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Still, women have not reached 
every last possibility. In eval-
uating remaining distinctions 
between women and men in 
society, it is important to de-
termine whether they are, in 
fact, glass ceilings that can be 
broken like so many before—
or if, in fact, they are actually 
more like load-bearing walls, 
anchored in something essen-
tial about how human beings 
are designed as individuals and 
relate in community.

The image of a glass ceiling 
suggests a feature that can be 
removed without changing a 
building’s basic structure. It is 
incidental to its structural co-
herence, and its arbitrariness 
may even be an argument for 
its removal. 

Breaking a glass ceiling causes 
some cultural disruption, of 
course. Navigating the meta-
phoric “broken glass” may force 
everyone to be more self-aware 
and cautious for a while, but it 

soon gets swept away and large-
ly forgotten. 

Tearing down a load-bearing 
wall, on the other hand, changes 
something fundamental about 
the inherent structure. Such 
demolition is a much more sig-
nificant and costly proposition 
that cannot be undertaken in 
isolation. Inevitably, it changes 
the character of the structure as 
a whole. 

Sending women into direct 
ground combat is tearing down 
a load-bearing wall. This partic-
ular wall is vital to the military 
mission, to realism about sex 
differences, and to protecting 
life. Along with these policy 
and social concerns, a Christian 
worldview adds theological con-
siderations based on the nature 
and purpose of human beings 
made in the image of God, male 
and female. Taken together, 
it becomes clear this is a wall 
that should be defended, not 
destroyed.

MILITARY MISSION MUST BE 
THE PRIORITY
The military’s mission is to 
fight and win the nation’s wars. 
Accomplishing that combat mis-
sion must take priority over 
other social goals or individual 
ambition. Some argue that the 
goals of mission effectiveness 
and women’s participation in 
combat units are not mutually 
exclusive. Women most cer-
tainly can and do contribute 
mightily to the overall mission 
of the military. 

The current debate revolves 
around the participation of 
women in direct ground combat 
units, however.1 The evidence 
suggests that this is an area in 
which sex differences are rele-
vant to mission effectiveness.

The most extensive evaluation 
undertaken by any of the mili-
tary service branches while the 
Obama administration con-
sidered the women-in-combat 

For the last half-century, women in the United States have been breaking 
through so-called “glass ceilings”—actual or assumed barriers to our 

participation in a variety of educational and vocational fields. As a result, 
almost every imaginable option is now open for women to pursue, as 
their gifts and interests match those opportunities.
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women can do as autonomous 
individuals, and it is not just 
about a female body’s strength 
or a woman’s aptitudes. From 
this perspective, the most sig-
nificant issue is how to use those 
given capacities in relation to 
others for the pursuit of the pur-
pose for which human beings 
were created. 

More than nostalgia, then, 
should prompt reflection on the 
wartime division of labor, an ar-
rangement that has historically 
charged able-bodied men with 
waging battle and tasked women 
with salvaging society through 
the ravages of war. This not only 
underscores that continuing to 
cultivate the fruits of peace is as 
urgent a priority as waging war 
to protect it. The respective roles 
of men and women in such exi-
gencies give expression, for ex-
ample, to the reality that God’s 
justice includes both judgment 
and shalom.

CONCLUSION
Few of us alive today have ex-
perienced an all-out conflict 
that requires men and women 
together to accomplish such a 
great civilizational endeavor. 
And perhaps because of that 
it is difficult for us any longer 
to fathom a social mission that 
requires us to act in solidarity 
with our own sex in a way that 
complements the role of the op-
posite sex. This calls for much 
more theological reflection on 
particular implications of the 
complementarity of the sexes in 
pursuing the cultural mandate, 
and that reflection must extend 
beyond procreation to matters 
of ordering cultural life and 
governing. 

Meanwhile, much more cultural 
reflection is needed on the ques-
tion of sending women into di-
rect ground combat. We would 
do well to recognize it threatens 

a load-bearing wall of our civil 
society—and to stop the demo-
lition of it before crisis exposes 
why we needed its support all 
along. 
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Naval Academy, Navy Secretary 
Ray Mabus stipulated that one 
in four enlisted recruits in 
the Navy and Marine Corps 
should be women.7 Currently 
the Marine Corps is about seven 
percent female and the Navy 18 
percent. Concerns about main-
taining rigorous standards while 
pursuing these goals have been 
raised by many.8

REALISM ABOUT SEX 
DIFFERENCES
Sex differences are relevant to 
the accomplishment of the mil-
itary combat mission not just 
with regard to individual ca-
pacity, but also with respect to 
unit cohesion and morale. Those 
exceptional few women who do 
qualify for combat occupational ble for assignment to
specialties enter units whose 
culture will change as a result 
of their participation. That may 
yield some positive results, but 
it also carries considerable chal-
lenges. In particular, placing 
women into combat units ig-
nores the realities of human na-
ture that emerge when men and 
women are in close quarters, in 
situations where privacy is not 
always feasible. 

