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Readings: 
1. 
Marilyn Raymond poem - “I Wanted to Tell You”
2. 
Judy Chicago - “And Then”  (Singing the Living Tradition #464)
Sermon Part 1
This is a sort of poem I wrote, about my own inner struggles with being female.

I am a woman.

I was birthed by a woman.

I birthed two more women.

I admire strong women, accomplished women.

I enjoy women who know themselves,  accept themselves.

I envy emotionally open women.

I appreciate women who appreciate women.

I love to talk with women.

On the other hand

In this woman-body,

I am self-conscious of my own emotions, 

my “feminine” traits,

lest they be dismissed.

I am afraid of my strength, lest I be resented.

I am shy of stating my opinions, lest I get shot down.

(I imagine that I don’t think well on my feet.)

I call myself a feminist.

I live with a pro-feminist man.

I was brought up by egalitarian parents, 

in a household with four brothers.

I appreciate men who refuse to misuse their male privilege.

On the other hand

I sometimes fear men.
Or at least, become smaller around men.

Jesus was a man.

Mohammed was a man.

The Buddha was a man.

Is God a man?

Is a man a god?

The God of my culture, my childhood was male.

If anything.

Goddess is not something I connect with.

Goddess almost embarrasses me.  


Who is she?  What does she do?  Why does she embarrass me?


Is it because “female is less than”,

any attempt to claim equality is an embarrassment?

Triggers my shame, somehow.


(easily triggered.)

The God of our childhoods … the God I don’t believe in … the God that is the common verbal currency of most of the believers around us … 


Is called He.


Or at best, God.  



But we know what that means,

always just saying God,

no pronouns.

It’s a way of avoiding saying He.  

It’s not a way of avoiding saying She.

When people talk about God-She, 

it’s often to get a rise out of the listeners.  

A joke.

It’s not that we really believe it.

We’re reminding ourselves to challenge 

something that’s pretty deep in the psyche

of our culture.

Oh, right.

It doesn’t have to be that way.  

Nobody really knows for sure.  Why not God-She?

If anything.

What about the Madonna?  

I can be the Madonna.

I can be on a pedestal [built by men]


just for being a woman


just for being able to be a mother.

Direct access to God


(whoever God is.)

Admired.  Revered.  

Untouched.

Holy Mary mother of god pray for us sinners now and in the hour of our death.

Which am I really?

Madonna 

Mere Mediocre Woman, 

less than, afterthought, invisible


or Myself?

Who decides?

I’m blaming the God-He culture for my smallness,


for my split identity,


for my inner conflict,


for my doubt.

That God-He culture under-girds – supports – props up 

all those men (and women) who refuse to acknowledge who has privilege,

(and who doesn’t)

all those men (and women) who use their 

size and their certainty and their entitlement

to bully women,

to get their own way,

to pretend women don’t matter.

Sadly,

That God-He culture

also props up

men’s imprisonment 

inside a box called Masculinity:

a male imperative to be


omniscient, omnipotent, unchanging, unmoved.

Like the God we don’t believe in.

Surely God is bigger than this.

Surely we are bigger than this.

Sermon Part 2
In 2008, an investigative journalist named Jenny Nordberg was traveling in Pakistan.  She was covering the return of Benazir Bhutto from London to Pakistan.  

They arrive in Lahore, and masses of people are assembling around Bhutto.  Jenny, one of many journalists, is moving from one vehicle to another, in the middle of a crowd.  Some men start to paw at her, and soon she is being groped and sexually assaulted by several men at once.  Ms. Nordberg is rescued from the attack, as she says – somehow lifted up onto a truck on which her colleagues were traveling.  She is rescued, but traumatized.  But there is nowhere else to go, nobody with whom to speak of her trauma, and in fact, no time – because soon after she is back on the truck, there is an explosion, the first attack on Bhutto’s life.  A hundred people are killed.  Jenny Nordberg is a journalist, and she knows she has to cover that much bigger story.

Her sexual assault, while very nasty, is not the main point of my recitation.   

My main point, what distresses me most, is that even with her North American employer, Jenny was not able to speak of her own trauma.  Not until another similar incident, three years later, allowed her to go public.

Last month, another journalist, Lara Logan of CBS TV, was in Tahrir Square in Cairo, Egypt, during the protests in that country.  Separated from her camera crew, she was surrounded by several men, and subjected to a brutal sexual assault and beating.  When she was able to be rescued, she was flown back home to the US, and is only recently out of hospital.

