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It’s not easy to talk about gender. Partly because there are many ways in which we don’t understand it – (even the ‘experts’ on gender - whether you mean doctors, philosophers, social scientists or anthropologists - don’t have it sorted) Partly because gender is something about which we are all of us very sensitive. If you’ve ever walked into the wrong toilets you’ll know that it somehow seems more of a big deal than walking into the exit or something like that. If someone mistakes you for a man - or mistakes you for a woman - you feel more flustered than if they’d made some other kind of mix up. Gender is also difficult for us because it is one of the ways in which we’ve been divided up so that we can be controlled or oppressed or told what to do. Gender is something we can be personally confused about it or unhappy about or angry about.  So, gender is not easy. 
Christianity, like most faiths or ways of looking at the world, has had some things to say about gender. From some you might get some clear answers about how God has made women to be women and men to be men - with different roles, different characteristics, different ministries. And this kind of view assumes that we actually know what it means to be a girl or a boy - that these things are relatively secure - and that they always mean the same. On the other hand you can find a very early and rather strong voice in Christianity which tells you that gender has now no place at all - that God sets us free from the old distinctions of male and female - that it’s irrelevant – that salvation lies, if you like, in a kind of holy androgyny. You will find some who will say that Christianity has been a liberating faith for those who had been oppressed because of their gender - and you will also find those who will say that Christianity has been an oppressive force and has even been one of the most significant patriarchal discourses in human culture. 
My sense is that Christianity has always been a context where gender (and indeed sexuality) are being tested, bent, renegotiated and redefined. I notice that my experience of the Church is that it’s a place where, whatever is being said, the practice of being part of church often involves serious play with gender. For example, most of the ordained people I know are queer, not necessarily gay of course, but so often rather unlike the gender stereotypes of our culture. On the whole I think that church culture is much more forgiving and playful about gender than the world my brother and his wife inhabit in the affluent unchurched middle classes.  Even the comedy vicars we know well tend to confirm this sense that the church is a place inhabited by men who wear frocks and women who are funny. We may live with chaos and mess but on the whole the church can be a place where you can play gender differently – whatever the official discourse says. Which leads me to ask why that is so. Is there always something about being Christian that means that gender is made, negotiated and defined within a particular kind of landscape of experience and thought? 
There is a great deal in the traditions about Jesus which suggests that he occupied a rather unusual place vis a vis the gender conventions of his time – though it would be anachronistic to try to define him as a feminist. He had an extraordinary open-ness towards women, for example, thought not the Bill Clinton sort of open-ness. He seems to have had women among his friends and supporters. He healed women and he was willing to break some of the taboos that often kept men and women apart. He talked to women, about theology even. He told stories about women. He spoke up for woman (on the divorce issue for example). There are signs in what we know and can guess that Jesus challenged the presuppositions about gender in his time - and there are also signs that even his earliest followers found this very difficult. And he seems to have been celibate, which was, to say the least, odd for a Jewish man or woman of the time. Whatever Jesus brings to discussions about gender it’s unlikely to be a simple set of rules or perspectives that means he can fit with any of us, whoever we are. He’s likely to keep on queering the pitch I think.
You can find clues to the radical potential of Jesus in some odd places. For example -  the Gospel of Thomas - a second century Gospel with some sayings that scholars regard as more historically authentic than some in the canonical Gospels. We find some very intriguing verses about gender. At the very end we find this verse;
‘Simon Peter said to them, ‘Mary should leave us, for females are not worthy of life’. Jesus said, ‘Look I shall guide her to make her male, so that she too may become a living spirit resembling you males. For every female who makes herself male will enter heaven’s kingdom.’
And here are some others from earlier in the gospel -
‘Jesus saw some babies nursing. He said to his followers, ‘These nursing babies are like those who enter the kingdom.’ They said to him, ‘Then shall we enter the kingdom as babies?’ Jesus said to them, ‘When you make the two into one, and when you make the inner like the outer and the outer like the inner, and the upper like the lower, and when you make male and female into a single one, so that the male will not be male nor the female be female…. then you will enter the kingdom.’
Whatever we think of both of these quotations - they are strong evidence for an early tradition within Christianity which believed that gender differences were not fixed and sure - but could be made differently. Jesus’ riposte to Peter’s chauvinism would not please present day feminists - but it does reveal that there was something pretty extraordinary going on in the early Christian movement. The second quotation is fascinating because it echoes some sayings with which we are much more familiar in the canonical Gospels. Jesus says that those who enter the kingdom are like babies - and then talks about making male and female into a single one. Christians have often puzzled over what Jesus meant by saying that his followers ought to become like children. One interpretation at the time was that Christians were to be like children in being asexual or androgynous - or at least that the gender differences were to be considered so insignificant in the light of the kingdom that it would be as though every Christian was ungendered. Perhaps this was part of being a radical community - maybe an itinerant, rather ascetic community - of people who left sex and family behind. The new community was to be an alternative kind of family in which everyone was mother, sister and brother to everyone else. The fact that there are already some contrary movements in the Gospels and in the New Testament might suggest that this very radical approach to gender did not survive very long in Christianity as the dominant model – and indeed it’s not one that we are likely to be very comfortable with now, whether you have a traditional view about gender or one informed by contemporary feminism. It’s also a view about gender that seems like a pretty radical break with his own culture. Sexual asceticism was almost unknown in contemporary Jewish practice. Some Christians soon found that this radical approach with its androgyny and asceticism was deeply unsatisfactory, because although it might have brought about a kind of gender justice it was also rather anti-body – contrary to the Jesus who was chided for being a wine-bibber and definitely not an ascetic, and ultimately then contrary to the incarnational theology of the new Christian movement. But scholars today remain divided about how closely such themes reach back to Jesus himself. We might find, as I suppose we should always imagine might happen, that Jesus turns out to have been radical about gender in ways we wish we hadn’t found!
