Great Commission Northwest                                                                        
                                                                               Friday, November 3, 1995

Dear Husbands,


A few weeks ago I wrote and shared a few thoughts that have been on my heart concerning our older kids.  I trust that the letter encouraged you.  We are raising up a generation that will, I believe, accomplish more for our Savior than we can presently dream. Their light will shine even brighter than ours does in this rapidly darkening world.


Today I would like to write about our wives and their role in the church.  I have a few thoughts and a few questions.  I wanted to write to speak to a pressure our wives often face as pastors wives.  This pressure is that our wives can often be weighed down with undue responsibilities for the health and growth of our churches.  

And I also want to talk about women's roles in general.  Maybe my thoughts might spark some discussion.  And so . . .

The spirit and life of a local church is in a great way related to our leadership, not theirs.  Our wives are married to the leadership, that is all.  They can grow burdened.  Even when things are going well in the church there are always people trials.  Our wives can worry. And sometimes they can get angry and frustrated if we are criticized and want to punch someone out.  Here too we need to shield our wives.  

This is why I wanted to write.  


If you have ever heard someone ask you, "What is our vision, where are we going as a church?", you could probably stop and come up with a pretty good response.  We have to do this all the time as leaders.  


When it comes to vision for our families, we have shared on marriage and children for over twenty years.  I am confident of shared beliefs, held by each of us, as to what constitutes a good Christian marriage and how we are to raise our children.  We are always learning, but our fundamental perspectives are established.  I know by conversation and observation that we all are pursuing after the same goals with our children.  



And I believe we have the same vision for our wives in the home.  However, sometimes we can get a little confused on just what we should expect from our wives in the church. 

I do think I have some perspective and would like to begin by listing and stating a few thoughts on this topic.

So here they are.


1.  Our wives should never carry the burdens of the church, they should be 



     shielded as much as possible.


2.  Our wives primary role is to be simply our wife and not a "pastor's wife."


3.  Our wives are amazing. (I need to say this at this point to mollify my typist.)


One man said that "a Christian marriage . . . serves a threefold purpose: to enrich the lives of the man and woman, to create a family, and to further the kingdom of God."

This is also true in a pastor's marriage and in that order.  Our marriages are first for each other, then for the kids, and lastly for the kingdom.  I am concerned if I ever notice my wife burdened with the church.  I seek to release her from that burden.  No one ever asked her to pastor.   She has not been a part (officially or unofficially) of the leadership of any of the churches I have ever pastored.  And I will always seek to free her from that burden.  We need to be alert if our wives show in any way a pinched face, an anxious spirit or are just weighed down in their countenance with matters in the church.  Her desire to follow our Lord should be realized and fulfilled, primarily in our home.  I ask no more of her.  

Our wives first and foremost responsibility is to be our soul mate.  

Indeed our wives are very involved in service in the church.  They teach Sunday School, host and lead women's coffee and fellowship times and are involved in small group interaction, to name just a few areas in which they serve.  But if any of these activities work against her responsibilities first as a wife and mother - then those activities should be curtailed or put off until there is peace and strength - once again realized in her spirit and in our home.

Honestly, I think we have some of the most courageous, godly, mature women that can be found in the churches of America today.  I strongly believe that they are more sacrificial and humble and truly dignified (gentle and quiet) than any group of wives I have ever watched from any other group of churches I have ever seen. (and beautiful, again, for my typist)


There are many good, Christian women reading their Christian books and listening to their Christian radio programs all over the country.   But our women have helped us on the front lines!  Ours have supported us in helping to raise up churches and ministries, over these many years.  Ours have worked and served when even our work and service was itself spoken evil of.  Amazing!  They are truly heroes and should be praised.  And they have been able to pattern this spirit and share it with many noble daughters in the faith, thru many generations.  Again this is commendable.

But our wives were never designed to handle, nor should we place on their shoulders, a false responsibility for the success of our ministries.  It is normal for each of them to want us to be happy and succeed in whatever we are doing.  But it is a false leap, in my opinion, for our wives to begin to carry responsibility for the church.  Wives whose husbands work at carpentry want their husbands to do well - but do not attempt to build houses right alongside their hubbies.   However it is very easy for our girls to wind up "building our churches" and shouldering burdens that they should not shoulder.  I am careful in seeking my wife's counsel on things relating to the church.  I need to guard her and not talk to her about responsibilities that I should be bearing.  All of our wives are our best counselors in matters concerning our marriage and children.  And they often have good counsel on church projects and programs and have unique insight into the lives of the people we minister to.  But we have to be careful in how much we draw on them as a resource.  


The way the Scripture instructs our wives to be involved in building the kingdom is to first simply be an example of a woman who loves and respects her husband, to be an example of a godly mother to her children and to be an example of a hard worker in her home.  This is her "pulpit" as an older woman of God.  And this is what she is to help younger women to learn.


