Are We There Yet? - Rev. Denise Schiavone

How many o{:gou have heard of The F]’liladclphia E]cvcn? The Fhi]adclPhia
E_lcvcn are the first women Pricsts in the E_Piscopal Church. T omorrow marks

the 50th anniversary of their ordination.

Until that day half a century ago, although there was no Church law Prohibiting
it, women had onlg been ordained as deacons, dcspite that l)cing a complctclg

scParatc call and distinct order of ministrg.

['s a common misconccption that deacons are studying to be Pricsts, orwe
washed out of seminary and now have to “settle” for wearing a crooked stole.
Butin fact, vocational deacons discern a sPcchCic call to the diaconate and Plan

to serve that order for life.

T hat was not the case with the Fl—wiladclphia I leven. T hese women had c[carly
discerned a call to the Pricst]'roocl. A” grac]uatcd from scminary. T]wcy wcrcjust
as qUaliFicc] as any man to Pcr'Form the duties of a Pricst. Anc] yet, the

institution had thus far not allowed that, so tl'lcg served as deacons.

On Julg 29, 1974, these 11 women stood at the altar of the Church of the
Advocate in Fl‘!iladcl]:)['ﬁa, asa bis['loP laid hands on them and administered their
vows for the Pricst]‘:oocl——a service the broader Church deemed an “irrcgular”

ordination.

Widclg considered an act of civil disobedience, the event caused quitc an
uproar. Thc women suffered harassmcnt, thrcats, and were banned from church
property. Thcg didn’t know for certain their ordination would ever be
considered “valid.” Yet thcy kneeled at that altar, confident in their conviction
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that (God was ca"ing them to this ministry. And t]‘:cy oPcncd the door for the

official acceptance of women into the Pricsthoocl two years later, in 1976.

|t is no coincidence that this annivcrsary falls on the ]:cast of Marg and Martha
of bcthany and one week after the Feast of Marg Magclalcnc, celebrated this
past Mondag. The Fhﬂadclphia I leven, all still alive todag, walked in the
FootstcPs of the first women disciplcs—also cxcludccl, their gi&s overlooked.
How fitting, too, that Sunc]ag, standing alongsidc Mother Marcia and mgsclf,
Canon Joanna oPcncd our worship with “Welcome to the Chick Service.?

Aftcrwarcl, someone commcntcd that she wished we were in a Placc where
having all women lead the service was as natural as having all mcn~somct}1ing we
wouldn’t feel compcﬂcd to call attention to. While ] understand the sentiment,

my response is, we are not there yct. Wc are far from there.

]n a c]cmocracg that Proclaims cqua] rights for a”, many faith communities across
our nation refuse to ordain women—or even allow them to serve in lcadcrship
Positions. Others oPcnly teach that women should assume a submissive role to
men. ]F l walked in the door of these churches wcaring my co[lar, l would not be

WC]CO!TIC.

T he sad rcalitg is this Particular celebration of 50 years of social progress
coincides with our present time of increasing threats to women’s autonomy,
Pcrsccution of trans 9outh and their Familics, discrimination against the
LGBTO+ community, and the ongoing oPPrcssion of other communities on

the margins.
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T o wish we could be blind to gcnclcr is akin to wisl‘ling we could all be color
blind. However wc”—intcntioncc}, when we claim we're “blind to gcndcr or color,”
that we see everyone the same, the implica’cion is that racism and sexism are
unfortunate individual acts. T his leaves us without a framework to examine our
own biases ora means of accountabilitg. As Christians, such blindness also
leaves us without a clear Patl': to scckjusticc for all God’s beloved children and

rcsPcct the c]ignity of every human bcing, the core of our baPtismal covenant.

Wc can and should cc[cbratc the progress we’ve made on the shoulders of
those who came before us, even as we recogpnize how far we still are from where

(God is ca”ing us to be.

(Until the time that all God’s children feel safe in their gcndcr idcntitg, sexual
orientation and Pcrsonal choices, we are not there. Until the time E)lack

Parcnts dont have to teach their children about the dangcrs of an encounter
with law cmcor'ccmcnt, we are not there. Until all families have access to goocl

education and secure housing, we are not there. Wc are far from there.

Qur news feeds may be full of Politics at present, but buried in there is also the
story of 50n3a Masscg, a 56~ycar~old f)lack woman who called Policc to her

home in ]”inois ecarlier this month, over concerns about a Potcntia] intruder.

