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Abstract
The Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church is led and administered by men. 
As much as social order and policies are dictated by men, policy formulation 
is skewed and male-oriented, with patriarchal notions and expectations of 
women and their preferences guiding policies. In such a situation, how do 
women in the church negotiate the conflicts between their citizenship rights 
and the claims of their religious community? How do women deal with 
the contrasts between scriptural imperatives and cultural practices that are 
disguised as church tradition? I attempt to explore women’s engagement in 
this church in an attempt to address these questions.

Introduction

A Background to the Community

The Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church (hereafter, the Indian Orthodox 
Church [IOC]) is one of several denominations within the ancient Syrian 
Christian community based in Kerala. (Syrian Christians trace their origin to 
the work of St Thomas, one of the 12 disciples of Jesus Christ, who reached 
India to spread the Gospel.) 

The traditions and liturgy of the Indian Orthodox Church have been 
influenced by the traditions of the West Syrian Church, and the IOC has 
over the ages adopted local customs in its practices. 

At the top of the hierarchy of the IOC is its head—the Catholicos. This is 
followed by the Holy Episcopal Synod, which comprises all the bishops of 
the church. The Malankara Association comes next, and it is the body that 
elects the members of the IOC’s managing committee, bishops, and the 
Catholicos. The association comprises a few elected members from every 
parish of the IOC across the world. The IOC’s managing committee comes 
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next in the hierarchy, and it is a smaller body to look into financial and other 
administrative matters of the church. It comprises of two priests and four lay 
members representing each diocese, who are elected for a five-year tenure. 
The working committee follows next, and it serves as the advisory council to 
the managing committee and the Catholicos. 

This senior hierarchy is supported by a diocesan general body in each of 
the 30 dioceses of the church. This is supplemented by a diocesan council in 
each of the dioceses.

Each diocese comprises of several parish churches. Each of these parishes 
has its own parish general body, which elects the parish managing committee 
that represents the needs and demands of the parish in the higher bodies of 
the IOC management.

Main Issues

As elaborate and organised as the IOC management seemingly is, it also 
stands out for comprising of only men. Whether it is in the lowest body, i.e., 
the parish managing committee or at the Malankara Association at the top of 
the pecking order, it is only men who lead, discuss, dissent, debate, vote, and 
make all the decisions that impact every aspect of running the church—at the 
macro, micro, and all the in-between levels. 

Almost all the literature produced by the IOC is by male authors, mostly the 
clergy and rarely the lay person. Consequently, the feminine voice seems 
to be heard only literally—in the spirited singing in the mass or by women 
teaching in the Sunday school classes—or through those participating in 
the goings-on in the women’s spiritual wing of the church, i.e., the Martha 
Mariam Samajam.

Steeped in tradition as it is, the IOC is also one of the most educated, affluent, 
and influential communities in India. Its members have been and are at some 
of the highest leadership positions in the Indian bureaucracy and politics. 
A quick glance at any of its parish churches will show up teachers, doctors, 
journalists, information technology (IT) professionals, engineers, business 
magnates, scientists, and entrepreneurs. 

However, the education and affluence achieved by the church community 
has had little impact on the way it operates. Preoccupied with order, structure, 
tradition, and boundaries, the IOC views traditional social divisions and 
hierarchies as predetermined realities, and the rigid separation in gender-
specific roles—whether in the family, church rituals, community, and 
committee—derives from purported divine decree. 
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When St Paul wrote in his First Epistle to the Corinthians (14:34) “Let your 
women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to 
speak,” he did so solely as a temporary organisational measure in order to 
prevent talkative women from prattling at a time others wished to pray and 
not as a doctrine of faith that should never be amended or changed. 

And it is also St Paul who speaks of men and women as equals in the same 
epistle: “Nevertheless, neither is the man without the woman, neither the 
woman without the man, in the Lord” (11:11).

Gender-Based Gaps

The impact of a gender-specified socio-religious order is felt in all aspects 
of community life. Whether it is the way elections are held in the parishes 
or administrative decisions are made, the impact of these is felt by all in the 
community. Women, who comprise more than half the community (based 
on population data from Kerala and church attendance for a single large 
parish), most often have no say or role to play in the decision-making process 
or in the operations of the church, even though in their roles as mothers and 
wives in the family, these decisions affect them too. 

Family-centeredness, gender roles, and religiosity are not necessarily barriers 
to equality and, if purified of patriarchy, can be avenues of emancipation. 
However, in seeking the empowerment of women, the IOC is anxious not to 
appropriate the ideals and expectations of the progressive West. 

