The Ancient Practice of Head Covering





	“I praise you because you remember me in everything and hold fast to the traditions, just as I handed them on to you.  But I want you to know that Christ is the head of every man, and a husband the head of his wife, and God the head of Christ.  Any man who prays or prophesies with his head covered brings shame upon his head.  But any woman who prays or prophesies with her head unveiled brings shame upon her head, for it is one and the same thing as if she had had her head shaved.  For if a woman does not have her head veiled, she may as well have her hair cut off. But if it is shameful for a woman to have her hair cut off or her head shaved, then she should wear a veil.  A man, on the other hand, should not cover his head, because he is the image and glory of God, but woman is the glory of man.  For man did not come from woman, but woman from man; nor was man created for woman, but woman for man; for this reason a woman should have a sign of authority on her head, because of the angels.  Woman is not independent of man or man of woman in the Lord.  For just as woman came from man, so man is born of woman; but all things are from God.  Judge for yourselves: is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her head unveiled?  Does not nature itself teach you that if a man wears his hair long it is a disgrace to him, whereas if a woman has long hair it is her glory, because long hair has been given her for a covering?  But if anyone is inclined to be argumentative, we do not have such a custom, nor do the churches of God.”


			-St. Paul in his First Epistle to the Corinthians (11: 2-16)





-----------------------------





Dear Friend,�	You ask some pertinent questions regarding women's head coverings.  In�doing so you make true the saying "faith seeks understanding."  It is one�thing to recognize that St. Paul commands women to cover their heads during�the Liturgy, the fact that the custom is enshrined in the New Testament�and that it has been the universal practice of the universal Church for�nearly 2,000 years.  And another to be able to understand why women cover�their heads and what it means symbolically.


	I was surprised to find out that this custom was even commanded by an early Pope.  The second bishop of Rome, St. Linus, forbade women from entering a church with their heads uncovered.  St. Basil in his book on Christian Ethics (in Latin Moralis) also manifests the early Church’s universal practice.  St. Basil wrote this book with the intention of teaching the faithful Christian morality based on the New Testament (hence the title).  In it he states the rule, “No man ought to pray or prophesy with his head covered; and no woman, with uncovered head” (Rule 56:7).  He quotes St. Paul’s admonition in Holy Scripture to support his teaching.


	But the questions you ask, if we could find the answers, would give the custom a renewed and deeper meaning that perhaps might appeal to the masses who have dropped this once universal, immemorial custom.  At this point in my studies I must admit, I don't have the answers to all your questions.  I am forced to do some speculating.  I admit that from the start.  I can say what it means to me and my family and speculate on what it could signify if others reflected on it.  But ultimately, as far as I know now, we will be left with the Scriptural mandate, and the universal practice.  These are significant enough for me and my family to continue the custom.  For others, I realize, this is not enough.


	Some see this as something which just is not important and should be dropped to make the Church more in touch with contemporary society.  I respect, yet disagree, with this opinion.  For still others, it is the old catch twenty-two.  If it weren't explicitly mentioned in Holy Writ they would say "if it is important then why isn't it in the Bible?"  If it were only mentioned in the O.T. they would cite the lack of N.T. support and attach it to the O.T. legalistic law.  But even though it is clearly endorsed in the NT, maintained from then until our own day, and  dropped only at a point in history when feminism has gained nearly a strangle hold on the Churches in the West, many people just think it is silly to take a Scriptural statement at face value -even though it is in complete obedience and harmony with Church tradition.�	I've looked at every commentary I have and a few on the internet.  Although I think the modern Catholic ones have been seriously impacted by feminists (the fact that they are all gender inclusive is one obvious manifestation of the feminist's profound influence), there are some observations, I think, that can be drawn from their scholarship.  Of course they all, more or less, relativise the practice of head covering as something that had meaning in the ancient world and that has no place in the modern one.  They do this ignoring the fact that every woman, whether Catholic, Orthodox or Jew, covered their heads during Divine Worship until a few decades ago.  The Roman Church considered this practice important enough to enshrine it in Canon Law (e.g. "the 1917 Code, canon 1262, 2, required that women have their heads covered when assisting at sacred rites, especially when going to Communion."). Most Eastern Churches maintain this practice as a part of thier canonical tradition as well.  What follows is my best speculation based on my limited understanding and research.





