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I Thank God That Jesus Is Woke

T

he downside of being a feminist and a Mormon is that as
soon as you mention your views as you eat brownies during FHE, or casually drop the line that you voted for Hillary,
either one of two things happens:
1. People immediately change the subject. You
can tell it makes them feel awkward—they get
all flushed and blurt out a quick, “Oh that’s
neat,” and then move on to talk about something else: Finals week. Push-ups. Giving birth.
All things infinitely less painful to discuss.
2. People immediately attack you. They say,
“What, so you wear pants to church?” Or, “Oh,
so you support women having the priesthood?”
like women don’t already possess priesthood authority (see Temple Ordinances). And from
there, they just automatically assume you don’t
believe that Joseph Smith was a prophet, or
that the Book of Mormon is a true book, or
whatever.
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And on it goes.
There is always the occasional woke person (see MerriamWebster’s 2017 definition for “feminist”) who will simply ask
you, “In what ways are you a feminist?” or even, “Oh yeah, me
too, did you see Emma Watson’s speech at the UN?” And believe me, when you find a kindred spirit sitting across from you
in your English 292 class, talking about Christina Rossetti’s
“Goblin Market” as a story of feminist solidarity, or as a queer
love story, or as a Christian allegory where Christ is represented
by a woman, you say a silent prayer to thank God that you’ve
been guided to someone you can talk with without having to
defend your knowledge and love of Jesus Christ’s gospel.
• • •

I stand on toes numb from early December rain. Brittle
wind slowly erodes away the rich, dusty, ever-present scent of
falafel and spices that has built up over the dry summer months.
The rain and the wind chatter and hum outside while I stand in
the hushed and holy apse of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,
out in the Old City of Jerusalem. Fergus the Irish-Californian
Franciscan monk stands in his brown robes with a black scarf
tied merrily around his neck, one pale hand fiddling with his
rope belt knotted with promises while he talks to us with a sun
in his chest and a lion in his voice about the Resurrection.
Fergus suddenly brings up what he claims is an old Gaelic
saying: “I heard it from a woman who heard it from a woman
who heard it from a woman.”
Slightly confused and clutching my arms around me, I
quiet my jiggling knee and clench the toes I can still feel, paying close attention to the voice that is about to make or break
this entire experience for me.
“Women, you see, in the time of Jesus, were regarded as
being liars. In general, they were not trustworthy. And yet, you
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see that in the instance of the Resurrection, the first witnesses
Jesus had were women, and He trusted them to spread the
word. He trusted them to carry the most important message of
all, and He trusted His apostles that they would listen to a
woman.”
I can feel the truth of this statement echoing in my chest,
the truth that Jesus was awake to the social issues and inequalities regarding women (legitimately woke) and that He was
challenging and undermining those perceptions long before
women had real rights—before they could even serve as witnesses in court. And yet Jesus chose one woman (or many, depending on which evangelist tells the tale) to be a witness to
His apostles—who were, in turn, special witnesses of Christ.
That woman (or women) was called to be, in effect, an
apostle to the Apostles.
• • •

