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FAMILY MATTERS -

4. “What’s right with Feminism?”

Introduction

So, what’s right with feminism? Previously Christians have tended to ignore or dismiss this movement. But we need to evaluate fairly, seeing the positive as well as the negative.  

Three words about men and women from Genesis 1 - 3:
And we are going to do that by looking at the first three chapters of the Bible. Each chapter has things to say about men and women and we are going to look at three words in particular, three issues to consider.
Well let’s start by looking at what Genesis 1 has to say about the way men and women were created. Genesis 1 verse 27 especially – “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.” 

1. EQUAL



(Genesis 1: 27)

The first thing to note about men and women is that we are created equal. What’s right with feminism? The fact that women are not second class citizens is a good place to begin. 
· Equal by creation


We talk about humans bearing the image of God but it is worth remembering that men and women equally bear his image. I don’t want to press it too far but we could say that a woman or a man is incomplete in reflecting God’s image – it is men and women together that reflect that divine image.


So we should have equal respect for each other. It is an amazing thing, sure that image has been marred by sin, but it is still there. CS Lewis described humanity as ‘corrupted gods and goddesses walking the earth’. So when a man looks at a woman, being a woman, he should be filled with a sense of wonder – wow, this is what God is like. And when a woman sees a man, being a man, the same is true – the image is spoilt, but he bears the image of God. Now, we must be careful here. Awe here does not mean worship. The image bearer should point us to the creator, so we do not worship each other, but men and women equally reflect the image of God. 

And Feminism has done a lot of good in highlighting this issue. The examples Emily gave illustrate how women have not always been treated as equals in our society. And yet the Bible states baldly that we are created equal.  
· Equal by redemption

(Galatians 3: 28)

Not only that but we are equal in our redemption too. Jesus brings men and women equally into his kingdom. So Paul writes, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Paul’s point is not that all distinctions are removed, men are still men and women are still women, but we are all equal in Christ. 
· Equal like the Trinity

(John 5: 19)


Not that we all have to do the same things. If we are created in God’s image then we can look to the trinity for an example of how equal relationships can work out in practice. And so Jesus, God the Son, is equal in status with God the Father, and yet is submissive to him throughout his ministry. For example in John 5 verse 19 Jesus says, “I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does.” 

So feminism has done a lot of good in highlighting areas where we do not treat women and men as equals. For example, why women are still often paid less to do the same jobs as men is an indictment on our society. We have equal status and we should value what each other has to say similarly.


And let’s be honest that the church has often been the last bastion of such values. Feminists have, by and large, rejected the church because they see that women are not treated with parity. Christian men have much to repent of in our patronising attitude to women – hence my attempt to be circumspect at the beginning.

Okay, so let’s move on to chapter 2. What does Genesis 2 verse 18 have to say? “The LORD God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.’”    

2. COMPLEMENTARY


(Genesis 2: 18)


As well as equal, chapter 2 adds another word to the debate – complement. When I was interviewed for the job as Assistant Pastor in Scotland, they also asked about I worked with Emily. At one point I was asked for a way in which I complemented Emily so I said, “she’s got lovely hair!” That is compliment with an ‘i’, this complement with an ‘e’.

Men and women were created to match each other, to go together, to balance one another.  
· Both sexes need each other

Both sexes need each other. Traditionally this verse has been viewed as being about marriage but it is really about something even more fundamental than that. Whether we get married or not, it is wrong to see a man or a woman as self-sufficient, we need each other. At uni, in the work place, among our friends, it is healthy for men and women to work together, to relate to one another. More than that, something is seriously wrong when we do not relate together, do not work together in this way.


There is a sense of dependency here that is good. As Tim has said, God has put each one of us on earth with a job to do – to serve him and to bring about his glory on earth. And to get that job done we need each other. We were not made to be independent units that stand alone, we were meant to depend on one another to get the job done.

Again this has been something positive found in feminism. Men do not need women in the sense of to do the cooking and cleaning, you know the menial jobs that we don’t have time for, men really do need women, in that we could not survive without them.     
· Equal ≠ the same

However, Genesis 2 also says something that starts to critique the feminist movement. When we say that men and women complement each other that does not mean that they are both the same. We are different but equal. Part of the problem of modern feminism is that it makes the false assumption that to be equal we must be the exactly same.


