, not in the rhythmic chants, not even during the fertility rites that made older girls weep or tremble.




She remembered standing in the temple’s center courtyard under the full moon, surrounded by other initiates, and wondering: Is this power… or performance?

Now, years later, she walked the narrow back roads of Ephesus with her cloak drawn low, sandals slapping gently on the worn stone path. Night was falling, and the air was thick with the smell of baked fig cakes, old wine, and the salt of the Aegean drifting up from the port. Crickets sang from the olive trees, and torchlight flickered through lattice windows.




She made her way to a home just outside the quarter wall, where the light of a single oil lamp glowed behind a draped curtain. No signage. No markings. Just bread and breath and truth, hidden in plain sight.

She knocked once, twice—then waited.




A boy opened the door, no older than ten, his eyes wide and watchful. “Peace of the Lord be upon you,” he whispered.

“And upon your house,” Charissa answered.




He stepped aside. She entered.

Inside, a dozen believers sat on woven mats and benches. Eunike was there—warm and steady, with the grace of someone who had lost much and found more. She gave Charissa a small nod as she opened the scroll.




“Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons…”

(1 Timothy 4:1)




The words rang through the air like steel drawn from its sheath. Charissa leaned in.




From the window across the way, Thalissa stood in the shadows, watching.

She had seen her daughter slip out after supper, trying to move unnoticed past the fig tree. But Charissa had never been good at hiding from her.

She held her arms close, pressing her fingers into the soft wool of her shawl. The moonlight bathed the street in silver, and the hum of voices carried softly through the stillness.

Once, she might have stopped her. Once, she might have scolded her for flirting with danger. But they had raised their daughters to be bold, to speak without trembling, to walk into temples and bleed for the goddess.




She could no longer tell if that had been wisdom or deception. So she only sighed.

Not in defeat, but in grief.

And perhaps—just perhaps—hope.








  
  
  The Dance of the Bear

  
  




Charissa had not always doubted the goddess. There was a time—long ago—when she longed to feel Artemis’s eyes upon her.




She remembered the day of the Thargelia Festival, when the priestesses chose girls to dance as arktoi—“little bears.” It was said to be an ancient rite, rooted in myth, celebrating the wildness of girlhood before the taming of womanhood. Those chosen would shed their old selves and return as sacred.




Thalissa had prepared her carefully.

“You will wear the gold mask,” she said as she combed out Charissa’s hair with fragrant oil. “You will dance for the goddess, and all will see your worth.”

Charissa was nine. She felt proud. Chosen. Important.




But as the afternoon sun burned above the marble courtyard, and the drums began to pound in steady rhythm, something inside her trembled. The others—draped in saffron-colored robes, faces hidden behind molded masks of bear-like snarls—moved in perfect rhythm. They raised their arms and stomped and circled, hands clawing the air as chants rose from the temple priests.

Charissa’s mask slipped sideways. She stumbled.




She caught a glimpse of the onlookers—Thalissa among them, smiling, beaming with pride. A crowd of women, nobles, and merchants, clapping in time.

She felt no sacred fire. Only the sickly smell of incense and the heat of the stone beneath her feet.

One of the priestesses approached, leaned close, and hissed, “Do not embarrass the goddess. Bears do not cower.”

Charissa lifted her arms again and forced herself into rhythm. But her steps were hollow.







Now, years later, that memory clung to her like damp linen as she stood outside the same temple courtyard, carrying a basket of thread from the weaver’s stall. She had avoided looking toward the marble steps for years. Today, though, she paused.

The courtyard was empty. Only the statues remained—Artemis in her many-breasted glory, hands outstretched toward the heavens. Carvings of deer and lions flanked her feet. Atop her head, a crown of towers.

Charissa turned quickly and walked away.




She found herself again at the outskirts of the city, near the garden where the believers sometimes met when the weather was kind. The wind stirred the fig leaves. Eunike was already there, reading softly from another scroll.




“Have nothing to do with irreverent, silly myths. Rather, train yourself for godliness…”

(1 Timothy 4:7)




Charissa sat down quietly beside her.

She said nothing of the bear mask, or the priestess’s rebuke, or the day she learned how deeply silence could wound.

But she listened. And for the first time in a long while, she felt her steps might carry meaning again.








  
  
  The Silver Oath

  
  




The silver stylus was smaller than she remembered.

Charissa turned it over in her fingers now, in the dim light of her sleeping mat, far from the temple vaults where it once gleamed like a blade. It had been meant for writing vows, etched into a thin votive tablet that would be placed before the goddess’s statue.

