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St. Maximus the Confessor (+662) is revered by the Orthodox Church as a champion of orthodox 

Christology and a philosopher and theologian of the first rank—the Orthodox Aquinas, some say. 

Yet he has said the hardest things about the difference of male and female. He writes in Ambiguum 

41 that God never intended man to be male and female; that Christ begins his work of healing all 

“divisions” by first “completely shaking off from nature . . . the property of male and female”; that 

He also “drove out from nature the difference and division of male and female,” so that “instead of 

men and women . . . He showed us properly and truly to be simply human beings.” 

For thirteen centuries, the Orthodox treated these words with respectful silence. Only in the 

late twentieth century did they begin paying much attention to them, and their chief reason for doing 

so then and now is that Maximus’s argument for “shaking off” male and female is popular with 

feminists, gays, and transgenders—feminists because it justifies treating women just like men, gays 

because it places heterosexuality in the same category as homosexuality as unintended consequences 

of the Fall, and transgenders because it frees men and women from the obligation to live as they 

were born. 
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Jean-Claude Larchet’s Renewing Gender is the latest enlistment of St. Maximus in this 

sexual revolution, and its publication raises serious questions concerning the future of Orthodox 

anthropology. Larchet is a French scholar who converted to Orthodoxy from Roman Catholicism in 

1971 and later earned PhDs in both philosophy and theology. He has never held a university 

appointment, but he has taught philosophy at secondary schools in France for 35 years and has 

lectured at many colleges and universities around the world. He has also written 37 books on various 

aspects of theology, 10 of which have been published in English. 

As his books make plain, Larchet is very much a follower of St. Maximus and St. Gregory of 

Nyssa, who together provide the basis of his view of gender. It is a view so focused on the next life 

that it reads Holy Scripture the way Plato read Homer, not literally and contextually but allegorically 

and anagogically, holding up bits of scripture from diverse passages so that, for example, the words 

“neither male nor female” (Gal 3:28) are taken to mean not that both men and women (like Jews and 

Greeks, and bond and free) can be “children of God” (Gal 3:26) and “heirs according to the promise” 

(Gal 3:29) but that in the apocatastasis, when God is “all in all” (1 Cor 15:28), there will be no male 

or female at all.  

Larchet offers this insight, minimizing the relevance of gender, to comfort those agonizing 

over gender by assuring them that living according to their biological sex does not mean living 

according to outdated models of masculinity and femininity. The basic structure of the book shows 

this. It has two parts: The first part, consisting of just three chapters in 44 pages, is an explanation 

and refutation of “gender theory,” which Larchet defines narrowly to mean the belief that there is 

“no essential or natural relation between sex and gender apart from what is subjectively imposed by 

society as a whole or by individuals” (8). The second part, consisting of 14 chapters in 127 pages 

and titled “Gender and Its Transfiguration in Christian Anthropology and Spirituality,” is a long and 

involved argument for egalitarian “complementarity” recognizing just two sexes but denying the 

subjection of the woman and avoiding the “misconceptions” of gender characteristic of the fallen 

world even among Christians.  

In Part I, Larchet blames gender theory on existentialism, Marxism, postmodernism, and 

“radical feminism,” but not “moderate feminism,” about which Larchet has only good things to say. 

Larchet writes that “moderate feminism” merely “seeks to bring the social conditions of men and 

women closer,” granting women the same rights, status, and treatment as men and involving men 
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more in “housework and raising children.” It does not “question the duality of gender” or “the link of 

gender to biological sex” (12).  

This is Larchet’s first serious mistake. Without first examining the historical roots of 

feminism, he assumes that feminism was originally innocent and only interested in improving the lot 

of women, whereas from the beginning feminism has been about denying the “duality of gender” by 

insisting that male and female doesn’t matter so as to free women to live without limits on what 

females may do. Feminists were the first gender theorists, denying either the existence of biological 

sex differences or the relevance of biological sex differences to whatever women wanted. Some 

people are more feminist and some people less, but feminism itself, in essence, is a prideful, selfish 

rebellion against limits imposed by society on women as women.  

