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Part 5: Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism 

“Uppity Women Unite” 

Full disclaimer before I begin this morning: 

The title for this sermon “Uppity Women Unite” comes from a bumper sticker my 

college roommate gave me and I proudly hung on our dorm room door.  I have no 

problem claiming the role of feminist, which for me means I believe in the 

equality of men and women, and I took my daughters with me when I voted for 

Hillary Clinton for president in 2008 because I wanted them to be a part of that 

history even though they were too young to know what was happening and 

Obama’s nomination was a foregone conclusion.  

I don’t say any of this because you need to agree with me, but I do want you to 

know when I read about women in the Bible, I don’t read those stories without 

bias.  But then again, I don’t think any of us read the Bible without bias no matter 

how enlightened we think we are. 

So, on with the sermon.    

Our scripture reading this morning comes from Luke, the very familiar story for 

Mary and Martha. 

I want to pick-up with where I left off two weeks ago.  If you were here or listened 

to my sermon, you heard me say that I had to defend my ordination as a Teaching 

Elder (aka minister) at a deposition.  Some of you were surprised by this, that in 

2015 the role of women in the church would even be an issue.  But I can tell you 

that the role of women in the church is alive and well.  It’s not uncommon for us 

to get a request from a non-member to hold a wedding here and bring their own 

minister because they don’t want a woman officiating at their ceremony.  It’s not 

uncommon for me to get a couple sideways glances from nonmember weddings 

held here when they see me come out in a robe, and even have some of them say 

“I’ve never been to a wedding done by a woman!”, and I’ll be honest that every 

once in a while when someone says something to me or expects something from 



me, I sometimes wonder if the same thing would be said to or expected from a 

male minister.  I think any woman in the workforce has wondered that at times. 

Among major Christian denominations in the US, 9 allow for the ordination of 

women and 7 do not.  And just last year, the Church of England approved women 

as bishops.     

In 1906 the northern branch of the PC(USA) approved the ordination of women as 

deacons, in 1930 as elders, and in 1956 as ministers.  The southern church 

approved the ordination of all 3 in 1964.  However, even with that history change 

happened slowly.  Only one woman was ordained an elder in Chicago presbytery 

between 1930 and 1950, and plenty of women will tell you that even though it 

was allowed, it didn’t happen.  I know one woman who, while being driven by her 

pastor to her exam for her ordination as a minister in the 70s, was told by her 

pastor (a man), that he didn’t think she should be ordained.   

In 2012, there were just over 10,000 churches in the PC(USA).  Only 12% have a 

woman serving as an installed solo pastor, head of staff, or co-pastor.  Of the 

roughly 1200 churches being served by women, nearly 2/3 of them are under 150 

members.  Would you like to guess how many churches over 800 members are 

being served by a woman head of staff?  17.  That’s ½ percent of churches over 

800 members are served by women heads of staff.  In the church, we call this the 

stained-glass ceiling, and it’s alive and well.  More women are serving in part-time 

positions than men (and I know from talking with colleagues this isn’t always b/c 

they want to stay home to also be with their children, sometimes that’s the only 

job they could get), and there are more single female ministers than single male 

ministers, but similar proportions have children living at home – i.e., more single 

female ministers than male ministers are the primary caregiver for their children, 

a dynamic that certainly affects a congregation.   

So those are the hard core, bleak stats on women in ministry in the PC(USA).   

I’d like to tell you I’m surprised by them, but when you consider the role of 

women in the Bible, and the fact that women’s ordination was denied up until 59 

years ago because of what the Bible says about women, it really doesn’t come as 

a shock.  Because let’s be honest, the Bible isn’t kind to women. 



In short, women were the property of men.  Socially and politically, there was no 

acceptable category for a woman who was not married and procreating – some 

women might argue that’s still true today, by the way.  And in some cases, if a 

woman didn’t have children and her husband dies, it was up to her husband’s 

brother to procreate with her.  She simply didn’t have a choice in the matter since 

her body belonged to her husband.  

And since we’re on the subject of marriage, let’s talk briefly about marriage in the 

Bible.  Biblical marriage was not based on mutual love and respect.  A man could 

purchase a woman from her father, daughters were sometimes given as rewards 

for succeeding in battle (see Joshua 15:16), and polygamy was practiced by 

several of the patriarchs.  Jacob had 12 sons who make up the 12 tribes of Israel, 

but they don’t all have the same mother.  Jacob had four women making those 

babies: two were his wives and two were his slaves.  Abraham, also, had children 

by his wife Sarah and his slave Hagar.   

Also, most of the references about Sarah are in light of Sarah having children, or 

not being able to have children, or going along with Abraham’s plans.  In other 

words, even when we talk about Sarah, it’s always in light of the fact that she was 

Abraham’s wife.   

