
1

CALLED TOGETHER: A BIBLICAL LOOK AT GENDER IN THE WORKPLACE

CALLED

A BIBLICAL LOOK AT GENDER IN THE WORKPLACE

DENVER INSTITUTE FOR FAITH & WORK

JOANNA MEYER

TOGETHER



2

CALLED TOGETHER: A BIBLICAL LOOK AT GENDER IN THE WORKPLACE

INTRODUCTION

One of the highlights of Denver Institute’s event calendar is our annual business leaders’ event “Business for 

the Common Good.” Last year’s gathering was no exception as entrepreneurs and executives from across the 

country joined us to consider how God could work through the gifts and influence of His people.

 

Guests packed the Studio Loft at Ellie Caulkins Opera House, making new connections and greeting old friends, 

but as I looked across the sea of suits and ties, one thing was shockingly clear — there were hardly any women 

in the room. Less than ten percent of attendees were female. The gender disparity was so pronounced that one 

of the men commented, “Get more women to the event. It felt like a good old boys’ club. Yikes! I’m sure a lot of 

female workers would have loved it.” I agree! I think many female professionals would have enjoyed the event. 

So why didn’t they attend?

 

The gender disparity at “Business for the Common Good” was not an isolated incident. Whether we’re 

inviting local leaders to join Denver Institute’s advisory board, finding panelists for events, or scheduling execu-

tives to speak to the 5280 Fellows, it’s a challenge to find Christian professional women to participate.

 

HOW DO WE MAKE SENSE OF THIS DISPARITY? 

AND, WHY DOES IT MATTER?

 

In a cultural moment that stresses the importance of diversity, I’ve noticed myself scanning a program or event’s 

webpage in search of women or people of color. I’m quick to notice if they’re not represented, but less able to 

understand the factors that lead to this absence — or what we’re supposed to do about it.
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To shift this dynamic will take time as it forces leaders, especially Christian leaders with the ability to shape the 

culture of the companies and institutions they lead, to examine deeply rooted expectations about gender roles, 

leadership models, and workplace dynamics. However, this journey also invites us to consider essential questions 

such as:

•   WHAT UNIQUE QUALITIES DO MEN AND WOMEN BRING TO THE WORKPLACE – AND HOW MIGHT 

OUR WORK BE BETTER BY LABORING TOGETHER?

•   SHORT OF STRIVING FOR A 50/50 GENDER BALANCE, WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE FOR MEN AND 

WOMEN TO BE AUTHENTICALLY REPRESENTED IN A WORKPLACE?

•   HOW DOES CULTURE (IN THE CHURCH AND PROFESSIONAL WORLD) SHAPE OUR PERCEPTIONS OF 

GENDER ROLES? ARE THESE PERCEPTIONS IN ALIGNMENT WITH SCRIPTURE?

•   HOW CAN CHRISTIANS DISPLAY THE GOSPEL’S REDEMPTIVE POWER THROUGH HEALTHY 

WORKPLACE RELATIONSHIPS?

 

In this short e-book, I’ll offer a response to these questions and challenge local churches, faithful men, and faithful 

women to the important roles they play in drawing out each worker’s gifts, regardless of gender. 

May we celebrate each other’s God-given potential as we work together in love, humility, and holiness,

DENVER INSTITUTE FOR FAITH & WORK

JOANNA MEYER
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AN INVITATION TO THE CHURCH

“To be honest, I don’t know any women like me…” 
 

It’s a lament I hear often when asking career-minded Christian women to introduce me to faithful women in 

their network. This feeling of isolation isn’t limited to professional women — ask any stay-at-home mom how 

lonely her days can be and you’ll get an earful — but Christian women pursuing professional careers feel it 

profoundly. And often, the place they feel most isolated is at church.    
 

Through Denver Institute’s Women & Vocation Initiative, I’ve seen the powerful role churches play in 

shaping women’s understandings of their gifts, callings, and roles in the world. And while I genuinely believe 

most Christian leaders want to see the women in their congregations thrive, most are unaware of the underlying 

dynamics that shape how women approach their work. 
 

Consider the examples of three women in our network:

 
AN ACCOUNTANT CONFIDED SHE’D LIKE TO LEARN FROM THE EXPERIENCES OF SUCCESSFUL 

BUSINESSMEN IN HER CONGREGATION, BUT FEARS THEIR WIVES WOULD LOOK ASKANCE AT A 

YOUNGER WOMAN INTERACTING WITH THEIR HUSBANDS.

A JOURNALIST WORRIED THAT HER CAREER PATH DOESN’T FIT THE MODEL MOST EVIDENT AT HER 

CHURCH. SHE EXPLAINED, “IT’S NOT THAT OUR CONGREGATION OPPOSES WOMEN PURSUING 

CAREERS, BUT THE MOST VISIBLE LEADERS IN OUR COMMUNITY HAVE WIVES WHO ARE HOME FULL-

TIME. I DON’T SEE EXAMPLES OF WOMEN LIKE ME.”

