Sermon: Darwin helps us recover Jesus’ radical inclusiveness of women.

Despite the starring role of women in the  gospels, and the pretty poor job the blokes make of it, especially in Mark, for most of our history, only men have been trusted with the authority to proclaim the gospel as priests and ministers.  Clearly this practice wasn’t based on the gospels (and for once they all agree on something).

Jesus new teaching, embodied in all the time he spent with women, which was picked up in Pauls “In Christ there is neither male nor female”, didn’t last long.

The church by and large preferred the old wine.  Most of the church still does.  Us letting Nea and Dianne and Fay preach, and ordaining Janet and others, is a complete scandal to the majority of the church, but a sign of God’s gospel at work to us.

As I said a fortnight ago, to some extent the same thing happened to Darwin: people preferred old wine.  Who wouldn’t?  Even teetotallers know that the older stuff tastes better.  

Interestingly, Darwin’s ideas, the revelation that the old wine in Genesis 1-3 was not historical, even if days were taken to be vast period of time, have helped push us as a church back to Jesus’ new wine: women and men are equal.

Because, quite clearly, the church’s rejection of Jesus’ radical inclusiveness is rooted in, or at least justified by, a literal reading of the expulsion from the Garden of Eden.

People who don’t take the story literally can of course (and do) continue to discriminate against women, but they have no solid basis for it anymore.  Certainly not in the gospels.

Common in churches is the idea that we, through the literal or metaphorical actions of Adam and Eve, are inherently sinful, that humans brought death and pain into the world, that we ruined everything, that God was capricious enough to punish us forever by making women have painful and sometimes fatal childbirth, yet always desire more children, and instituting patriarchy.  Also that men would have to work hard in the fields forever “because they listened to their wives.”

Much as we might like to wish it, this isn’t a misreading of the texts.  It is carried on in the NT, where women are prohibited from having authority over men because, well, we know how badly that went in the garden of Eden.  

It was summarised in the 4th C by the very influential John Chrysostom "Women taught once and ruined all... What happened to the first woman occasioned the subjection of the whole sex

Or this charmer from the middle ages

In Ireland, this testimony was treasured: "I am Eve, the wife of noble Adam;... it was I who robbed my children of heaven; it is I by right who should have been crucified... There would be no hell, there would be no grief, there would be no terror but for me."

Even worse, it wasn’t just that women weren’t allowed to teach, but, based on Genesis, women were seen to be created in the image of men, who were the only ones created directly in the image of God.  

Women were, according to this logic in 1 Corinthians, inferior to men, and created for them.

Man is the image and reflection of God; but woman is the reflection of man. 8 Indeed, man was not made from woman, but woman from man. 9 Neither was man created for the sake of woman, but woman for the sake of man.

women should be silent in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, as the law also says. 35 If there is anything they desire to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church.

Now, there is a strong case that Paul is arguing against these positions, but that simply shows that they were the position of the Corinthian church.

It gets even worse in the later new testament writings like 1 timothy (written by one of Paul’s disciples)

“In every place the men should pray, lifting up holy hands (but) Let a woman learn in silence with full submission.  I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent.  Because Adam was formed first, then Eve;  and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor.  Yet she will be saved through childbearing, “

Now, there were other voices, especially Jesus’ and usually Paul’s, which were completely at odds with this woman oppressing theme.  But, as the church became less a place of radical equality and more a place of respectable civil obedience, women were increasingly subordinated on appeal to the creation stories of Genesis, as interpreted by several new testament passages.

So it seems clear that, even while the NT epistles were still being written, Jesus’ gospel that : God is at hand, within reach, do something about it, doesn’t seem to apply to women in the same way as it does to men.  His followers were eventually able to accept that Gentiles had direct access to God, but they couldn’t maintain for long the radical notion that women did.

This is an example, I believe, of the warning issued centuries before Darwin:

"A mistake about Creation will result in a mistake about God."— St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles II. 2. 3  

Mistaking Genesis 3 as a literal description of how things came to be the way they are, the church mistakenly backed away from Jesus’ mission to all people. 

Darwin was the first-fruit of a story of creation which assures us definitively that a woman was not deceived by a serpent, nor created out of the side of a man.  Men were not created in God’s image, with women a derivative of men.  God did not institute women’s subordination, of painful childbirth, or difficult agriculture.

Darwin’s book is a significant part of the reason why we do not have to perpetuate the oppression of women (and miss out on half of the church’s potential teaching and leadership).  Women do not have to overcome or suppress some kind of biblically rooted sense that God is not, actually, on their side, or directly accessible to them.  The gospel is for them.  Good news indeed for women, and the men who learn from them, like we do here.

There is one other way in which evolution opens the way to recapture Jesus’ good news (and radical challenge) for all of us, which I hope to explore next week.

