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In the thirteen letters of St. Paul, there are probably no passages that are as difficult for modern readers as those having to do with women. Is he the passionate missionary who had an inclusive vision of Christianity in which there was neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free person, male nor female (Galatians 3:28)? Is he the authoritarian leader who directed women to be silent in the churches (1 Corinthians 14:34-35)? Or is he a minister who recognized and appreciated the leadership of women in the early Church (Romans 16:1-16)?
Background 

As readers in search of Paul’s attitude towards women in ministry, first we need to take into consideration the following points:

a) Understand the culture in which Paul lived in (historical considerations). 
b) Understand Paul’s main theme

c) Know the sources of the letters
a) Historical consideration

The first century Greco-Roman world was a patriarchal society that outlines the clear distinction and opposition between male and female. Men are considered to be the spirit, the soul while women are flesh, body. Men hold positions of power and authority and women are submissive and obedient to their husband. Men are history makers while women are homemakers. Paul who grew up in this world has definitely shared the dominant male patriarchal mindset. In addition, he was an educated Jew.  In the Judaism in which he was trained, relationships between men and women were subject to the laws of ritual impurity and of discrimination against women in church and society
b) Paul’s main theme

One of Paul’s great themes is the church as the body of Christ into which we are all baptized, each of us with his or her own spiritual gifts, and no one is left out. “The parts of the body which seem to be weaker are indispensable,” writes Paul in 1 Corinthians (12:22). His main concern was not for the improvement of existing social structures but for the establishment of unity in the church, the one body of Christ. The unity and harmony we share in Christ transcends earthly borders: the border between Jew and Gentile, men and women, and slaves and free men. This means that in Christ – the new Adam – the division created between men and women by the Fall and the old Adam is healed.

Another of Paul’s big themes, then, is visualizing a social order that is based on love and mutual submission. “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ,” he writes (Galatians 6:2-3). ). “For if any one thinks he is something, when he is nothing, he deceives himself.” And again, “I bid every one among you not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think,…we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another.” (Romans 12:3-5) In everything we do, Paul suggests, our basic attitude should be, what can I do, in love, to serve and strengthen my brother and sister.
c) Sources of the letters

According to most Biblical scholars today, not all the letters attributed to Paul were actually written by him. Letters generally accepted as Paul’s are Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians and Philemon. The six other letters: Ephesians, Colossians, 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus, are considered to have been written after the Apostle's martyrdom by later church leaders who attributed them to him, a practice that was accepted in the first century. Therefore not all the thoughts and comments are from Paul. 

Paul’s attitude toward women in ministry
Paul’s letters were written to specific communities in response to particular questions or problems. Therefore, we cannot expect to find a thorough presentation of his theology of women and their ministry. However, if we look carefully in the text, we can see that  Paul had an organized body of collaborators, many of whom were women with important responsibilities. Many of them are explicitly named though with no other details: Euodia and Syntyche (Phil 4:2-3), Apphia (Phm 2), and the unnamed sister of Nereus (Rom 16:13). Other women are described as having "worked hard in the Lord": Mary (Rom 16:6); Tryphaena, Tryphosa and Persis (Rom 16:12). Then there are women who are pictured as having important responsibilities in the Pauline house churches and whom the Apostle called colleagues. Cloe of Corinth headed a household founded by Paul. She communicated regularly with him and it was through her that Paul learned of the divisions within the community (1 Cor 1:11). From Cenchreae is Phoebe, whom Paul describes as a deacon or leader and benefactor (Rom 16:1-2). Another frequently mentioned household church leader is Prisca, along with her husband Aquila. The Apostle calls them his "co-workers" and he is grateful to them for having "risked their necks for my life" (Rom 16:3-4). Paul also mentions twice "the church in their house" (Rom 16:5; 1 Cor 16:19). Paul also mentions another husband and wife team whom he called "apostles" and "relatives and fellow prisoners," Junia and Andronicus (Rom 16:7). Naming a female, Junia, an "apostle" is significantly remarkable. 
The influence of the women on Paul also found in his uses of feminine and maternal images to portray his mission. The Apostle talks of labor pangs in his work (1 Thes 5:3; Gal 4:19; Rom 8:22). He compares himself to a nursing mother caring for her children (1 Thes 2:7) and of himself as giving milk to babes before they eat solid food (1 Cor 3:1-2).  Paul’s vision is a collaborative ministry of men and women serving Christ and the Church in mutuality and equality. For Paul, this is rooted in the reality of who we all are in Christ: "As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus" (Gal 3:27-28). St. Paul's thought and practice regarding women is a continuing call and challenge to the Church.
Women in Vietnamese Culture

Since a Vietnamese woman performs different roles in the Vietnamese family, and in society, breaking down their roles in different categories will help to understand better the status of women in the Vietnamese culture. 
Vietnamese Women as Mothers

Perhaps, one of the most dominant themes in the Vietnamese literature focuses on the mother. Songs, poems, novels, pictures, and films have portrayed the images of Vietnamese mothers with a deep sense of gratitude and reverence. The sacred images of Vietnamese mothers have truly permeated the consciousness of the Vietnamese. A long national history of wars has placed the lives of Vietnamese mothers in constant challenge. Loss, sacrifice, love, and sadness are intermingled in the life of a typical Vietnamese mother.  This may explain why Vietnamese children at a very early age learn to sing songs dedicated to the mother such as Long Me ( Mother’s Love), Huyen Thoai Me (The  Myth of the Mother), Me Oi Con Yeu Me (Mom, I Love You), and many other similar songs. In one of her recent articles, “Faces of Remembrance and Forgetting,” Hue Tam Ho Tai well articulates this special theme.