A SMALL BUSINESS OWNER FELT GUILTY FOR USING HER ENTREPRENEURIAL GIFTS. “I’M A MORE 

ATTENTIVE, ENGAGED MOM WHEN I HAVE PROJECTS OUTSIDE OUR HOME. I TRIED TURNING OFF 

THIS ENTREPRENEURIAL ENERGY GOD GAVE ME, BUT IT LEFT ME DEPRESSED. I FEEL LIKE MY FRIENDS 

JUDGE ME BECAUSE I’D RATHER MEET WITH A CLIENT THAN GO TO MOPS.”
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Brothers (and sisters) in church leadership, the culture you foster in your congregations will help, or hinder, 

women as they steward their God-given gifts. This is not a peripheral issue we can outsource to women’s ministry 

— it flows from the church’s core beliefs about work and calling. 

In that spirit, here are three principles to help you empower women who work — in the office, the home, and  

the world. 

TEACH A BROAD VIEW OF WORK. 

If we’re serious about equipping the entire body of Christ, we need a theological framework that helps women 

navigate vocational decisions at any age or stage of life. 

Scripture does not present a dichotomy between work inside or outside the home. Rather, it shows men and 

women co-laboring to meet the financial needs of their families and communities. Proverbs 31, a model of godly 

productivity for both genders, shows a woman engaged in commerce and childcare — an inspiring (and exhaust-

ing) example for women with entrepreneurial and leadership gifts. Other examples include the Book of Ruth, 

where male and female workers (including Ruth) harvested together in Boaz’s fields, or Priscilla and Aquila who 

crafted tents alongside Paul to support his ministry. 
 

Pastors, push yourselves to share examples of women’s diverse roles in Scripture and modern life. Ask yourself: 

“Do the illustrations I use referring to women primarily revolve around marriage, family, and relationships? 

When was the last time I highlighted the positive influence of career women in a sermon?” Remind your people 

of the significant role women’s gifts and leadership play in Scripture. Author Carolyn Custis James explains:

 
THE BIBLE…REPEATEDLY DRAWS WOMEN INTO THE ACTION AS UNFLINCHING HEROINES OF THE 

FAITH, STALWART KINGDOM BUILDERS, AND VALIANT RESCUERS OF THE ROYAL LINE OF CHRIST. 

FILLED WITH HEART-STOPPING DRAMA, JOB-LIKE WRESTLINGS WITH GOD, AND ACCOUNTS OF 

BOLD COURAGE THAT CHANGED THE WORLD, SUDDENLY THESE ANCIENT TEXTS LINK WOMEN OF A 

BYGONE ERA WITH WOMEN OF THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY WITH AN EARTHY RICHNESS AND FRESH 

RELEVANCE THAT RAISES THE BAR FOR WHAT WE MIGHT DO IN OUR DAY.” 1

Women are quick to notice if they aren’t represented, so go out of your way to include their stories in your 

messages. If the first names that come to mind are Mary and Martha or the “Woman at the Well”, push yourself 

to expand your vision of women in Scripture. Make a list of women who bravely served in a wide range of roles so 

their names are at your fingertips — women like the Hebrew midwives (Exodus 1), Abigail (I Sam 25), Lydia (Acts 

16), or Rahab (Joshua 2). Delve into church history to familiarize yourself with heroes like Julian of Norwich, 

Sojourner Truth, Katharina von Bora Luther, or Dorothy Day.

Simply put, how can you broaden the vision of what God might do through the women of your church?

1 Custis James, Carolyn. Half the Church: Recapturing God’s Global Vision for Women. Zondervan, 2010.
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EXPAND CONVERSATIONS ABOUT GENDER BEYOND ROLES IN 

CHURCH LEADERSHIP OR MARRIAGE. 

Conversations about gender roles can be exhausting, especially when they get bogged down in the complementa-

rian versus egalitarian debate.2 As a result, the conversation rarely evolves beyond these specific roles. 

At Denver Institute, we intentionally use phrases like, “helping women fully steward their gifts across the scope 

of their lives” to expand the conversation. Focus on stewardship — helping women make strategic decisions 

regarding their unique opportunities, gifts, and constraints — rather than ask them to fit an existing mold. By 

broadening the conversation, you encourage vocational imagination and embolden women to follow the Lord, 

wherever He might lead.

RECOGNIZE THAT CULTURE SHAPES WOMEN’S PERSPECTIVES AS 

POWERFULLY AS SCRIPTURE. 

