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I hope it will not come as a surprise to anyone that I try to have some consistency 
of theme in the various components of our worship.  One of the things that means 
is that I will frequently have us sing hymns we’ve never sung before because I feel 
that the words “fit” particularly well with some aspect of the story that I’m trying to 
weave into the service.  This was the case with our first hymn this morning, “Bring 
Many Names.”  You may have found some of the images a little unusual. 

Of course, the point of a hymn about a God who “brings many names” is that God 
is endlessly complex.  A big part of our spiritual journey is forming our own beliefs 
about who God is, and who God is not.  But being spiritually mature means, at 
least in part, holding lightly, if passionately, to what we believe about God.  It 
means recognizing and accepting that others may see and experience a God who 
is very different.  And they can be just as “right” as we are.  The idea of an “old, 
aching God,” may be funny, but speaking for myself, I can see how it can be 
comforting to imagine a God who knows just how I feel when I wake up in the 
morning. 

Those of us who have been brought up having God described to us in a certain 
way may find it strange to hear God described in new ways.  For most of us, God 
has usually been “He,” and it will inevitably sound very odd to hear God called 
“She,” or described in feminine terms.  It can be hard to engage the idea that God 
may be both Father and Mother; both Brother and Sister; God may be man, and 
woman, old and young, black, white, brown -- and a thousand other things we 
can’t conceive of, all at the same time.   

So we try to use inclusive language when we talk about God in here.  But being 
inclusive is not just about what we are going to say about God.  The more 
important issue is whether we are open to an endless variety of ways of thinking 
about who and what God is.  It matters how we understand God, because we were 
created in God’s image.  How we conceive of God will be how we conceive of 
ourselves, and how we conceive of our community.  It will shape our 
understanding of what being in relationship with God and others means.   

Being able to engage radically different and challenging images of God also acts 
as a corrective to a tendency all humans have.  It’s the desire to create God in our 
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image; to project our own favorite physical and cultural characteristics on God; to 
try to own God. 

Let me give you an example of what I’m talking about.   If I had been preparing for 
Father’s Day worship this past week, I could have found countless prayers, and 
collects, litanies and hymns invoking the name of God, the almighty Father, in the 
name of all of us earthly fathers.  And the intended message is quite clear: that 
when we are loving fathers and act the way that loving fathers do, then we act in 
imitation of the Almighty.   

The sense of masculine connection to God is obvious.  We fathers are the image 
of God, just as the Scriptures tell us we were created.  But writing a sermon for 
Mother’s Day, it’s hard to find anything similar.  There is comparatively little 
celebrating the feminine attributes of the Divine embodied in the mothers of this 
world.  It’s hard to get a sense of what it means to be created in the image of God 
if you are a mother, and not a father.  

Here’s the problem with that.  If the divine mystery that is God is always cast as a 
male, then maleness will inevitably be understood to be an essential part of what it 
means to be God, and therefore, of what it means to be creatures “in God’s own 
image.”  And if God is exclusively Father, then men, most clearly created in the 
image of the father, are most obviously the ones who must represent God here on 
earth.  That, of course, leaves a secondary role for women to play both in the 
church and in the world.  I wonder just how all this “fits” with the radical equality of 
all persons that Christ came to proclaim. 

We read today from the epistle to the Galatians where the apostle Paul expresses 
the simple truth that in Christ there is no male or female.  This is something that I 
believe – all people are equal in the eyes of God. Paul had it right; this is the 
radical equality of God.  I think Paul believed it, too.  But Paul also said some 
questionable things about the place of women in the Christian community – things 
like “…women should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to 
speak, but must be in submission, as the Law says.” (1 Cor. 14:34) You see, even 
Paul was not immune to taking the rules of his day about social status and 
assuming them to be the “will of God.” 