The rcsponding dcputg rcPortccl Fccling threatened bg Sonya Picldng up a
pot of boiling water from the stove, and he fired three shots, killing her. Songa
Joins a long line of Black women and men who died scnsclcsslg, nccdlcsslg. The
officer has been chargcd with murder. We can acknowlcdge this as progress,
even as we mourn the ongoing violence against Pcoplc of color. Wc are not

there.



Are We There Yet? - Rev. Denise Schiavone

Thc state of our world can ccrtainly be a hcavg burden for well-intentioned
Pcoplc to bear. ]t can leave us Fccling hclplcss and hoPc]css. Anc] for
Christians, it can raise the qucstion: How can] know my giFts will even make a

difference?

The Gospcl is alwags a good starting Placc to cxplorc such qucstions. This
morning, John brings us one o{:Jcsus’s most famous miracles: the Fccding of the
5,000. ]t’s an event more than tenfold the scope of the similar one from toc]ay’s
Old T estament rcading, where Elisha sets a modest oFFcring before 100
Pcoplc, who aﬂ eat and have some left. Somc 900 years latcr, Jcsus walks in
the Footstcp of the Prophct of his ancestors—and does somcthing even more

amazing.

Jcsu.ﬁ and the clisciPlcs have gatl'lcrccl in Galilcc, a largc crowd on their heels.
And Jchs says to Fhilip, “Nhere are we to bug bread for these Pcoplc to
eat?” Andrew rcsponds, “Thereisa boy here who has five barlcy loaves and
two fish. But what are thcy among so many Pcoplc?” And Jcsu$ tells him to
have the Pcople sit. | hen he takes the loaves, gives thanks, and passes bread
and fish to everyone present—as much as tl‘ucg want, until their stomachs are full.
Afterward he tells the c]isciPlcs, “«(Cather up the fragments left over, so that
nothing may be lost.” And thf:!j fill 12 baskets with leftovers.

Now, even bcyond the mechanics of the miracle, there are many questions we
might ask about this passage. Here’s one: Whg did Jesus insist on co”ccting

t]—wc lcFl:ovcrs’?
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Was he simply an carly harbingcr against food waste? \Was he taking the
Fragmcnts on his continuingjourncg to feed other communities? Did he Plan to

have the disciplcs pass out to~go bags as the crowd dispcrscd?

All Possibilitics, but Pcrhaps Jesus’s focus at this moment is less on the needs
of the crowd—and more on the needs of his disciplcs, who must soon carry out
his ministry in the world without him. \What iFJchS wanted to arm each of the 12
c}isciplcs with a baskct, cmPowcring them each to go forth and share these gi{:ts?

Could JchS have been cxtcnding a symbolic gesture of encouragement?

As violence tears at the fabric of our socictg and divisiveness threatens our
sense of peace, amid misogynist and racist rhetoric and hateful discourse, it is
easy to feel discouragcd and overwhelmed. Jchs says to us, the needs may be
massive, but no one’s gi&s are too small—not even the modest giﬁ:s of a little
boy. God’s love is ever abundant. (Gied multiplics whatever we offer and does

miraculous things.

As followers of Jesus, our cha”cngc is to hold fast amid the storm, to look to
our Messiah wau(ing toward us, saying “|t is |, do not be afraid.”

Andin the darkness, we are blessed to have a guiding beacon. Howcvcr PCOPlC
may try to twist Scripturc to suit their agcndas, there is Pchcct clarity in the life
and tcachings of Jesus Christ: a Savior who denounced violence, challcngcd
urjust systems, fed the hungry, healed the sick, broke bread with outcasts, lifted
up the lowly, rcjcctcd “ldnghood,” called out abuses of power—a 5avior who

lived out compassion and love in cvcrytl'wing he did.
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What Jcsu$ modeled for the car]y clisciplcs he teaches us in the here and now.
We are not hclplcss bgstanc]crs in the crowd; we are c]isciPlcs of Christ
Almightg, cmPowcrcd to go out to spaces that dcspcratclg need (God’s hcaling

love and boldly share our gi{:ts, no matter how meager we might believe them to

be.

And so, on this sPecial anniversary in the life of the Churc]':, let us celebrate
moments of progress even as we see the miles of rough seas ahead. Lct us

alwags turmn to Jcsus, Frincc of Fcacc, the Wag of Lovc.

]’H close with these words from our EPistlc, “Now to him who bg the power at
work within us is able to accomplish abundantlg far more than all we can ask or
imagine, to him be glorg in the church and in Christ _Jesus to all generations,

forever and ever. Amen.?