What preconceptions do the women of your church have about gender roles that may not be in line with biblical 

teaching? In her book Love Thy Body: Answering Hard Questions about Life and Sexuality, Nancy Pearcey 

illustrates how historical trends, rather than biblical principles, narrowed women’s roles:

“IN PRE-INDUSTRIAL SOCIETIES, MOST WORK WAS DONE ON THE FAMILY FARM OR IN HOME INDUSTRIES, 

WHERE HUSBAND AND WIFE WORKED SIDE BY SIDE. WOMEN WERE INVOLVED IN ECONOMICALLY 

PRODUCTIVE LABOR, WHILE MEN WERE FAR MORE INVOLVED IN RAISING AND EDUCATING CHILDREN 

THAN MOST ARE TODAY. WHAT CHANGED ALL THIS WAS THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION. IT TOOK WORK 

OUT OF THE HOME — AND THAT SEEMINGLY SIMPLE CHANGE DRAMATICALLY ALTERED GENDER ROLES. 

THE RESULT WAS GREATLY CONSTRICTED ROLES FOR BOTH MEN AND WOMEN — WHICH IN TURN LED 

TO NARROWER DEFINITIONS OF MASCULINITY AND FEMININITY.” 3 

What a contrast to the women who worked as merchants, artisans, civil servants, or nurses that we see in 

Scripture. Spiritualizing historical and cultural trends caused the distorted thinking about gender roles that 

became so prominent in evangelicalism in the middle of the last century. For example, in 1960, theologian Donald 

Gray Barnhouse’s article “The Bible Way to A Successful Marriage” 4 envisioned the ideal Christian woman’s life 

revolving around that of her husband’s. Instead of laboring together for the good of their family and community, 

a woman’s gifts were secondary to her spouse’s. 

2  If you aren’t familiar with these terms, I encourage you to read the thoughtful, balanced article  “Complementarian Versus Egalitarian:  
What’s the Correct View?” by Kelli Trujillo, Today’s Christian Woman,  
https://www.todayschristianwoman.com/articles/2014/march-week-4/complementarian-versus-egalitarian.html

3   Nation, Hannah. “Moms Have Always ‘Worked’. Just Ask the Puritans,” Christianity Today,  
https://www.christianitytoday.com/women/2018/march/moms-have-always-worked-just-ask-puritans-mommy-wars.html

4  Barnouse, Donald Gray. “The Bible Way to A Successful Marriage,” Eternity, September 1960, 12-14, 33.
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“The Christian wife is happiest when the interests of her entire life are those of her husband: his work, his 

problems,” he wrote. “While he is fighting the battles of life at his job, she will be supporting him in spirit while 

she works at home…. [Because she is the] center of the home, he is strengthened to go on in the work that God 

has given him to do. That’s her highest service to the Lord.” 

While much has changed since the 1950’s, residue of this distortion remains. As one of our 5280 Fellows observed, 

“In my faith community, we rarely talk about women seeking God’s broader calling for their lives. It feels like 

my friends and I view our purpose and passion as secondary to our husbands’ callings.”

A word of caution for anyone in church leadership: How women think about work varies according to age, spiritual 

background, ethnicity, and socio-economic status. A 60-year-0ld white woman raised in a Christian home will 

likely have different career expectations than a millennial who came to faith in college, or a Mexican-American 

woman who didn’t have the luxury of pursuing work that felt like a “calling.” Like many areas of congregational 

life, making time to learn the life experiences of your people will increase the effectiveness of your programming. 

Pastors, the United States is in a season of transition regarding women’s rights and roles in the world. What 

an opportunity to share life-giving inspiration for women to steward their gifts. If you’re wondering how to get 

started, try one of the practical suggestions below:

Observe the culture of your church: 
Where are women most visible? What spoken, or unspoken, expectations shape gender roles in 

marriage, leadership, or the way men and women should behave? Does preaching intentionally 

reference men and women in a balanced way?

Take a group of women out for coffee: 
Gather 2 or 3 women in similar roles or life stages (career women, stay-at-home moms, etc.), ask 

a few questions, and LISTEN. What influences shaped their expectations for marriage, family, or 

the role work would play in their lives? Based on the culture at your church, what would the “ideal” 

Christian woman’s life look like? What do they wish church leaders knew about their work? 
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A CALL FOR FAITHFUL MEN

Men and women work side by side, wrestling with the same business challenges, attending the same meetings, and 

walking the same hallways. But as a recent Wall Street Journal article suggests, the common ground ends there: 

“MEN AND WOMEN EXPERIENCE VERY DIFFERENT WORKPLACES, ONES IN WHICH THE ODDS FOR 

ADVANCEMENT VARY WIDELY AND CORPORATE CAREERS COME IN TWO FLAVORS: HIS AND HERS...DATA 

SHOW THAT MEN WIN MORE PROMOTIONS, MORE CHALLENGING ASSIGNMENTS AND MORE ACCESS TO 

TOP LEADERS THAN WOMEN DO. MEN ARE MORE LIKELY THAN WOMEN TO FEEL CONFIDENT THEY ARE 

EN ROUTE TO AN EXECUTIVE ROLE, AND FEEL MORE STRONGLY THAT THEIR EMPLOYER REWARDS MERIT. 

