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Reply to response on issue of hair length

In regard to the view I expressed that the I Corinthians 11 text regarding hair length is straightforward, the opinion was presented that application of this teaching on hair length—if at all applicable to today’s church—was anything but straightforward. In response, allow me to clarify that my intent was to emphasize the content of this passage makes it very clear that the principle of long hair on men and short hair on women is improper in the eyes of God. To review, I outlined in my essay the fact that Paul’s conclusions regarding hair length were based on (1) the unchanging spiritual relationship between God, man and woman, (2) the angels, (3) the very nature of things, which teaches it is a disgrace to a man to have long hair and a woman’s glory to have long hair, (4) the fact that neither Paul and his group nor the churches of God had any other practice, all of which are universal and unrelated to cultural considerations. The text teaches that if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him and he dishonors Jesus, and similarly that if a woman has short hair, she dishonors man. The foundational point, therefore, is that cultural considerations have no effect on these biblical principles.

The Bible provides many principles that are unaffected by cultural considerations. For example, the sins listed in Galatians 5:19 are wrong for any person in any culture in any era, because they are acts of the sinful nature. The fact that forgiveness of sins and receipt of the Holy Spirit occur in baptism is applicable to all people everywhere, regardless of their culture. Similarly, if a man has long hair, that dishonors Jesus, and that universal principle has nothing to do with one’s culture.

Despite the fact that the Bible teaches universal principles about right and wrong, the Bible does not provide quantitative definitions for these principles, and therefore we ultimately must grapple with specific questions of application. To give an example, the Bible states as a principle that drunkenness is a sin. However, how do we define drunkenness? Do we say that any alcohol in the blood constitutes drunkenness? Do we say a blood alcohol level of 0.05% is OK but that 0.1% constitutes drunkenness? Where exactly do we draw the line? Or we could be more qualitative in our approach: Is a person drunk as soon as he begins to feel the slightest effect of a drink, when he feels a mild effect, when he begins to feel his mood changing, when he can sense his reasoning being affected, or when he begins to slur his speech? The point is that, although the principle of drunkenness being a sin is universal, the question of how to define drunkenness requires subjectivity because no definition is provided in the Bible. And we could say the same thing about virtually any of the sins listed in the Bible. Take lust, for example. I have heard many teachers, preachers and writers over the years offer ideas regarding specifically what does and what does not constitute lust (normally aimed at helping young brothers not to be burdened by needless guilt while still maintaining a healthy rein on their thoughts). Ultimately, they all have a slightly different take because the Bible provides no microscopically accurate definition of lust, and therefore subjectivity must play a role in deciding what is lust and what is just feeling the pull of temptation. Take discord: How does one draw a clearly discernable line between a healthy difference of opinion, needed confrontation or disagreement, godly indignation in the face of unrighteousness stubbornness, and discord? Were Paul and Peter in discord in Galatians 2? If I want the Yankees to win but my wife roots for the Mets, are we in discord? I could probably provide better examples than these, but I think the point is clear: Even in regard to universal spiritual principles, at some point subjective opinion must be involved in determining exactly how the principle will be applied.

The church, of course, should not be thwarted from teaching spiritual principles involving right and wrong just because an exact definition is not possible, and yet it appears many in the ICOC have shelved the issue of hair length because there is apparent difficulty in determining how it should be applied. However, it seems the main reason the ICOC has not addressed this issue is not that it believes long hair is impossible to define quantitatively (which I admit is true, just as drunkenness is impossible to define quantitatively) but that it views hair length, despite the teaching within the text, as nothing more than an issue of cultural propriety with no intrinsic spiritual rightness or wrongness. In other words, the only real issue in regard to long hair on men is whether it might be offensive to others within the same society. And I agree, with such an understanding, it becomes impossibly difficult to form a standard regarding hair length on men because what is offensive to some is perfectly acceptable to others, and even within the same society, opinions differ widely between ages, industry, family, and individual. Faced with such an impossible task, the only real choice is to teach nothing.

But if it is true that subjectivity is required in order to apply moral principals, how in fact should the church do this? The only proper approach is to allow for a “gray zone,” wherein personal discretion in allowed. The church cannot dictate at what exact point a state of drunkenness is reached (based on the Bible, anyway), and therefore it must (1) allow members to make their own decisions about how much they will drink based on the basic principle of drunkenness being a sin and (2) draw the line in cases where common sense dictates that a member has clearly overstepped any possible definition of a gray zone—and we must admit it comes down to nothing more than common sense; there is no other guiding principle.

The situation is exactly the same in regard to hair length. Just as it is wrong for a man to be drunk, it is wrong for a man to have long hair. So how does the church enforce this? First, it must be understood that sin is accepted to differing extents in different cultures. In some cultures, lying is seen as a major sin; in others, it is no big deal. In some circles, drunkenness is seen as a harmless form of entertainment, while in others it is looked down on. But the fact that lying, drunkenness, sexual immorality, etc. are prevalent in a certain culture does not mean the church should take such fact into consideration in deciding what the standard is for the church. If virtually everyone within a certain group needs to repent of a certain sin to become a Christian, so be it. The same is true for hair. We can’t “take culture into consideration” when something is simply wrong. The elders of the church should teach the principle clearly, allow for a gray zone, and take action in cases where the gray zone is clearly being overstepped according to their common sense.

In a sense, I feel the position of the ICOC regarding the hair length issue has been very similar to the teacher of the law who asked Jesus, “and who is my neighbor?” Jesus laid down a spiritual principle, and instead of simply doing his best to follow it, the man attempted to avoid and shelve the issue in his own life by demonstrating that it was technically impossible to define what “neighbor” meant. We shouldn’t do that with the issue of hair length.

Again, I think the view I received in response that long hair is impossible to define and the whole issue “cannot be seen except through one’s own cultural glasses” is based on the basic premise that hair length really involves no right and wrong and that cultural propriety is the only issue. I believe that such basic premise of the conventional ICOC position is incorrect, and the purpose of my paper was to address that.

Next, in another response to my essay the opinion was expressed that the term “nature” could be cultural; in other words, “the very nature of things” teaching that “if a man has long hair, it is disgrace to him, but that if a woman has long hair, it is her glory” could refer to cultural norms in Corinth or, more broadly interpreted, first century biblical regions. However, I must disagree with that view for the following reasons. (1) The sentence preceding the subject one concerns a matter of a normative nature: the unchanging basic relationship between man and woman (clearly referring not only to men and women of a certain region, time or other transient factor), and the sentence following the subject one presents another fact that is universal in nature: All the churches of God followed the practice regarding hair length. (Accordingly, even if the “very nature of things” did refer to cultural norms, the other bases presented would make the teaching on hair length universally binding.) Logically, then, the probability that this phrase refers to cultural norms is low because that would create inconsistency in the flow of Paul’s argument. In other words, Paul has carefully built his argument in verses 3-13 on normative factors to convince the Corinthians that what he is teaching is universally applicable in the churches, and he closes in verse 16 by stating such fact in unmistakable terms. It therefore would not make sense for him to introduce a culturally based point in the middle of this argument. (2) The term “the very nature of things” generally refers not to cultural norms but rather to truth revealed by nature itself or by the human conscience. To say that this phrase might just as easily be referring to cultural norms prevailing in Corinth or the first century world as to universal truth made clear by nature or the human conscience is a considerable stretch of the natural interpretation of the phrase.