Larchet as much as admits this in a brief section titled “The Legitimate Aims of Gender 

Theory,” in which he notes gender theory’s emphasis on the “freedom of the person” from the 

“models and requirements of society,” with the aim of ending “all forms of inequality and 

discrimination” (53). He follows this with a brief section on “points of contact” between gender 

theory and Christianity, quoting Gal 3:28 (out of context, of course), crediting Christianity with the 

“liberation of women from [their] inferior status” in antiquity, stressing the high value Christianity 

places on women “despite the apparent contradictions” in the Holy Apostle Paul (54), and saying 

Christianity teaches us to “rise above the inequality and opposition” of the sexes without denying or 

abolishing natural sex differences. (55).  

 

Larchet on St. Maximus 

In Part II, Larchet expands on his preceding comments on Christianity by presenting his own 

gender theory based on St. Maximus and St. Gregory, who are treated as representative of the 

patristic consensus on gender. Larchet’s presentation of St. Maximus is unexceptional and rather 

dated. He does not engage with recent scholarship, my own or anyone else’s. He cites just two 

secondary sources on St. Maximus, both from more than 60 years ago (Polycarp Sherwood from 

1958 and Hans Urs von Balthasar from 1961). He approaches Maximus reverently, avoiding the hard 

questions raised by scholars more recently. He notes the “paradox” of Maximus’s notion of God’s 

unintended creation of male and female and admits that Maximus “wrote little about sexuality and 

never gave a complete and coherent analysis of the question” (61), but he ignores the continuing 
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controversy over what Maximus really means in saying “male and female” must be “removed from 

human nature” and how that view squares with Holy Scripture and Holy Tradition.  

Like many before him, Larchet minimizes the extremity of Maximus’s indictment of male 

and female, assuring us that something of male and female will survive in the next life without 

quoting Maximus actually saying so (67). And like many before him, he fails to note that while 

Maximus does speak of Christ “uniting” the other four “divisions” he posits in Ambiguum 41 

(creator and creation, intelligible and sensible, heaven and earth, paradise and the inhabited world), 

Maximus never speaks of Christ “uniting” male and female; instead, he speaks emphatically and 

repeatedly of Christ “shaking off,” “driving out,” and “removing” not just the “division” (diairesis) 

but also the “difference” (diaphora), “properties” (idiotēta), and “characteristics” (sēmeia) of male 

and female.” Larchet also fails to note the extreme narrowness of Maximus’s view of male and 

female, which is all about the body and its divisive desires for pleasure and power, having nothing to 

do with the image of God or the love of one person for another person, despite the apostolic 

analogies of the man and the woman to the Father and the Son (1 Cor 11:3) and of the husband and 

the wife to Christ and the Church (Eph 5:22–33).  

One way Larchet is more up to date on Maximus than scholars of sixty years ago is that his 

interpretation of Maximus is more feminist, focusing less on sexual relations than on gender 

relations—male and female as a source of domination, inequality, and injustice. This becomes the 

theme of the book’s Part II, in which Larchet uses Maximus and Gregory of Nyssa to pivot from a 

refutation of gender theory in Part I, in which Larchet defends the relevance of many biological and 

psychological sex differences, to a refutation of traditional Christian expectations of men and women 

in Part II, in which Larchet ignores or denies the relevance of many biological and psychological sex 

differences.  

 

Asymmetry and Revolution 

Larchet directly addresses the “ambiguity and contradictions” (120) in the teaching of the 

Apostles and Fathers in Chapter 12, entitled “The Status of Women in Christianity.” This is the 

longest chapter in the book at 47 pages—a quarter of the book’s body (minus endnotes, 

bibliography, and index). Just the first four pages bear witness to what Larchet calls the 

“asymmetry” of men and women in the Apostles and Fathers. Two of these pages reproduce the 

asymmetric passages from the Holy Apostles Paul and Peter without much comment; two more 
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summarize the asymmetric teachings of the Fathers without quoting them, except in endnotes and 

then just twice.  

