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The words sin and science are seldom mentioned in the same sentence. However, I suspect 
that sin, both individual and societal, is a contributing factor to the fact that male 
scientists outnumber female ones. This suggestion is not intended to produce the guilt 
and shame that is already so common in women, but intended rather to illuminate an 
issue and perhaps guide strategies to change. The gender gap in science has been addressed 
primarily in feminist and sociological literature; there has been little discussion from a 
Christian perspective. In this presentation, I fi rst review the literature on the gender 
gap in Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM), and then summarize the 
biblical/theological literature on gender equality. I next turn to the biblical/theological 
concept of sin (typically construed as pride and arrogance, which tend to be associated 
with men) and discuss how considering so-called “feminine” sin (neglecting responsible 
dominion and undervaluing oneself) can contribute to both our understanding of and 
our response to the gender gap in STEM.

My high school physics teacher 
told my parents during teacher 
interviews that I would never 

succeed in science. Perhaps a C– in a 
recent test had given rise to this judg-
ment, although my grade was one of the 
highest in the class. I do not remember 
being too perturbed at the time, but now 
that I have a BSc and an MD, I think that 
he has been proved wrong. 

Since the rise of feminist studies in the 
1960s, there has been much discussion 
on the equal status of women in all areas 
of life. And, in most areas, there has 
been a concomitant reduction in gender 
inequality. Science, technology, engineer-
ing, and math (STEM), however, is one 
area in which there is still a gender gap. 
This issue has been addressed primarily 
in scientifi c and sociological literature; 

there has been little, if any, discussion 
from a Christian perspective, although 
gender equality in general has been 
much debated in biblical and theological 
literature. 

In this article, I fi rst review the general 
literature on the gender gap in STEM 
and then the biblical/theological litera-
ture on gender equality. I next turn to the 
Christian concept of sin in all its complex-
ities and consider how an understanding 
of so-called “feminine” sin can contribute 
to both our understanding of and our 
response to the gender gap in STEM.

Women in Science
Historically, reason and rationality 
(assumed to be male attributes) were 
esteemed, and emotions and sensuality 
(assumed to be female attributes) were 
deemed inferior.1 Because of this, and 
likely a multiplicity of other reasons, 
women were excluded from academic 
studies and universities in general, and 
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from scientifi c enterprise specifi cally. Notable excep-
tions include Hypatia, a mathematician in ancient 
Greece; Hildegard of Bingen, distinguished natural 
scientist and theologian; physicist Laura Bassic, the 
fi rst female professor; Florence Nightingale, a pio-
neer in public health and nursing education; and 
Marie Curie, a winner of the 1903 Nobel Prize in 
physics. There are many stories of women lecturing 
behind a curtain or disguising themselves as men 
in order to study science. By contrast, in nonaca-
demic cultures, wise women were revered for their 
herbal medicine, and midwives were responsible 
for obstetrical care. The suffragette movement in the 
late-nineteenth century led to increasing university 
enrollment, and forty percent of university teach-
ing posts were held by women in 1946. However, 
there appeared to be a re-masculization of science 
post-WWII. This changed again with the feminist 
movement of the 1960s, which led to an increased 
number of women in STEM.2 

In the past few decades, research has shown a slow 
but steady decline in the gender gap, although men 
still far outnumber women in STEM academic fi elds.  
A recent article in Nature highlighted some discrep-
ancies.3 According to 2008 US government statistics, 
the median salary of male scientists was $84,000, 
and that of female scientists was $60,000; 1,794,000 
men were employed in academia, versus 934,000 
women. The US National Science Foundation reports 
that although women earn half the doctorates in 
science, they make up only 21% of full science pro-
fessors and 5% of full engineering professors. On 
average, they earn 82% of the salary of male scien-
tists. Interestingly, a survey of engineering programs 
(2003–2012) reveals that the number of female stu-
dents in Christian colleges is about seven percent 
lower than the national average.4 

Canadian statistics are similar. A 2010 report from the 
Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council 
of Canada (NSERC) highlights a number of gender 
discrepancies in academic science.5 Examining the 
so-called pipeline from 1985 to 2007 reveals that the 
odds of a fi rst-grade girl receiving a PhD in STEM 
are approximately 1 in 286; the odds for a boy are 1 in 
167. In 2007, 647 females and 1,198 males received 
doctoral degrees in science. Interestingly, the ratio 
of women to men in STEM at the bachelor’s level is 
approximately 0.6 and has been stable over the past 
decade. This ratio drops to 0.48 at the doctoral level. 