#1. O.T. apparel of men and women:��	The first observation I want to make in connection with head coverings�is the way it underlines the distinction between men and women through apparel.  The importance of the distinction in the clothing apparel of women and men is attested to very clearly in Holy Writ:  "A woman shall not be clothed with man's apparel, neither shall a man use woman's apparel:  for he that doth these things is abominable before God" (Deut 22:5).  Of course, in today's culture these words must be very perplexing to most, seeing we have fallen so far away from God.  When it comes to attire (and many other things) it is no longer the faithful who form culture but instead the infidels who form the faithful.��The Zodervan Bible Dictionary:�


"The clothing worn by the Hebrew people of biblical times was graceful,�modest, and exceedingly significant.  They were considered so much a part of�those who wore them that they not only told who and what they were, but were�intended as external symbols of the individual's innermost feelings and�deepest desires, and his moral urge to represent God aright.  Among the�Hebrews neither sex was permitted by Mosaic law to wear the same form of�clothing as was used by the other (Deut. 22:5).  A few articles of female�clothing carried somewhat the same name and basic pattern, yet there was�always sufficient difference in embossing, embroidery, and needle work so�that in appearance the line of demarcation between men and women could be�readily detected."��	I see head coverings as continuing this Biblically-based Tradition.  The head-covering underlines the fact that their is a difference between man and woman which was meant by the Creator.  Nowadays, because of the feminist and others, this difference is being downplayed, if not roundly denied.  Flip on any T.V. show and you'll see women dressed like men (and often men who look like women).  The head-covering in Church is a reminder that women and men are different, that God made them that way and that they have very distinct roles to play in the Church, family and society.��#2. The husband and wife as an Icon of Christ and the Church.��you said:�"I understand that WIVES are submissive to their HUSBANDS, but I see no authority for believing that WOMEN are submissive to MEN, in general. i.e.,�I have absolutely no authority over your wife whatsoever. So why a sign of�authority in such general terms?"��	I believe that by the women covering their heads and the men keeping�their heads uncovered, we symbolize and manifest the relationship between�Christ and His Church.  St. Paul states, "Let women be subject to their�husbands, as to the Lord:  Because the husband is the head of the wife, as�Christ is the head of the church.  He is the savior of his body.  Therefore�the church is subject to Christ, so also let the wives be to their husbands�in all things.  Husbands, love your wives, as Christ also loved the church,�and delivered himself up for it..." (Eph 5:22-25).  Being that head-coverings�are a symbol of the subjection of a wife to her husband (1 Cor. 11:10), when�we are amassed in the Liturgy, adoring our Creator, we show forth that�husband and wife are icons of Christ and the Church.�	That the husband and wife are icons of Christ and His Church is�manifested in the Liturgy in at least one other way of long standing�tradition.  In the Eastern Churches, during the Holy Sacrament of Matrimony,�the Bride and Bridegroom wear crowns.  They do this to show forth that Holy�Matrimony is a symbol of Christ and the Church and a foreshadowing of the�heavenly wedding feast of Christ and His Church (Apoc 19:7).  So, this might answer your question of the sign of authority in such general terms.  The women, in general, symbolize the bride (the Church) and the men, the Bridegroom (Christ).�There is even a symbol of this in the first mention of head covering in the Bible where Rebecca veils herself for Isaac.  As the Haydock commentary puts it, "She [Rebecca] prefigures the Gentiles, whom Jesus calls by his servants laden with his gifts, to become his spouse, or his Church" (Gen. 24:65).��#3. The Hierarchy of the family as an Icon of the Hierarchy of the Godhead.��	Today we live in an anti-hierarchical society.  People want to call their�President "Bill" and their Priests, "Fr. Ed" or just "Ed" as opposed to their proper names. (As Fr. Rutler once said: when he arrived at a new assignment, the nun there said to him, "we are going to be working together and Fr. Rutler is so formal..." Fr. Rutler replied, "then just call me Father" !!! :-).  We (especially Americans) want to bring everyone down to the same level.  