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Introduction

The General Synod of the Church of England is moving towards a vote on the ordination of women as Bishops

The principles behind this are no different to those for the ordination of women as priests (presbyter)

· in practice it is a step change though for many

· a priest only has authority and oversight within a parish

· a bishop has authority and oversight over a diocese which will include those who are opposed to the ordination of women as priests

Three basic arguments against the ordination of women as priests (and therefore bishops)

1. ‘Headship’ from St Paul (mainly Evangelicals)

2. The ‘catholic’ (universal) church has not decided to make this fundamental change and so we should not do it independently (mainly Anglo-catholics)

3. Jesus only chose men because God can only be represented by a male (both camps)

Historical backdrop

The history of Christianity has done little to help the cause of women - it has often not been good news for women

Augustine:  "If I am asked for what purpose it behooved man to be given this help (woman), no other occurs to me than the procreation of children ... ... I do not see in what way it could be said that woman was made for a help for man, if the work of child bearing be excluded."

Martin Luther:  “Men have broad and large chests and small narrow hips, and more understanding than women, who have but small narrow chests and broad hips, to the end they should remain at home, sit still, keep house, and bear and bring up children."

Teresa of Avila:  “The very thought that I am a woman is enough to make my wings drop!”

The church depends on women yet has given them very little space to develop ministries

They were not allowed to be ordained until 1992  - yet women have been planting churches for decades in missionary work.   There have been more women missionaries than men

They are not allowed to teach, so they are put in the Sunday School, to teach the children - emphasising that children are also devalued along side women.

It is the women’s liberation movement and feminist groups that have helped the church look more closely at what God really is saying
What follows is my (brief) understanding of scripture says
Creation accounts – Genesis

1.26-27
This is a counter story to the Babylonian belief that human beings were created as the result of violence and murder between the gods

The biblical accounts tells of human beings as reflecting the life of a good God and as the pinnacle of all creation

The Trinity God (let us make . . ) is imaged in humans as males and females

God is love not violence

Without both genders humanity (and the church) is incomplete

God is not defined by sexual gender – God just is

     and so are we

     in Christ there is no male or female

2.4-23
(Second creation account)

Much has been made about the order of creation with man being made before woman

But woman was made after man, just as man was made after the animals, plants etc.

2.20
Woman as helper
Q.  In what other contexts in the OT do we hear about a helper?
(Help, 21 times in OT – 16 of these refer to God helping humans beings)

The woman will help the man by sharing

2.24
Q.  What is unusual about this verse for us?
The man joins the woman’s household

Matriarchal society before agriculture started – in hunter-gather societies (ref. 10,000BC anthropologists)

Agrarian societies became patriarchal as land was owned and controlled by men – this is what we have in most of the OT

Old Testament

Men and women were equal in certain respects:

1. equal members of the covenant

2. shared in the blessings and forgiveness of God

But women lived in the shadow of men in most respects.  E.g. a daughter was under the authority of her father until she was married, and then she was under the authority of her husband.  Women were ruled by men.

They were also regarded as property rather than persons.  A groom would actually buy a bride from her family with sheep and cattle and other tradable commodities.

In the Temple there was a special court which was reserved only for the men right by the 'Holy of Holies' (the most sacred part of the Temple).  The women could only come part of the way into the Temple.

In the Synagogue, no service could start without there being ten men present.  Nine men and all the women of Israel would not be enough.

Some high points:

· Judge (Prime Minister type!) - Deborah Judges 4 & 5 – peace in the land for 40 years
· Prophetesses - Miriam Ex 15:20 and Deborah too

· Ruth

· Esther

Jesus

1. Jesus was revolutionary in his attitude to Women - He treated women as human
    (Feminism: the radical, subversive and fundamental belief that women are human)
2. He broke with tradition and custom - he had female disciples

3. He went into the house of single women - Mary and Martha and he loved them

4. Allowed an unveiled woman with her hair down to anoint his feet

5. Talked with Samaritan woman - a prostitute in public

6. He used female image to describe God

· Women who lost her silver coins

· Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your children together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were unwilling. Matt 23:37

· Female images of God:  Isaiah 42:14; Isaiah 66:13; Ps 131:2; Luke 15:8-10, Exodus 19:4; 
Deuteronomy 32:18; Isaiah 26:3f, 49:15, 63:9, 66:13; Hosea 11; Matt 23:37; Luke 13:34ff

The risen Jesus appears to women first

He commissions them to tell the men

They share in the Pentecost outpouring as in the Joel’s prophecy – on all flesh

The women understand Jesus’ message better than the men – why?

· Because the message of the kingdom makes more sense to the powerless than the powerful

· Mark 14.3-9 – despite being told about suffering, dying and putting oneself last the (male) disciples did not understand, but this woman does
It seems to me that Jesus did not have women among the twelve Apostles because:

· he man a person of his age, and/or

· it would have out the gospel beyond the reach of so many more people

Paul – He did not guess that his one off letters would become ‘scripture’.  There is not a coherent argument in his writings about the role of women as there is about other subjects (i.e. the resurrection of Jesus or the doctrine of justification).  May be this is because he was dealing with local church problems and local traditions and cultures – and so there are ‘contradictions’.

Ephesians 5

5.21
Submission is mutual (refer to editing of headings in NIV)
 
as love is also mutual – John 13.34

5.23
‘Headship’ – Authority vs Source
 
  Kephale        Power      Self-giving
“For the husband is the head of the wife, as Christ also is the head of the church, He Himself being the Saviour of the body.”
6.5
The problem of slavery – should this still apply too?

1 Corinthians 11

Here we have a mention of headship, but not of submission

How much are these arguments cultural (we do not ant to argue from silence) but do we have an example here?

11.4-10
Could this be a culturally bound view?

Some women took off their veils to worship Jesus 

Some men in the OT had long hair and it was viewed positively 

     Samson & the Nazarites (Jdg 13)
     Jewish men let their hair grow Leviticus 19.27
     You shall not round off the side-growth of your heads nor harm the edges of your beard.
Head covering:  Aaron and his sons were told to wear ‘bonnets’ in the tabernacle 
(cf. Male Jews today)

Other instances

1 Timothy 2
Women are not permitted to teach in some of the churches

· yet Priscilla taught men Acts 18.26

· they are allowed to teach children but not adults 
(which group is the greater responsibility to teach?)

I Cor 14 
Women are to be silent in church

· 11.5 Women can prophecy and pray out load

· gifts of the Spirit to be used in the church are for all people

Galatians
3.28
There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in (Christ Jesus.

In Christ the basic distinctions that divide us are overcome

· RACE - Jew and Greek

· CLASS - slave and free

· SEX - male and female

Our task is to make this become a reality - bring the Kingdom in now!
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