
Women Hold Up Half The Sky 

Today’s extra reading is from Piece Together Praise by Brian 
Wren 

If Jesus can be a role model for men, what does he mean for 
women?  As a man I can neither pontificate nor avoid the 
question.  Granted that the divine could become human only in 
one gender, what if the Word had become a woman?  Her 
femaleness could not be a role model for me, but the stories 
about her might make her a challenging Saviour.  For she would 
surely call me to take her seriously, respect her dignity, value 
her not only as a person but as a woman, and accept her 
leadership.  Though women might identify with her directly, 
both women and men would need grace by faith to confess her 
as the Chosen One of God.  Perhaps her first, possibly female, 
apostles would know that both women and men are being 
remade in the image of Christ. 

There’s also a kind of “extra extra” reading – some thoughts I 
came across a while ago. 

A man’s got to do what a man’s got to do.  A woman must do 
what he can’t. 

Whatever women must do they must do twice as well as a man 
to be thought half as good.  Fortunately this is not difficult. 

When women are depressed they either open a box of 
chocolates or go shopping.  Men invade another country. 

I have yet to hear a man ask how to combine marriage and a 
career. 

Behind every successful man is a very surprised woman. 

 

Fifty years ago I was talking to a fellow minister about 
proposals to allow women to become elders and I said, among 
other things,  “Women are people.”   
I didn’t think I was offering an original or surprising thought – 
I just thought I was stating the obvious.  But the other 
minister was quite taken with it, even amused that all the 



tortuous debates on the subject could be cut short by that 
obvious, simple statement. 

Obvious, simple – yes; and since that time women have been 
allowed to become elders and also ministers in the Church of 
Scotland.  Even today, however, it is not taken for granted that 
women should have the same rights as men, in the church or 
elsewhere.  For some people, apparently, the statement that 
women are people does not cut through the debate and women 
are still not accepted as equal partners with men. 

Of course, life for women has improved in this country over 
the past century or so but we have some way to go before 
women and men are treated as equal.  I’m not sure how long it 
is since the Equal Pay Act was passed, but even now women 
are not always paid as much as men for the same work.   

This is, of course, a frustratingly difficult thing for a man to 
talk about.  Even a man like myself who firmly believes in the 
full equality of the sexes may simply sound patronising.  A few 
moments ago I spoke of women being “allowed” to become 
elders and ministers.  Why did they need permission, and from 
whom?  When I offered myself as a candidate for the ministry 
in the 1950s I had to convince the church that I was a suitable 
person to become a minister.  A woman at that time never 
even got the chance to convince anyone: she was 
automatically ruled out just because she was a woman.  What 
was needed was not that men should graciously “allow” 
women to do certain things but that we should automatically 
assume that the question of gender simply doesn’t arise. 

The whole history of civilisation has, of course, been 
dominated by men.  In ancient times, before civilisation, 
women held an honoured and respected place in tribal 
societies and, indeed, were often the rulers in such societies.  
Civilised societies – that is, societies which have ordered 
government centred on cities – may have begun as a male 
resistance movement against the rule of women and it was 
certainly with the dawn of civilisation that the devaluing of 
women began. 



Things have improved.  We have come a long way from those 
medieval church leaders who solemnly debated whether or not 
women have souls: there were those in medieval Christendom 
who would simply have rejected my statement that “women 
are people”.  The story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of 
Eden, which tells us of Eve tempting Adam, was used to justify 
an inferior place for women. If anyone today were to repeat on 
radio or television some of the obscene things medieval 
churchmen said about women there would be an outcry. 

“Women were seen as the gateway to hell”, says novelist 
Michelle Roberts, who quotes the fifteen century ‘A to Z for 
Lady Penitents’ compiled by Bishop Antonius: ‘It started with 
“A for Animal, B for Bitch” and went on in that vein’ she 
recalls. Women were intended to recite it daily as an antidote 
to vanity, cupidity and arrogance.  (Men, of course, are never 
guilty of vanity, cupidity or arrogance!)  So the Christian 
Church has a lot to answer for in the oppression of women 
over the centuries, as also have other religions.  So much so, 
that this is still a reason many people give for rejecting the 
church and its teachings.  An atheist writer recently alleged 
that “The primary function of religion is to control women” and 
said that was why he rejected religion. 