Then comes a brief section titled “The Relativization of the Asymmetric Concept,” with three 

subsections titled “It Is Only Taught by Certain Fathers in Scattered References,” “Their Position is 

Softened and Even Contradicted in Other Parts of Their Work,” and “Explaining the 

Contradictions.” The first of these subsection titles is so misleading as to be fairly called false. Far 

more Fathers taught what Larchet calls “asymmetry” than the ten he names, including the Fathers of 

many councils, and no Father ever contradicted the apostolic asymmetry of requiring women to be 

veiled, silent, and subject. His second subtitle is also misleading in that it assumes a contradiction in 

teaching both equality and subjection, which many Fathers did without seeing any contradiction. 

Men and women can of course be equal in some ways but unequal and ordered in other ways.  

Larchet’s third subtitle explains the supposed contradiction as mainly a matter of “render 

unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s” (120, 129, 160). He writes that the Apostles and Fathers 

“were obliged to conform to some extent to the ideas of their time so as not to be completely cut off 

from social life, which would have stopped their preaching being acceptable to the people of their 

day” (120). In effect, he is accusing the Apostles and Fathers of complicity in the maintenance and 

the justification of an unjust social order to ensure the Church’s survival. The Orthodox have a name 

for that these days: It is called Sergianism, after Patriarch Sergius of Moscow, who in 1927 called on 

his flock to be “faithful citizens of the Soviet Union, loyal to the Soviet government” such that “Any 

blow directed at the Union . . . is recognized by us as a blow directed at us.” 

The rest of chapter 12 (41 pages) is a section titled “The Christian Revolution,” which 

includes subsections on nine Christian revolutions—soteriological, anthropological, legal, conjugal, 

sexual, moral, spiritual, family, and social—that are all supposed to have improved conditions for 

women by supporting “Perfect Equality on Every Level” (another subtitle) despite the limitations of 

the fallen world.  

Other sub-subsections praise women not just as saints but as “Powerful Women,” 

“Intellectuals and Theologians,” and “Women in the Professions.” The many historical examples 

provided in these sections go a long way toward proving that Christian asymmetry is not as 

oppressive as feminists believe, but Larchet uses them to show that Orthodox Christianity is 

fundamentally feminist and that women can do anything men can do. To that end, he exaggerates 

many of his claims, as when he writes, “In the Byzantine Empire the general rule was that wives of 
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aristocrats took part in politics alongside their husbands” (158). There is even a subsection titled “A 

Certain Superiority of Woman,” which starts off with Larchet claiming, “The Fathers sometimes 

affirm that woman is superior to man” (145). He supports this with several very long quotations 

from the Fathers saying nothing more than what we all know—that some women do indeed surpass 

most men in virtue, just as some men do indeed surpass most women in virtue. Yet to Larchet, this 

means, in his own words, “that woman is superior to man.”  

 

The Scandal of Subjection 

Larchet is surprisingly inventive in avoiding indications of asymmetry between the man and 

the woman. In his commentary on Psalm 1, St. Basil the Great asks why it begins “Blessed is the 

man” using the word aner and not anthrōpos. Aren’t women included in the blessing? He answers 

that they are, but it was sufficient for the Psalmist to mention only the man as the hēgemonikoteron, 

“leader of the two,” from hēgemonikon, a Stoic term widely used by the Fathers to mean the 

“leading, governing, or principal part,” e.g., man in relation to creation, the soul in relation to the 

body, the nous in relation to the soul. Larchet, however, translates hēgemonikoteron as merely “the 

part which is mentioned first” (127). He also says the story of Eve’s creation in Genesis 2 

“emphasizes the weakness and dependence of the man” on the woman and that the prophecy “a man 

shall leave his father and mother and cleave unto his wife” “seems to set the adult male in a 

relationship with his wife resembling the relationship of children to parents” (64).  