The number of males and females enrolled in sci-
ence studies has grown in absolute numbers in the 
past decade; in 2008–2009, women comprised 37% 
of Canada’s undergraduate students in science and 
engineering. A survey of data from other countries 
reveals similar trends.

There are also stories and studies demonstrating 
discrimination against women in STEM. Francis 
Bacon described science as “masculine philosophy.”6 
Rosalind Franklin’s research on the structure of DNA 
is reported to have been stolen by Watson and Crick, 
who later received the Nobel Prize.7 Pharmacologist 
Candace Pert details her career in science, including 
having her research stolen.8 A recent study found 
that science professors, given identical CVs, would 
offer a student applicant identifi ed as female $3,730 
less per year than one identifi ed as male.9

Not surprisingly, there has been much discussion 
regarding the reasons for the gender gap in sci-
ence, and many theories have been proposed. The 
most obvious theory relates to biological differences 
between male and female brains. Although this 
 theory is old, based on conjecture (for example, it 
was thought that mathematical ability was X-linked) 
and limited research, recent neuroimaging research 
has indeed demonstrated sex differences in both 
brain structure and function and in both architecture 
and activity.10 Note that results represent averages. 

• The male brain is about ten percent larger than 
the female one and has a higher percentage of 
white matter (tissue connecting the nerve cells, 
which constitute gray matter). 

• Peak brain volume is attained earlier in girls 
(median age, 10.5) as compared with boys 
(median age, 14.5). 

• Women have a larger caudate and hippocam-
pus (associated with memory and emotions) and 
a smaller corpus callosum (connecting the two 
hemispheres of the brain). 

• In terms of function, on average, women utilize 
approximately ten times more white matter than 
men (men use more gray matter). 

• Women have better verbal skills, and men have 
better visuospatial abilities. 

• Women excel in decoding emotional messages, 
or empathy, and interpersonal relationships, 
whereas men excel in spatial tasks and system-
atizing. 
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• Women tend to acquire knowledge through obser-
vation, experience, and intuition, whereas men 
are generally systematic, logical, and  rational. 

• Women also tend to use both hemispheres when 
performing a task, men only one. 

A recent imaging study revealed connectivity dif-
ferences between genders: male brains appear to 
facilitate connectivity between perception and coor-
dinated action (primarily intrahemispheric); female 
brains show easier communication between ana-
lytical and intuitive processing (interhemispheric).11 
There are also differences in emotional processing, 
executive function, and spatial processing, although 
fi ndings are not always consistent. Overall differ-
ences between male and female brains are small, 
and there is much variability.

This research has gained attention in the popular 
media,12 but the interpretation of it, or how brain dif-
ferences relate to behavioral differences, is unclear. 
For example, less activation of certain brain struc-
tures does not necessarily mean that those areas are 
less effi cient. Some studies have also demonstrated 
a lack of correlation between brain and behavior; 
for example, there are gender differences in neural 
networks responsible for language, but no corre-
sponding difference in language abilities. Gender 
differences in the brain are likely a result of the inter-
play of biological, psychological, and social factors. 
Given the brain’s neuroplasticity, giving a boy con-
struction toys to play with, for example, may lead 
to an increased development of spatial parts of the 
brain.13 Ultimately the old nature/nurture issue 
remains unresolved, and, of course, we only have 
access to a “post-Fall” brain; therefore, we cannot 
know how much effect a corrupt world has had on 
neurological development. In sum, although there is 
a general male/spatial/analytic/logical and female/
verbal/intuitive/emotional dichotomy, appealing to 
brain differences between men and women to explain 
the gender gap in STEM is inadequate. In fact, con-
temporary science is increasingly recognizing the 
value of nonanalytical processes in discovery, and 
there are many examples of revolutionary insights 
through intuition.14 Indeed, “feminine” neurological 
attributes are no longer viewed as inferior.

