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“It’s All So Confusing”
Sermon by Rev. Susan Drake

Scripture Reading

1 Corinthians 13:1-8a, 13

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a
clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all
knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am
nothing. If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but
do not have love, I gain nothing.

Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not
insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but
rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
Love never ends…  And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these
is love.

Sermon

When I arrived at seminary in the Fall of 1996, with several women's studies and religion courses
under my belt,  I was ready to smash the patriarchy, rescue Jesus from the false grip of the
religious right and deconstruct the biblical passages that chained women to the misogyny of the
ancient world that Christianity continued to perpetuate in the present.

Many of those scriptures, I thought, were written by Paul. The golden oldies of  “wives submit to
your husbands” and “women be silent in church”. But, I was aware though, that, without Paul’s
evangelistic spirit the Jesus movement would have just been a footnote in history.

My first semester, I had a New Testament professor that was kind of a Pauline apologist. He
cautioned me to not throw the baby out with the bathwater but rather to excavate the good in
Paul, like the passage we just read. This professor taught us that context is everything in
understanding the scriptures to the best of our ability when we weren’t there.

He explained that if we did not understand what was going on historically, politically, spiritually,
and culturally we could not cast judgment back on a time so completely different than our own.



As the semester continued we learned that many of the scriptures that held women down over the
last two millennia were inserted later by others as the church became more patriarchal.

He also pointed out in some of those places that Paul did write things that seemed misogynistic
he was actually trying to keep women from being killed by the authorities. The new freedom that
women felt in first-century Christianity, because of Jesus’s teaching was threatening to the status
quo and made men in power confused and uncomfortable. Paul wasn’t trying to undo all that
Jesus had taught, but rather saying “Women, be careful, keep your head down for now, the
authorities are putting many of us to death.”

You see our Jesus, empowered women, he healed women, he saw them, he heard them, trusted,
confided, and learned from them, and he let himself be supported financially by them as well.
Jesus was “woke” to the inequalities and abuse of women in his time and location.

When Jesus spoke against divorce, he wasn’t condemning women to stay in bad and abusive
marriages, or giving men complete control over women. He was standing up for women in a
world where it was legal for a woman to be thrown away for a new one, leaving their former
wives destitute, so that they had to give over the rights to their body to prostitution in order to eat
and survive.

In that culture, women had no rights or status unless they were under the protection of a husband,
father, or brother. Think about that, what we have done with Jesus’s revolutionary idea of
empowering women by admonishing their husbands not to throw them away.

Think of all the abuse by the church that has happened by taking the scriptures out of context for
2000 years.

According to Dr. Luise Shotroff, in those early years of the Christian movement women felt
liberated, and one of the ways they did this was through organizing women’s groups within the
fledgling church.

These cast-off women lived together, pooled their resources, and supported the early church.
These were the first “women fellowships” and without their support, Christianity again would
have ended up a footnote. They baptized, evangelized, preached, and taught, they went about
visiting the sick, feeding the hungry, and continuing the work of Jesus.

But even with all this good feminine empowerment, the culture that surrounded it kept trying to
make the church hierarchal despite the teachings of Jesus and Paul.



You see, in this letter to the Corinthians, Paul is actually trying to counter this hierarchal
movement within the church. There were factions who wanted to rank the gifts with speaking
tongues being the greatest, so on and so forth, but to Paul’s credit, he tries to not allow that to
happen.

His theology was that there were many gifts, but one Spirit behind them all, the spirit of love,
that Jesus embodied.  The same spirit behind his writing about the body of Christ:  that all the
parts of the body are important.

But like a candle mold, it doesn’t matter the texture, the character, or the fragrance when you
pour it into a mold it is going to take on the shape of the mold around it.

So it was with Christianity, over time it would be claimed by and subsumed into the culture
around it, that was patriarchal and hierarchical, placing some above others and rewriting history
to suit the desires and comfort level of those in power.

Fast forward to 1957…by the time the denominations that made up the UCC combined into one,
theologians were very aware that the original roots of Christianity, because of many new
archaeological findings and advancements in hermeneutics, is the study of scriptures.