Norms like modesty, privacy, 
and safety are reflected in pub-
lic and professional settings 
by sex-specific restrooms and 
locker rooms, for example. In 
combat and special operations, 
however, the physical proximity, 
intensity, and lack of privacy of-
ten dismantle those protections. 
That not only has the potential 
to create sexual tension for the 
men and women in such opera-
tions, but it also is likely to add 
considerable stress to service 
members’ marital relationships, 
which already suffer serious 
strain during deployment.

For example, divorce rates 
among military personnel trend-
ed upward during the period of 

Beyond initial qualification, 
women must maintain a very 
high level of performance over 
time to participate effective-
ly in combat units. Yet in the 
Marine combat integration test, 
female training course comple-
tion rates lagged well behind 
men. In an evaluation of Army 
Basic Combat Training, women 
had an injury rate twice that of 
the men.3 

Disregarding the recommen-
dation of the commandant of 
the Marine Corps on the ba-
sis of such results,4 Secretary 
of Defense Ashton Carter an-
nounced in December 2015 that 
all military specialties would 
be open to women.5 These and 
other statements contribute to 
the conclusion that social goals, 
not military effectiveness, are 
taking precedence in the deci-
sion to drop women's exemption  
from ground combat. 

In 2013, for example, chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
General Martin Dempsey said 
at a Pentagon press confer-
ence that if a woman cannot 
meet unit standards then mil-
itary commanders would have 
to justify why the standards 
have to be so high.6 Similarly, 
in a May 2015 speech at the 

post-9/11 deployment.9 In 2001 
the military divorce rate was 
2.6 percent, and by 2011 it had 
reached 3.7 percent. Thankfully, 
it has declined steadily since 
then, reaching 3.1 percent in 
2014.10

For women in the military, the 
prospect of marital strain is 
already significant. Military 
women have much higher di-
vorce rates than military men:11 
7.2 percent among active-duty 
women compared to 2.9 per-
cent among active-duty men 
in 2013.12

These factors form a backdrop 
to the concerns raised about the 
effects  on  family  dynamics  of  the 
decision to make women eligi-

 all military 
units. This issue was report-
ed as a significant concern in 
a 2015 survey of U.S. Special 
Operations Forces on integrat-
ing women in their ranks. In 
that survey, Navy SEALs made 
the following statements: 

“It is a major concern for a lot 
of the wives…[I]t’s bad enough 
that half of us have us have a 
better relationship with our 
platoon than our family…(E-9, 
SEAL).” 

“The wives will definitely object. 
My wife knows how close we are 
here. She won’t want a female 
entering that mix (E-7, SEAL).”

“I think my wife would probably 
have trouble with me shacking 
up in a tent with a woman for a 
week on a mountain. I’ve done 
dives in small confined spac-
es—it’s not a job that men and 
women can do together (E-7, 
SEAL).”13 

PROTECTING LIFE
It is one thing for women to be 
incidentally drawn into com-
bat or for their service to be 

policy change was a Marine 
Corps study of mixed male and 
female units in combat training 
activities over a period of nine 
months. The Marine Corps’ 
Ground Combat Element Inte-
grated Task Force Assessment 
evaluated teams on 134 ground 
combat tasks. All-male units 
outperformed units made up of 
women and men in 69 percent of 
these tasks. Mixed units did bet-
ter than male units in just two 
tasks. The study showed signif-
icant disparity in results for fe-
males and males, with top-per-
forming females reaching the 
level of low-performing males.2 
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required in a national security 
emergency in the event of a 
shortage of able-bodied men. 
But to plan for women to par-
ticipating in frontline direct 
ground combat is at odds with 

the priority of protecting life. 
Greater risk of injury makes 
women more vulnerable in 
ground confrontations with 
the enemy. Women  captured 
by the enemy could face the 

She Shall be Called Woman by George Frederic Watts, circa 1880. Tate Britain, 
London. Source: Wikimedia Commons.

potential of sex-based violence 
often associated with conflict.
“Combat is not an equal oppor- 
tunity for women because they 
don’t have an equal opportuni- 
ty to survive,” says Jude Eden, 
who served in the Marine Corps  
but opposes putting women in 
direct ground combat.14 

Pregnancy makes a woman 
more vulnerable in a combat 
situation and puts her unborn 
child at great risk. The poten-
tial for combat exposure to  
degrade women’s unique ca-
pacity to carry human life is 
at odds with the consider-
ation of justice for the unborn 
non-combatant.

FROM MAY SERVE TO MUST 
SERVE?
The decision to eliminate wom-
en’s combat exemption has led 
some to suggest that women 
should be required to register 
for Selective Service, making 
them eligible to be called up 
in the event of a future draft. 
The discussion about wheth-
er a few exceptional women 
may participate in combat 
has quickly become a question 
of whether women general-
ly can be forced into combat. 