Sociocultural theories have also been proposed to 
explain the gender gap in STEM. Historian Margaret 

Rossiter suggests two ideas: hierarchical segregation 
(fewer women participate at higher levels in aca-
demia) and territorial segregation (women’s careers 
cluster in specifi c areas such as nursing and teach-
ing). The hierarchy problem implies a top-down 
approach (women are prevented from attaining 
high ranks due to social barriers and discriminatory 
 practices), but another approach looks at the problem 
from the bottom-up, as in the “leaky pipeline.”15 As 
mentioned, the gender gap increases during the tran-
sition from high school to university undergraduate 
programs to masters and doctoral programs. Reasons 
for this include educational inequality, effects of iso-
lation, lack of role models, and diffi culties balancing 
family and career. Jill Bystydzienski and Sharon Bird 
note that the pipeline model focuses on supply, not 
demand; it gives little insight into how institutions 
themselves need to change in order for women to 
join the ranks. Masculine values of hierarchy, inde-
pendence, and competition, which dominate the 
fi eld of science, are not welcoming for women who 
perhaps work more collaboratively.16

Sociocultural theories provide some explanations 
for the paucity of women in science, but they tend to 
focus primarily on men, and they consider the prob-
lem only at a societal level, not at an individual level. 
I now consider a Christian perspective for offering 
further insight into the gender gap in STEM. 

Women and the Bible
The Bible’s overarching views on men and women 
can be found in its opening few chapters.17 First, 
both women and men are created in the image of 
God (Gen. 1:27). This declaration has been variously 
interpreted, but a primary aspect of it is our capac-
ity and calling to be in relationship—to God, self, 
others, and creation. The Trinitarian God is intrinsi-
cally social; as relationships within the Godhead are 
mutual, so should ours be. (Note that relationality, 
typically a strength in women, not rationality, typi-
cally a strength in men, is stressed. Furthermore, 
it is increasingly being recognized in biblical and 
theological research that the Bible is primarily 
addressed to our nonrational faculties. It is fi lled 
with stories, parables, imagery, and other imagi-
native, intuitive, and emotional concepts—again 
generally female assets.18) 
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Second, in another aspect of the imago dei, both 
women and men are commanded to care for creation, 
to “rule over … every living creature” (Gen. 1:28). 
This so-called cultural mandate includes being a 
responsible steward of God’s creation, studying it (as 
scientists do), developing it, and caring for it and its 
creatures. This idea is reinforced in New Testament 
teaching: Peter encourages followers of Christ to use 
their gifts as faithful stewards (1 Pet. 4:10). 

Third, men and women are called to be equal part-
ners in marriage (Gen. 2:18–25). The Genesis 2 
creation account describes Eve as a “helpmeet” (ezer) 
to Adam. Most other uses of this term refer to God; 
it is never used in a context implying subordination. 
Adam rejoices in her as “bone of my bones,” sug-
gesting similarity, not subordination. The creation of 
women leads to the completion of humanity (echo-
ing Gen. 1:27, and refl ected in Paul’s description of 
woman as the glory or fullness of man, 1 Cor. 11:7). 
As Matthew Henry famously remarked, 

Eve was not taken from Adam’s head—to top him. 
Not from his feet—to be trampled by him. 
Eve was taken from Adam’s side—to be equal 
with him.19 

Fourth, both women and men sin and share in the 
consequences of this sin (Genesis 3). It is clear that 
Adam was there with Eve when she ate the infamous 
apple; they are partners in the crime of disobedience. 
This will be discussed further in the next section.