Therefore most feminists will not rest until a woman can do everything a man can do. This strikes to the heart of the matter. You see independence is the ultimate goal of feminism. When we have reached a stage when women can do everything that men can do, then women will no longer need men. Then we will not complement each other because we do not need each other. For example, in having a baby a husband and wife contribute different parts to this wonderful new life. God has made us different and we should rejoice in that difference. Men can’t have babies, that is not a reason to hold women back, but a reason to rely on each other. If you think that taking our human biology is a bit of a red herring then I should remind you about the advances in medical research. 

Society is driving us towards independence. And feminism is actively encouraging that. If women are not dependent on men then they can’t be abused. And of course that is true, but it comes from the same book of wisdom as ‘if you don’t want to get hurt then never under any circumstances love anyone!’


Let’s take a classic example of the kitchen. Who does the cooking and washing? Is it a good thing that a man who can’t cook and refuses to wash up is considered a Neanderthal these days? Well, mostly, but think about what’s driving that. Are domestic chores inherently female jobs? – no, not at all. I want to say that loud and clear. Tonight is not about gender stereotyping. Guys you get on the cooking roster, so that you can learn to serve. Just as long as that is our aim. We do this to serve one another. PBC only works if we depend on each other, rely on each other. However, if doing these things is actually teaching us independence then we’ve got it all wrong. This applies to singles as much as to marrieds. I don’t care who cooks the meal and who changes the light bulbs as long as this is teamwork, we are working together. As long as we are not despising each other, secretly thinking that we don’t need them… I can do everything they can do. So much sex today is nothing more than mutual masturbation. The last remaining thing that a woman needs a man for.    

· Complement like the Trinity  (1 Corinthians 11: 3)



And as we look at the trinity we see that it is possible for persons to complement each other and yet still be equal. It is interesting in 1 Corinthians 11 that Paul makes this statement while talking about male headship, “Now I want you to realise that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God.”

In other words, whatever else headship means, the man is related to the woman in the way that God the Father is related to God the Son. To put it crudely, as we look at the Trinity we see that they are happy to have different roles and yet be secure that they are all equal. We see mutual dependency and cooperation modelled in the persons of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. 

Okay, they are the ideals, but what about the sinful reality that we have to live with. So we come to Genesis 3, zeroing on verse 16. This is the judgement passed on the woman after the fall – “I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” 
3. SELFISH



(Genesis 3: 16)
We don’t have time to do it now, but the way to understand this verse is to compare with Genesis 4 v 7 where the same verb ‘rule over’ occurs again. This is the battle of the sexes. God is saying to Eve, ‘You are going to want to exploit and manipulate your husband and he is going to use his physical force to put you under his thumb.’ 

The final word that characterises men and women is that we are all naturally selfish. Feminism has been helpful in waking men up to our inherent selfishness but can be destructive when it forgets that women are selfish too.

There is actually a lot of truth in that TV advert for the British newspaper The Mail on Sunday. Of course it relies on gender stereotypes. But the essential point is correct – if sin is self-reliance then men and women will compete against each other rather than working together. We will exploit each other’s weaknesses, we will use our strengths to use and abuse them. 

· Exploitation is bad

So, as a generalisation, men will use their greater brute strength to push women around women will use their superior grasp of language and sexual attraction to manipulate men. I’m not saying that the exploitation doesn’t happen then other way round too, just making a generalised observation. 


And this is where feminism comes in. While acknowledging that it is a generalisation, if that generally holds true then feminism has rightly addressed the issue of the exploitation of women without addressing the exploitation of men. So, in our society we have strong legal sanctions against physical abuse, and rightly so. But we have virtually none as far as sexual exploitation is concerned. If you think I’m exaggerating then ask yourself how we sell things? What is the largest worldwide marketing commodity? It’s not even sex, it is the female body. (Even pornography, which is usually about men exploiting women, is nevertheless men exploiting women who use their bodies to exploit men!) 