Whether women in the IOC are doomed to a life of silence and secondary 
status needs to be questioned and debated. These same women hold 
positions of authority in secular spheres outside the church community, 
whether at workplaces, research arenas, or in their own living communities. 
Simultaneously, anonymity as a normative constraint in a sphere (religion) that 
influences every aspect of daily living is a paradox and an unfair judgement 
on the women, regardless of their potential and abilities. 

It would be simplistic to say women in the IOC are subjugated, powerless, 
and dominated by a seemingly patriarchal socio-religious order. Indeed, 
in 2011, in a landmark and historic amendment to the church constitution, 
women were granted voting rights, membership to local parishes, and the 
right to get elected to the parish managing committee. However, whether 
these constitutional amendments have led to women having an equal voice 
even in decision-making processes that directly affect women or significant 
theological opinions equal to that of male theologians, clergymen, or priests 
remains to be seen. 
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The chant of “traditional-is-bad, progressive-is-good” also does not seem to fit 
the bill. The women in the IOC community are as educated and empowered 
in the social sphere outside the church as the men. However, there has been 
no rallying cry for individual rights and autonomy by the women folk of the 
community. Furthermore, a collective move to improve the status of women 
without sacrificing the community’s religious traditions and doctrine has also 
not been initiated. 

Value judgements based on preconceived notions of gender roles and social 
divisions, and their own expectations and preferences have seemingly for 
long shaped the understanding of the all-male IOC administration. Dialogue 
and listening to the experiences and the testimonies of the women of the 
community is essential. This article is based on the voices and the experiences 
of Orthodox women in navigating their own belief systems and in challenging 
deeply held traditions and institutional structures.

Beneficiaries of Tradition
As a child, Mariamma1 (60 years) was forbidden from touching the Bible 
and her father’s priestly garments, attending church services, or partaking of 
the Holy Communion during her menstrual cycle. Bindu (36 years) has had 
her scarf forcefully drawn over her head by the priest when she approached 
him for the hoosoyo (absolution) prayers during the Sunday church services. 
Sneha (68 years) did not know that the changes in the church constitution 
two years ago permit her to cast a vote for her parish committee. These 
women are not ignorant or non-participative in church activities. Mariamma 
was born into a family of priests; her grandfather, father, and others in her 
family are priests—she had easy access to accurate sources of church practices 
and norms. Sneha has held senior positions in the national council of an 
international ecumenical organisation, besides having been the head of the 
physics department at one of Bengaluru’s most prestigious colleges.

Archaic taboos and an outdated cultural bias towards women’s participation 
combined with misogynistic stereotypes inherited from a patriarchal society 
have co-existed in the life of the IOC (Behr-Sigel 1998). Spaces of worship 
are determined by not only ideology and culture but also gender. Cultural 
ideas of gender impurity have permeated the religious practices of the 
church. Ideology plays a central conceptual role in the discussion on culture, 
particularly culture as a method of domination (Samuel 2013). Ideology 
is not something that exists above individual consciousness but rather “is 
implicitly manifest in art, in law, in economic activity and in all manifestations 
of individual and collective life” (Gramsci 1971: 328). 



Students’ Journal of Education and Development 7

Indian Orthodox Christian women for whom the church and the church 
community have been a pivotal influence all through their lives, their 
participation in the church is determined by ideologies and relations of 
power, which place them in deferential positions to men in the agendas and 
operations of the church. However, it is also their access to higher education, 
exposure to varied workspaces, and their lived experience that allows for 
Orthodox women to exercise agency and resistance as they work around 
these institutional structures and regulations.

Participation in Church and Religious Practices during Menstrual 
Cycles

No church cannon law or kalpana (bishop’s decree) exists that does not 
permit women from participating fully in all church services during their 
menstrual cycle. However, this information has not been made public by 
the clergy. Almost all the women I interviewed believed that there was such 
a prohibition, and as youngsters, they had been told to observe it by their 
parents in different ways, such as by refraining from either partaking in Holy 
Communion, attending church services, touching the Bible, lighting the lamp 
at home, or participating in religious ceremonies at home—the number of 
conditions varying from family to family. 

Those who did not experience such prohibitions first-hand did, however, 
observe the practice amongst their peers. One of them, who did a master’s 
in theology in a US seminary, recounted an incident that occurred at a youth 
meeting there: “We were at a Bible study at a home, and I passed the Bible 
to my friend seated next to me. She immediately clasped her hands behind 
her back, and shook her head in a sign of refusal. I was perplexed, and had 
no idea why she did that. When I asked her in private later, she told me she 
was having her periods, and hence, couldn’t touch the Bible. She told me 
that was the rule in her house.” 