She hadn’t used it. She had carried it away instead. She was thirteen when they brought her to the Hall of Oaths.




It was the same year she first bled during a moonless night, and the temple priestesses told her she was now eligible for “higher devotion.” Not every girl who danced the bear rite was called to this. Some married. Some faded. But others—those considered worthy—were led into a candlelit room beneath the eastern colonnade, where they would inscribe their allegiance.




The air was heavy with rose oil and beeswax. The tablets were stacked in a copper basin beside a jar of thick silver dust. Each girl was handed a stylus and told to write:




“I vow to serve Artemis in purity, in power, and without fear, all the days of my life.”

One by one, the girls bent low and carved their names beneath the words.




When it was Charissa’s turn, her fingers trembled. She had memorized the vow. She knew the shape of the letters. She even began to press the stylus into the tablet. But she paused.

She thought of the marketplace, of the sick old woman who sat near the weavers’ stall with no one to care for her. Of how the priestesses had walked past her day after day. Of how no one even looked at her face.

She thought of Artemis’s eyes—carved from stone and smeared with ash—and how they had never once seemed alive.

Charissa laid the stylus on the altar and stepped away.




The priestess overseeing the ritual did not stop her. She only gave Charissa a long, unreadable look.




But later that night, Charissa found the stylus again, tucked into her robe pocket as if someone had slipped it there in silence. She had kept it ever since.




Now, years later, she watched Eunike roll open another scroll in the shaded corner of the fig grove, where the believers gathered before dawn.




“The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he desires a noble task… Therefore, an overseer must be above reproach, the husband of one wife…”

(1 Timothy 3:1–2)




Charissa listened. She said nothing.




But she held the stylus in her hand beneath her cloak, pressing it into her palm—not to inscribe, but to remember. Not all vows need to be spoken to count. And not all silence is surrender.








  
  
  What Women Watch

  
  




The ticket line curled around the side of the theater like a lazy snake, sluggish and restless under the soft glow of neon bulbs. The smell of buttered popcorn drifted into the night, mingling with car exhaust and late-summer humidity. Christina crossed her arms, shifting her weight as the line inched forward.


“So… that sermon,” Jolene said, her voice low but unmistakably laced with side-eye.

Christina glanced over. “Which part? The guilt trip? The full-volume monotone? Or the moment Pastor Craig said women need to sit down and shut up?”

Jolene snorted. “You mean, ‘Let a woman learn in silence with full submission’?” Her voice dipped into mock formality.

Christina gave a dry laugh. “Yeah. That one.”


Earlier that morning.


The sanctuary was cool and dim, the stained-glass windows casting fractured light across the rows of solemn young faces. Pastor Craig stood stiff behind the pulpit, the pages of his Bible spread open like a legal document.


“I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent.”

(1 Timothy 2:12)


Christina sat between her boyfriend Matthew and her best friend Jolene, her hands folded neatly in her lap. But her jaw clenched. Her brow creased. And she gave the slightest shake of her head, barely perceptible. Matthew didn’t notice. Jolene did.


The pastor went on, describing “God’s perfect design for church order.” Words like submission, headship, and propriety fell like stones into the room.

Christina wiggled in her seat. She could feel the weight of unspoken questions pressing against her ribs. Is this what God really meant? Was I born with a voice just to keep it shut?


Back at the theater, the line shifted forward. They stepped into the lobby lights, their sandals clapping against the tile. “Are we really seeing Midnight Affair 2?” Jolene asked, her nose wrinkling as she read the marquee. “Didn’t the first one get banned in three states?”

Christina grinned. “Exactly. You in or not?” Jolene hesitated, biting her lip.


They handed over their cash and moved toward the theater doors, neon posters glowing with stylized bodies, tousled hair, and sleek captions: “Some secrets burn brighter at midnight.”


Inside, the air was colder, artificial. They took their seats in the darkened center row, surrounded by murmurs and the rustle of candy wrappers. The previews rolled. The film began.

Halfway through, Jolene leaned over and whispered, “I don’t think I should be here.”

Christina didn’t look away from the screen. “I’m not a nun. I’m a woman. And women think. And feel. This isn’t exactly a crime.” Jolene said nothing, but after a moment, quietly gathered her purse.

“I’ll be back,” she murmured. “Bathroom.” She didn’t return.


Christina sat frozen, arms crossed tightly across her chest, eyes focused but unfocused, her heart beginning to hammer.


“Flee also youthful lusts: but follow righteousness, faith, charity, peace, with them that call on the Lord out of a pure heart.”

(2 Timothy 2:22)


She
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