Women’s combat and draft 
eligibility were linked in a 
1981 Supreme Court decision, 
Rostker v. Goldberg, which 
upheld the requirement that 
only men register for Selective 
Service. The Court deferred to  
Congress’ policy on registration  
because it was consistent with 
its specifications on combat 
eligibility. As Justice William 
Rehnquist, writing for the ma- 
jority, stated, “Congress was 
certainly entitled, in the ex-
ercise of its constitutional 
powers to raise and regulate 
armies and navies, to focus 
on the question of military 
need rather than ‘equity.’”15
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Bavinck explains the implica-
tions of these realities revealed 
in Genesis 1: 

It is not man alone, nor 
woman exclusively, but 
both of them, and those 
two in interdependence, 
who are bearers of the 
image of God. And, ac-
cording to the blessing 
that is pronounced upon 
them in verse 28, they 
are such image bearers 
not in and for themselves 
alone.16

Genesis 1:28, often called the 
cultural mandate, is God’s first 
instruction to humanity, to 
both fill and govern the earth. 
Bavinck’s observation that male 
and female together give expres-
sion to the image of God and 
that this is closely related to 
their cultural task strongly sug-
gests they can only succeed at 
this endeavor interdependently.

In Christian theology, respond-
ing to God’s call to that cultur-
al task is imperative for hu-
man beings seeking to honor 
God. Incorporating Bavinck’s 
observation above, honoring 
God means honoring him as 
his image. From this perspec-
tive, if sexual difference is part 
of humanity’s imaging of God, 
then recognizing and respecting 
sexual differences is essential to 
honor God. This conclusion has 
implications both for individu-
als inhabiting sexually differen-
tiated bodies, and for males and 
females relating in community. 

To strive for interchangeability 
fails to reflect the fullness of 
the image of God. Similarly, to 
set up typically male achieve-
ments as markers of female suc-
cess risks denigrating aspects 
of God’s image that he has re-
vealed in the nature of females. 

The question is not merely what 

The Obama administration’s 
abandonment of women’s ex-
emption from direct ground 
combat changes the facts that 
the Court would consider in 
the event of a future challenge. 
Moreover, some in Congress 
are even now seeking to change 
Selective Service registration 
in the context of 2017 Nation-
al Defense Authorization Act 
(NDAA). The Senate version 
of NDAA included a provision 
requiring women to register 
for Selective Service, while the 
House version stripped that 
proposal. A conference com-
mittee is expected to resolve 
differences between the two 
versions in the fall of 2016. 

Congress should stop the head-
long rush in NDAA to register 
women for Selective Service. 
The Obama administration has 
unilaterally promoted its social 
agenda in the military without 
adequately addressing concerns  
about potential negative effect   
on readiness and combat effec  
tiveness. The next president 
should restore mission priority  
by directing military leaders to 
revise the policy that has elim- 
inated sex-based distinctions 
for all combat, which removes a 
longstanding limit on register- 
ing women for a potential draft. 

SOCIETY AT LARGE
To suggest that sending women  
into direct ground combat roles 
is like dismantling a load-bear- 
ing wall has implications in two 
dimensions. First, assigning 
women to ground combat units 
will fundamentally change the 
military by introducing vari-
ables that risk detracting from 
combat effec iveness as dis-
cussed above.

Second, such a shift in the  
military will have much fur-
ther-reaching consequences for  
society as a whole. A number  
of points could be made about 

this. To begin with, introduc- 
ing women into direct ground 
combat and registering women 
for the draft are very significa t 
social changes about which we 
have had very little reflecti n 
and debate as a society. Even 
congressional deliberation on 
the issues has been sparse. The  
changes have resulted largely  
from the unilateral action of the 
Obama administration. What  
implications would drafting 
women have on mothers, fami- 
lies, and society at large? Would  
women with religious convic- 
tions about their roles in society  
and the responsibility of men 
to protect have the freedom to  
conscientiously object, without a  
claim to pacifism? Americans— 
including policymakers—have 
had hardly any opportunity to  
consider the ramifications,even  
as a proposal to register women  
for Selective Service hangs in 
the balance in Congress.

Moreover, eliminating wom-
en’s combat exemption and 
suggesting that men and wom-
en are in-terchangeable for all 
military occupations reinforc-
es a false understanding of 
equality and blurs distinctions 
between the sexes. Men and 
women are not interchange-
able in every con-text, and it 
does not advance women to 
suggest otherwise. Celebrating 
diversity means making dis-
tinctions between male and fe-
male where they are relevant, 
not simulating sameness. That 
matters both for women—and 
men—in the military, as well as 
for society at large. 

IMAGE OF GOD
A Christian theological perspec- 
tive suggests a wider vantage 
point on this issue that encom- 
passes the nature and purpose 
of human beings made in the 
image of God, male and fe- 
male. Dutch theologian Herman


