MATTHEW 16: 13-20
We are the body of Christ. In the one spirit we were all baptized into one body. Let us therefore pursue all that makes for life and builds up our common good.
It is an old Chinese curse to wish  may you live in interesting times. A month ago, Anthony dealt with the position regarding the validity of ordination through the apostolic succession from the time of Peter, based on the gospel reading for this morning. 
It’s not much really, is it, on which to build a whole system of orthodoxy? A couple of verses which conveniently appear just after Peter’s confession of faith. You are Peter and on this rock I will build my church. We all know that “rock” is a pun on Peter’s name, petros in latin, petra in Aramaic, but looking at the construction of the sentence, we have two phrases joined by an “and”. It is not necessarily certain that the first phrase is connected to the second at all. Augustine thought that the “rock” was Jesus. Makes perfect sense, in some ways it’s more logical than Peter, the fallible human. In the Gospel of Thomas, one of the ones that did not quite make it into the canon, the rock is not Peter but James, the head of the church in Jerusalem. Others might well say it should be Paul.

The “rock” could be the whole body of the church and not Peter as a specific individual. It’s a moot point how far Jesus talked about or contemplated the existence of the church. This is one of only two places on the gospels where the word ecclesia appears at all. In many ways the early church was a construction of Paul, who through his letters has a fundamental impact on its development. It’s about a letter of Paul that I want to speak about this morning, specifically the first letter to Timothy chapter 2: verses 11-12.  Let a woman learn in silence with full submission. I permit no woman to teach or have authority over a man, she is to keep silent.
In considering the explanations for what was meant by Jesus’ declaration to Peter, we have taken a biblical text and interpreted it in different ways. In looking at Paul’s letter to Timothy, let me for a start decline to look at any of the plausible interpretations of what Paul might have meant and assume that as a first century Jew in Roman Palestine he meant what he said. What are we to do with this text?

The lobby group REFORM comes from the evangelical wing of the Anglican Church at the other end of the spectrum to Forward in Faith, who hold fast to traditional views of apostolic succession. This is part of REFORM’s covenant:

The unique value of women's ministry in the local congregation but also the divine order of male headship, which makes the headship of women as priests in charge, incumbents, dignitaries and bishops inappropriate. This point in the covenant expresses the conviction that the Bible does not allow women to be in charge of Christian congregations. This is what is meant by the term "headship". This principle is expressed here in terms of the practical titles for such jobs that exist within the Church of England. Dignitaries refers to appointments as archdeacons, deans etc. However Reform believes there is still much to be done in terms of encouraging women into forms of ministry (both full time and part time) which provide contributions to the life and witness of a congregation that cannot be given by men.

If Anglicanism followed the path of REFORM, I could remain at Holy Cross as a deacon, I could preach perhaps occasionally or offer words of encouragement. Catherine and Penny Driver would lose their jobs tomorrow. Neither Catherine nor I could apply to be priests in charge, let alone incumbents. There would be real question marks over Clare Shelley and Rosemary Barber as churchwardens in this Benefice. Kathy Roberts and Carolyn Brodribb would have to close down their breakthrough to life because they are teaching and would lose their jobs as priests. 

A woman may be supreme governor of the church of England, head of state, a law lord and a member of Parliament, but not a priest in charge of a parish, because of this one sentence. Why should this sentence have more weight than Paul stating: in Christ there is neither male nor female, Jew nor Greek, slave nor free? REFORM say we cannot play off one part of scripture against another. On the model “equal but different,” the role of the woman is as wife and mother and the man is head of the household. This is mirrored in the divine order by God through scripture, Adam was created before Eve, the Apostles were all men and the Bible has supreme authority.

As far as Sue and I are concerned this morning, on that basis we may as well put our priestly stoles on the altar and walk away. But it’s not going to happen, you say. It’s happened already. When Christianity became the religion of the Roman Empire, Roman ideas on headship were incorporated into church structure and women lost their place in the early church. Today, what it has meant already is the vice principal of Wycliffe College, a training college for Anglican priests, considers women should teach children and other women, but not men. REFORM has hundreds of members and whole churches are within this tradition. It is REFORM’s intention at the elections for General Synod in 2010 to have elected sufficient  people to the House of Laity that the necessary two thirds majority in that house will not be obtained to pass a resolution concerning women bishops.
This is the other part of why the ordination of women priests fourteen years ago was such a revolutionary change. It’s not only about the stained glass ceiling and the apostolic succession. It’s also about the Anglican identity and the place of scripture, how women see themselves and how they are seen in society and the church. It calls into question what you believe about the Bible and you have to make a decision about it. If you believe that the Bible is literally true, you have to decide what to do about this passage. 
I could talk at length about priestly ministry being drawn out of and remaining part of the body of Christ, the whole of the church, the rock. I could talk about the Bible being the true word of God but capable of interpretation as the story of God’s dealings with humankind. As priests, this is about our state of being, what happened to us, the irreversible change that cannot be undone when we were ordained and about being part of Christ’s body, who was male but redeemed women too by his death.

The representatives of the House of Clergy in this diocese have one from Forward in Faith and one from REFORM. There will be elections next year for the House of Laity. Please consider whether you are called to stand for deanery, diocesan or general synod. Please use your vote. What kind of church do you want? Upon what kind of rock do you wish to stand?

Part of living in interesting times is that you, the laity, have to choose.