Jesus doesn’t leave any explicit teachings regarding women.
None. I have wondered what that means, that He didn’t address
such a prominent issue in society regarding inequality—He
taught about loving the poor and about the value of gentiles;
He touched those in society declared unclean and named as sinners, yet never spoke a word about an inequality that affected
literally half of the population.
In fact, there are some things in the scriptures, statements
seen by much of humankind as being the very word of God,
that bother me about the way women are regarded (see 1 Cor.
11). They have stuck in my mind and made me question things
I never wanted to, made me feel defective and silenced.
It doesn’t make sense to me that one gender would, as Paul
admonishes the Corinthians, “belong” to the other (see 1 Cor.
11.3), and that is something that I have struggled with for a
long time. Friends in high school would tease me, telling me I
I Thank God That Jesus Is Woke
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couldn’t talk inside church because women are to “keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to
speak; but they are commanded to be under obedience, as also
saith the law” (1 Cor. 14.34).
Thank you, Paul.
Now, usually I don’t disagree with Paul—Paul has given life
to some of the greatest and most essential ideals in Christianity
through his teaching—but this makes no sense to me. Paul
makes it sound like women were created for the express purpose
of being a man’s possession—one not to speak, but to be spoken
to. One not to act, but to be acted upon. One to just stand still,
and to watch. But I don’t think that’s what Jesus taught, and
that doesn’t seem to agree with the stories of the early women in
the Bible. It doesn’t agree with the notion that God created
men and women to walk together, to be equally yoked, to share
equally all things including burdens (an idea to which I have
clung with fingers that feel sometimes like they’re splintering at
the bone, fingernails cracking and bleeding, skin blistering and
breaking from the stress of social expectation). Eve was formed
from Adam’s rib—from his side, to walk beside him, certainly
not behind or in front (see Gen. 2.18, 22–24). Adam and Eve
were made to be equal companions before God. God’s creation
was not perfect, was not whole, until Woman was created.
And then there are other stories that remind me that
women are not meant to be objects: Mary Magdalene, and
Lydia, and Chloe, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and Joana
and Susanna and the Widow of Nain and—
Well, and I don’t feel that way about myself. I don’t feel
like I was created with the singular and express purpose of
bringing up children to my husband and not to myself. My
purpose in creation is to gain immortality and eternal life, and
to do that in the manner that brings the most glory to God
and truth to God’s children. What that means for me, I don’t
quite know yet, but it will likely include marriage and family
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and children, and I want it to. But I refuse to belong to a man if
he does not belong to me in equal measure, because I want to
marry someone as Christlike as I can find, and I belong to Christ
as much as He belongs to me. If Christ is the perfect example of
manhood, and if He gives himself completely to everyone, every
man, woman, and child, black and white, bond and free, then I
think the only perfect human relationship occurs when man
and woman give themselves fully to each other. Unity is not
about taking all you can, or wanting something from the other
person, but about freely giving and freely receiving. Or, that’s
what I hope it is.
I guess if you think about women and religion, in all fairness, you have to consider a different perspective too. While
He never speaks about gender discrimination in so many words,
Jesus’ very example screams of love and equality. He treats
every person like a human in his or her own right, independent
of social status. In fact, He even teaches that hierarchy in
human relationships shouldn’t exist when He says, “Ye know
that the princes of the Gentiles exercise dominion over them,
and they that are great exercise authority upon them. But it
shall not be so among you: but whosoever will be great among
you, let him be your minister; and whosoever will be chief
among you, let him be your servant” (Matt. 20.25–27). The
usual interpretation is a simple one: we’re not supposed to oppress others. But in a societal context in which women, gentiles, lepers, and other classes and races were oppressed and
regarded as lesser beings, and sometimes still are, Christ’s statement is still revolutionary, if one is paying attention.
• • •

I’m just waking up to how revolutionary Christ was. And
is. One of the stories in the New Testament that used to bother
me is the story of Mary and Martha (see Luke 10.38–42). Why
I Thank God That Jesus Is Woke
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didn’t Mary just help Martha? That way whatever needed to
get done would get done in half the time, and then they could
both sit, and listen, and spend time with Jesus. And why did
Jesus chastise her like that, when she was trying to do a good
deed for Him and His apostles? She was probably getting ready
to feed them and who knows how many more disciples that
followed Jesus around everywhere. She would probably house
them, too. Being a good host to the Son of God and His disciples doesn’t seem like a bad thing, but it appeared that Christ
didn’t like it. That has been confusing.
But I don’t think that’s what Jesus is trying to teach us
here.
I think, essentially, that He was trying to teach that it
wasn’t hospitality or playing hostess that He valued. It was
something more revolutionary—it was equal opportunity for
those marginalized by society to gain an education. While
being a hostess was something traditional Jewish society valued, Jesus didn’t want women to have to suffer without an education while their male counterparts dressed in fringed coats
and sat at the feet of rabbis and learned at the temple. He encouraged female discipleship—in Matthew, when Christ’s
mother and brethren come to get Him, He cries out to those
sitting around Him and following Him, “Whomsoever shall do
the will of my Father which is in heaven, the same is my
brother, and sister, and mother” (Matt. 12.50).
I do not think that a group of all male disciples would
have appreciated being called Christ’s sister or mother. I’m realizing that there must have been women there, and that
means He must have wanted them there.
• • •

