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You are right about some people in
the Old Testament having more than
one wife and the text does not criticize
them for it. For example, Jacob mar-
ried two sisters, Leah and Rachel. And
yet by the time of the New Testament
(actually for several centuries before
the New Testament), there is no evi-
dence of polygamy being still prac-
ticed by the Jews.

What happened? Apparently there
was a societal change away from
polygamy that was not directly
addressed by the biblical text.
Nowhere in the Bible does it say,
“Thou shalt not have more than one
wife.” Jewish society changed, but if
Jewish preachers were part of the
move to monogamy, their preaching
did not end up in the Bible.

Why did polygamy fall out of favor?
We don’t know. When did it?
Apparently it was in or by the
Monarchial Period (roughly 1000 - 587
BCE), when we hear only of kings hav-
ing multiple wives. Earlier, Esau,
Jacob’s brother, had three wives.

Gideon, who lived in the Period of the
Judges before the Monarchial Period,
had many wives. The last example of
polygamy in the Bible (except for kings
who generally can do as they please
and no one can stop them) is Samuel’s
parents. In 1 Samuel 1, we learn that
Elkanah had two wives: Peninnah and
Hannah (who bore Samuel).

Then in the Monarchial Period, we
hear of David having six wives whose
names we know: Abigail, Ahinoam,
Maacah, Haggith, Abital, and Eglah.
And after David became king, he took
more concubines and wives, whose
names are not given, though some of
their sons’ names are. “King
Solomon,” we are told, “loved many
foreign women....Among his wives
were 700 princesses and 300 concu-
bines” (1 Kings 11:1, 3).

Polygamy was never officially forbidden
in Judaism until the Middle Ages, when the
“ban of Rabbenu Gershom” from around
the eleventh century outlawed polygamy
for Ashkenazi Jews (some say in order to
ease relations with Christians, who consid-

ered the practice
barbaric). Some
Sephardi and
Yemenite Jews
have continued to
practice polygamy
to this day (openly
in Muslim coun-
tries and secretly
in Israel, where it
is illegal for all
Jewish citizens).

There are vers-
es in the New Testament that may forbid
polygamy. 1 Timothy 3:2 and Titus 1:6
both say a bishop should be “a husband of
one wife” (literally, “a one-woman man”).
1 Timothy 3:12 has the same requirement
for deacons. Scholars argue about what is
intended. Does this forbid widowers who
have remarried from being bishops? (This
has been a dominant interpretation over
the centuries.) Is it excluding polygamists
from being bishops? Or is it just saying
that a bishop should be someone who is
faithful to his wife?

Polygamy is very much a live issue
in Africa today because the Christian
churches (I think without exception)
require that when a polygamist is bap-
tized, he divorce all but one of his
wives. This forces the former wives to

return to their parents. And, since they
are no longer virgins, finding a man to
marry them can be difficult.

Some young radical African minis-
ters are advocating a change of policy
to not require monogamy, noting that
polygamy is never clearly condemned
in the Bible. Monogamy, they suggest,
should be seen as part of the European
“cultural baggage” that missionaries
imposed on Africans but not as an
essential part of Christianity.

Perhaps someday African Christianity
will accept polygamy. But even if it
does, Western Christians are unlikely to
accept it because of the inherent inequal-
ity involved in men being allowed mul-
tiple wives but not women multiple hus-
bands. The “Old World” patriarchal
character of polygamy will continue to
repel most Westerners.

The Rev. William Gartig is priest-in-charge
at St. Michael and All Angels, Cincinnati.

He has a doctorate degree in religion from
Hebrew Union College and teaches reli-

gious studies at Northern Kentucky
University. Questions about the Bible or
other religious subjects may be sent to

2146 Cameron Ave, Apt. 5,
Cincinnati, OH 45212-3631 or at
gartigwg@episcopal-dso.zzn.com.
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Canterbury asks for prayers for the ‘ordinary people of God’ 
ACNS: The Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr. Rowan Williams, has

spoken of his prayers for ordinary churchgoers who are “puzzled,
wearied, or disoriented” by the present controversies within the
Anglican Communion. 