The youngest woman interviewed said that she was never prohibited from 
participating during her periods but was aware that such an injunction existed. 
“The aunties in church say all these rules have changed, and things are 
different now. Now, girls don’t need to stay away.” However, she stated that 
girls in her church are not allowed to sit or recline on the three steps leading 
to the altar but boys are. Such instances usually occur during weekly choir 
practices, when in a moment of exhaustion, choristers recline on those steps 
to rest their legs. (There are no seating arrangements inside IOC churches; 
members sit on a carpeted floor.) It is in such situations, the interviewee 
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said, that girls are asked to leave their seat on the steps and sit elsewhere, 
while boys are not reprimanded. When I probed her as to what could be 
the probable reason for this, she hesitatingly replied, “Because of women’s 
impurity. A woman menstruates and that can defile…”

The religious restrictions on menstruating women are not unique to the IOC. 
One interviewee shared a Romanian Orthodox woman’s conversation on this 
topic with her bishop who explained to her that because the Holy Mysteries 
are the body and blood of Christ, and since it is important that the body and 
blood of Christ be kept within the person partaking of them, a menstruating 
woman should not partake of them as that would lead to the body and blood 
of Christ leaving the person’s body via the process of bleeding. 

This explanation satisfied both women, possibly because the understanding 
came from a church functionary who is respected as an authority on church 
tradition or because the explanation was was not based on the usual woman’s 
purity–impurity angle. 

However, this teaching ought to be challenged as it reduces the Orthodox 
understanding of God to merely a piece of bread and wine, and partaking 
of the Holy Mysteries as a physical act of consumption and excretion. The 
Holy Mysteries are not only flesh or a physical form of God but the act of a 
divine indwelling, which is believed to sanctify the entire being and not just 
the physical body. Furthermore, such an explanation reduces God to a mere 
physical form that can be excreted by an involuntary body function.

Most women interviewed said they stopped observing this injunction on 
participation when they started college, their “thoughts matured”, and they 
had some autonomy in decision-making. They said they did so as they did 
not agree with this norm and did not consider it a correct practice. To seek 
clarity on the issue, they had approached priests and bishops in person or in 
groups at youth conferences. Each of these women said it was the clergy who 
stated the non-existence of a church prohibition on menstruating women. 
The young woman who studied at the seminary spoke of having been 
approached by several young women for clarity on this practice. 

Two of the women interviewed did not question the norm. One of them 
restrained from partaking of Holy Communion during her menstrual cycles 
and maintained this practice all through her reproductive years. The other 
woman, a new mother, said she used it as an excuse to bunk church, and she 
was sure she would not invite censure for not attending services if she said 
she was menstruating.
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Veiling

Orthodox women cover their heads not only during services in the church 
but also in prayer gathering at homes and whenever in the presence of 
a bishop. During wedding ceremonies in the church, priests are likely to 
make an announcement insisting women cover their heads. At times, the 
enforcement of this practice has been viewed with resentment. 

Most women interviewed observed this norm as they had always done it 
since they were children, had seen other women do it, and heard priests 
telling women to cover their heads. When a priest visits homes, women are 
likely to scurry for a veil for the prayer before he departs. Some of these 
women recounted that if their veil slipped off their head during service in 
the church and they did not realise it, other women standing nearby would 
drape the veil back on them. Not wearing a veil or a scarf was likely to invite 
censure, and girls were likely to be pulled up in case of repeatedly turning 
up without one.

Most of the women interviewed said that the rule of women being veiled was 
stated in the Bible, though only one of those interviewed was able to state the 
exact Pauline verse that set the norm. One woman said, “We cover our heads 
because Mother Mary did so.” Another recounted a priest having explained 
it as one of the local Indian practices that the church had incorporated. One 
woman spoke of a post on veiling she had read on Facebook: “In Christian 
worship, what is sacred is veiled. Women are sacred because they are life-
givers.” One woman said it was a Jewish custom, while another recounted 
being told by her Sunday school master that girls were disobeying God when 
they did not cover their heads.

The tradition for women to cover their head has rarely been fully understood. 
Each of the reasons stated above is questionable. Mother Mary has been 
portrayed in religious art as always having a covered head, which is viewed 
as an act of piety worthy of emulation. However, this emulation has been 
enforced only on the women in the IOC. As one interviewee said, “Mary 
embodies the ideal. She embodies virtues everyone should have. When we 
say, ‘humble like Mary, modest like Mary’, these are virtues not only for 
women, but virtues men should have too.”

Another factor rarely considered is that the Biblical setting of Mary’s life is 
West Asia, primarily the desert lands, where a head covering is a necessity 
and a part of everyday clothing to protect from dust storms and a harsh 
climate. Furthermore, it is not just women but also men who cover their 
heads in these regions. 
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It is customary among Jews too, for both men and women, to cover their 
heads during prayer. The justification for veiling provided in terms of the 
church having incorporated local customs in its practices is questionable as 
Hindus in Kerala—from among whom came the first converts to the church, 
primarily Brahmins and other high-caste families—do not have a custom of 
covering their heads in temples or during religious ceremonies. The practice 
is observed among Muslims, but, in this case, both women and men cover 
their heads. 