There are other moments in which Christ turns societal
norms—centuries of practice and long-held traditions of keeping
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women in darkness and shadow—upside-down. And He doesn’t flinch as He does it. According to the Law of Moses (see
Lev. 15.19–33), a menstruating woman, and anything she
touched, was technically unclean. The very lifeblood by
which mankind entered the world made a woman a vessel of
life—childbirth with its blood and water is representative of
the sacrifice of Christ Himself, with new birth, new life, and a
lot of pain. But it also made women filthy, untouchable, and
outcasts from society for at least two weeks spanning her menstruation.
I can’t imagine how scary it must have been for the woman
with the issue of blood to hear Jesus say, “Somebody hath
touched me” (Luke 8.46). It must have been terrifying. The
woman was immediately healed, sure, but evidence of her hemorrhage was still soaked into her skin, bleeding the color from
her face, drying on her clothes, and weakening her limbs. And
yet He brought her into the spotlight.
Instead of shaming her for being unclean and touching Him
anyway (and probably brushing by many other people in the
close crowd as she clambered to touch the fringes of Christ’s
clothes), Jesus acknowledges her incredible faith in Him and
grants her peace and good comfort. He affirms her faith in front
of a press of people, all aching to be acknowledged by the Son of
God, and He chooses to say that His virtue has entered someone
else (see Luke 8.46)—and not just anyone, a perpetually menstruating woman. With this woman, menstruating for twelve
years—an outcast for twelve years, living with the lepers—he
encouraged contact. He touched her in her ritual impurity and
made her whole. He did not scold her for breaking the law in
her desperation, but reached back, and commended her faith
(see Luke 8.48) and the virtue that was now in her. He ennobled her.
And He did this with more than the woman with an issue
of blood: for instance the “Queen of the South,” or the Queen
I Thank God That Jesus Is Woke
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of Sheba. Christ insinuates that she would have recognized the
Savior of the world, even though she was a gentile woman of
power and means. The notion of a woman, much less a gentile,
being a judge and ruler over them would have been abhorrent
to the Jews, and yet Christ uses her as an example to show that
women with riches are not all harlots, or adulteresses, or fixated on wealth. Instead, He proves that women can work as
much good as men. Indeed, this Queen of the South will “rise
up in the judgement with this generation, and shall condemn
it” (Matt. 12.42)—which sounds to me like she will have authority and strength to turn aside even the most educated
rabbi or priest who rejects the Living Christ.
Time after time, Jesus brings women into the spotlight and
uses them as models of faith.
After centuries, perhaps even millennia, of being silent in
churches, of not being allowed to be priestesses or to enter into
the second gate of the temple, of being seen as liars, harlots,
and objects, women were finally seen as models of faith. Christ
expressed His love and admiration through witnessing to His
listeners—the Pharisees, Sadducees, and, most importantly,
the women themselves—of this faith. He uprooted a whole
culture of belief and practice and defended them in front of all
of society. I think that makes Him a Liberator of Women. This
makes sense, because His divine role is to be our Advocate,
Redeemer, and Savior.
• • •

I had never thought about the juxtaposition of the story of
Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman at the well as a commentary on how Christ feels about women. I had always considered them to be two very different events, both tied to
different principles and doctrines of the gospel of Christ. In
the book of John, they’re even in separate chapters.
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However, upon hearing them in class, placed next to each
other as comparisons, I realized that these two stories could actually be seen as two halves of the same whole.
One, a nobleman, a ruler among the Pharisees, smart, capable, a theologian. No doubt he’s studied the Pentateuch, the
writings, and the prophets extensively, memorized passages
from the Torah, and teaches regularly in synagogues and elsewhere. Yet, here he comes to Christ, the Anointed One, the
very Messiah of the Jews, and he cannot understand Christ’s
teachings—this scholar who spends his life studying the things
of heaven can only think in earthly terms (see John 3).
Two, a Samaritan woman, a half-breed: half Israelite, half
something else, wholly unclean. And as a woman, definitely not
of high standing in any social circle. Unmarried, living with a
man, both of them sinners. She probably has never heard of Jesus
of Nazareth. Yet, here comes Christ, the Anointed One, the very
Savior of the World, to her, and she struggles to understand—but
she does understand. And when she recognizes Him, He trusts her
to be a witness to her community, and the people believe. Not
only is she validated by her community, but Christ recognizes her
as being a human, worthy of acknowledgement, worthy to learn,
as she looks into the eyes of the Savior as He spoke. She is worthy
to speak with the Son of Man about theology (see John 4).
• • •

The man on the motorcycle was wearing a helmet and a
black jacket. At least, I think it was black. His motorcycle is a
bright, growling red in my memory, although I don’t know if
that’s a psychological side effect of what happened or if it really
was just plain red.
My companion and I were walking down an empty street,
clean after the weekly street-sweeping day, and I was in my
eager, “greet-everyone-no-matter-what!” mode. He was looking
I Thank God That Jesus Is Woke
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down at something in his lap, not at us. I didn’t realize that was
a sign of something vile and scary, but I don’t know if that was
just me wanting to believe the best of everyone and trying not
to judge, or me trying to be as perky as I could so that my companion wouldn’t know how much I was struggling in my last
weeks in the mission field. I drew his attention with my cheery,
“Ola! Boa tarde!” and my companion hissed at me to be quiet. I
didn’t understand until he looked at us, and I saw a “bad feeling
about this” float toward me on a gust of instant, breezy regret,
and we walked on.
His motorcycle purred to life, and he drove
slowly
past.
• • •