WOMEN, MEANWHILE, PERCEIVE A STEEPER TREK TO THE TOP. LESS THAN HALF FEEL THAT PROMOTIONS 

ARE AWARDED FAIRLY OR THAT THE BEST OPPORTUNITIES GO TO THE MOST-DESERVING EMPLOYEES. 

A SIGNIFICANT SHARE OF WOMEN SAY THAT GENDER HAS BEEN A FACTOR IN MISSED RAISES AND 

PROMOTIONS. EVEN MORE BELIEVE THAT THEIR GENDER WILL MAKE IT HARDER FOR THEM TO ADVANCE 

IN THE FUTURE—A SENTIMENT MOST STRONGLY FELT BY WOMEN AT SENIOR LEVELS.” 5

As Christians, why should we care about equity in the workplace? What does Scripture say about leadership  

in the workplace? How do we navigate the practical challenges of men and women working together in God- 

honoring ways? 

WHY DOES IT MATTER?

From what I’ve observed, most Christian men genuinely desire to do the right thing. They expect women to 

be treated respectfully in professional settings and seek to honor their marriages as they interact with female 

colleagues, but they may not recognize the subtle biases or cultural dynamics that hold women back at work. For 

others, the perceived cost of supporting women’s advancement may outweigh the benefit of shifting the status quo.   

5   Waller, Nikki. “How Men and Women See the Workplace Differently.” Wall Street Journal, September 27, 2016.  
http://graphics.wsj.com/how-men-and-women-see-the-workplace-differently/
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Speaking plainly, companies won’t see a more balanced workforce until the men that lead them see women’s 

contributions as essential to success. Like any diversity initiative, this isn’t about finding a token woman to serve 

on your board; rather, it’s about building a workplace culture that stewards the gifts of every employee. 

RESTORING THE BLESSED ALLIANCE

You don’t have to look farther than Genesis to discover male/female collaboration at the root of God’s earthly 

design. Author Carolyn Custis James refers to this God-ordained partnership as the Blessed Alliance:

“WHAT HAS THE RING OF SOMETHING INNOVATIVE AND PROGRESSIVE IS ACTUALLY A REMNANT OF 

HUMANITY’S FORGOTTEN ANCIENT PAST—AN IDEA WITH PRIMORDIAL BIBLICAL ROOTS THAT CAN BE 

TRACED BACK TO THE GARDEN OF EDEN.

THE NOTION THAT THINGS WORK BETTER AND HUMAN BEINGS BECOME THEIR BEST SELVES WHEN MEN 

AND WOMEN WORK TOGETHER IS FOUND ON PAGE 1 OF THE BIBLE. WHEN GOD WAS LAUNCHING THE MOST 

AMBITIOUS ENTERPRISE THE WORLD HAS EVER KNOWN, THE TEAM HE PUT TOGETHER TO DO THE JOB WAS 

MALE AND FEMALE. 

ADAM AND EVE FACED A CHALLENGE OF MOUNT EVEREST PROPORTIONS THAT REQUIRED A SOLID 

CONNECTION BETWEEN THEMSELVES AND THEIR CREATOR. AS HIS VICE-REGENTS, TOGETHER THEY WERE 

CHARGED WITH LOOKING AFTER THINGS ON HIS BEHALF — WISELY TO STEWARD AND UTILIZE THE EARTH’S 

RESOURCES. THEIR GOAL TOGETHER WAS TO BUILD HIS GRACIOUS KINGDOM ON EARTH. NO SQUARE INCH 

OF EARTH IS EXCLUDED. NO ARENA OF LIFE IS BEYOND THE PARAMETERS OF THEIR JOINT RULE…

[GOD CREATED A] BLESSED ALLIANCE BETWEEN MALE AND FEMALE. HAVING CREATED HIS MALE AND FEMALE 

IMAGE BEARERS, ‘GOD BLESSED THEM,’ THEN SPREAD BEFORE THEM THE GLOBAL MANDATE TO RULE 

AND SUBDUE ON HIS BEHALF. ACCORDING TO GENESIS, MALE/FEMALE RELATIONSHIPS ARE A KINGDOM 

STRATEGY — DESIGNED TO BE AN UNSTOPPABLE FORCE FOR GOOD IN THE WORLD.” 6 (EMPHASIS ADDED)

It’s common to assume this Blessed Alliance refers to the marriage relationship, but to do so ignores dynamic 

male/female partnerships throughout the Bible. Consider the examples of Esther and Mordecai, who saved 

the Israelites from a genocidal king, Aquila and Priscilla, who labored as tentmakers alongside Paul, or Mary 

Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna, who funded Christ’s ministry. The alliance also flows through church history 

in the work of Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross, friends whose passion for Christ inspired Catholic renewal 

in 16th century Spain, or William Wilberforce and Hannah More, whose leadership of the Clapham Circle helped 

abolish slavery in 19th century England.