Fifth, men and women are equally redeemed. Christ 
offers eternal life for all who believe (John 3:16) 
and a new creation for all (2 Cor. 5:17). In Christ, 
all are children of God; there is no male or female 
(Gal. 3:26–29). Jesus’s earthly ministry demonstrated 
a respect for women (in keeping with his ministry to 
other marginalized persons) that clashed with a cul-
ture in which women were not even allowed to speak 
to a man in public. His birth was foretold directly 
to Mary (not through her father as would have 
been the custom) and was prophesied by a woman 
(Elizabeth, Luke 1:26–45). Jesus’s followers included 
many women (Luke 8:1–3). He commended Mary 
for “sitting at his feet” (a phrase which suggested 
theological training, Luke 10:42), and his longest 
recorded conversation was with a Samaritan woman 
(John 4:1–40). Furthermore, the fi rst witnesses to the 
resurrection were women, and they proclaimed this 
fact to male disciples (Matt. 28:1–10 and parallels).

Sixth, both men and women are commissioned to 
ministry, to go “forth and make disciples of all” 
(Matt. 28:18–20). They are also gifted with the Holy 
Spirit (Acts 2:17–18). Biblical examples of women 
ministers include the apostle Junia (Rom. 16:7; 
interestingly, her name was changed to the male 
 version in a fourteenth-century translation), proph-
ets (Philip’s daughters, Acts 21:8, 9; women prophets 
in general, 1 Cor. 11:5), teachers (Priscilla, Acts 18:26; 
Lydia, Acts 16:14, 15; Phoebe, Rom. 16:1), and a host 
of women Paul describes as coworkers (Rom. 16:1–
15, Phil. 4:2, 3). In addition, at Pentecost, inclusivity 
was emphasized since the sign of membership was 
changed from circumcision (exclusively male) to 
baptism.

Discussions on gender differences in the Bible often 
focus on a few Pauline passages which appear to 
subordinate women. However, these are fi lled 
with exegetical, linguistic, and contextual prob-
lems.20 When God’s revelation is considered within 
the entire Bible, it is clear that men and women are 
equally created, equally fallen, equally redeemed, 
and equally responsible. It is unfortunate that some 
Christian traditions use biblical texts inappropriately 
and discourage women from using their gifts both 
inside and outside the home, and from exercising 
responsible dominion and stewardship in all areas of 
life, including science. All things and all people hold 
together in Christ. However, this has not always 
been refl ected in a world fi lled with sin.

Sin
“Sin,” the word and the concept, is not popular. In 
contemporary media, it has often been trivialized or, 
indeed, celebrated. This prompted Karl Menninger 
to ask “whatever became of sin” in his eponymously 
titled book.21 Perhaps in response to his challenge, 
the current literature on sin is large. Although most 
people have an intuitive knowledge of sin, under-
standings and defi nitions vary greatly. In fact, sin 
can be described using scientifi c metaphors: from 
chemistry, sin dilutes and disintegrates godly real-
ity; from ecology, sin pollutes; and from medicine 
and psychology, sin can be viewed as sickness and 
psychopathology. Sin is a multifaceted and complex 
concept with various defi nitions, and can be consid-
ered from biblical and theological perspectives. 
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With respect to biblical studies, there is no exact 
Hebrew or Greek word for sin, but the words most 
commonly translated as such mean to miss the mark 
or to transgress a boundary.22 Sin is a ubiquitous 
condition: all have fallen short of the glory of God 
(Rom. 3:23). It is both individual (for example, David, 
Ananias, Sapphira) and communal (for example, 
the apostate people of Israel). Indeed, the world is 
described as under the domain of sin (Rom. 5:12–14). 
There are many metaphors for sin: iniquity (Ps. 38:18), 
deceitfulness (Heb. 3:13), disobedience (2 Cor. 10:6), 
rebellion (Exod. 23:21), lawlessness (1 John 3:4), fail-
ure (James 4:17), wickedness (Gen. 6:5), impurity 
(Zech. 13:1) and idolatry (1 Sam. 15:23). It is often 
personifi ed: sin is a “thing” that God can remove 
or put away (Mic. 7:19); it can be loaded onto a goat 
(Lev. 16:10); it is a snare (Prov. 5:22) and a crooked 
way (Prov. 2:12–15); it is like a weight (Isa. 1:4); it can 
enslave people (Rom. 7:14, 25) and is a super human 
power (James 1:15). The Bible contains frequent 
admonitions to repent and turn to God, as well 
as specifi c laws such as the Ten Commandments 
(Exod. 20:1–17; note that the fi rst four involve behav-
ior toward God; the last six, behavior toward others. 
Note also that Jesus emphasized loving God as the 
primary commandment [Matt. 22:37]). Ultimately, all 
sin is directed against God (for example, Psalm 51). 