Very oddly, Larchet says God does not “judge” or “blame” Adam or Eve for eating of the 

tree. “What followed their common sin is not presented as a Divine punishment, but more as a 

consequence of what they did,” he writes (70–71). As support, he cites St. Irenaeus saying that God 

does not curse Adam and Eve, He only curses the serpent and the ground Adam must work (fn 184, 

187). But here Larchet confuses judging and blaming with cursing and sentencing. God curses the 

serpent as punishment, but He sentences Adam and Eve for their own good, saying to Eve, “I will 

greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception . . . and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he 

shall rule over thee” (Gen 3:16). The Fathers commonly understood this verse as a divine decree. St. 

Irenaeus himself says “both nature and the law” place the man over the woman to explain why God 

punishes Miriam much more than Aaron for challenging Moses in Numbers 12 (Frag 73). Likewise, 

St. John Chrysostom quotes Gen 3:16 to explain why the Apostle Paul added "as also saith the law" 

(1 Cor. 14:34) in support of the silence required of women in church. Larchet, however, gives Gen 
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3:16 a strictly Maximian interpretation, saying “but here [in Gen 3:16 ] it is a question of the passion 

of desire and the passion of domination. God presents them as a consequence of the fall and the 

effect of sin” (108). Never mind that the Greek of Gen 3:16 does not actually mention “desire”; it 

says instead “your turning back [apostrophē] shall be to your husband.” 

Larchet plainly does not believe in the subjection of the woman. He writes that St. Paul’s 

analogy of husbands and wives to Christ and the Church is Eph 5:21–33 “appears to institute a 

hierarchy” and then denies that it does, saying emphatically, “There is no hierarchy here” (106–107). 

He takes the words “submitting yourselves one to another” (Eph 5:21) to mean not just mutual 

submission but mutual obedience, saying, “Obedience, the pillar of monasticism, is also found in the 

couple, not just obedience to the Divine Will, but also obedience to each other” (113). Yet husbands 

are never told to obey or “be subject to” their wives in Scripture or the Fathers, and there are other 

forms of submission besides obedience. There is deference, when one person graciously allows 

another to choose or go first. There is also condescension, when a person of rank accedes to the wish 

of someone below him, as when Abraham condescends to beget a child by Hagar at the urging of 

Sarah, and when Our Lord condescends to change water into wine at the behest of Our Lady. The 

rest of Eph 5 as well as Col 3:18 tell us how we are to submit “one to another”—husbands by being 

loving and giving, wives by being subject and reverent. (This is all in my 2021 book Origen’s 

Revenge, which Larchet appears not to have read.) 

 

How Shall We Now Live? 

For all Larchet says in Part I about the undeniable reality of a broad range of sex differences, 

he says nearly nothing in Part II about how those differences should be respected, except that 

feminists should value marriage and motherhood more. (Pope John Paul II does the same in his 

Theology of the Body—lots about the value of femininity, nothing about the value of masculinity, as 

if only women have a special role to play in the human drama.) Larchet seems to believe that since 

sex is biological, boys and girls will be different enough naturally to need no encouragement to be 

different—no limits placed on what girls may do or what boys made do. He also seems to believe 

that any encouragement to conform to the fallen world’s arbitrary gender roles will likely make too 

much of male and female, inhibiting Christianity’s “transfiguration of gender.”  

Similarly, for all Larchet says in Part II in favor of transfiguring gender to “rise above the 

inequality and opposition of gender” (55), he says nearly nothing about what that might mean for the 
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Church today. Altar girls? Deaconesses? Priestesses? One must read his endnotes to find a single 

brief mention of a very weak and strictly modern excuse for why only men may be priests: Priests 

“are icons of Christ during the liturgy so they must be of the masculine sex because that was the sex 

of Christ. It is for this symbolic reason and not because of sexist discrimination that women cannot 

exercise the priestly role” (217).  