Not to be preachers or speakers.  Rather to be ones who share their lives through the natural relationships that always develop between younger and older women.  In this kind of relationship, truth is shared between the older woman and the younger.


Our wives may not be great speakers or teachers for the church.  They do not need to be.  And I am not sure that the Bible even wants this for women.   I have heard a lot of our wives speak over the years and none of them compare to you men as preachers and teachers.  Our wives have all received positive feedback from other women when they have spoken at seminars and shared their lives.  But they are not preachers.  They should not be burdened thinking that they should become great speakers.  God did not make our wives with these abilities.  Even the most humorous, anecdotal, interesting messages I have heard from a lot of leading women in our churches - they have not measured up to what I have heard from literally hundreds of our leading men over the years.  

And even if they do compare, my question has to do more with her role.  Some fathers may make pretty good nurturers in the home, some are all thumbs.  But it seems that our wives are uniquely gifted to nurture. I am only talking about role.


Can our wives ever share their lives and Biblical truth with anyone?  Certainly!  Have they shared much truth over the years with dozens of daughters?  We all know the answer. But her platform is her home - not a pulpit.

Promise Keepers has had a tremendous impact on men across this country.  What if Promise Keepers were to develop a conference for women?  I'm sure it would grow.  Would it be God's best?  I don't think so.  Even if the message was strictly to follow their husband - the husbands are still the issue.  It would probably result in thousands of wives learning how to, in a more "spiritual" fashion, nag their husband.  

Corinthians tells us in a very straightforward, almost heartless manner, that even with godly behavior, a woman cannot be assured of her husband's conversion, much less any change in his behavior.  Are there examples of women leading their husband to salvation?  Yes. But there are also thousands of examples of couch-potato, unspiritual dullards who never change, no matter how earnest the behavior of the wife.


I say all this because I don't feel that women's conferences are the best way to help wives find satisfaction in their spiritual walk.  And I don't think spiritual truth is best shared between older women and younger women in a conference format or thru public teaching such as is practiced by Phylis Schafly, Beverly LaHaye, Marilyn Hickey, or Jan Crouch for that matter.  I do not question their hearts.  I do not know them and I will believe they have good intentions.  But I question their methods in choosing to become public teachers to advance the kingdom.  I think the better route would be for them to simply support their husbands.  For every thousand godly men preaching in this country, only a handful have wives developing a public ministry.  Maybe we should learn something from this ratio.  I don't believe God has intended for our wives to shoulder public ministry.


At a women's conference would good things be shared? Sure. Do our wives enjoy listening to women's issues.  Yes.  But I feel that men should be the primary teachers.  Like I said  -- if the topic is testimonial or anecdotal - I believe this kind of truth is best shared in a relationship context where women know the speaker and where there is opportunity for interaction and questions.  Can our girls share at seminars?  Yes and they do.  Should they be teaching main sessions?  I don't think so.  If they delve into theology I am concerned.  If they are sharing mainly their life and walk as wives and mothers - I think that this is more profitably accomplished in a smaller, more relational context among women that know each other.  


I am obviously not against conferences.  When husbands and wives sit together and issues are taught, the wife can always talk things over with her husband.  But if husbands are not present and wives are taught many things over many hours it makes it difficult for the husband to later respond.  He wasn't there.  What if he doesn't agree with something?  

All of us have been involved in couple's conferences where for an hour or so we split up male and female.  I'm not talking about this.


Each of us think the world of our wives. Probably all of us would rather have our wives sharing their life and example more than any other Christian woman we could think of. But I would encourage us to not place this kind of expectation on our wives.  


My belief is that our wives have a full job description in just being our wives.


Many of our wives have written various articles over the years for our churches and other fellow wives. There are many godly women through church history that have written down their thoughts on marriage and the family.  Susannah Wesley, Sarah Edwards and Ruth Graham have shared their life in this way. But the essential nature of all of their writing, and writing in general for that matter, is personal, relational.  Every reader responds alone to the writer, one-on-one.  This is the very nature of all writing.  

It is another matter entirely, in my opinion, for our wives to lead out in ministry or to be teachers.

Elizabeth Elliot wrote that, "The best thing a woman can do for a man is to be a woman."  Another woman has written, "Women once had a great power for good. . . then they decided that they wanted to be like men."


I did not want to write this letter for only my wife.  I think that we each need to shield our wives from unspoken expectations placed on them in the church.  Whether they desire public ministry or not, whether we think they are good or not, I do not think that public speaking is the most effective way for our wives to assist us.

Anyway, these are a few of my thoughts on our wives role in the church.  If you have any feedback - let me know.  I remain your servant.

Keep pressin, Rick Whitney

"Let the wife make the husband glad to come home, and let him make her sorry to see him leave."                                                                   - Martin Luther

"Likewise, I want women to adorn themselves with proper clothing, modestly and discreetly, not with braided hair and gold or pearls or costly garments; but rather by means of good works, as befits women making a claim to godliness."  

 - 1 Timothy 2: 9-10