The Facebook post on veiling everything considered sacred has the effect of 
being accepted at face value. The terms “worship” and “sacred” in explaining 
a practice of the church results in blind acceptance because “it is there in the 
Bible”. It should be a matter of grave concern for men to be not considered 
“life-givers” by the church, or for that matter not “sacred”, while women are.

Some of the women interviewed also spoke of the practical difficulties in 
covering their heads. One interviewee narrated an incident, wherein she had 
to read from the Old Testament in the Bible before the entire congregation.

I had to at the same time, not topple the mike stand, hold on to the Bible 
in a way such that my sari was not revealing my stomach, make sure my 
Malayalam diction was correct, and through all this ensure that the sari pallu 
stayed on my head. I didn’t know what to focus on—modesty or feeling 
spiritual while reading the Bible.

One interviewee spoke of not understanding the spiritual implications of 
keeping her head covered. “God created us without any covering on our 
heads. So how does exposing my head make me unholy? Why are priests 
strict about this?” Another interviewee said that during marriage ceremonies 
wherein women are in their finery, pulling the sari pallu over the head at 
times not only distorted the entire sari drape but also muddled the elaborate 
hairdo done for the occasion. Yet another interviewee said that during the 
summer months, it was too hot to cover the head with the pallu. 

Even though Orthodox women are hesitant to voice their resentment, they do 
exercise agency in dealing with the expectation of veiling. One interviewee 
said, “I hardly ever cover my head fully. I just hold the sari pallu around me 
to cover the back, and slightly higher for a portion of the back of the head. 
This is enough to not invite reprimands.”

One interviewee knew of a practical-minded chorister, who tied a scarf on 
her head whenever she wore a sari to church. The chorister had told her, “I 
can’t sing if I keep worrying about the sari pallu slipping all the time.”
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All the women interviewed said that veiling had become an integral 
component of their participation in the church services. One interviewee 
said, “I don’t mind doing it as it is only for a few hours once a week, and 
that is not a problem.” 

As can be noted in the practices of exclusion during menstruation or in the 
requisite for covered heads during services, cultural traditions have been 
granted religious authenticity and have been absorbed in the practices and 
administration of the faith. 

Indeed customs that no longer have a relevant cultural or religious meaning 
continue to be practised in the IOC. Congregations continue to stand for 
services while segregated by gender. It is women who wait till the entire 
section of men have received the Holy Communion before they can queue 
up for the same. In many parishes still, though this is slowly changing, women 
also wait till all the menfolk have made the offertory and moved out of the 
church before they can queue up. One interviewee recounted the male 
aggression when a woman (the wife of the priest) stood to read the Old 
Testament to the congregation before the Eucharist services began, for the 
first time after the rules were changed to allow women to do so: “She was 
almost pulled down before she could even start reading.”

A couple of traditions have, however, changed. Till the recent past, infant girls 
were not taken inside the sanctuary post the baptism ceremony while baby 
boys were, though now both girls and boys are. Though the congregation 
still stands segregated by gender, women and men now stand alongside each 
other in service separated by a strip of red carpet, unlike the old practice of 
the menfolk standing in front of the sanctuary with the womenfolk behind 
them. Women are also now permitted to study theology at the seminary 
alongside men. 

However, there are caveats to some of these changes. Though women now 
participate in services while standing alongside men, as mentioned earlier, 
there is a studied deference to men. Women still receive Holy Communion 
only after the men, and in many parishes, they do the offertory after the men. 
There are no salaried jobs or positions in the church administration open to 
women who choose to study in the seminary, unlike the men who go on to 
become priests. Indeed, this is one of the reasons families are reluctant to send 
their daughters for theological studies as they perceive no job opportunities 
or career options for their daughters.
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Kept in Place

In late 2011, in a landmark and historic amendment to the constitution of the 
IOC, women were granted voting rights, membership to local parishes, and 
the right to hold office in the parish managing committee. However, till 2015, 
less than 20 parishes across the world had women as part of their managing 
committees. 