As it happens, we don’t need Larchet to tell us where his transfiguration of gender will lead: 

We can see it all around us. Moderate feminism, by denying the gender order and insisting that male 

and female doesn’t matter, has paved the way for radical feminism and the whole LGBTQ+ 

revolution. If that is not enough, we also have Carrie Frost’s 2023 book Church of Our 

Granddaughters, in which she details her own vision of the Church based on her “incarnational 

model” of male and female, which is essentially Larchet’s egalitarian complementarity. Both models 

are little more than old-fashioned, different-but-equal feminism. And what does Frost want? 

Everything up to and including a “conversation” about women as priests and bishops. 

Larchet argues that the way most Westerners now live is the way Orthodox Christians should 

live because “social structures have evolved” and a “strong egalitarian mentality” has taken hold. 

(160). But such thinking is half a century behind the times. Fifty years ago feminism was ascendant. 

Feminists were celebrating victory after victory. The Equal Rights Amendment was nearly ratified. 

The federal service academies were forced to admit women. The full effects of feminism were yet to 

be seen. The men who came of age in that era could not see where the feminist revolution would end 

or how we could possibly return to a more traditional way of life, so they went along with little 

resistance, shrugging off the warnings of the few of us writing against feminism in those days. 

Today, however, young men see what a disaster feminism has been for society and 

themselves. Feminism has alienated men and women by turning women in arrogant narcissists who 

see masculinity as childish if not “toxic.” It has taught women to put their freedom and their careers 

first, well before marriage and children. It has also favored women in education and employment, 

giving women less reason to marry and stay married while also making it harder for men to make 

enough money to attract a mate and support a family. Consequently, more and more men are giving 

up on marriage, seeing women as not worth the trouble or the risk. The measurable results of these 

changes are declining marriage and birth rates causing the demographic collapse of the indigenous 

populations of the world’s most feminist countries. 
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More and more men are also rethinking male-female relations and coming to the conclusion 

that the old ways were better. More and more are also flocking to the Orthodox Church because it is 

more respectful of old ways—old ways of worship as well as old ways of men and women living 

together. Yet there are those in the Church who are telling these men to stay away: Stay away if you 

are coming to the Orthodox Church to be more manly, because, as one hierarch has written recently, 

masculinity is “not an Orthodox term” and “is not a term that has any traditional place in 

Christianity” because the aim for both men and women is “to become a human person.” Larchet 

himself writes of a certain “gender fluidity” in Christianity (169) and of the “femininization of 

Christian men” (175), stressing the need for men to be more like women and let women be more like 

men. 

The best thing about Larchet’s book is that it makes quite plain the choice the Orthodox must 

make. If our most Origenist Fathers were right about male and female, then the Church has always 

been wrong in seeing more to male and female than desire and domination. Maximus would have us 

believe God never intended us to be male and female and that our salvation depends on shaking 

them off, but the Apostles and Fathers have taught us to practice living as either male or female 

every day of our lives, even in prayer, when women are to pray covered and men are to pray 

uncovered, per 1 Cor 11. One could invent a different understanding of St. Maximus to avoid 

admitting he was wrong, but why? Better to admit it: His early, unnecessary speculation on male and 

female was an ill-considered survival of Origenism assuming an extremely narrow and negative 

view of male and female inherited from Platonism and serving now as an excuse for a feminism. 

Larchet proves this.  

 

Brian Patrick Mitchell, PhD, is a protodeacon of the Russian Orthodox Church Outside Russia 

(ROCOR); a former soldier, journalist, and speechwriter; and the author of eight books, including 

three on early Christian teaching on male and female, most recently Origen’s Revenge: The Greek 

and Hebrew Roots of Christian Thinking on Male and Female (Pickwick, 2021) and The 

Disappearing Deaconess: Why the Church Once Had Deaconesses and Then Stopped Having Them 

(Eremía, 2021).  

 

 