There’s also a little known story in Genesis 12 about Sarah and Abraham.  They’re 

about to move into Egypt, but Abraham’s worried the Egyptians will be jealous of 

him and treat him poorly because Sarah is so beautiful.  So he suggests that they 

lie and tell everyone Sarah is his sister.  Well, apparently they’re such good liars 

that the Pharaoh decides to “take Sarah into this house”, which is code for “take 

her as his own”.  The Bible then says that “the Lord afflicted Pharaoh and his 

house with great plagues because of Sarai, Abram’s wife.”  (Genesis 12:17).  Did 

you catch that?  The Lord afflicts Pharaoh because of what Sarah, Abraham’s wife 

did, not Abraham, even though it was Abraham’s idea and Sarah would have had 

no say in being trafficked as a sex slave.  This story, by the way, is upheld as a 

model for how wives should behave in 1 Peter 3:  

Wives, in the same way, accept the authority of your husbands, so that, 

even if some of them do not obey the word, they may be won over without 

a word by their wives’ conduct, 2 when they see the purity and reverence of 

your lives. 3 Do not adorn yourselves outwardly by braiding your hair, and by 



wearing gold ornaments or fine clothing; 4 rather, let your adornment be the 

inner self with the lasting beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is very 

precious in God’s sight. 5 It was in this way long ago that the holy women 

who hoped in God used to adorn themselves by accepting the authority of 

their husbands. 6 Thus Sarah obeyed Abraham and called him lord. You have 

become her daughters as long as you do what is good and never let fears 

alarm you.  

So, we can read all these passages that tell us that men were more important 

than women and chalk it up to reflecting the time and place.  And we can even 

joke about the way women were property and their value was only in how many 

children they can produce, but the problem is that many of these ideas are still at 

work today, even among “enlightened” societies.  I mean, how far have we really 

come?   

I was reading People magazine (please don’t laugh), and I swear there isn’t one 

article about Jenifer Aniston that doesn’t fail to mention that at the age of 46 

she’s not married and doesn’t have children and “Why is that?”;  We have TLC 

and the Today show parading around the Duggar family, pre-scandal, talking 

about how great they are because Michelle has 19 kids and home schools them 

and aren’t they all precious; we have a constant focus on women’s bodies and 

their usefulness sexually; and I’m just going to say it – because it needs to be put 

out there and talked about – Caitlyn Jenner on the cover of Vanity Fair in a 

cleavage busting corset and sultry pose and was greeted with thunderous 

applause – because, you know, that’s how a woman is supposed to look.  

Jon Stewart pointed out that when Caitlyn was Bruce, we could talk about her 

athleticism, and her business acumen.  But now that she’s a woman, her looks are 

really the only thing we care about.  And, and her age – “she’s looks good for 65!” 

someone said.  Because, you know, women have an expiration date for how long 

they look good. 

But seriously, the public transition from male to female has brought the subject of 

what makes a woman a woman to the forefront.  Caitlyn told Diane Sawyer she 

knew she was a woman because quote “my brain is much more female than it is 

male,” to which many long-time feminists said, “stop.”  This is what we’ve been 

fighting against.  Because what makes a brain more female?  That it’s more 



empathetic?  More emotional?  Doesn’t understand math and science as well as a 

man’s brain?   

And as one New York Times op-ed writer wrote, in a piece that has been widely 

criticized by some but deserves attention, why does Ms. Jenner, who hasn’t lived 

her life as a woman but as a privileged white male for 65 years, get to define my 

story as a woman?  History has by and large been told by a white male 

perspective; the Bible is mostly told from a male perspective.  No woman would 

have written that!  Look, I fully support Bruce Jenner’s transition to Caitlyn Jenner 

even though I don’t understand it, but why did she have to look like that? 

Why?  Because that’s the model society upholds.  And had she come out as 

anything less, there would have been a lot of talk about “she doesn’t look like a 

woman”.   

Go too far one way and you’re a caricature; go too far in another and you’re not 

enough.  In many ways it’s a lose-lose situation.  Welcome to womanhood, 

Caitlyn.   

But here’s the thing, and a place where the Bible can actually be helpful.  We have 

a choice.  Women, and men, don’t have to bow down to society’s standards to 

look or act or think a certain way.  The reason I chose Mary and Martha’s story for 

the foundation of this sermon, isn’t because of the stereotypical role Martha 

assumed or that Mary was praised for choosing to sit silently at Jesus’ feet, 

interpretations largely told by men.  No, the reason I chose this story is the very 

fact that Mary was praised for choosing not to give into society’s expectations.  

For me, hearing that Jesus praised Mary for not caving into what society told her 

she should be doing is a freeing and empowering message.  And quite astonishing.  

I mean, just think about it. Jesus affirmed a woman’s ability to choose how she 

will be a part of a faith community.  That is remarkable.  Does it obliterate the 

many other passages that don’t do that?  No, it doesn’t.  Those passages are a 

challenge.  But I have a really hard time believe God would create people as they 

are but not want to them to use those gifts they’ve been given (by God) for the 

betterment of everyone.  That just doesn’t make any sense to me.  Does it to you? 

Friends, I want to close with something from our marriage liturgy, the prayer for 

illumination reads as such: “God of mercy, your faithfulness to your covenant 



frees us to live together in the security of your powerful love.  Amid all the 

changing words of our generation, speak your eternal Word that does not change.  

Then may we respond to your gracious promises by living in faith and obedience; 

through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

I used to stumble over that prayer and think to myself, but doesn’t God’s word 

change?  But the more I prayed it, the more I realized, maybe God’s word doesn’t 

change.  Maybe what’s needs to change is our interpretation of it so that we can 

live in the security of God’s powerful love, and respond to God’s gracious 

promises with faith and obedience. 

Amen. 
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