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LUKE 8
After this, Jesus traveled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God. The Twelve were with him, and also some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) from whom seven demons had come out; Joanna, the wife of the manager of Herod's household; Susanna; and many others. These women were helping to support them out of their own means.

LUKE 13

On a Sabbath Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues, and a woman was there who had been crippled by a spirit for eighteen years. She was bent over and could not straighten up at all. When Jesus saw her, he called her forward and said to her, "Woman, you are set free from your infirmity." Then he put his hands on her, and immediately she straightened up and praised God. 

 Indignant because Jesus had healed on the Sabbath, the synagogue ruler said to the people, "There are six days for work. So come and be healed on those days, not on the Sabbath." 

 The Lord answered him, "You hypocrites! Doesn't each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or donkey from the stall and lead it out to give it water? Then should not this woman, a daughter of Abraham, whom Satan has kept bound for eighteen long years, be set free on the Sabbath day from what bound her?" 

 When he said this, all his opponents were humiliated, but the people were delighted with all the wonderful things he was doing.


Without question Jesus of Nazareth turned the world upside down.  Jesus was an iconoclast.  That is, he intentionally sought to undermine those cultural and religious traditions, practices, beliefs, rituals which he considered inconsistent with the will of God.  In his time Jesus was a radical.  And nowhere was he more radical than in the way he viewed, affirmed, and treated women.
I want you to picture with me a scene in the life of Jesus described in the Gospel of Luke.  It is one of our texts this morning.  It is a most revealing scenario.  It is found in Luke 13.  Jesus is teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum, his home base of ministry, on the Sabbath.  In his audience that day is a woman; a crippled woman; she is so crippled she is bent over and cannot even straighten up.  Surely she is there hoping that maybe she can discreetly get Jesus’ attention after he finishes teaching and all the men left and see if he is willing to heal her.  She certainly in that man’s world wouldn’t dare try and get Jesus’ attention overtly or visibly; she would simply sit in the background, wait and hope that she can at some point catch his attention.  But then, according to Luke, Jesus sees her.  It doesn’t surprise us that Jesus takes note of someone who is suffering.  What is remarkable is what he does next.   

He calls her forward.  Calls her forward in this man’s world; calls her forward from the back seat of the synagogue, the proper seat for women, to front and center.  Luke says:

When Jesus saw her, he called her forward and said to her, "Woman, you are set free from your infirmity." Then he put his hands on her, and immediately she straightened up and praised God. 

For us moderns it is very difficult to comprehend the significance of this action by Jesus.  

· Jesus dares give the woman his prime attention

· Jesus dares to call her to the front of the synagogue a place forbidden to women

· Jesus speaks to her as one of worth in a society where speaking to women in public was considered taboo

· Jesus dares interrupt his teaching to heal her, this woman, of her disease

· Jesus dares to say that this woman deserve as much of his attention as do the men there seeking to hear him teach

In that day and culture, you see, women had a clear place both in the Greco-Roman world and in particular in Judaism.  Summarily

1. They were restricted to roles of little or no authority

2. They were largely confined to their father’s or husband’s home

3. They were considered to be inferior to men and under the authority of men

New Testament scholar Bruce Metzger puts it this way:

They had become second-class Jews, excluded from the worship and teaching of God, with status scarcely above that of slaves."

But here in this extraordinary act Jesus says

· Women matter
· Women are children of God just as much as men
· Women deserve my ministry as much as anyone
He even goes so far as to call her a “daughter of Abraham.”  Unbelievable!  The Jews of his time were used to hearing of men being referred to as “sons of Abraham” – Abraham being the father of the Hebrew people – but no one in that time would ever have heard someone give a woman such status.  No one had ever, ever heard the phrase, “daughter of Abraham.”

JESUS IN THAT ONE ACT, IN THAT BRIEF INTERACTION WITH A CRIPPLE WOMAN SOUGHT TO TEAR DOWN THE PERCEPTIONS OF WOMEN AND PRACTICES TOWARD WOMEN prominent in his day and time.
But the other part of our text is revealing as well.

It’s also from the Gospel of Luke, the 8th chapter.  It very well may be one of the most unfamiliar passages in all of the New Testament.  It appears only in the gospel of Luke but it certainly has authenticity given who Jesus was and how he treated everyone including, as we’ve noted, women and others who were on the lower rungs of importance in both Greco-Roman and Jewish society.

Luke writes:  Soon afterwards Jesus went on through cities and villages, proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God. The twelve were with him, as well as some women who provided for them out of their resources.  

Did you get the drift of that text?  As Jesus traveled about fulfilling his preaching and teaching ministry, there was a group of followers who accompanied him – the twelve disciples and “many women.”  That’s right – many women.  These followers one might say are Jesus’ “inner circle.”  Just as with the story from Luke 13, this is astounding!!  
As one biblical thinker puts it, “The most striking thing about the role of women in the life and teaching of Jesus is the simple fact that they are there.  The Gospels’ uniform testimony to the presence of women among the followers of Jesus and his serious teaching of them constitutes a break with tradition which has been described as being ‘without precedent in traditional Judaism’.”  
Or as another Christian thinker puts it --“Jesus treated women with dignity and respect and he elevated them in a world where they were belittled if not often mistreated.”


In Jesus’ time no rabbi or spiritual leader would allow women into his inner circle, into the fellowship of his followers.  Once again Jesus showed that women matter.  Once again he broke down the walls so prevalent in his culture and his time.  Once again he said that God wants women as well as men serving the work of the Kingdom.
But what happened after Jesus?  What happened in the formative years of Christianity, in the early days of the Christian Church?