By losing our vision for the Blessed Alliance, we’ve allowed the enemy to diminish our collective impact. We 

compete rather than collaborate, and as the #metoo movement has shown, abuse those God intends as allies. 

6   James, Carolyn Custis. “The Blessed Alliance,” https://carolyncustisjames.com/2012/09/18/the-blessed-alliance/ September, 18, 2012.
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PURSUING REDEMPTIVE RELATIONSHIPS

Here at Denver Institute for Faith & Work, we believe in a big gospel — the idea that Christ’s death and resur-

rection restores not only individual lives but every corner of creation from the ravages of sin (Colossians 1:19.) 

What might this big gospel mean for our professional relationships? Could reclaiming the Blessed Alliance yield 

partnerships that only the work of Jesus could explain? 

As James argues, redeeming male-female partnerships is a powerful apologetic in a culture coming to terms with 

the scope of #metoo:

“GOD’S ORIGINAL VISION — A VISION HE HAS NEVER ABANDONED BUT REVIVES IN THE WORK OF HIS 

SON — WAS FOR RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN TO BE DAZZLING POINTS OF LIGHT ON 

THIS SPINNING GLOBE. DYNAMICS BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN WERE NEVER INTENDED TO BE A BATTLE 

OF THE SEXES OR A HEATED DEBATE WITHIN CHRISTIAN CIRCLES. MALE/FEMALE RELATIONSHIPS IN 

CHRIST ARE TO BE A GLOWING TESTAMENT TO THE FACT THAT WE ARE FOLLOWERS OF JESUS. THIS 

IS WHERE GOD MEANS TO PUT ON DISPLAY A GOSPEL-POWERED LOVE. THIS IS WHERE THE WORLD IS 

SUPPOSED TO SEE MEN AND WOMEN LAYING DOWN THEIR LIVES FOR OTHERS, OFFERING STRENGTH 

AND WISDOM TO EACH OTHER, AND INVESTING OURSELVES FULLY FOR GOD’S KINGDOM.” 7

Consider your own workplace: 

•   HOW WOULD YOU CHARACTERIZE THE RELATIONAL DYNAMIC BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN?

•   DO BOTH GENDERS HAVE INFLUENCE AND AUTHORITY? IF NOT, WHAT DO YOU THINK KEEPS MEN 

OR WOMEN FROM BEING MORE EVENLY REPRESENTED THROUGHOUT THE ORGANIZATION?

•   DO YOU BELIEVE IT’S IMPORTANT (OR NECESSARY) TO HAVE WOMEN AT THE TABLE?  

WHAT’S GAINED OR LOST BY PURSUING GREATER EQUITY IN THE WORKPLACE?

Faithful men, this essay is intended to be an invitation, not a critique. We need your strength and influence to 

build companies where both men and women are empowered to fulfill their God-given potential. But how can you 

become an advocate? How do you find appropriate, God-honoring ways to restore the Blessed Alliance at work?

EXAMINE YOUR BIAS.

We all have biases. Rather than denying their existence, identifying these underlying beliefs and the effect they have 

on your relationships is the first step in strengthening your collaboration. 

Here’s a quick exercise: Grab a pen and make a list of qualities that characterize successful leadership. 

7   Ibid.
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Consider your list — which qualities seem more male-type or female-type traits? How do your expectations for a 

woman’s leadership differ from your expectations for a man’s? 

If you notice a difference between your expectations, you’re observing the “double-bind” many women face at work. 

The bind is that women must choose between being likeable (by exhibiting typically female qualities) or effective 

(by exhibiting typically masculine qualities), but cannot be both. For example, behavior regarded as assertive, an 

essential quality for male leaders, may be considered aggressive, an undesirable quality in female leaders. As the 

Harvard Business Review explains: “Women must project gravitas in order to advance at work, yet they also 

need to retain their ‘feminine mystique’ in order to be liked. Research confirms that gender stereotypes make it 

difficult for female leaders to feel comfortable taking a commanding stance because they are perceived as either 

competent or liked — but rarely both.” 8

This is just one example of subconscious perspectives that can unfairly shape how we regard female colleagues. To 

further explore biases, take the free Implicit Association Test from Project Implicit, a research project that educates 

the public about hidden biases in our lives. 9

DIG A LITTLE DEEPER.