We can even see this kind of struggle about the significance of gender going on in the thinking of one writer in the New Testament.  There is, for example, the famous verse from Paul’s letter to the Galatians. 
‘Baptised into union with him, you have all put on Christ as a garment. There is no such thing as Jew and Greek, slave and freeman, male and female; for you are all one person in Christ Jesus.’
This is a fascinating text. Especially if you keep in mind that the early Christians were sometimes baptised naked (if not literally then symbolically). Nakedness is the state in which our gender becomes clear (usually!). As indeed it would become clear whether a man was a Jew or a Gentile. In baptism, in entry into the Christian faith - the naked man or woman puts on Christ like a garment - and all those old distinctions are in a sense superseded. Gender, among other things, becomes an irrelevance. This sounds rather like some of the radical gender theology in Thomas. It’s more important than anything else that you are a Christian - more important than your social status, your ethnic background, your religious history, your gender. I have often puzzled over these verses because it is very hard indeed to imagine a world, or a community in which gender is so relativised. It stretches any human imagination to know what ‘ungendered humanity’ would be like. But there is something in the early Christian movement which implies a radically challenging re-assessment of gender which goes way beyond anything like just allowing women to be leaders in the church. 
But the Paul who wrote the letter to the Galatians is also the Paul who wrote the first letter to the Corinthians in which he urges the women in the community to live by the traditional gender rules of their own culture. He even cites the creation story in which man was made first and woman out of man - and for his sake. This seems a million miles away from the radical thinking of Galatians in which male and female are superseded in Christ. Is it simply Paul being inconsistent? Is it that being radical about gender is fine in theory, but hard to observe in practice? 
Of course religious texts are not the only places where people negotiate or question gender. Shakespeare’s play Twelfth Night is one example. At one point, Viola says,
‘I am all the daughters of my father’s house,
and all the brothers too…’
Viola is only her ‘real’ gender in one scene. In all the rest she is disguised as a man and calls herself Cesario. Her disguise leads the plot into many twists and ironic turns, all given a double edge when we know that on that first twelfth night, all the characters would have been played by male actors. We have to imagine watching a man play a woman who is disguised as a man who is later revealed to be a woman. Orsino, in the passage we heard read, tells us that women’s passions are not so strong as his own, that women’s hearts lack retention. Even Viola (as Cesario) admits that men say more and promise more and she assumes her own subordination to men. But the story tells us that the assumptions we make about gender are often false and that we are easily fooled. At the end of the play all the couples are put right so that everyone is paired up with the ‘right’ gender. But this play also disturbs the boundaries. The cross-dressed Viola, the woman who can sing both high and low, the woman who is easily the most interesting and wonderful character in the play with the best speeches, and who is loved by a woman and by a man, puts in question the fixed nature of sexual difference.  She can indeed be all the daughters of her father’s house and all the brothers too..
The female actor Fiona Shaw once famously played Richard II in a controversial production of Shakespeare’s play. She writes of her longing for a world in which
‘the inconclusion of gender is embraced and accepted, and the imagination can dance elsewhere.’
I rather like Fiona Shaw’s suggestion that gender might be unconcluded – and that we have to dance with our imaginations. I welcome the reality of much of Christian culture, as I experience it, that it is actually prepared to live with inconclusion and even with exploration about gender, that it provides communities which make room for those who do not ‘fit’.  I find both the extreme views which one could find within the circle of Christianity unsatisfactory; the one that says that gender means nothing any more, that baptism into Christ overwhelms it – or the approach that says that God has a particular will for each gender. But I find a community in which gender is contested and created as part of the real texture of being human, to have something of holiness about it. I am not convinced that any of the ways we tend to talk about gender have reached their conclusion or a satisfactory place – as I said at the beginning we still find it hard to talk about and our gendered humanity is for many of us both a place of pain and of delight. 
I want to resist even those who say that the genders are complementary (as Orsino no doubt would have done) - a judgement which always seems to leave women in the second place. But neither is gender simply ‘all in the mind’ - we do not have anything as simple as a free choice about how we live out our gender, not even the freedom to declare it irrelevant. The fact that I occupy a woman’s body in the world makes a difference to my life which I cannot evade. But we are not only observers of gender, we are also its creators. We are constrained, but we may also be active - and gender is constantly being fought over and remade. And in the Christian tradition we have stories of our own which can help us re-create gender.
I find it fascinating that many images of Jesus are rather ‘feminine’ - he is not generally portrayed as a hyper macho male, but as someone who lives as a man rather differently. The many representations of Jesus hint at the central truth of our faith; that all of our humanity has been redeemed and experienced by God. Jesus is only fairly portrayed as a new Moses if he can be a new Miriam too, a new Eve as well as a new Adam.
‘Behold the man’ says the Gospel, but sometimes Jesus plays it like a woman. 
So let me leave you with inconlusion and invite your imaginations to dance. Our human communities need ways to celebrate the flesh that we are given and in which we inhabit the world, but ways which do not lead some to oppress others or the body to be denied. We need a re-imagination of gender which leaves no-one feeling a freak, no-one feeling alien in their own body, no-one rejecting their own beautiful flesh. We need to be able to play gender, but also to resist with all seriousness the oppression of some by others. And we need to know that all of us, within the love of God, may be all the daughters of our father’s and our mother’s house.. and all the brothers too. Whoever you are, and whoever you might be becoming, you are precious in God’s sight. May you, body and soul, be blessed and redeemed in God’s holy love. Amen. 
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