A Bible Study to stimulate discussion of issues around gender, culture and Christian practice




The Bible and worship:

The Bible:

1.
Compare the two accounts of creation (Genesis 1:26–28 and 2:7, 15–24). What do they say about the relationship between men, women and their creator God? What does it mean for you to be made in God's image?

2.
"There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus." (Galatians 3:28) What does it mean to be "one in Christ Jesus"? What bearing, if any, does this teaching have on gender issues today? 

3.
"From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work."

(Ephesians 4:16). Consider gender issues in the light of the teaching that all are members of the Body of Christ.

4.
Imagine the Bible encountered "through the looking-glass". Retell the theme of the Bible, or one of the best known gospel stories, or one from the Old Testament, giving all the major roles to female characters. What effect does this have?

5.
Choose a gospel passage and find all the women mentioned. What are their roles? Look for "hidden women" in a gospel story. Why are they hidden?

Worship and liturgy:

6.
Using a hymn book, look for hymns celebrating or reflecting on the attributes of God. What picture do they paint? Is there any difference between older and newer hymns?

Using a Bible dictionary or concordance, discover what other images scripture offers. Where would you find examples of images casting God in a female role (birth-giver, mother etc). Could these be used in worship?

7.
Find a hymn which is strongly gendered in language (eg Charles Wesley's "Happy the man that finds the grace"). Could it be adapted to use inclusive language? What would be the drawbacks/ advantages?

8.
How do you feel about the use of male-gendered language (he, him) to refer to God? Is any non-gendered language available?

9.
Sometimes the Holy Spirit is envisioned as female (there is scriptural basis for this, and the Hebrew word ruach used in the OT is feminine in gender). Are you comfortable with this? Why (or why not)?

Life and culture

10.
Are men/women/boys/girls treated differently in your work situation, school, family life, social life, church life?

Are there good reasons for any differences? Is this an issue to be addressed or just "the way things are"?

11.
Have your ideas on gender roles and equality changed during your adult years? If so, what changed them?

Has your lifestyle/job changed over the years in terms of gender expectations?

12.
Have you noticed any cases relating to gender discrimination in the news recently? What was the issue? What was the outcome?

13.
How would the world be different if the proportions of men/women holding positions of power were reversed? Would there be any benefits/drawbacks?

Do you favour positive discrimination to even up the numbers of women/men in public life? 

14.
Consider some stereotypes from the animal world; the lion is king of the jungle; the elephant typifies the matriarch; the wolf is a predatory male; the cat is a spiteful female ("catty") etc. Can you think of other gender stereotypes in language? Is there anything intuitive about our use of such stereotypes or do we learn them from others?

15.
Consider these roles in church and work life. What image comes to mind?

Steward, organist, flower arranger, preacher, presbyter (minister)

Manager, teacher, nurse, lorry driver, nanny, captain. Think about others.

16.
Have you read any books or seen any films or TV shows which made you think about power, authority and leadership in male/female relationships?

17.
Look at some gospel stories of Jesus interacting with the disciples/ the Pharisees/ women. How did he exercise leadership? What kinds of power relationships do you observe?

18.
Have you received any education about gender issues (not sex education)?

Thinking of the ideas and opinions you hold about gender, where did these come from? Should young people receive education in gender issues? Do they "learn by example" – if so, what are they learning? What can they teach?

19.
Do you see discrimination on the basis of gender as:

 - not a problem, just the way life is.

 - something which has had a major impact on your life

 - a justice issue, as important as racial discrimination

Action:

20.
Are there any changes you would like to see in your church life, family or work relationships as a result of your thinking on gender issues? 

If so, what do you feel needs to be done?  Who needs to do what, and how? 

Will you be taking any action yourself?

If you feel that what's needed is a change in attitude, how can this be encouraged?

Leaders' Notes

This study material is offered by members of the Methodist Church's Gender Justice Group as a resource for local church groups or individuals seeking an open-minded approach to discussion of issues around sexism, culture and Christian practice.

It is not arranged in formal sessions. The intention is that you "mix and match" suggestions selected from the three sections – Bible, Worship and Liturgy, and Life and Culture – depending on the time available for your session(s). You may find that other ideas come to mind as you use the material – feel free to follow where they lead. It's important, though, to arrive at some suggestions for action.

You may wish to look at the preachers training pack Faith and Worship* and the section on Images of God which could be used in conjunction with this material.

Suggestions for Preparation

Time spent in preparation will be repaid in the depth you can bring to the study. Visit the Methodist Gender Justice web pages at www.methodist.org.uk for background to the Church's stance on sexism, discrimination, inclusive language etc.

For ideas on ways of working with groups read the Methodist Church's report: Time to talk of God. This excellent resource is easy to read and obtainable from mph at £3.50 each or £2.75 for 5.*

Spend some time researching these issues on other Christian web sites and look out for mention of them in newspapers and magazines.

Read through the study and identify the suggestions and ideas on which you will focus in your study. There probably won't be time for everything, and some may spark off heated discussion! Depending on time available, divide the material into "sessions". Make photocopies or printouts for members of your group.

Have a Bible commentary and a dictionary or concordance available for preparation. Your group members may also need copies of the Bible and a hymn-book.

Background

1.
Gen.1 portrays an equal partnership of male and female, while Gen.2 presents a God-given order of precedence of male over female with corresponding roles. Paul draws on this second version in 1 Corinthians 11:7–9. How does this speak to us today?

2.
If discussion centres on equality, distinguish between two meanings: 


a) no difference, all alike; b) diversity, all of equal value.


Does either/both mean all should be treated identically?

3.
"...each part does its work" – should all roles be available to both women and men, or are skills/gifts more important than gender?

4.
For example, you might devise a role play based on the story of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11–24), focussing on the mother, sister-in-law, and girlfriend of the lost son.

5.
Notice that the women, if present, are usually not named or are identified by their relationship to a man. An exception to this is Mary Magdalene, which has caused some speculation as to her identity and origin.

6.
A useful reference on gendered language in hymns is Brian Wren's

"What Language Shall I Borrow?" (Crossroad, 1989) and any of his hymn collections.

8.
Consider the effect of avoiding pronouns by repeating the word "God". 

Would you use the pronoun "Godself" instead of "himself"?

9.
The Spirit is often identified with Sophia, or Holy Wisdom. See Proverbs 8 and 9 for an extended allegory. Useful background to be found at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Wisdom

10 – 19. Thorough preparation will pay dividends here, especially if the group have not had prior notice of the topics.

20.
Don't prejudge the outcome – groups and individuals will respond differently to the challenge here. The aim of this study is to get people talking and thinking!
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