Shifting relational dynamics at work may surface destabilizing emotions for men. For example, if you regard 

workplace relationships as a zero-sum game, seeing women advance may raise concerns that you’ll be left behind. 

Studies show that men think women are making professional gains more quickly than they actually are, a percep-

tion that could fuel anxiety or resistance. Some men worry that advocating for women may challenge masculine 

norms such as “avoid all things feminine,” “be a winner,” or “never show weakness.” 10

In addition, spending time thinking about relational dynamics may feel like a waste of time, a distraction that keeps 

real work from being done. However, studies show that cultivating a diverse workforce actually boosts the bottom 

line. The University of California Davis’ annual study of business leaders analyzed the performance of the 400 

largest public companies headquartered in California regarding the gender diversity of their C-suites and boardrooms.

“Among the 25 firms with the highest percentage of women execs and board members, researchers found that 

median returns on assets and equity in 2015 were at least 74% higher than among the overall group of companies 

surveyed.” 11 Building a diverse workforce can boost the bottom line.

Changing workplace dynamics are not easy to navigate. But, acknowledging the emotion that accompanies organi-

zational change will help you turn to God for strength and insight as you restore the Blessed Alliance. 

8  Flynn, Jill. Kathryn Heath, and Mary Davis Holt. “Six Paradoxes Women Leaders Face in 2013,” Harvard Business Review.  
https://hbr.org/2013/01/six-paradoxes-women-leaders-fa 

9    Scroll to the bottom of the “Take a Test” page and select “Gender-Career IAT Test”.

10   Prime, Jeanine and Corinne A. Moss-Racusin. “Engaging Men in Gender Initiatives: What Change Agents Need to Know.” Catalyst, 2009. 
https://www.catalyst.org/system/files/Engaging_Men_In_Gender_Initiatives_What_Change_Agents_Need_To_Know.pdf

11   “UC Davis Annual Study of Business Leaders” https://gsm.ucdavis.edu/sites/main/files/file-attachments/womenexecsummary11_16.pdf 

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/
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SEEK WISDOM, REJECT FEAR.

I genuinely believe most men want women to succeed at work. However, fallout from recent scandals has 

left men uncertain about how to cultivate supportive, yet appropriate relationships with female colleagues. 

You may wonder, “What if I cross a line without knowing it?” or “What if I’m falsely accused of harassment?” 

A misstep could cost you your career. Corporate coach Harris O’Malley describes this tension in a recent 

Washington Post article:

“AS THE #METOO MOVEMENT GROWS AND THE PUSH TO CALL OUT MEN FOR SEXUAL HARASSMENT 

AND ASSAULT REACHES CRITICAL MASS, I SEE THE SAME FEARS WRIT LARGE. WE LIKE TO BELIEVE THAT 

WE, AS INDIVIDUALS, ARE GOOD MEN WHO WOULD NEVER BEHAVE IN SUCH A WAY. RECOGNIZING 

THAT WE ALL MAY HAVE DONE SOMETHING THAT OUR CO-WORKERS FOUND UNWELCOME IS 

PROFOUNDLY UNCOMFORTABLE.

HOPING TO AVOID HURTING OR OFFENDING OTHERS IN IGNORANCE, SOME MEN FEEL THAT THE BEST 

ANSWER IS TO KEEP THEIR DISTANCE FROM WOMEN. ONE CLIENT RECENTLY TOLD ME, ‘I’M WORRIED 

THAT I’VE BEEN PART OF THE PROBLEM, AND I DON’T KNOW HOW TO FIX THIS EXCEPT TO JUST AVOID 

IT ENTIRELY.’” 12

In Christian circles, this concern led to the “Mike Pence Rule” (formerly known as the “Billy Graham Rule”), 

an attempt to avoid impropriety by choosing not to be alone with any woman who is not your wife. While the 

motivation behind this rule is honorable, it has unintended consequences for women — consequences which 

may go unnoticed by men adopting these policies. 

Guidelines like the “Mike Pence Rule” systematically disadvantage women by limiting their access to net-

working/mentoring opportunities and constraining their ability to work with male colleagues. For example, 

a male employee can go to lunch one-on-one with the boss, while a woman cannot. Scholar Halee Gray Scott 

raises legitimate concern about the widespread adoption of such policies: “In the context of these common 

workplace dynamics, a key question emerges: Will good men in leadership, out of fear of false sexual harass-

ment allegations, withdraw even further from women in the workplace?” 13

A recent USA Today article highlighted fallout of this fear: “After #metoo, new numbers from a survey by 

Lean In and SurveyMonkey show that nearly half of all male managers in the U.S. say they are now uncom-

fortable participating in basic activities with women. Senior men are 3.5 times more likely to hesitate to have 

dinner alone with a junior woman than with a junior man and are 5 times more likely to hesitate to travel 

for work alone with a woman.”