Indeed, seven of the women I spoke to were aware of only one of the many 
changes that had been brought about by the amendment of the church 
constitution—that they could sit for the parish general body meetings and 
voice their opinion. That they could now vote, hold individual membership 
to the parish, stand for election, and be appointed to administrative posts 
within the parish governing committee, all this, they were unaware of. These 
women were part of the largest and oldest parishes in their cities, and yet, they 
were not, or rather had not been made, aware of their own rights. They were 
surprised that it had been so many years, and there was no talk or discussion 
about it. Most of them expressed their annoyance. One said, “Why are they 
not implementing it? What is the point of keeping quiet about this?” Another 
said, “The church is not yet willing to allow women in decision-making 
bodies. They don’t want women to rise up the ranks. Otherwise, they would 
have publicised it.” One was sarcastic, “The church is 200 years late.”

The bishop I interviewed presented the sole paper that was used by the 
Holy Synod in justifying amendments to the church’s constitution. The 
paper draws heavily on Biblical references to Jesus Christ’s interactions with 
women, other Biblical testimonies by St Paul, teachings of the church Fathers, 
and theology. One of the interviewees who read the paper said, “It makes 
me think that, ‘Hey, these guys knew all of this, and yet they kept quiet about 
it.”’ When asked whether any women were spoken to before the paper was 
presented, the bishop replied in the negative. 

Whether the constitutional amendments have led to women having an 
equal voice in decision-making processes of the parish and in decisions that 
directly affect women remains to be seen. However, implementation of the 
amendments can mark the first step in making churches spaces where women 
can feel they belong.

Experiences in the Church Community 

Almost all the women spoke of the integral influence of the church in their 
lives and how the push towards reaching out to the poor and weak sections 
of society, an unabashed revelling in the depth and beauty of the prayers, 
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and the pride in being Malayalee were inculcated by the church leadership.

One interviewee said, “My involvement in the church has influenced 
my approach to life as a Christian, shaped my behaviour at home, in the 
workplace, and the community. It inculcated the spirit of service to the 
community and empathy for the sick, needy, and helpless in the community. 
I am proud of my faith and identity.”

In their experiences of their local parish, there was a stark contrast between 
the experiences of the younger women compared with the senior women. By 
younger, I refer to those five women who were less than 35 years of age. The 
others were all older than 55 years. 

The younger women felt more inhibited in the church. One of them said, 
“There is no space in church where you can feel comfortable. I have always 
felt people are looking at you, a feeling of being scanned from head to toe. 
There is always some comment or judgement being passed. You always have 
to be a good girl.” Another said, “There is always someone twisting stories. 
My mum would always remind me, ‘People are watching. Be careful.’”

Another recounted an experience when in the choir: 

“One Sunday, we had a bishop visiting, and our priest stood to sing with the 
choir for some parts of the service. Suddenly, the girl next to me pointed to a 
large cockroach on his shoulder. I immediately brushed it off with my hymn 
book. He didn’t even notice, and we forgot about it too. When I reached 
home later in the day, my mother immediately asked me about the incident. 
Apparently, a parishioner from the church had phoned and said that I was 
seen trying to touch the priest in inappropriate ways. I was so disgusted and 
furious.”

Another said, “The church is more about the people, and less about God. 
The discussions are always about the priest, some incident during the service, 
and less about God. I don’t experience a closeness to God. It is important to 
reduce the social experience and increase the God experience.”

Experiences with Parish Leaders

One young woman spoke of how daunting it was to enter the parish office. 
“It is always full of men, with their loud voices, laughing raucously. I avoid 
going there unless it is most necessary as the minute you enter, all eyes are 
on you. And then you have to answer a thousand personal questions in front 
of all of them.”
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The older women did not share the feeling of being inhibited. All of them 
said that the nature of their work required them to interact with all kinds of 
people, and interacting with the all-male administration at the church was 
not an issue for them. This confidence perhaps came from longer years of 
work and access to more opportunities at developing leadership outside the 
church.

One of the older women described herself as someone who was not keen on 
participating in church activities. “There have been times I have wanted to 
question achens (priests). But I don’t want to ruffle any feathers, so I don’t 
ask.”

One of them recounted growing up in the church. “When I grew up, the 
church was a space of anger and fights. There was so much aggression from 
the priests, they wouldn’t even smile, acknowledge you, or say a hello. I 
didn’t learn anything about Christ, the Bible, hymns, or prayer here. It 
was only when I started attending the services of the American Evangelical 
Church that I started growing in Christ.” 

Another interviewee recounted: “During my childhood days, the bishops 
and priests would inspire us to go to the needy and lend them a helping 
hand. They would visit homes, and there was a personal connection. Now, 
the only time we see the priests is in the sanctuary for the services.” 

Dowry and Divorce

Lina Samuel (2013) focuses on the shift in the views of 50 first- and second-
generation Orthodox women migrants to Canada on the practice of dowry. 
The present practice of dowry usually involves material gifts, gold, and cash 
paid to the bridegroom and his (family (ibid). The first-generation respondents 
were vocal in expressing their distaste of dowry, while the second generation 
was opposed to the practice. A second-generation respondent stated that the 
practice is “insulting for women. It continues to breed the belief that women 
are a burden to their parents since they have to provide a dowry to the 
groom”. 