But let’s stick with women being just as much in the image of God as men.  Knowing that what separates us is a single chromosome (a Y instead of another X), and that rather than woman being drawn out of man, the Y chromosome was originally a dysfunctional X.

Aristotle held that the seed (which was a whole human) was planted by the man in a woman’s fertile field, and would naturally produce a boy, unless some accident intervened.  The Father, in other words, was the sole creative force, so it makes sense to call God Father.

We now know that women actually contribute more than half of the DNA which makes us up, and then of course greatly influence our development in the womb.  So if God is a creative force, God is more mother than father.

So why does the church, and the world, so often resist the idea of female equality, and why does the church so often resist the pretty obvious statement that in the world of literalism God is not a biological being, and therefore neither male nor female, but in the world of metaphor and analogy, is at least as much female as male?

Particularly puzzling for me: why do women find it so hard to relate to God as a woman?

I wasn’t surprised that some men objected when I first used female image for God when leading worship.  I was surprised that some women did: more women even, and more passionately.

Are you brainwashed into believing that you are not worthy to image God as much as men?

Or that you are not Godlike?

One woman said to me: yes I know in my mind that God is no more a man than woman, and that it’s fine to call God Mother.  But I just can’t do it.
Does always calling God Lord and He and Father matter?

Well, if misrepresenting the truth about God matters, I guess it does.  Implying God is a bloke when that’s not true.

If it alienates people who walk through the door who- hearing us give the impression that God is a bloke -  keep on walking, it does.

If singing about how much we love a big bloke in the sky is part of the reason why there are so few men in church, then it matters.

If in that crazy part of history where to be a man and a proper father was to be aloof, distant, harsh and disciplinarian, God being a bloke made God seem aloof and distant and harsh, then it matters.

If it perpetuates female subordination, because women taught once and ruined all, then it matters.

If it allows us to hide from the fact that we just can’t deal with what we say we believe, then it does.

If it didn’t matter a member of one church wouldn’t request that I never come back after using Ps 131 as the basis for a service, nor walk out when Nea stood up to preach.

The simple truth seems to be that it does matter because otherwise people wouldn’t find it so confronting to speak and sing about God as a Mother!

If it really didn’t matter, every church since the 70s would have easily flowed into using more accurate, gender balanced, language for God.  I know of only one congregation which has.

So: it matters.

It misrepresents God.  It is a half truth.

It allows some women to avoid dealing with their inferiority complexes.

It is, for good reason, a stumbling block to many of my generation, and probably others.

Some still may not agree that it matters, and that’s fine.  Since it doesn’t matter, they wont mind if the rest of us, for whom it does matter, use a more balanced language for God.

Others may say it does matter, because God is He and Father and Lord and not She or Mother.  You might be right.  If you can come up with reasons which stand up to scrutiny, let’s talk about it.  

In the meantime, let’s be a full gospel church: using a full set of metaphors for the God who is within direct reach of all of us, men and women, boys and girls.

Perhaps you found the opening reflection song nourishing.  Perhaps you struggled with it.  Let’s continue to be nourished, or struggle, as we listen to God, or talk to God, as it plays again.

A brief “kids” talk that preceded the above
Bigger geography: from Palestine to earth to galaxy to universe.  Grains of sand.

And time: from 6000 years to agricultural time to billions to trillions.

At church we usually focus on this part (6000 years).  Science thinks about the whole bit.  Sometimes the scientists realise something that makes us say, Heh- that’s a good bit for our story too.  Or, gee I never knew that.

last week- God is awesome.  Science points out just how much more awesome than the Bible writers realised.  So much older and bigger.  So the God who is in you, and amongst us all here, isn’t just the God of Israel, or the God of humans, or even the God of this planet, but the God of the whole universe!

Occasionally science stories remind us of some part of the Jesus story we’d forgotten.  Like: Jesus said that God was here for all of us, for all of you: boys and girls.  Girls are just as much like God as boys, and God is just as much part of girls lives as boys.

Pretty obvious heh!

But the church has often forgotten that!  People have said things like: God made Adam first, so boys are better.  Or, When Adam listened to Eve, everything went wrong, so we shouldn’t let women give men advice!  Science reminds us that the story of Adam and Eve isn’t history, or science.  It’s not how things really happened.  

It’s a story like an Aboriginal creation story, it tells us people’s thoughts about God, but not everything God did in making the world.  God didn’t really make it hard for women to have babies, or for men to grow crops, and God certainly didn’t say that boys are more like God than girls, or that men shouldn’t listen to women: imagine if we said Mrs Cork and Mrs Armstrong weren’t allowed to lead church anymore!  

So: science, apart from just telling us more about the wonderful world we live in: reminds us that God is even more awesome than the people who wrote the bible could imagine,  and reminds us about the proper way to read the bible, so we don’t forget some of the really important and obvious things Jesus showed us, like the fact that men and women, boys and girls, are all able to reach out and grab hold of God, and share the good news about God with others.
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