Despite the Confucian emphasis on the continuity of the male lineage, it is the image of the mother that represents the nostalgic days of childhood and the sense of connectedness with one’s personal past. Idealized pictures of young mothers rocking infants in hammocks form a recurrent motif in the visual arts.
 

Praised in music with the most popular song, “Mothers’ Love,” dedicated to her as well.

Lòng mẹ bao la như biển thái bình, dạt dào
Tình Mẹ tha thiết như dòng suối biển ngọt ngào …

This musical theme has been constantly re-arranged and performed by both traditional and modern artists. It appears that a sacred image of the mother pervades the consciousness of the Vietnamese life. In “The Metaphysical Principle of Maternity in Vietnamese Culture,”
 Tran Van Doan also stated that the Vietnamese women perceive the world based on principles of producing, nurturing, and educating.  Women not only fulfill their roles and functions in conception, but also undertake the responsibility for nurturing and educating children.  Presenting such images of Vietnamese women in the role of mothers helps one understand a significant cultural aspect manifested in mother-children relationships. 
Vietnamese Women as Wives 


While the mother in Vietnamese culture is well revered, the woman as wife experiences quite disadvantages.  It has been well attested by scholars that the Vietnamese culture has been heavily influenced by Confucianism.
 Historical records of Vietnam show Chinese domination in Vietnam for almost one thousand years.
 

Most powerfully, the Confucian ideology has widely permeated the Vietnamese culture through the legal system. The Neo-Confucianism was officially adopted and incorporated in the national law by the Le Dynasty in Vietnam in the 15th century, and it was insensitively reinforced by the Nguyen dynasty from 1802 to 1945.
 King Le Thanh Ton promoted Confucian morality, and mandated its study throughout the entire country.
 Among the twenty-four articles of the Confucian moral codes, three main codes regulate the behavior of the wife and children in the family: 1) The head of the family (the husband) has to discipline himself, so that the whole family should follow; if his children do wrong, the head of family will be punished; 2) the wife has to follow her husband; she is not allowed to rely on her parents’ wealth and disrespect her husband;  3) a widow without children is not allowed to go back to her parents, instead she has to remain at her late husband’s home for a full mourning period of three years.
 Such a strict regulation of the life of a wife has become the norm for Vietnamese women for many centuries. In this system, the Vietnamese family structure has become a small undemocratic nation in which members have to obey the head of the family. 

Vietnamese Women as Daughters

According to the Viet Nam Phong Tuc (Vietnamese Cultural Norms) by Phan Ke Binh,
 many families favored their sons over their daughters when the children are newly born. If a woman gave birth to a male child, the whole family members, relatives, and neighbors were enthusiastic about the news. On the other hand, if the newborn was a girl, many families expressed sadness and disappointment.
 Until the 1930s, the majority of Vietnamese young women were not allowed to go to school. During 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s, a group of Vietnamese intellectual women established two magazines targeted to woman readers:  Nu Gioi Chung (Women’s Bell), 1917, and Phu Nu Tan Van  (Modern Women),  from  1929 to 1934. Most authors in these magazines were women who wanted to promote education among women and to upgrade the status of women in society.
 During their publication, the two magazines contributed to raising awareness of the disadvantages of the Vietnamese women in the family, as well as in the society at large. 

Vietnamese Women in Contemporary Vietnam

The status of women in Vietnamese society has changed significantly in the last few decades. Currently, more than sixty percent of Vietnamese educators are women. In the U.S, many Vietnamese American women are teaching in American schools from elementary to university levels. In Vietnam, the numbers of female professors at universities in 2000 were 342, 000.
 Within the Catholic Church, we can see that more and more Vietnamese lay women are participating in the different ministries of the church such as teaching the catechism, leading prayer groups, organizing devotional practices. Some Vietnamese women have graduated from theological schools and worked in the dioceses’ offices. Some are serving as spiritual counselors in many places in the U.S. In Vietnam, the Vietnamese have high respect towards religious women, because they risked and sacrificed their lives for the common good, and contributed immensely to the transformation of the Vietnamese society.
 Many of Catholic religious women have devoted their lives to serving the poor, the lepers, street children, HIV patients, and helping women and children caught into sex trade.
 

Seeing the active participations of Vietnamese women in the various ministries of the church, we can strongly believe that Vietnamese women will continue to play an important role in proclaiming the Good News to the world through their different ministries in the Church and in society. To some extent, the Vietnamese women are playing the similar role of the women in St. Paul’s communities two thousand years ago.  

Conclusion

To conclude our discussion, we want to borrow words of Pope John Paul II to women: 

Thank you, women who are mothers! You have sheltered human beings within yourselves in a unique experience of joy and travail. This experience makes you become God's own smile upon the newborn child, the one who guides your child's first steps, who helps it to grow, and who is the anchor as the child makes its way along the journey of life.  Thank you, women who are wives! You irrevocably join your future to that of your husbands, in a relationship of mutual giving, at the service of love and life. Thank you, women who are daughters and women who are sisters! Into the heart of the family, and then of all society, you bring the richness of your sensitivity, your intuitiveness, your generosity and fidelity. Thank you, women who work! You are present and active in every area of life-social, economic, cultural, artistic and political. In this way you make an indispensable contribution to the growth of a culture which unites reason and feeling, to a model of life ever open to the sense of "mystery", to the establishment of economic and political structures ever more worthy of humanity. Thank you, consecrated women! Following the example of the greatest of women, the Mother of Jesus Christ, the Incarnate Word, you open yourselves with obedience and fidelity to the gift of God's love. You help the Church and all mankind to experience a "spousal" relationship to God, one which magnificently expresses the fellowship which God wishes to establish with his creatures.

Thank you, every woman, for the simple fact of being a woman! Through the insight which is so much a part of your womanhood you enrich the world's understanding and help to make human relations more honest and authentic.
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