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Sermon for The University Church St Mary The Virgin – November 2010



Why do women in the priesthood matter?
I am extremely excited about next week, as the musical Jesus Christ Super Star is coming to Oxford, and I have booked for the family to see it. The last time I saw it was when I was four ... living in London, and it changed the direction of my life. Firstly, coming back home on the no. 9 bus, swinging my legs back and forth, I said to my oh-so-wise seven-year-old brother that I had been so impressed with the production that I wanted to be an actress when I grew up ... He turned to me with a solemn face and said ‘It’s a very wicked life’... But, seriously, later that night I sat on the steps outside my bedroom, looking up at a light bulb and it was then and there that I decided I wanted to tell people about Jesus. 

  You could say that that was the beginning of my calling ... it felt like it. And you might say that it is outside our tradition, here at St Mary’s, to discuss conversion experiences, but in our discussions here we can sometimes leave the Scriptures for a moment. 
  I got Brian’s permission not to preach on today’s texts but on something which is burning in my heart. 

  Over the last six months to a year, the debate about women bishops has saddened me. I quote from the Times this week: there are ‘plans for defectors as church rift opens− 50 clergy prepare to follow five bishops into a new Roman Catholic Ordinariat’. 
It makes me sad. 

  For no one in the priesthood takes their calling lightly. No one takes the vows in the ordination service : to resist evil, support the weak, defend the poor, intercede for all in need, administer to the sick and prepare the dying for their death without utter commitment to be a servant and steward of the Lord. Therefore the objections that some Anglo-Catholics and some conservative Evangelicals have to women’s ministry and women in the episcopate, I take very seriously. 

  Their opposition is different, but the outcome the same. Some high Anglo-Catholics believe women are incapable of becoming Bishops, and some conservative Evangelicals believe that we should not do so.

  I shall briefly try and break that down.  

Anglo-Catholic perspective. 

  The Anglo-Catholics I refer to are unable to recognise women bishops as true bishops, and, following on from that, they won’t be able to recognise male priests who have been ordained by women bishops as true priests. To do either of these things would represent a break in the ‘Sacramental assurance’ – i.e. the guarantee that the priest celebrating the Eucharist has not been ordained by a woman bishop or even by a male bishop originally ordained by a woman. To interrupt the tradition that the celebrant has, since the apostles, been a man is to make a variable of the ‘mystery’ of the sacrament, and this means that sometimes the mystery itself will not happen. Jesus was a man, he appointed twelve disciples who were men, and they laid hands on those men who became Bishops, and so it went on. For some high Anglo-Catholics, having a woman Bishop would be like changing the water into Ribena, the wafer into a Mars Bar... It just can’t be done. 
  On the other hand, some Evangelicals believe women should not become Bishops: 
  Evangelicals are not concerned with sacramental assurance or sacramental grace, but their objection is based on the issues of biblical authority and the belief that the bible is the word of God. (Psalm 119: ‘Forever, O Lord, they word is settled in heaven’.) The bible is therefore a divine decree, a timeless document, for all cultures over all the centuries. 
 And therefore by reading the texts ... they believe in ‘male headship’ and maintain THAT WOMEN SHOULD NOT EXERCISE AUTHORITY OVER MEN WITHIN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH. 

1. 1 Timothy 2. 12. Paul: ‘I do not permit a woman to teach or have authority over a man, She must be silent’. 
2. 1 Corinthians 14. 34-35: ‘They are not allowed to speak but must be in submission as the law says. It is a disgrace for a woman to speak in church’. 
3. There is an order and God created women to be helpers. Genesis 2: 20: ‘For Man no suitable helper was found’ ... so Eve was made! 
   This debate has been relentless, and I think it needs to be put in perspective. 

  The good news is that in reality very few  are turning to the new Ordinate: of the 254 Bishops (active or retired) only five are going, and of the 18,000 priests, only 50 may join the Bishops. The truth is that the overwhelming majority of Anglicans in Britain are ready to welcome women bishops and seem to appreciate the work of the 2,000 women priests who are already serving. Perhaps they do so because they remember Jesus of the Gospel: 

1. Jesus talks to the Samaritan woman ... she is the conduit for mission and conversion. John 4: ‘Many of the Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the woman’s testimony’. 

2. Looking at the New Testament alone ... Jesus is unique among founders of the great religions in ignoring the absolute universal assumption in his time that women were inferior to men. The bible story of Martha and Mary is the first time that a religious leader has rebuked women for being too absorbed in her domestic duties. I often refer my husband to this bible story when there is no food in the fridge!

3.   Finally, Mary Magdalene is given the good news of the resurrection and commissioned by Jesus to take this message to the apostles. Why did he not appear first to Peter, whose testimony would have much greater weight than Mary’s? In first century Palestine, such was the distrust of women’s evidence that the testimony of two women was needed to equal that of one man. 

  The historian Karen Armstrong in her book ‘The Bible: The biography’  states that ‘The opponents of women priests can find a host of biblical texts to prove their case, but some of the New Testament authors had very different views and can be cited to show that in Christ there was neither male nor female and that women worked as co-workers and co-apostles in the early Church. (See, for example, Priscilla, who instructed the Jew Apollos – Acts 18: 26, and later in Romans 16: 1-2, Paul says ‘Meet Priscilla and Aquila my co-workers in Christ Jesus’). ‘Hurling texts around polemically is a sterile pursuit. Scripture is not able to provide certainty on this type of question’. 
  So where do we turn ? 

  My favourite theologian, the German, 20th.-century academic Fredric Schleiermacher, is described by some as ‘the Godfather of Liberalism’. Schleiermacher saw the Bible as a flawed document, and his response was to promote a ‘spirituality’ based on experience and feeling. He saw that not every word of scripture was authority, and so the exegete must distinguish marginal ideas from the gospel’s main thrust. Always looking for the universal religious message in the gospel, he disregarded what seems peripheral and tried to express this essential truth in a way that would engage a modern audience. 

  To  Schleiermacher, that essential truth is ‘love’. 

  ‘Let us not love with words or tongue but with action in truth ‘(1 John 3: 18). 

  Here at St Mary’s our mission statement echoes those sentiments of Schleiermacher. It is from St Francis of Assisi, who said to his brothers, when sending them out on mission: ‘Preach the gospel everywhere, if necessary using words’. 
Street Pastors
   Only this week, in an incredibly moving talk, we were told about the good work of Street Pastors. From 10 p.m. until 4 in the morning on Friday night, 4 pastors from different churches and different denominations walk the street of the city centre. They don’t convert, they don’t preach, but they are a presence of love and compassion. They hand out water, flip flops for girls who have lost shoes, warm blankets, find the bus home for those who will take it, guide the drunken. And Jo from St Aldate’s said this was a unique experience because it took the gospel to the streets in the form of action. But even more importantly for her, it brought her close to Christians of different traditions ... here in the streets of Oxford, members of the Salvation Army, Evangelicals, Anglo-Catholics, Baptists, all together, male and female, young and old, are bringing the gospel of love and compassion to the streets, where, of course,  Jesus conducted his ministry. 

 Ironically, the  Street Pastors’ words echo in my ears Paul’s own inspired vision he told in Galatians 3: ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female  you are all one in Christ’. 

  For unity in Christ transcends ethnic, social, and sexual distinctions.

Of course we are loved by Jesus Christ not because he was a man but because of his humanity.  We are loved not by his incarnation as a male, but as a person.  My ‘assurance’, knowledge and experience of God’s presence at the Eucharist does not depend on gender, but because of God’s inclusive compassion, grace and love of all.

  Thank you, at St Mary’s, for letting me be here.

  In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  