Yet many women were important supporters of Paul’s ministry, and he speaks 
about them often.  He writes to Timothy, “I have been reminded of your sincere 
faith, which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice” (2 
Timothy 1:5)   Paul pleads with the Philippians to “…help these women [Euodia 
and Syntyche] who have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel…” 
(Philippians 4:3)   

We encounter stories about women in ministry from time to time in the New 
Testament, like Dorcas, whom we read about today.  Dorcas was a beloved and 
loving woman who spent her time making clothing for the poor.  But the story isn’t 
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really about Dorcas.  Dorcas is mostly a prop in a tale of a miraculous act of faith 
by a man, Peter.  And this is fairly common.  We hear about women.  We rarely 
hear from them.  They never share their personal experience.  They lack a voice. 

It’s the same thing in our short gospel reading today.  Luke describes some 
women, traveling along with Jesus and the disciples.  These women “…provided 
for them out of their resources.”  (Luke 8:3) Now, the NRSV in your pews is a good 
translation here.  Some versions of the Bible say the women “helped” to support 
the men, or “contributed” to them.  But they were not helping or contributing.  They 
were paying the bills out of their own pockets.  It’s good that Luke thinks it’s 
important to let us know they did that.  But despite their obvious importance to 
Jesus’ ministry, nobody seems to think it’s important for the world to hear their 
witness. 

Methodism has certainly had no shortage of women with voices, beginning almost 
before the beginning with the mother of John Wesley, Susanna.  There is a 
famous incident that occurred in 1711 when Susanna’s husband and John 
Wesley’s father, Samuel, was away at a convocation of Anglican priests.  While he 
was gone, Susanna began to hold services with the members of her household.  
The services were so moving that some household employees asked if they might 
bring their friends.  The meetings began to grow, until the regular attendance 
approached 200 people. 

The local priest, who was jealous that attendance at Susanna’s home services 
was greater than at his church, wrote to Samuel to complain, in particular noting 
how inappropriate it was for a woman to be preaching.  Samuel wrote to Susanna, 
urging her to stop the meetings.  But he asked that, if she would not, she at least 
get a man to read the sermons.  She wrote back to say that there was not a man 
alive who could read a sermon without spoiling it. 

As United Methodists, we are part of a denomination that affirms that, indeed, 
there is no male or female in Christ.  But even with the influence of Susanna 
Wesley and women like her, our own history of living like we believe that is not a 
good one.  We have only permitted the ordination of women for the last 50 years.  
Currently, only about 15% of all ordained elders are women, and this despite the 
fact that over 50% of those studying for Master of Divinity degrees at the 13 United 
Methodist seminaries are women.  We still occasionally hear about churches who 
won’t accept a woman as a pastor.  But our dealing with differences in gender will 
never be as bad as how we’re dealing with differences in gender identity.  There, 
we’ve chosen to deal with those different from us by legislating them out of our 
church, in God’s name. 

When we “sex” God, just as when we “color” God, or take any human attribute we 
prefer and ascribe it to God, we practice a kind of idolatry.  And we limit God, who 
is limitless.  And when we limit God, we limit our own thinking about what it means 
to be made in God’s image.  We limit our shared understanding of what is 
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acceptable, and beautiful, and holy, and right, and good, and just.  And we create 
a “place of welcome” where some are more welcome than others – even if we 
don’t intend to. 

St. Augustine once expressed the mystery of God this way: “When you think you 
have understood, then what you have understood is not God.”  Maybe we can get 
comfortable with the idea that theological speech is not intended to give us a literal 
description of God.  And together we can discover new ways of thinking and 
speaking about God that affirm the realities, and the sacred worth, of all of God’s 
children.  This may seem like a radical way of thinking, but the God that was 
revealed in Jesus Christ was nothing, if not radical – drawing together, forgiving, 
accepting, and loving all of us radically. 

And it seems to me that the most radical form of hospitality a church could offer is 
when each and every person who walks through the doors feels free to envision a 
God who affirms their uniqueness – a God who looks just like they do.  Because 
the fact is, God does. 

 

 

 

i
 The title of this sermon was borrowed from an exceptional book by Elizabeth Johnson 

(The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1999) 
 

                                                 