In a Pastoral Letter to the Anglican Communion' s Primates and
presiding bishops, Archbishop Williams says that the “ordinary peo-
ple of God” do not want to see division as the consequence of the
Anglican Communion's difficulties:

“Many say they simply do not want to take up an extreme or divi-
sive position and want to be faithful to Scripture and the common life.
They want to preserve an Anglican identity that they treasure and love
passionately but face continuing uncertainty about its future.”

In his letter, the Archbishop updated the Primates on the Windsor
process, reporting the initial thinking of a group set up to advise in
the wake of the General Convention of the Episcopal Church (for-
merly ECUSA) held last June. 

“It is … clear that the Episcopal Church has taken very seriously the
recommendations of the Windsor Report; but the resolutions of General
Convention still represent what can only be called a mixed response to

the Dromantine requests. The advisory group has spent much time in
examining these resolutions in great detail, and its sense is that although
some aspects of these requests have been fully dealt with, some have
not. This obviously poses some very challenging questions for our
February meeting and its discernment of the best way forward.”

On requests for “alternative primatial oversight” received from
some churches in the USA he warned against the tendency to think
the matter was straightforward: 

“I continue to hope that colleagues will not take it for granted that
there is a rapid short-term solution that will remove our problems or
simplify our relationships for good and all without the essential ele-
ment of personal, probing conversation.”

Archbishop Williams also announced the appointment of Drexel
Gomez, Primate of the Church of the West Indies, as chair of a group
to design a Covenant between churches of the Anglican
Communion, an idea Dr Williams canvassed in a reflection offered
following the General Convention meeting.

The full text of the letter is available at http://www.anglicancom-
munion.org/acns/

When I read the stories of Jacob and David and
Solomon having more than one wife, they are not con-
demned for it. And I don’t know of a verse that explicitly
forbids polygamy. Yet we believe it is wrong, don’t we?

Archbishop, Chief Rabbis sign historic agreement
ACNS: The Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr. Rowan Williams, and

the Chief Rabbis of Israel, Chief Rabbi Shlomo Amar and Chief
Rabbi Yonah Metzger signed in September a joint Declaration that
sets out a framework for continuing dialogue between them.
Archbishop Williams described the agreement as historic:

“This is a most significant step in developing better mutual under-
standing and trust between the Anglican Communion and the Chief
Rabbinate and worldwide Judaism.”

The Archbishop was supported in the meeting by the Coadjutor
Bishop in Jerusalem, the Rt. Rev. Suheil Dawani and by Bishops
Michael Jackson and John Stroyan. The Chief Rabbis were support-
ed by Rabbi David Rosen and by the Chief Rabbi of the United
Hebrew Congregations, Sir Jonathan Sacks. The Archbishop paid
tribute to Sir Jonathan and to Bishop Suheil for their constructive
roles in the discussions leading to this meeting. 

The agreement adds to the growing network of bilateral and mul-
tilateral dialogues between religious leaders in the Middle East and
in the wider world. This network of dialogue is a major contribution
to a world in which religious faith is an increasingly important

dimension of people's lives and of national policies.
The Archbishop and the Chief Rabbis agreed on the need for a

renewed sense of urgency in the search for long term peace, justice
and security in the Middle East in general and in Israel and the
Palestinian territories in particular. The Archbishop and Chief Rabbis
called for the greatest possible response to the need now for recon-
struction and rebuilding both of the physical infrastructure and of the
emotional and psychological relations of Christian, Jewish and
Muslim believers in the region. Archbishop Williams said that the
dialogue would make trust and cooperation easier to establish.

“We have acknowledged the tensions that shadow the present sit-
uation particularly the ongoing tragic conflicts in the Holy Land.
But our hope has rested very firmly on this; that without friendship
and mutual confidence, without the ability to speak to one another
candidly and lovingly, we shall never be in a position where our
relationship can change things and challenge things and move the
situation forward.”

The Chief Rabbis emphasized the responsibility of religious leaders
to do their utmost to ensure that religion is not abused for violent ends.
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