The idea of kneeling before a bishop and kissing his ring (let alone the Pope's) is not only viewed as ludicrous but idolatrous by many Protestants.  Many other woes could be cited but hopefully you get the point.�	This holds true in marriage.  Modernists want to pervert the hierarchy in�the family which God has established.  Instead of Husband being the "head"�and woman being the "heart."  We are told they are both now the head.  But,�as Stephen Wood points out, a creature with two-heads is a monstrosity.  This is what marriage has become in modern society a grotesque distortion of what it was meant to be by its Creator.�	Does head-covering solve all this disorder?  Of course not.  But it points to the God-established order in marriage which has always been affirmed by the Church.  As the following notes show, St. Paul states that just as their is a hierarchy in the God-head, we should expect it in society, Church and family.  For anyone vaguely familiar with the passage, the head-covering points to the order in the Christian family that must be maintained if the family is going to survive in the modern world.��1 Cor. 11:3 (NAB)�"'A husband the head of his wife': the specific problem suggests to Paul the model of the head as a device for clarifying relations within a hierarchical structure. The model is similar to that developed later in greater detail and nuance in Eph 5:21-33... This gives us a functional scale: God, Christ, man, woman."��1 Cor. 11:4-6 (NAB)�"From man's direct relation to Christ, Paul infers that his head should not be covered.  But woman, related not directly to Christ on the scale but to her husband, requires a covering as a sign of that relationship.��1 Cor. 11:7-9 (NAB)�"The hierarchy of v.3 is now expressed in other metaphors: the image (eikon)�and the reflected glory (doxa).��#4. The meaning of head-covering��you said:�"Why is covering the head a sign of submission, as opposed to, say, wearing�shoes made of feathers or hopping on one foot?"��some answers:�First of all, I haven't seen a fully satisfactory explanation of why this act is a sign of submission.  It is stated as a given.  Perhaps we must accept it as such.  But we can continue to try to understand the reasons.  Here are some excerpts from commentaries with a few of my reflections in hopes of piecing together a little better understanding of head-covering.��I Cor. 11:10 (Protestant Commentary)�power on her head--the kerchief:  French couvre chef, head-covering, the�emblem of "power on her head"; the sign of her being under man's power, and�exercising delegated authority under him.  Paul had before his mind the�root-connection between the Hebrew terms for "veil" (radid), and�"subjection" (radad).��1 Cor. 11:5 (Protestant Commentary)�dishonoureth . . . head--in that she acts against the divine ordinance�and the modest propriety that becomes her:  in putting away the veil, she�puts away the badge of her subjection to man, which is her true "honor"; for�through him it connects her with Christ, the head of the man.  Moreover, as�the head-covering was the emblem of maiden modesty before man (Gen 24:65),�and conjugal chastity (Gen 20:16 see Douay Rheims); so, to uncover the head�indicated withdrawal from the power of the husband, whence a suspected wife�had her head uncovered by the priest (Num 5:18).��Gen 20:16 (Haydock commentary)�"A covering, or veil, to shew thou art married, and prevent thee from being�taken by anyone hereafter.  S. Paul orders women to be covered."��	Here I can gather at least one thing for certain from this commentary.  And it is something I think we have hinted at all along. It is that head-covering is an emblem of "maiden modesty before man" as the above commentary states.  Any godly husband wants his wife (and daughters) to be modest -especially in divine worship- because we men know (much better than most women do) the power of concupiscence in man and the way the man is inticed through his eyes.  We know that a man very easily can be led into sinful thoughts by the attire of a woman.  The head-covering -a universally recognized symbol of modesty- helps to remind men not to be distracted by the beauty of a woman's hair -and- that we are adoring Almighty God in the presence of His holy angels (1 Cor. 11:10).  St. Mary, the Mother of God, is always depicted with covered head in Icons.  Thus the head-covering can be a reminder to strive to imitate the Mother of God in holiness and dedication to God.  I think it is also significant that the holy nuns still veil themselves as part of their habit.  Head-coverings could also help dispose our daughters to be open to a monastic vocation.