Although most people readily understand the teach-
ing of the Ten Commandments, it is apparent from 
the multiple biblical metaphors that sin is both subtle 
and larger than life. It involves not only transgress-
ing boundaries (disobedience, rebellion, idolatry, 
superhuman power) but also missing the mark (fail-
ure, a weight, a snare). It refl ects an orientation away 
from God, a lack of love for him. 

It is helpful to consider sin broadly, and theological 
studies can be helpful in this regard. Historically, the 
early church focused on categorizing individual sins. 
Evagrius identifi ed eight generic sinful attitudes: 
gluttony, fornication, avarice, sadness, anger, sloth, 
vainglory, and pride. These were more famously 
reduced to seven by Gregory the Great in the Middle 
Ages who combined some and inverted the order 
because he viewed pride as the root of all sin.23 Sin 
can also be categorized into inherent sinfulness—
our innate tendency to sin, or being in a state of sin 
(perhaps the best understanding of what is termed 
original sin)—and sinful choices, or actual sin—
when we willfully rebel against God and his laws. 

Original sin was emphasized by Augustine, who 
has enormously infl uenced our theological under-
standing of sin.24 He believed that it is impossible 
to not sin. Humans are helpless apart from God, 
but we put ourselves above God, and are plagued 
by  concupiscence (lust of the fl esh) and idolatry. 
Augustine thus viewed pride as the primary sin. 
Although concepts of sin were expanded and per-
haps viewed more optimistically in the Middle Ages 
(Aquinas, for example, thought humans were capable 
of greatness through the grace of God), Augustine’s 
theology was revived in the Reformation period and 
consequently is still infl uential today, especially in 
Protestant Evangelicalism.

Following Augustine, the twentieth-century theolo-
gian Reinhold Niebuhr has expanded on the view of 
pride as primary, the overvalued self.25 He explains 
original sin as a consequence of existential anxiety 
due to the tension between the limitations of our crea-
tureliness and our spiritual ability to transcend and 
refl ect on this fi nitude. We are all born into condi-
tions which provoke anxiety. We seek to fi nd means 
to relieve our anxiety apart from reliance on God; 
therefore sin is inevitable, if not necessarily inher-
ited (thus taking a softer, more nuanced view than 
Augustine). Niebuhr believes that pride involves 
both rebellion against God and a disregard for other 
people. It involves power, but pride can also be 
intellectual, spiritual, or moral (self-righteousness). 
Self-exaltation is universal. Pride is ultimately refus-
ing to trust in God. Note that the emphasis on pride 
largely involves the biblical metaphors of transgress-
ing a boundary, thinking and acting as greater than 
God. It neglects the metaphor of missing the mark or 
failing to live up to God’s standard.  

Augustine’s legacy is large, but he has received much 
critique. Hugh Connolly thinks that Augustine’s 
views are too limited, narrow, and legalistic; the 
moral life is best seen as a gradual process.26 Biblical 
scholar Mark Biddle notes that the juridical/foren-
sic metaphor has been prominent since Augustine 
and others, especially in Western evangelical the-
ology. Sin becomes crime, a deliberate violation of 
God’s law. Yet this does not fully refl ect the biblical 
teaching on missing the mark, and it ignores other 
metaphors for sin such as failure and ignorance.27 

Feminist theologians have also challenged the 
Augustinian/Niebuhrian emphasis on pride,  noting 
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that most theology has been written by men. The 
sin of pride (arrogantly viewing oneself as all right), 
accompanied by domination and aggression, is 
typically a male problem. However, many women 
struggle with poor self-esteem, the opposite of an 
overvalued self. “Female” sin, refusing to recognize 
one’s worth as a child of God, is less obvious. Valerie 
Saiving in 1960 was one of the fi rst theologians to 
draw attention to this. She pointed out that women 
have often been treated as secondary citizens, and 
have appropriated the message that they are weak 
and incapable; they lack an organizing center, have 
diffi culty respecting boundaries (for example, gos-
siping) and depend on others for self-defi nition.28 
Women’s primary sin is self-abnegation and an 
undervalued self. They “miss the mark” in believing 
that they are not worthy of divine calling or human 
authenticity; they hide within a false self and fail to 
be the self that they are created to be. 