By this time, as well, women’s voices were starting to rise within the ranks as well, pointing out
that the early churches were not the hierarchical and male-dominated structures present in the
twentieth-century church. We should have known this just from how many times our Jesus said
“the last will be first and the first will be last.”

In the UCC, we believe that there is no top or bottom, there is just the One Spirit, Agape, the
Spirit of love, that like Paul wrote in Galatians, this one spirit there is neither male nor female,
neither Jew nor Greek.  That is why the national office and our General Synod have so little
control over the local congregations. General Synod makes resolutions that are meant to help
guide the direction of the church but it doesn’t control the local congregations.

But still, it is very hard to undo two thousand years of misinterpreted scriptures. People don’t like
to change, it’s confusing and the older we get the harder it is for our brains to adapt.  This is
normal, because at our core we often become self-centered as a survival instinct when we feel
threatened, and change is threatening.

The problem is, that what was a threat to our primitive minds, could be the only path to survival
in this time in place– to become a people who always seek paths to peace and inclusivity.



But, we all like to be the author of our own change.

I change at the speed of my pain. In other words, I have to hurt or be uncomfortable for a
sustained period of time in order to start looking inward and outward for the source of my
discomfort. If others point it out, attack, shame, or belittle me all I do is dig in as a defensive
maneuver or come out swinging.

I don’t think I’m alone in this, so where we are now, I don’t think change for the better, can
happen, it has to happen through the Spirit of Love present in our scriptures this morning and
certainly present in the life and ministry of Jesus Christ.

If anything, it feels like we are standing in a stream that has been moving slowly forward despite
the obstacles thrown in its path that suddenly start running rapidly backward, backward to a
place where women have fewer and fewer rights, and many who are leading this effort are
women.

It isn’t appropriate for me to go into a lot of detail about my thoughts on the Supreme Court’s
actions this week except to say this, there is a spiritual component to what is happening that does
deserve the attention of your spiritual community. Especially one that is committed to inclusivity.

So for those of you who are heartbroken and scared by the events of this week I see you, I hear
you, and I am you. For you that have been re-traumatized or shamed by the events of this week, I
see you, I hear you, and I am you.  For you who are terrified by a future where pseudo-religious
radicals take control of our lives again and strip us of our hard-won rights. I see you, I hear you, I
am you.

The intent of religious freedom is to be able to say: “sorry, I can’t do that because of my religion”
NOT to say “no, sorry, you can’t do that because of my religion”.

And the irony of it all is that today is Mother’s Day.  Ann Jarvis was the original founder of
Mother’s Sunday.  She created a church service on the 1st anniversary of her Mother’s death. It
was meant to honor women, to recognize and lift up their work that was important and often
demeaned, minimized, and thankless.

She and her Mom were social activists given to service and the advancement of women. Her
Mom’s social activism was during and after the Civil War when women’s groups started to
organize, beginning the women’s suffrage movement that would lead to their right to vote.



Women decided that if the best a male-dominated society could achieve was to kill so many of
their sons, fathers, and husbands, then it was time for women's voices to enter into politics.

But it didn’t take long for Mother’s Day to take on the shape of the mold around it, and become
an over-commercialized holiday, that lost its connection to selfless love and service and actually
excluded women in our society who chose not to be Mothers or could not become Mothers.  This
upset the intentionally single Ann Jarvis, so much that she tried to get the holiday rescinded
because it had become the antithesis of what her Mother had stood for.

I remember as a kid how sweet the holiday seemed at church, Mothers got carnations and we
took my Mom out to eat and made her lots of homemade crafts that she at least pretended to
love.

I never gave a second thought to those that might feel pain this day, loss, or grief. But thankfully
we no longer ignore those who hurt because of the loss of their Mother, or the loss of a child or a
dream. If today brings you any pain, know that we hear you, we see you, and we stand with you.

If today brings you both joy and some pain, we stand with you as well. So today, we celebrate all
who have ever Mothered, all who have supported and uplifted women, and all those who put love
and nurture into the world and pray for peace in our time. AMEN
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