Most of the women I interviewed also expressed their distaste for dowry and 
wanted the church to take a stand on it. One of them said, 

“In the earlier days, there was a system wherein a percentage of the dowry 
was given to the church, and a record of all the dowry given was written 
in the church records. Now with the laws against dowry, this practice has 
stopped. Now there is no record of the dowry given, and when a dispute 
arises, there is no proof.”
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Another interviewee said, “The church has taken a stand on homosexuality 
by supporting the Supreme Court judgment. But dowry affects all families 
in the church and is such a degrading practice. Domestic violence is also 
so common. But the church chooses to keep silent on these everyday issues 
affecting its members.” 

The bishop I interviewed admitted that there was no process of consultations, 
gathering of scientific expertise, or taking into account views from the 
community before the church released the announcement of its stand against 
homosexuality. He admitted that more thought could have gone into the 
issue before the church made that announcement. 

The two divorcees I interviewed had had difficult experiences with church 
leaders and the community. Both of them had endured domestic violence, 
dowry demands, and infidelity. The clergy had intervened in both cases. 
The former partners of both the women have since remarried. In the IOC, a 
second marriage requires the permission of the clergy. 

One interviewee said, 

“The bishop called the both of us as soon as he heard there was trouble in 
the marriage. We must have met him three to four times, and though he 
is a kind and loving man, he does not have the expertise of a counsellor. 
The conversations went nowhere, and it was quite mentally and emotionally 
draining. There was also a push to stay in the marriage. When the 
homosexuality angle turned up, the bishop had no idea what to do. He 
referred us to a sexologist.”

The other interviewee recounted, “We were both called for counselling by a 
priest. I went along with my parents, he (the former husband) never turned 
up. The priest heard my side of the story, didn’t offer any counselling, and 
told my parents not to send me back to him. That was it.” 

Both interviewees were furious about the fact that the church leadership had 
allowed both men to remarry despite knowing that one was a homosexual 
and the other had indulged in infidelity and physical violence. 

In the first case, the interviewee said, “Now he has remarried, and I am sure 
his present wife is enduring the same nonsense I did. Why did our priests 
not tell that girl’s family the whole truth about what happened to me?” In 
the second case, the interviewee said that one priest was aware of her former 
husband’s sexual dalliances from before his marriage and of a child born 
out of wedlock. “The priest didn’t utter a word about it to my family. He 
even came for our wedding. My life is destroyed because my priest refused 
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to speak the truth. When we heard he was getting married again, my father 
even spoke to the priest who would be officiating that ceremony, but nothing 
came of it, and now another girl is going through hell.”

For both these women, going to church during and after the divorce was 
“painful”. One of them said, “I would get stopped by priests who wanted 
to speak to me. The looks and stares of pity from the people in church was 
suffocating.” 

The first divorced interviewee said, “I hadn’t spoken to one priest at all 
about what happened. But I later heard the priest’s mother going around 
telling everyone that the divorce was all my fault and that her son [the priest] 
had told her all about it. Even if my ex had spoken to the priest, it would 
have been in a counselling session or even a confession. How can the priest 
discuss these things at home with his family, when he is bound by oath to not 
discuss this ever?”

Need for Change

All the women interviewed had several thoughts on everyday church processes 
that were problematic and needed to change. One senior interviewee said, 
“The priest uses the Syrian language during the liturgy. I don’t know 
anyone who knows that language. Why do they do that? Is it to show off 
their proficiency in Syriac? How does it help someone to participate in the 
liturgy?” Another interviewee said, “During the all-night carols, the men are 
reeking of alcohol. How do you expect women to participate or even allow 
our daughters to sing around drunk men?” 

Another interviewee was critical of the content of the mandatory pre-marital 
counselling sessions. 

They teach church history during those sessions. I’m sure church history is 
the last thing on anyone’s mind when the husband and wife are having a 
quarrel. There should be sessions on communication, financial management, 
advice on how to handle in-laws, these things. These sessions are also so 
male-oriented, with no women speakers at all. It is always about the wife who 
should do this and that, and not do this or that. I came away feeling that men 
are being taught that they are entitled to being the head of the household 
without making any effort at it.

One interviewee spoke of the nuns. “The rules for nuns in the church are so 
strict. I can see the frustration in their demeanour. They should be allowed to 
visit their families regularly. Their salaries are also so low.”
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One interviewee spoke of the need to give jobs to theologically trained 
women: “If there are no job prospects or placements in the church, how do 
you expect women to enter the seminary to study?”