	This last mention of nuns reminds us of the past.  In previous generations (all the way back to biblical times) people had no illusions about the necessity of modesty.  People knew about the serious near occasion to sin that immodest dress is.  Today we are self-deceived into thinking we are more enlightened than they.  We no longer need these strict rules of modesty in public dress.  All one has to do is look at the collapse of morality in modern society to see what immodesty can do.  How does this tie with head-coverings?  Simple, you'll probably never see�(although anything is possible) a woman in Church with a head covering and a mini-skirt.  In other words, head-covering orients the woman to modesty in dress -especially in public worship where modesty should be most strictly observed.��#5. The length of hair in ancient Palestine:��you said:�"In Palestine, men had long hair (e.g. Jesus...), so what's the deal about�men ought to have short hair?"��1 Cor. 11:14 (Protestant Commentary)�The fact that nature has provided woman, and not man, with long hair, proves�that man was designed to be uncovered, and woman covered.  The Nazarite,�however, wore long hair lawfully, as being part of a vow sanctioned by God�(Num 6:5).  Compare as to Absalom, 2Sa 14:26, and Ac 18:18.��1 Cor. 11:4-6 (NAB)�'Shameful... to have her hair cut off:' certain less honored classes in�society, such as lesbians and prostitutes, are thought to have worn their�hair close-cropped."��	I think that you might be judging the length of hair based on today's�standards.  If so, I think this is a mistake.  Jesus, as He is depicted in icons, has long hair when compared to that of modern man.  But I don't believe this was considered long in His day.  Hair down to the back was considered "long" and appropriate for women.  But hair to the shoulders was not.  The note above mentions Nazarites as an exception to this rule.  Women with short hair were considered shameful probably for the above mentioned reasons.  Btw, accurate icons of St. John the Forerunner (or Baptist) shows his hair long since he was a Nazarite.��#6. St. Paul's argument is not transitory.��1 Cor. 11:9 (Protestant Commentary)�Neither--rather, "For also"; Another argument:  The immediate object of�woman's creation.  "The man was not created for the sake of the woman; but�the woman for the sake of the man" (Gen 2:18, 21, 22).  Just as the Church,�the bride, is made for Christ; and yet in both the natural and the spiritual�creations, the bride, while made for the bridegroom, in fulfilling that end,�attains her own true "glory," and brings "shame" and "dishonor" on herself�by any departure from it (1Co 11:4, 6).��	Simply stated, I think that St. Paul's appeal to the order of creation is significant.  It points to something permanent and unchanging, manifested in our very being.  The fact that St. Paul speaks of head-coverings in this context indicates that the head-covering appeals to and reminds us of our very existence as male and female.  Because of this, I do not think that the tradition of head-covering should be abandoned, nor neglected.  In other words, St. Paul was not using the custom of head-covering in the context of ancient Palestinian pop-culture.  Instead, he teaches the covering of women in the context of our very nature as man and woman created by God.��#7. Conclusion.��1 Cor. 11:7-12 (Navarre Commentary)�"Angels are present in every human activity, especially in acts of worship�(v.10), in which the members of the Church on earth join with those in�heaven to render due worship to God.  The presence of the angels is an added�incentive to the maintenance of due decorum by women.��	I think head-coverings are an important part of "the maintenance of due�decorum by women."  I do not insist, although, that every woman must cover�her head.  This, I do not think, is my prerogative.  Ultimately, this authority resides in the Church.  Why has this practice been dropped from some Churches modern Canon Law?  I think the Church today has decided to limit the amount of discipline it insists upon.  There are many other disciplines the Church now has ceased from insisting on (e.g. fasts), as we have previously discussed, which I think are also very important to continue.  I think the Church is trying to allow the laity to think for themselves without having every minutia of discipline dictated to them.  We have two thousand years of Tradition to guide us.  Many things are obvious and not needing to be mandated by the Church.�	Let me know what you think.  I do not think this to be an essential�issue but at the same time, I think it is one that is relevant to the issue of Liturgical Reform in the West.  And with all the liturgical disorder in the West, I feel a little embarrassed with the fact that I have spent as much time on this issue as I have. But there is a time and place for everything and perhaps this is the time for this issue to be discussed.��In Christ’s Light,�William DerGhazarian 





appendix:





The Head Covering 


1 Corinthians 11:1-16 


��What did Paul mean when he wrote, “Every man praying or prophesying, having his head covered, dishonors his head. But every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered dishonors her head, for that is one and the same as if her head were shaved” (1 Cor. 11:4,5) ��Was he talking about long and short hair? Was he addressing something unique to Corinthian culture? We don’t have to guess about the matter, because the historical evidence is strikingly clear. ��The historical record reveals that the early churches all understood Paul to be talking about a cloth veil, not long hair. The only thing that wasn't clear to some of the early Christians was whether or not Paul's instructions apply to all females or only to married women. The reason is that the Greek word gyne, used by Paul, can mean “a female” or it can mean “a married woman.” ��Around the year 200, at Carthage, North Africa, Tertullian wrote a tract entitled, “The Veiling of Virgins.” Tertullian makes the argument that the passage applies to all females of age—not just to married women. Of course, Tertullian’s personal view is of little concern to us. But what is so valuable about this work of his is that he discusses the practices of different church in various parts of the world. Here are some key excerpts from his work: ��I also admonish you second group of women, who are married, not to outgrow the discipline of the veil. Not even for a moment of an hour. Because you can't avoid wearing a veil, you should not find some other way to nullify it. That is, by going about neither covered nor bare. For some women do not veil their heads, but rather bind them up with turbans and woollen bands. It's true that they are protected in front. But where the head properly lies, they are bare. ��Others cover only the area of the brain with small linen coifs that do not even quite reach the ears.... They should know that the entire head constitutes the woman. Its limits and boundaries reach as far as the place where the robe begins. The region of the veil is co-extensive with the space covered by the hair when it is unbound. In this way, the neck too is encircled. ��The pagan women of Arabia will be your judges. For they cover not only the head, but the face also. . . . But how severe a chastisement will they likewise deserve, who remain uncovered even during the recital of the Psalms and at any mention of the name of God? For even when they are about to spend time in prayer itself, they only place a fringe, tuft [of cloth], or any thread whatever on the crown of their heads. And they think that they are covered! [Tertullian, The Veiling of Virgins : The Ante-Nicene Fathers Vol. 4 pp. 27-29] ��Earlier in his tract, Tertullian testified that the churches that were founded by the apostles did insist that both their married women and their virgins be veiled: ��Throughout Greece, and certain of its barbaric provinces, the majority of churches keep their virgins covered. In fact, this practice is followed in certain places beneath this African sky. So let no one ascribe this custom merely to the Gentile customs of the Greeks and barbarians. ��Moreover, I will put forth as models those churches that were founded by either apostles or apostolic men. . . . The Corinthians themselves understood him to speak in this manner. For to this very day the Corinthians veil their virgins. What the apostles taught, the disciples of the apostles confirmed. [Tertullian, The Veiling of Virgins : The Ante-Nicene Fathers Vol. 4 pp. 27-29,33] ��Clement of Alexandria, an elder writing from Egypt around the year 190, counseled: ��“Let the woman observe this, further. Let her be entirely covered, unless she happens to be at home. For that style of dress is grave, and protects from being gazed at. And she will never fall, who puts before her eyes modesty, and her shawl; nor will she invite another to fall into sin by uncovering her face. For this is the wish of the Word, since it is becoming for her to pray veiled.” [Clement, The Instructor 3.12] ��Hippolytus, a leader in the church at Rome around the year 200, compiled a record of the various customs and practices in that church from the generations that preceded him. His Apostolic Tradition contains this statement: ��And let all the women have their heads covered with an opaque cloth, not with a veil of thin linen, for this is not a true covering. [Hippolytus Apostolic Tradition] ��In summary, the early Christians practiced exactly what 1 Cor. 11 says: Men prayed with their heads uncovered. Women prayed with their heads veiled. Nobody disputed this—regardless of where they lived—Europe, Mid-East, North Africa, or the Far East. ��This written evidence of the course of performance of the early Christians is corroborated by the archaeological record. The pictures we have from the second and third centuries from the catacombs and other places depict Christian women praying with a cloth veil on their heads. Some of those pictures are shown below. ��So the historical record is crystal clear. It reveals that the early generation of believers understood the head covering to be a cloth veil—not long hair. As Tertullian indicated, even the women who did not wish to follow Paul's teaching were not claiming that Paul was talking about long hair. Rather, they simply wore a small cloth in minimal obedience to his teaching. Nobody in the early Church claimed that Paul's instructions were merely a concession to Greek culture. Nobody claimed that they had anything to do with prostitutes or pagan priestesses. Such claims are merely inventions of the modern church. �
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