Sin involves much more than breaking the law. As 
Serene Jones remarks, 

one could conceivably live a fully moral, upright 
life—avoiding many of the acts we call “sin”—
and still be fundamentally in a state of sin because 
one has not accepted the fullness of grace that God 
has bestowed upon humanity.29 

Feminist theologians point out that these sins are 
both individual and structural, and that women and 
men are equally responsible. It is important to rec-
ognize that these observations are generalities (some 
women overvalue themselves and some men under-
value themselves)—the issue is complex.30 

Psychologist Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen describes 
gender differences in terms of the effects of the 
Genesis 3 curse.31 Because men and women are 
equally created (and meant to be in equal rela-
tionship) and equally responsible for exercising 
dominion over creation (fulfi lling the creation man-
date), they have an equal predisposition for sin. 
However, the results of their sin differ. The man’s 
sin involves an abuse of dominion (he ate the for-
bidden fruit) and sociability (he valued the woman 
over God), which results in pain in exercising domin-
ion and domination over the woman (the dominion 
runs wild), with neglect of relationship (distorted 
sociability). He exercises dominion apart from God 
(pride). The woman’s sin also involves a neglect of 
respon sible dominion and sociability (she gave the 
fruit to the man); this leads to social enmeshment 

(her desire is for the dominating man) with a neglect 
of dominion. By partaking of the fruit, the woman 
transgressed the bounds of responsible dominion; 
the preservation of relationship becomes an excuse 
for failing to fulfi ll the creation mandate. Note the 
similarities between her views and the ideas of femi-
nine/masculine sin, between domination and pride, 
and social enmeshment and a poor sense of self.

Biddle comes to similar conclusions. He recognizes 
that biblical texts contain ideas of both pride (typi-
cally masculine) and sloth (typically feminine). Sin 
can be viewed as both rebellion or arrogance and as 
underachievement or despondent passivity.32 There 
is an overstepping of an upper boundary (trying to 
be God, not accepting the limits of humanity) and a 
failure to exceed a lower boundary (not being what 
God has created us to be, abdicating responsibility 
and hiding). Biddle believes that we need to embrace 
both poles of humanity: being made in God’s image 
and being fi nite creatures. Sin occurs when these are 
out of balance. He suggests that pride and sloth can 
be reconciled through something more basic under-
lying both: mistrust of God. There is a violation of 
our relationship with God and a failure to embrace 
our authentic freedom. Against Augustine, Biddle 
claims that the primary sin is not pride and rebellion 
but underachievement, an unwillingness to place 
our ultimate trust in God as revealed in Christ.33 
We all miss the mark.

In a similar attempt to reconcile pride and sloth, 
Terry Cooper, drawing upon the work of psycho-
analyst Karen Horney, argues that pride, if properly 
understood, underlies both the overvalued self and 
the undervalued self.34 Pride and self-contempt, or 
the Niebuhrian and feminist perspectives, can be 
integrated. In fact, both perspectives are needed for 
a proper theological understanding of sin. People 
often are unconsciously proud of being humble, or of 
having low self-worth. There are differing forms of 
pride and differing responses to existential or onto-
logical anxiety, which is a precondition for sin. These 
include moving against others (pride, arrogance), try-
ing to be superior to others (narcissistic in its extreme 
form), and moving toward others in self-effacement. 
Cooper suggests that pride always involves a lack 
of trust in God; self-abnegation is one’s own solu-
tion to a problem, not God’s solution. We distrust 
God by trying to be either more or less than what we 
are meant to be. Life is ordered around one’s own 
 insecurities. Egoism, or self-preoccupation, underlies 
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both egotism (self-infl ation) and self-defl ation. Self-
hate can be the fl ip side of pride; if we chronically 
feel guilty and insecure, we sometimes externalize it 
so that the problem becomes someone or everyone 
else’s problem—paranoia manifests as pride. Pride 
is a defensive posture; lurking behind it is low self-
esteem. Both the overvalued and undervalued forms 
of pride lack a healthy self-acceptance. 