Women journalists have been reluctant to come forward with their stories – because they feel it puts their careers in jeopardy.  The reaction might be to blame the victim.  Or – the reaction might be to say that women journalists can’t be safe out there – their gender is a liability.  End of job.

When interviewed this month, Jenny Nordberg spoke of feeling stupid and ashamed when this happened to her three years ago.  As if maybe it was her fault.  Maybe she hadn’t been paying attention when the safety rules for women were being taught.

Turns out that the safety rules specifically for women were NEVER taught.   The general feeling seemed to be that there shouldn’t be any difference between women and men – they’re as fit, can run as fast, have bullet-proof vests, as sharp in thinking – and we all want to be treated as total equals, right?  The women want, in some ways, to be “one of the boys”, to be seen as sexless, competent professionals.

Of course, there are specific hazards for women as compared with men in the Middle East.  But there’s an attitude in the journalism business that “it’s just part of the job.”  Or that maybe it was her fault, somehow.
 

So Jenny Nordberg couldn’t say out loud, in public, what happened to her.  She was alone in her distress, for several years.

Another sad reality is that this is what happens to women in many countries commonly.  

I think that, in Canada, sexist behaviour and abuse more subtle than in some other countries.   Even we have not quite “arrived” yet when it comes to treating every person with respect and dignity.

As we read, Marilyn Raymond’s poem says, 

 “And then my mind takes me down a dark road

to missing women, and the highway of tears

down through a pig farm and on to honour killing, sex tourism, 

human trafficking and pictures of empty-eyed naked children”


How much of this is God’s fault?


I don’t know what each of you thinks, believes, or experiences of God / that which is larger than all.  A lot of UU’s have rejected at least one God - the God who sees all, knows all, controls all, answers prayers, and decides who’s in and who’s out (of heaven).  We may have simply rejected that God without replacing it with anything.  That sometimes means that the old idea of God remains in our heads – kind of like “don’t think of an elephant”.   It’s a God we don’t much believe in, but its image is still there, still affecting us.    


I believe that people’s concept of God, however we learned it and however we have rejected or ignored it, is something that is deep within the psyche not only of individuals, but of our culture.  It influences us, whether we are aware of it or not.  Specifically relating to today’s subject, our culture’s God-picture affects the ways in which we see, and relate to women and men.


Brian Wren, in his lovely hymn “Bring Many Names”, gives us some beautiful and liberating ways of imagining that-which-is-greater-than-us.  

Warm Father God, hugging every child, feeling all the strains of human living ....  

Strong Mother God, planning all the wonders of creation, genius at play ... 

Young Growing God, eager still to know, willing to be changed by what you’ve started … 

Old, Aching God, calmly piercing evil’s new disguises, glad of new surprises, wiser than despair.  


These are such affirming, validating expressions of the human experience!  These are the theological models that should be our inspiration – as individuals, as a community.   


But they are not the images we mostly encounter on the street, so to speak.  On a societal level, changes like this don’t easily come about.  There is often resistance to change, and sometimes a backlash.


In fact, there is a 200-year theological history of people re-imagining how to describe.  Progressive theologians have been rejecting and discarding oppressive images of the Holy One for all that time, maybe longer. God as king, as father, as controller of our destiny, as male, as judge, as white, as straight, as able-bodied – they have all been challenged by theologians.  


But we act as if there is still only one picture of Divinity.  And it is one that does not serve us well.


In Canadian UU circles, we tend to avoid god-talk, skirt around it. 


I know this will be heard as heresy by some UU’s, but I wonder if we should pay more attention to re-imagining God for ourselves, instead of “don’t think of a god” (don’t think of an elephant) avoidance.


It could be that our avoidance of God is a way of keeping ourselves stuck in a rut.  Not only a rut of sexism, but also a spiritual rut.  


Some of the most inspired social change agents I know are people who have a spirituality that is consciously grounded in a liberating God-image.  Why don’t we do more of that?


The point would be to create liberating, life-giving visions of how to be more whole as persons.  

We are human beings first and last.  In our activism, in our worshiping, in our suffering, in our celebrating, in our successes and in our failures, we seek wholeness for ourselves and those around us.  Wholeness as women.  Wholeness as men.  Wholeness as people.

To close, I quote from Judy Chicago’s reading again (SLT #464):

And then all that has divided us will merge.

And then compassion will be wedded to power…

And then both men and women will be gentle

And then both women and men will be strong.


And then no person will be subject to another’s will …

And then all will share equally in Earth’s abundance …

And then all will live in harmony with each other and the Earth


And then everywhere will be called Eden once again

May we be among those who bring it into being.  

Amen.