Here the witness and example of Jesus lived on.

Yes, there have been less-than-noble moments in the treatment of women in the life of the church, but the Christian Church throughout the early centuries lifted women to roles of leadership and prominence little known in the ancient world.

The primary leader of the early church was the Apostle Paul.  He was its primary evangelist, its primary theologian, and its primary administrator.  In the sixteenth chapter of Romans we find Paul commending those who have helped make the church in Rome what it is.  Keep in mind that the Church of Rome was one of the most significant of that time and place.  As Paul commends those whose faithfulness and witness have strengthened the church, he mentions several women.  Let me share just a few examples from that chapter of Romans:
· 1I commend to you our sister Phoebe… for she has been a great help to many people, including me.

· 3Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus. 4They risked their lives for me. Not only I but all the churches of the Gentiles are grateful to them. 
· 6Greet Mary, who worked very hard for you

· 7Greet Andronicus and Junias…They are outstanding among the apostles…
· 8Greet my dear friend Persis, another woman who has worked very hard in the Lord

It’s interesting that when Paul mentions those who’ve made a real difference in the life of the church, he includes nearly as many women as he does men.  It is obvious that Paul knew that the success of the Christian witness and the development of the church depended on the gifts, the leadership, the sacrifices, and the commitment of women.
Without the contributions made by women to both the ministry of Jesus and the witness of the early Church, Christianity would not have made the advancements it did make and has made.

Which leads me to share some reflections on who we are as United Methodists when it comes to the role and place of women in ministry, both in leadership in the local church and in ordained ministry roles.

First of all, on the local church front let me just mention how we see it here at First United Methodist Church.  I’m not sure that many of you know that we rotate the key leadership of this church among men and women.  Our primary administrative committees – our Church Council, our Finance Committee, our Trustees, our Personnel Committee – are chaired by men and women in alternating fashion.  That is, if a man chairs one of our major committees this year, then a woman will chair it next year.

Why do we do this?

1. Because with Jesus and the early church we believe in the value, worth, and witness of women;

2. Because we want the world to see that we don’t allow the world’s boundaries and world’s exclusions apply to us;

3. But, as importantly, and listen carefully to this, because we’d be one stupid organization not to women in key leadership roles.  Why – because the feminists would raise a ruckus?  No!  Because a smart organization wants intelligent, capable, dedicated, experienced, wise leadership and women certainly provide that.  Why wouldn’t we want the wisdom of women in our leadership?  Why wouldn’t we want the life experiences of women among our leadership?  Why wouldn’t we want the professional expertise of women in our leadership?  Why wouldn’t we want the spiritual dedication of women among our leadership?
How about, however, women in roles of ordained ministry in the Methodist Church?
Well, we’re not the first denomination or religious body to ordain women to full status as pastors, but we do have a notable record on this matter.

· In 1956, later than we should have, the United Methodist Church granted ordination and full clergy rights to women

· Since that time we have also elected 21 women, female bishops, the highest position in the UMC.  No other Christian denomination or religious group has as many women in its primary leadership role as does our denomination.

Again, we don’t deserve credit for this – we are simply being faithful to Christ’s call and to God’s intention for the effectiveness of the church.

Finally this morning, I want to say a special word about the United Methodist Women in the United Methodist Church 
First of all, in the United Methodist Church there are few organizations which address social justice issues as steadily and unwaveringly as do the United Methodist Women.  Go to the website of The United Methodist Women of the United Methodist Church and you will find these words: “United Methodist Women are in mission with people on almost every continent and many islands of the world.  Their giving of over $20 million a year provides food, shelter, education, employment, health care and human rights advocacy for those most oppressed and forgotten.”

Peruse some of the resources they recommend as part of their reading program and study times and you won’t find any fluff.  You’ll find resources on challenging topics like:

human trafficking,

war and peace,

hunger and poverty,

racism,

the environment,

the cultural and religious traditions that put women at risk across the globe

AIDS in Africa,

the need to better understand Islam and other world religions,

etc.

Pretty heady stuff, huh?  I can honestly say that no organization in the United Methodist Church more faithfully and consistently keeps social justice issues before its members than does the UMW.


What you find here is a group dedicated to growing spiritually and missionally.  I’m afraid some people have the image of United Methodist Women gathering in their circles or monthly meetings and focusing on fellowship, friendship, and social events, activities.  Nothing could be farther from the truth.  Look again at the topics they seek to study and you will note a great deal of depth and concern regarding the great issues of our time.

Let me also tell you that no organization or group in the UMC raises more money for missions than does the UMW.  On average, as already noted, they raise $20 million dollars+ annually for mission projects and social concerns.  Again, no other part of Methodism even comes close.


So, rightfully, on this Women’s Ministry Sunday we recognize a group within our denomination which does so much good.  They seek to address the biting justice issues of our time and they generously give to mission needs all over the world.
CLOSING

ON THIS SUNDAY WE GIVE THANKS FOR THE ROLE WOMEN PLAY IN THE KINGDOM OF GOD AND IN THE WITNESS OF THE CHURCH

1. Jesus affirmed them and included them in his inner circle.
2. Paul said the church was blessed by their gifts and that the church wouldn’t have been as effective for Christ’s witness without their leadership.
3. The United Methodist Church believes God calls women as much as men into the work of ministry, ordained and lay

4. We give thanks for the United Methodist Women of the United Methodist Church.
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