LESSONS IN LIVING
    Biblical Roots of Activism Series

                Part III:  Women Belong to Themselves

A St. Andrew’s Sermon

Delivered by Dr. Jim Rigby

March 15, 2009

Scripture Reading:  Jeremiah 1:4-10   (The Inclusive Bible)
We are doing a series on Jubilee, which is a freedom call that is there in the Jewish tradition.  The beginnings of Christianity spring out of this tradition.  If we don’t realize that, if we are taught the Gospel without this call to care for the whole world in a real way … redistributing the wealth … freeing the captives … we misunderstand what Jesus is calling us to do.  Then we turn heaven into someplace far away with nothing to do with today.  

Today I want to share the gift of feminism.  I know that for many people that is a bad word.  But I think it is a very good word.  It is talking about equality for all people in a culture that doesn’t recognize that.  Just as every other voice is to be lifted up, where every other type of human spirit is to be honored, feminism means that women count, too.

This was not part of my rearing in Dallas, Texas.  The history I was taught was a story of the guys.  Oh, sure, the women would sew an occasional flag, but it was as though history was made by men.  Now, that had an effect on me.  In Sunday School, I was told that Abraham was the father of all people, as though he had done that by himself [laughter].  Sarah was left out of the story.  That did something to me.  For instance, as a kid I heard about the great dancer Fred Astaire.  Years later, someone said of his dancing partner, Ginger Rogers, “She did everything that Fred Astaire did, except she did it backwards and in high heels!” [laughter]

So you see, we are propagandized, and that’s what it is, when we are told history as though one set of eyes counts and other sets of eyes don’t count.  You’re taught history that way; you’re taught religion that way.  It does something to you.  And I want to say, as a male, that I was wounded by sexism.  Because I was taught a sense of privilege and superiority that became an obstacle when I tried to really get close to other people.  That’s why I say that the gift of feminism, though not always the easiest pill to swallow, was the most liberating gift that I have received.  

I was taught that an issue like choice was something that I had a privilege and a right to weigh in on.  Because I was taught that women were almost like breeding stock and that the guys could get together, with no women in the room, and make personal decisions about women.  Men would throw a conniption fit if the shoe were on the other foot.  How many men have been told when going in for a medical procedure, “I want you to calm down and go home and think about it for 24 hours.”

We men believe that our second amendment rights to a rifle are inalienable and nobody can penetrate our house.  Why is it so hard to understand that women want the same right with their bodies?  Why do the people that talk most about government intrusion not seem to see that that is intrusive?  Working with rape survivors, for the first time I could feel that my sense of entitlement was part of what had hurt them.  I would never hurt someone directly; but by taking up my male privilege in this culture, I made it more dangerous.  

My pro-life stance came from Gandhi and Schweitzer, and I still have a real problem hurting anything in the world.  So that’s my starting place - that all life has value.  But what I learned was that women could get into situations that I had no way of understanding.  There are really two issues.  One was “What is the right decision?” and the prior question, “Who makes the decision?”  

 

Is it some thing that I and a bunch of males can get together and decide what this means for that person?  Or do I have to respect the moral agency of women?  My pro-life stance was based on an artificial sense of life.  I didn’t take into that picture that life struggles against life and that it’s not always that easy.  

When I thought of not hurting animals, it included deer, didn’t include cockroaches! [laughter]  Right?  Fuzzy, big eyes – sacred; squiggly, scary – no way.  So poodles were sacred, but hyenas?  Hard to say.  And I suddenly realized that the red backdrop in the pro-life poster of the fetus is a person, not a curtain.  That is the inside of a person, and I cannot tell from that angle what that person is going through.  I don’t know how many other kids are in the picture; I don’t know what abuse is in the picture; I don’t know what resources are in the picture; I don’t know.  

So, I believe in opening as many other doors as possible for women.  I realized that simply slamming the other door was not helpful.  If I was serious about stopping violence against women, square one was recognizing that women’s bodies belong to them – they are not the breeding stock of the species.  Just as I would deeply resent other people getting together and talking about my choices, I had to give other people that same respect.  