Feminist scholars provide an important correc-
tive to the long-dominant view of sin as pride 
and arrogance. Sin needs to be considered in all 
its dimensions. It involves both overvaluing and 
undervaluing, both self-aggrandizement and self-
effacement, both pride and passivity, both arrogance 
and acedia, both doing wrong and failing to do right, 
both being more and being less than God intends for 
us. Sin involves turning away from God, rejecting 
the one who creates, redeems, and sustains us. 

Another important concept in our understanding 
of sin is its corporate/communal nature, which is 
emphasized in the Bible. Social structures (such as 
academic institutes) are tainted by sin; prevailing atti-
tudes perpetuate sinful societies. Specifi c sins occur 
in the context of a sinful world. All have sinned and 
all are predisposed to sin. It is important to consider 
sin as neither exclusively individual nor exclusively 
social, but simultaneously both.35 Biddle comments 
that the individualism and legalism of much con-
temporary Christianity overlook the systemic and 
dynamic nature of sin. In the biblical view, indi-
vidual and corporate sin are intertwined, as are sin 
and its consequences (he describes it as one organic 
continuum).36 It is easy to blame either other individ-
uals or anonymous institutions, but it is important to 
 recognize the symbiotic connection between individ-
ual sin and its structural embodiment.37 It is possible 
that societal pressures on women have led to or have 
encouraged a collective sin of undervaluing the self. 
This does not preclude individual responsibility but 
adds another dimension to it. 

Finally, it is essential to understand that sin cannot 
be understood apart from grace.38 The world apart 
from God does not consider sin because it does not 
know grace. Sin and grace are intertwined. We are 
all born with a propensity to mistrust our Creator, 
to undervalue or overvalue ourselves in relation-
ship to God. We can be honest about our sin because 
we have hope in grace. It is only through grace that 
we can restore relationships marred by alienation. 
Grace brings us out of hiding into the light. 

The Way Forward
It is time to complete the circle and consider how a 
biblical/theological understanding of sin can inform 
the problem of the lack of women in STEM. There is 
now a large body of literature on the topic of women 
in science, although little from a Christian perspec-
tive.39 As noted above, sociocultural explanations 
offer some helpful insights into the gender gap in 
STEM; Christian theology can add another perspec-
tive. The concept of feminine sin points to a tendency 
for women to neglect their responsible dominion 
over creation. With respect to science, failure to uti-
lize one’s God-given gifts and to accept one’s worth 
in God’s eyes is one possible factor explaining the 
paucity of women in science. This is true perhaps for 
the lack of women entering science fi elds as well as 
for the lack of advancement for women already in 
scientifi c careers. (I have encountered many Christian 
women who are insecure regarding their abilities, 
or who defer to men on certain issues, or who have 
inconsistent views regarding gender equality.) 

From the research on women in science, sugges-
tions have been made for decreasing the gender 
gap in STEM. A symposium in 2000 advised select-
ing science students using broad criteria, looking for 
single-mindedness and assertion, and being aware 
of unconscious discrimination.40 In 2011, NSERC 
devised a policy statement on gender, science, and 
engineering which included the following proposed 
strategies: 

• encourage female students in elementary and 
secondary schools to consider careers in sci-
ence and engineering, 

• increase the enrolment of women in under-
graduate and graduate programs in science 
and engineering in all Canadian universities 
and colleges, 

• increase the profi le and retention rate of 
women in science and engineering positions, 

• eliminate barriers for women who wish to 
pursue careers in science and engineering, 

• promote the integration of female students 
and professionals both within and outside 
 academia [and] 

• provide female role models who are accom-
plished, successful, and recognized researchers 
in science and engineering.41 

These are helpful strategies and are not necessarily 
incompatible with a Christian worldview. However, 



21Volume 67, Number 1, March 2015

these solutions focus on institutional and soci-
etal changes, and are thus primarily “top-down” 
approaches. It is also helpful to consider individual 
issues and a “bottom-up” approach. The above dis-
cussion on both the biblical equality of women and 
the “feminine” aspects of sin can provide insight 
in this regard. From the perspective of Christian 
theology, we also need to consider the neglect of 
responsible dominion as a factor in the gender gap in 
STEM. Whether women have been discouraged from 
fully participating by society or by the church, this is 
not what the Bible teaches.