Women as Leaders

The women were visibly unhappy about the absence of efforts by the church 
to create awareness about their right to vote and hold office in the church 
administration. They believed it to be a deliberate act to keep women in the 
dark about their rights. 

All the interviewees were positive that women can play a positive role in 
transforming processes and systems in the church. 

One interviewee said, “Men and women play complementary roles. When 
the views of both are taken into account towards a decision, it is always 
healthier than a single male voice.”

Another interviewee said, “When a man takes a decision, he may not consider 
a woman’s perspective. But when a woman considers a decision, she is likely 
to think about how it will work out for her children, her sons, her husband.”

The bishop also acknowledged the commitment of women: “In meetings, 
women don’t raise questions about administration alone. They also remind 
us about the service-oriented side of our spirituality. They have brought the 
focus back to serving those other than ourselves.”

Another interviewee said, “Women are more sincere and truthful in their 
work. Particularly in financial matters, women should be present. In the 
ecumenical organisation I work, not even a single extra cup of coffee is 
ordered, and every rupee is accounted for.”

One interviewee stated, 

If women are ready to take time off from their day-to- day activities, then soon 
women will be elected to these organisations. In the meantime, women need 
to step forward and voluntarily take up positions of responsibility. Most of the 
time, due to flimsy excuses like work and family, it is difficult to get women to 
participate or take up positions. Also, in our male-dominated society, women 
are not encouraged to step out of their comfort zone due to the inhibitive 
behaviour of our men.

It is commendable that the male-oriented decision-making bodies and 
oppressive exclusionary processes have not prevented Orthodox women 
from participating in the church. Rather Orthodox women have worked their 
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way around these interdicts to establish their place as rightful members of the 
community of believers. 

One of the most distressing aspects is the absence of a collective protest or 
even an outrage by the women at being treated with prejudice. The women’s 
voices are hesitant but not meek. Some of these women have chosen to exit 
the system and develop their skills and abilities outside the church, rather 
than voice their disagreements. It is the IOC that loses out when it refuses to 
rely on or use the strength and abilities of its womenfolk. 

Making Her Invisible
Women in the Orthodox church belong to an ancient and tradition-
filled institution, which claims to be the church of the Pentecost, as old as 
Christianity itself, that has come to this present age without corruption or 
compromise of the faith. It is a church of great ritual, ceremony and mystery. 

The studied disregard of the presence of its women faithful is manifest across 
the various prayers of the church, wherein the feminine is mentioned only 
in the context of the Theotokos Mary. A few noteworthy examples are as 
follows: At the time of offering incense to the Mother of God, the first hymn 
states, “Forget your people and your father’s house as the King desires your 
beauty now.”2 Even viewed within the context of the psalm (Psalm 45: 9–11) 
from wherein this prayer is taken, it is difficult to understand how these words 
exalt the Theotokos, convey a supplication to her, or have a relevant religious 
meaning. However, what it does do is sexualise the feminine physicality and 
combine it with the patriarchal and cultural notion of the woman having to 
forget her people and her father’s house.

Topping (1987) writes that while it is true that Orthodoxy’s exaltation of the 
Theotokos Mary has given the church a feminine face, it is equally true that 
veneration of the Theotokos has not brought honour or full dignity to women 
in the church. The high honour given to the Theotokos is in stark contrast to 
the low status of all other women. 

In its teachings and its prayers, the church is spoken of in the feminine and is 
described as the bride of Christ, who is also sinful and “for whom Christ gave 
himself up so that she [the church] could be cleansed, made holy, blemish-
free, blameless and radiant” (Varghese : 239).3 The exalted status of men is 
also visible in the explanations of the Eucharistic prayers. According to the 
hymnal book, The Living Sacrifice, the Holy Qurbanakramam (order of the prayers 
of the living sacrifice) by C K Varghese, endorsed by the church hierarchs 
and widely used by the laity who cannot read Malayalam, in the second part 
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of the Eucharistic service, when the chancel is unveiled, the priest exhorts 
the congregation to say the “Our Father”, and pray “as sons with firm love 
and strong faith”. During this particular portion of the service, “We are made 
to remember that we got the special privilege as sons by the glory of the 
resurrection.” St Paul’s letter to the Galatians is quoted herein, “Because you 
are sons, God sent the spirit of His son into our hearts, the spirit who calls 
our Abba, Father. So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and since you are 
a son, God has made you, also an heir.”4 It goes on to state, “In John 3: 35 
and 1 Peter 1: 3–5, we see the greatness of the position as sons” (Varghese 
: 239).5 John 3: 35 states, “The Father loves the Son and has given all things 
into His hand”6 and 1 Peter 1: 3–5 states, “Blessed be the God and Father of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to His abundant mercy has begotten 
us again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the 
dead, to an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled and that does not fade 
away, reserved in heaven for you, who are kept by the power of God through 
faith for salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.”7 A lay theological 
understanding of these verses indicates that the verse from the gospel of John 
points directly to the relationship between God the Father and God the Son, 
and the verse from the Epistle of Peter describes a heavenly heritage for 
“you” without a specific stating of the gender of the faithful. Neither verse 
indicates “the greatness of the position of sons”, as described in the prayer 
book. 