So, what do you do with a passage like today’s scripture?  It says of Jeremiah, “In the womb I knew you.”  This is one of the passages that is often used in pro-life literature.  God knew the prophet Jeremiah in the womb!  The argument then is that a fetus has to be a person.  But, it says, “Before you were in the womb”.  Let’s assume for a moment that Jeremiah was a woman – that will make it easier to understand.  If Jeremiah was a woman and heard these words, they would be saying, “Your purpose in life is so deep that before there was any of you to be called you, I already had that dream, that vision, for you.”  What was most important about Jeremiah was not just what kind of body he would have, but his choice, his path, his will, to be chosen voluntarily.

 

Why do you think God didn’t build a fence around the forbidden fruit?  That would have saved a lot of problems, wouldn’t it? (laughter). Why not just a lobotomy?  Right?  Just turn the switch; don’t make any mistakes.  Why is it that when Israel is brought to the Promised Land, they stopped at the boundary to choose whether or not to go in.  Why is that so important throughout Scripture?  That you have this loving Creator who would rather work with our mistakes, to reclaim them, than to eliminate the possibility of mistakes, if that meant that we would never be free.  

If Jeremiah were a woman, I think we’d get this a whole lot more quickly.  We all have a mission in life, including women, and what’s most important is not our bodies. They are important because they are a vessel. But when it says “I’ve written my word in you,” “I’ve given you my word,” it’s not saying we have a script that we’re supposed to say.  It’s not saying, “Memorize scriptures so you can go out and quote them.” It’s saying that your tissue is woven together with the Divine Intelligence.  Scripture helps you hear that intelligence.  But the word of God is not Scripture; Scripture is witness to the word.  The word is everywhere; the word is that by which creation takes place.  Read the beginning of John, “In the beginning was the word.” “Everything is created through the word.”

So, every person is here to bring a gift into the world.  There is not one of you who is not on a holy mission, whether you know it or not.  And, it’s not a mystery – am I supposed to be a plumber or a doctor?  You have gifts, things you love to do, things you do well, gifts that the world needs.  The invitation is to give those gifts, and sometimes there’s a groping involved in it.  But, one thing I know, every person is called.  No one is called to be a helpmeet.  There are no Tonto’s on the divine journey [laughter].  Tonto gets his own show.  

Scripture says, “I’ve come to set you over nations, to bring nations down.”  That means your conscience, male or female, is more foundational than the law.  That’s something Gandhi and Martin Luther King knew, but we try not to know it because it scares the beejeebers out of us.  We are responsible; women do not have only a right to take responsibility for their lives, they have a duty to stand up to oppression.  And men have a duty to stand with them shoulder to shoulder.

Now, here’s the wonderful good news in all of this.  For 40 thousand years our species has struggled with one hand tied behind its back.  By not honoring women completely and equally, and that would mean Congress being 50% women and not 6%.  I’m talking about real figures here.  We could solve problems that we would never have gotten into in the first place.  Do you think you would live in a nation that can figure out how to build prisons but not affordable housing, if Congress was 50% women?  How many diseases would have already been cured if you had people who had sensitivity to family, because it was so close to their bodies?  

 Archeologists tell us that there was a prehistoric precursor bird that never unfolded one of its wings.  So, it lived on the ground on insects and never found its greatness.  What I’m suggesting is that Scripture calls us…Jubilee calls us to honor all of our humanity and to open up potentials that we’ve never known before.  

Now, I know that there are gender differences.  But I also know that by following our primate instincts that say a man should be head of things is only a good plan if you are planning on living in a tree! [laughter]  The spirit calls us into the future.  To treat that for the baggage it is.  And to recognize that the spirit calls over and against those primate urges … to honor the entire human family.  

Women have a calling to be uppity!  Women have a calling to be revolutionaries.  And it’s the best gift they give to men.  You will never know freedom as a male as long as you operate comfortably within the patriarchy.  The number of friends you can have, the number of feelings you can have, is so small.  The sense of self worth is so small, when you think your worth comes from being competitive with other males.  Feminism is good news for us all.  Women have not only a right, but a duty, to live to their full capacity; and men have not only a duty to stand as allies, but also a great gift and joy.

Let me say to the women here, before you were even born, you had a calling.  Before you were even woven.  Now, men, you know that’s true of you, too, I hope.  But let’s listen today to the other side of that equation, and realize that our species has never known the joy that would be possible when we honor the full range of our humanity.  When both wings of our species are honored not only will justice be served, but also for the first time in human history, we will know what it feels like to fly!   
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