Now the reverse of that is equally bad. If you go to a fundamentalist Muslim country, like Saudi Arabia, then the sexualisation of the female body is publicly condemned, but the male exploitation of women is virtually commended. Exploitation is bad either way. Feminism is good in reacting against the abuses of men but is bad unless it holds in check the abuses of women.
· Individualism is bad

However, we must not be ruled by our own selfish desires either. Feminism has become so popular precisely because it has tapped into the individualism that is rampant in our society.


So let’s take this idea of complementarity seriously. By and large many men have accepted parts of feminism, but just because it makes life easier for them. For example recent research demonstrated that while most men are happy to see more women at work, they are not doing anymore of the housework.

Survey by the Bureau of Statistics titled "How Australians Use Their Time", undertaken in 2006. “Men do not spend a single minute more a day on domestic duties than they did a decade and a half ago, while women have scaled back their chores by 10 minutes a day.”

You see this raises the lie of our modern age – the idea that you can have it all. You see while feminism has done much good it cannot stop the earth rotating about the sun. There were 24 hours in the day before feminism and surprise, surprise there are still 24 hours in the day. It is not a question of doing more, it is a matter of prioritising our responsibilities. 

So, for example, the Bible, in passages like Proverbs 31 encourages women to work professionally. The writer of Proverbs clearly has no problem with a wife working. Read Proverbs 31. This is not about a return to the 1950s. I want to make that clear. We are not reactionary here – as if we are trying to protect the past. You know the pretty little wifey who has nothing to do once the kids go to school – her only choice the colour of the wallpaper to match the curtains. No wonder we have desperate Housewives. Hardly surprising they need prozac just to get through the day. No read Proverbs 31.


 But, but it is not a question of squeezing more out of the day. If a wife goes out to work then surely the husband will have to work less, in order to do more at home? All the research suggests that most husbands are delighted with the extra money coming in but are not prepared to change their lifestyles one bit to compensate. Motherhood is not a necessary evil. The Bible holds it up as an incredibly important job. How do you think Kevin Rudd is introduced as he travels the country? “Here’s Kev, he’s just the Prime Minister?” And yet how often have you heard it said, “Oh, I’m just a housewife, I just stay at home to look after the kids.” As if it isn’t one of the most important jobs in the world!
A Christian response


So what hope is there? Are we doomed to fight the gender wars forever? Well, as the advert said, peace breaks out on Sundays! Church, where we seek to live out the gospel of reconciliation, should be where we see the answers lived out. So, while I have thrown out some concrete examples I’ve tried not to be too prescriptive tonight. The whole point of a series like this is to raise these issues so that we work them through together. 


Jesus died to break down the barriers that divide us. But the gospel involves surrendering our independence. Ultimately God made us male and female to teach us that we were created for relationship. We find fulfilment ultimately in our dependence on God. But that is a scary thing? Women are thinking, but can’t male headship be abused by men? Aren’t I making myself vulnerable to being pushed around like a slave? Yep, you are. Men are thinking, but this is scary, if I seek to put the needs of women first aren’t I opening myself up to be manipulated, taken for granted, used as a doormat? That’s right. You’ve got it. But that is the gospel. We become vulnerable as we put others first. 


And we do it in the community of the church so that there are safeguards against abuse. We trust each other in the church to point out when we being selfish like in Genesis 3.


So I’m not saying that we’ve got it all sorted, far from it. What I’m saying is that church is the place to work it out. You see deconstruction is easy. Society screams at us what is wrong with gender stereotyping. It is easy to say what being a man is not about – it is not about being macho, or a denial of our emotions, or an obsession with sport. But what is about? It is easy to say what women have liberated from – chained to the kitchen sink, housebound motherhood, sexual compliance… and so on, that is the easy part, but what are they liberated for? 


Construction is hard work. No one claps and cheers when you try to offer a positive definition. All they do is shoot you down. Well that is what we want to do here at PBC. Not to draw our legalistic rules and stereotypes, but to work through the biblical principles of what it means to be men and women in the 21st century. It’s exciting isn’t it!?     
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