12     O’Malley, Harris. “Treating Men Like Idiots Is the Wrong Way to Stop Sexual Harassment,” The Washington Post,  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2018/02/01/for-men-in-the-metoo-era-the-mike-pence-rule-is-the-easy-way-out

13    Gray Scott, Halee. “To More Than A Few Good Men: Don’t Give up Working with Women,” Christianity Today, December, 2017.  
https://www.christianitytoday.com/women/2017/december/dont-give-up-working-with-women-billy-graham-pence-rule.html 
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Facebook executive Sheryl Sandberg underscores the consequences of this fear, “This is a big problem, because it 

undoubtedly will decrease the opportunities women have at work. The last thing women need right now is even 

more isolation. Men vastly outnumber women as managers and senior leaders, so when they avoid, ice out, or 

exclude women, we pay the price.” 14

The solution to this tension isn’t to self-segregate, but to pursue inclusive solutions to the problem.  

A few suggestions:

•   APPLY ANY RULES YOU CREATE TO BOTH GENDERS. IF YOU’RE UNWILLING TO WORK LATE WITH THE 

WOMEN ON YOUR TEAM, APPLY THAT POLICY TO MEN AS WELL. IN THIS ERA OF CHANGING SEXUAL 

NORMS, IMPROPRIETY BETWEEN MALE COLLEAGUES IS AS REAL A RISK AS IMPROPRIETY BETWEEN 

MALE AND FEMALE EMPLOYEES. NORMALIZE MEETING WITH MEN OR WOMEN IN HIGHLY VISIBLE 

LOCATIONS OR SMALL GROUPS.

•   BEWARE OF DEFAULTING TO ALL-MALE GATHERINGS SIMPLY BECAUSE IT’S EASIER AND PERCEIVED 

TO BE SAFER. IT TAKES EXTRA EFFORT TO INCLUDE WOMEN, BUT SHIFTING ANY LONG-STANDING 

CULTURAL NORM TAKES WORK.

•   OPEN YOUR CALENDAR AND PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS TO YOUR SPOUSE. IF YOUR PERSONAL 

ASSISTANT IS FEMALE, INTRODUCE HER TO YOUR WIFE AND KEEP LINES OF COMMUNICATION 

BETWEEN THE THREE OF YOU VISIBLE. 

•   DON’T DENY THAT SEXUAL TENSION EXISTS BETWEEN MALE AND FEMALE COLLEAGUES, THAT ONLY 

ENCOURAGES IT TO GROW. INSTEAD, ESTABLISH INCLUSIVE, HEALTHY NORMS AND MONITOR YOUR 

RELATIONSHIPS. IF NEEDED, SHARE CONCERNS WITH A TRUSTED MALE FRIEND OR MENTOR.

ACT NOW.

Faithful men, you are uniquely positioned to exert godly influence at “such a time as this” (Esther 4:14). I 

encourage you to act now in small, intentional ways to restore God’s Blessed Alliance:

Listen and learn. 
Don’t assume you understand a woman’s experience at work. Ask open-ended questions, like 

“What could our company do to create a more welcoming environment for women employees?” 

“How do you think female leaders are evaluated differently than male leaders?” “As a woman, 

what would you want the men of our company to know about your experience at work?”

Include and invite. 
Herminia Ibarra, Professor of Organizational Behavior at INSEAD Business School argues 

women underutilize their professional networks, “Our tendency to be more easily drawn to 

people who are similar to us, combined with male-dominated senior ranks, organizations 

14    Guynn, Jessica. “If You Follow Mike Pence Rule, Make it Fair for Women.” USA Today, February 6, 2018.  
https://www.usatoday.com/story/tech/2018/02/06/sheryl-sandberg-if-you-follow-mike-pence-rule-make-fair-women/312576002/
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and industries, means women often have to work harder to build relationships with decision 

makers and influential stakeholders….Networking across functional and hierarchical differenc-

es is hard enough; adding gender makes it harder.” 15

This informal segregation is present in secular circles, but Christian professionals have a tendency 

to default to all-male, all-female groups even more. Karen Dabaghian, a tech worker in San 

Francisco, illustrates this dynamic, “In high-tech, nobody cares about [your gender]. You could 

be purple, you could be missing body parts...but if you’re confident and working hard, there’s 

a place for you...Then I go into this broader Christian environment, and all of a sudden, I feel 

gendered, in a way that is not something I’m excited about...I find very strong division between 

my secular world experience and my Christian world experience.” 16

The next time you plan a professional gathering, for either secular or Christian audiences, ask 

yourself: “Does this group really need to be separated by gender?” You may be surprised by 

the warm response an invitation to participate receives. A simple example: a couple hosting a 

table at our annual business event intentionally invited couples to attend, even if one member 

of the pair did not work in business. The couples raved about the experience, with many women 

commenting they felt inspired, even though their daily work was in a different sector. 