Recall that men and women are created equal in 
God’s image. Recall the creation mandate given 
to both men and women: to care for, cultivate, and 
study the divinely created order, science being one 
way in which this can be fulfi lled. It is interesting to 
consider gender differences in brain function and 
how this may inform a response to the gender gap 
in STEM. The “male,” “scientifi c” rationality once 
revered, and a likely explanatory factor in the sub-
ordination of women, is not prioritized in biblical 
teaching. Furthermore, “female” nonrational facul-
ties, such as imagination and intuition, are valued 
not only in the Bible, but also in science. Christian 
women are perhaps uniquely gifted to study creation 
in obedience to God’s calling by pursuing STEM 
careers.

Men and women are also equally commanded to 
Christian ministry, including teaching. Also recall 
the Fall, the “curse,” and its results. The man can 
be viewed as abusing his dominion and dominating 
women; the woman can be seen as neglecting her 
responsible dominion and idolizing relationships. 
From a theological perspective, this “feminine” 
sin of missing the mark and not living up to one’s 
potential is just as signifi cant as the “masculine” 
sin of pride. Note that this is not an issue only for 
women, not another way of denigrating women. It 
is also a concern for the entire Christian community, 
and it applies to all areas of life, not just STEM. Sin 
is a problem and a product of both individuals and 
societies.

What, therefore, is a Christian response? In general, 
I suggest that it needs to begin in our homes, in our 
Christian schools, and in our churches. We need 
increased awareness of the prevalence and sinful-
ness of underachievement and self-abnegation, and 
encouragement to not “miss the mark.” Then we 

need teaching, counseling, and modeling about our 
value, worth, and responsibility through the eyes of 
Christ. As Jean Vanier notes, 

All humans are sacred, whatever their culture, race 
or religion, whatever their capacities or incapacities, 
and whatever their weakness or strengths may be. 
Each of us has an instrument to bring to the vast 
orchestra of humanity and each of us needs help 
to become all that we might be.42 

Both men and women are beloved children of God 
who are called to shine as lights in the world, exer-
cising faithful stewardship and leadership, as God 
works in us through our gifts (Phil. 2:12, 13). We need 
encouragement to reorient ourselves toward God. 
We need to accept his mysterious and magnifi cent 
love, accept the gifts he has given us (regardless of 
our gender) and use them responsibly, and surrender 
ourselves and our insecurities to our Lord. I suggest 
that change involves both internal and external pro-
cesses; both individual and communal processes. We 
are one body in Christ (Rom. 12:5). Many Christian 
women have allowed their gifts to lie dormant, yet 
Paul teaches that all—men and women—are alive 
in Christ (1 Cor. 15:22) and have freedom through 
Christ to exercise our gifts (Gal. 5:1). In Christ there 
is no longer male and female (Gal. 3:28), and we need 
to stop acting as if there is. 

 With respect to Christian women in STEM, the chal-
lenges may be greater as a result of the long history of 
reverence of “male” rationality, as well as a historic 
antagonism between science and religion. However, 
Christian communities can help by teaching on sci-
entifi c aspects of creation, including research and 
care for the environment, as well as teaching on 
the compatibility between science and faith. When 
young girls in homes, church, and school are given 
equal opportunities, they may be more inclined to 
choose a career in engineering, for example. Girls 
can be encouraged to help in building projects, not 
just kitchen ones. When girls see women scientists as 
role models, when children are valued and their gifts 
encouraged regardless of gender, we will be working 
toward fulfi lling the creation mandate as well as the 
great commission. 
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