Similarly, in the daily morning prayers prescribed by the church, the heavenly 
Father is described as “the God of our fathers”8 and “the hope of men”.9 
Similarly, in another prayer, the exhortation is to “remember our fathers, 
who while they lived, taught us to be the children of God”.10 Repeated again 
and again through many centuries, prayers like these erase women from 
the consciousness of the church, rendering invisible the women who have 
preserved and perpetuated the faith. Such exclusive, androcentric, and 
patriarchal perspectives can only alienate more and more women from the 
church (Topping 1987).

The IOC is also the only Orthodox church in the world to not have any 
female saints, other than the Theotokos Mary, as part of the church’s 
regular prayers and physical architecture. The walls of churches are lined 
with images of past bishops and the church’s male saints—St George, St 
Gregorious of Parumala, and St Vattasseril. A token mention is made of 
female saints in the fourth Thubden in the Great Intercession portion of the 
Eucharist; however, no names are mentioned. Though the church’s liturgical 
calendar lists some women saints, little is known about them, and their feast 
days are not observed with the pomp and grandeur of the other male saints. 
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Orthodox churches worldwide are known to have a slew of woman saints 
who are venerated, with the stories of their lives being recounted and their 
feast days celebrated. These women-saints lived pious lives, dedicated their 
lives to the service of God, or performed acts that were worthy of sainthood. 
These women were not necessarily nuns and were also from among the laity.

In fidelity to Christ’s teaching and praxis, the primitive Christian church 
recognised no inequalities or discrimination on the basis of national origin, 
social condition, or sex. The church governed itself according to the baptismal 
creed quoted in Galatians 3:28: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor 
free, male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”

However, the church chooses to maintain a studied silence on oppressive 
cultural practices within its ambit as well as within the community. For 
instance, there has been no encyclical on the rampant practice of dowry, 
domestic violence, or child sexual abuse. Each of these evils exist in the 
community but is rarely spoken of or even condemned by community 
leaders.

Within both the orthopraxia and the liturgical experience of living Orthodoxy, 
the church either endorses or does not correct particular cultural traditions 
and practices in communities that are demeaning to Orthodox women iveris 
2013). 

Allowing women the right to vote and hold office while relegating them to 
an inferior status in its own ritual practices smacks of a double standard, 
wherein there is a need to appear as if the church is in step with the times, 
while internally clinging on to the comfort of its past practices. This attitude is 
against the unifying Gospel of Jesus Christ and has to change.

This duality is also a reflection of the two streams of practices within the 
IOC. One stream exalts the status of Mother Mary; baptises women; gives 
women the right to vote and hold office, sing in choirs, teach in Sunday 
school, and organise themselves in women’s leagues; and proclaims that 
Christ came for all regardless of gender. Simultaneously, another practice 
subjugates women by condoning and ignoring oppressive cultural traditions 
that have no religious relevance, suppresses information about changes in the 
church’s rules that allow women to hold leadership positions, and, instead of 
lending a hand to empowerment, tells women to fight their battles themselves 
without reworking the rules that were made by male leaders in the first place. 

Behr-Sigel (2001: 89) writes emphatically: “Where before, the conflict between 
the two was unnoticed or perhaps just endured, now the ‘signs of the times’ 
require of the church a decision, a discernment, a separation of the one from 
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the other that was not required before. To refuse to decide and act is finally 
to decide and act anyway.”

End Notes
1 Names of all interviewees have been changed.

2 Kukilion prayer to the Mother of God, “Ninnal stuthiyodu raajamakal..”

3 C.K. Varghese, The Living Sacrifice, Edition 11, page 239

4 St. Paul’s letter to the Galatians (4: 6–7).

5 C.K. Varghese, The Living Sacrifice, Edition 11, page 239

6 The Orthodox Study Bible, p. 1428.

7 The Orthodox Study Bible, p. 1683.

8 In the angelic hymn, “Melulla Uyarangallil”. 

9 In the praise of the cherubim, “Papikalodu Karuna Cheyyunnavanaya Karthave”.

10 In the prayer, “Manogunamulla Deivame”.
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