Advocate. 
Graciously speak up on behalf of your sisters. Something as simple as “I’d like to see a woman 

added to this team,” makes a world of difference. Take an appropriate interest in younger women’s 

careers by offering constructive feedback or considering them for roles they can grow into.

Brothers in Christ, I extend an invitation, not a critique. In this unique cultural moment, embrace 

this opportunity to help men and women fulfill their God-given potential at work. 

15    Ibarra, Herminia. “Why Strategic Networking Is Harder for Women,” World Economic Forum , April 7, 2016.  
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/04/why-strategic-networking-is-harder-for-women/ 

16    Beaty, Katelyn. A Woman’s Place: A Christian Vision for Your Calling in the Office, the Home, and the World. p.236.
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A RALLYING CRY FOR FAITHFUL WOMEN

As a child, my mother often turned to the adage “it takes two tango” when resolving conflicts between my sister 

and I. (Although to be honest, I thought she was saying “it takes two to tangle,” which may have been a more 

accurate description of our youthful squabbles.) In a similar spirit, I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the 

role women play in shaping perspectives about gender and work. 

One of the most powerful forces that shapes the way women feel about pursuing their callings is the perspective 

of other women. Sisters, we play a critical role in ensuring every woman feels the freedom and support to fully 

pursue her callings. 

EXAMINE YOUR OWN BIAS. 

How do you really feel about someone who has made a different choice than you? Maybe you’ve had thoughts 

like, “She looks so fit. It sure would be nice to have time to go to the gym if I were at home during the day,” or “I 

don’t know how she can pay someone else to care for her kids while she’s out working.” Track your thoughts to 

see what biases they reveal.

It will take all of us to broaden the conversation around women and work. As a friend who has chosen to work 

from home well into her children’s teenage years observed, our biases about women’s roles are rarely broad 

enough for the diverse ways God’s called us. In a recent email she wrote,

“Often when at-home work is discussed (even elevated), it is still talked about as caring for babies/toddlers. But 

some of us sense that we are called, at least for now, to remain home even with teenagers. For me, that looks 

like more availability while the kids are at school, to serve (work for free!) at church, in my community, and 

at home. This type of calling/work is rarely, if ever, acknowledged. The message I am hearing loud and clear 

from most Christian platforms is that I should either be homeschooling OR I should be pursuing at least some 

kind of side hustle, if not back in the workforce. The idea of staying home this long seems to be thought of us 

antiquated and unambitious (neither of which describe me).”
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STOP THE COMPARISON CYCLE. 

Ladies, tattoo the words of actor/comedian Amy Poehler on your heart — “Good for her, not for me.” Most 

women’s working lives ebb and flow over the course of a lifetime. A hard-charging executive may suddenly step 

off the career track when she discovers she’s having twins; a woman who at a younger age thought she wanted 

to be a stay-at-home-mom may find she prefers a hybrid schedule. To truly support each other as we pursue our 

callings, we must curb an unhealthy culture of comparison.

SHOW GRACIOUS CURIOSITY 

about women who’ve made a different choice than you. When it comes to talking to women about their 

work (in any capacity) I’ve learned to ask open-ended questions like, “How do you spend your days?” rather 

than pigeonhole them with questions like, “Where do you work?” I never want a woman’s response to be, 

“I’m just a ….” so I start with the perspective that every woman is doing her best to steward her gifts and 

responsibilities and allow the conversation to unfold from there. You never know the factors that have led 

(or kept) a woman in her current role.

RECOGNIZE THE ISOLATION AND ANGST MANY WOMEN OFTEN FEEL 

as they pursue their callings, whether they are single, married, working a career-track job, or serving 

in their community. One woman, who unexpectedly ended up the sole breadwinner for her family, may 

struggle under the weight of that responsibility, while a single, corporate consultant may be exhausted 

from weeks of business travel. Or, as I mentioned earlier, a woman may feel isolated simply because she 

lacks compelling examples of women who have chosen a path like hers. We can offer each other the gift 

of being seen and known.
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

As author Katelyn Beaty reminds us, “What women bring to the table is not simply a feminine touch 

but half of humanity’s gifts, passions, and experiences.” 17  To fully reflect God’s character in our world,  

we need women and men to be vitally engaged in homes, workplaces, and organizations across our  

communities utilizing the full extent of their God-given gifts.

Whether you are a business owner seeking how to diversify your workforce, a pastor wondering how to 

better connect with the women of your congregation, or a woman feeling isolated as you pursue your calling, 

I pray you will find inspiration and encouragement through exploring the power of God’s Blessed Alliance.

17     Beaty, Kately. A Woman’s Place: A Christian Vision for Your Calling in the Office, the Home, and the World. Howard Books, 2016.
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