In some ways, of course, women have been accorded respect.  
The existence of a special day in the calendar for mothers 
indicates at least a special respect for women who become 
mothers.  Yet this can be deeply patronising, with its images of 
“the little woman” or “the wife” – barefoot, pregnant and tied to 
the kitchen sink, as someone put it. 

The respect given to Mary the mother of Jesus by many 
Christians may also seem to indicate respect for women; but 
she has always been a special case.  The insistence that she 
remained a virgin has set her apart from other women.  She 
could hardly be a role model for all women, not least when the 
church taught that the normal role for most women was to 
marry and have children.  Indeed, much of the confusion 
about the roles of men and women in society may result from 
the role of Mary in the church. 



Confusion there certainly is.  In about 1981, a government 
minister said of Margaret Thatcher, “She’s the only real man in 
the cabinet.”  He meant it as a compliment.  Would David 
Cameron, I wonder, feel complimented if someone called him 

“the only real woman in the cabinet”? A woman may be only 
mildly annoyed to be told she “thinks like a man” or is “as good 
as a man”, or even that she has a “masculine approach” to her 
life; a man is insulted and even disgraced to be described as 
womanish or effeminate.  Men may give exaggerated praise to 
the female virtues, they may sincerely believe that they honour 
their wives and mothers above all humankind – but to be 
likened to them emasculates and humiliates them. (Mary Stott, 
article in “The Guardian”) 

Women and men are, of course, biologically different and to 
that extent they have different roles in life; but in practice, 
civilised societies have always valued the things men do and 
attitudes seen as masculine more highly than the things 
women do and attitudes seen as feminine. 

Anyone, for example, who speaks of God as female is accused 
of insulting God.  God is not, of course, female; but then 
neither is God male.  So we have a problem finding a pronoun 
for God.  To call God “it” seems demeaning; to call God either 
“he’ or “she” is, to say the least, misleading. Our habit of 
always referring to God as “he” can only be the result of 
assuming that men are always in charge.  If it is insulting to 
call God “she” that can only mean that women are considered 
to be inferior. 

How, then, to redress the balance?  We can certainly pay 
tribute to all the great and good women of history, from 
Abraham’s wife Sarah, through all the strong women of the 
Old Testament, through the women who were Christ’s 
companions and leaders in the early church, through medieval 
mystics, nineteenth century social reformers like Elizabeth Fry 
and Florence Nightingale, the leaders of the women’s suffrage 
movement, to modern women like Mother Teresa.  We can also 
pay tribute, as men have always been happy to do, to all the 
unsung heroines from the long centuries when the role of 
women was unavoidably private and unrecorded. 



I can’t help feeling, though, that this is patronising and 
superficial.  We offer our easy congratulations and allow the 
world to go on as before. 

We need to do more than that.  We need to take seriously the 
simple truth that women are people and that they, no less 
than men, are made in the image of God.  Followers of Jesus 
must have a commitment to the rights and freedoms of women 
in a world where they are still mostly at a disadvantage. 
Women make up half the world’s population; perform two-
thirds of the world’s work; receive one tenth of the world’s 
income and own one hundredth part of the world’s property.  
In no society are women treated as fully equal with men.   

We need to follow the example of Jesus in all his dealings with 
women: treating them as equal partners with men in the 
human quest for truth, justice and peace.  We have to allow an 
appreciation of gender equality to affect all the life and work of 
the church, now and into whatever the future brings.  Such an 
appreciation, too, will be a guide to the causes which the 
church must support in the world if it is to be faithful to the 
calling of Christ. 

Women are not to be used and abused for the purposes of 
men, whatever those purposes may be.  Neither are they to be 
set on a pedestal and adored.  They are to be respected as 
human beings, made in the image of God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