Luke chapter eight: a woman is hoisted by the arms and
thrown in a partially clothed state to the stony, dusty ground
in front of the Savior and His apostles in the middle of the
temple courtyard. He averts His eyes, along with the apostles
and probably everyone else entering and leaving the temple,
having perhaps been interrupted by the Pharisees in the middle of His own teaching.
Her heart is beating faster than she can breathe, her puckered face a bright, glowing red from shame and her eyes watering. Maybe she avoids eye contact like she avoids her lover’s
wife, or perhaps she’s looking anxiously toward the Savior and
hoping so hard that He’ll say the one thing that could save her
that the wanting hurts her head and shatters her heart.
Perhaps she’s terrified that He’ll be the one to pick up the
first damning stone.
He stoops as the Pharisees make their challenge. She bows
and shakes like an old man who, fingering his fringed shawl,
sings the Shabbat prayers. She watches as the Man draws His
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splinter-kissed, eye-opening, child-blessing fingers through the
dirt. It’s easier to watch than the Pharisees’ accusing, brittleas-Passover-matzo eyes, and, in her mind, she relives the moment when they dragged her out of her home, away from her
fire and clay cooking pot, away from her secret places. She relives the moment when they chose to use her body, shame her
heart, heave her, half-naked, into the probing public courtroom, and now threaten her life. Her mind passes swiftly over
“What will happen now?” as her eyes focus on Jesus’s hands.
• • •

I looked over and he looked back from underneath his visorless helmet. We made eye contact. He was masturbating.
While he was riding his motorcycle. And looking at me. I didn’t avert my eyes quickly enough, and I saw.
And he continued to stare at me.
Besides the times I had food poisoning, I have never
wanted to throw up so much in my whole life. At those other
times, I had felt that copper-penny taste in my mouth. To
avoid that feeling, I would hold my breath.
I didn’t know how to avoid this feeling.
He turned the corner and my companion and I paused for
a moment, and then kept walking, not saying anything to each
other. I didn’t want to need to say anything.
We turned the corner, and I wished we hadn’t, because he
turned around, one hand on the handlebars and the other—
My heart was beating abnormally fast and my companion
said, “Sister, what do we do?” and I just walked faster, hoping
this would pass, hoping he would pass, hoping this wasn’t a test
God was wanting me to try to pass.
He passed. But the whole time, he looked at me.
Pass over, the tiny whisper in my gut prods. Let him pass
me over, let him pass us over, I prayed to God.
I Thank God That Jesus Is Woke
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We passed over to the other side of the street.
• • •

Thumbs brush through dust, soft sounds spoken. The
shushing sounds of quiet, almost reverent, and slow footsteps
on the packed dirt make her look—sandaled feet falter, turn
and leave.
Then comes the question, “Woman, where are those thine
accusers? Hath no man condemned thee?” (John 8.10).
She looks up at him, not sure what He’s asking because,
well, He saw them, right? So, what, is He instead asking if she
can be condemned by a man? Does mankind have that kind of
power? Has God given it to the Pharisees to condemn her,
damn her, send her off to hell with one cracked word? What is
He asking?—and she sees the backs of her accusers. Maybe the
answer she wants to give is one she can give. “No man, Lord”
(John 8.11). Please, understand me. Only you can.
Let this pass.
• • •

He continued to follow us.
So, we turned, while centuries passed and he looked me
over, and over, and he turned, and passed again, still following.
We stopped at a white-gated house with a man laying tile on
the small patch of ground that was open to the sky at the front of
the house. We knocked and called to him, “Please, please,” we
said. “Can we come in?” He looked at us strangely and went inside—left us—and despair hollowed out my chest. I pressed at
the bell, praying for someone to emerge from the house. An old
woman bent like Atlas shuffled toward us in sparkly purple flipflops while he passed us again, finding us even though we had
left the main road. “Please, let us in,” we said.
108

Rachel Cutler

A

N

D

A

P

P

L

I

E

D

C

H

R

I

S

T

I

A

N

I

T

Y

“There’s a man following us,” my companion said.
“We’re missionaries,” I said.
“How do I know you won’t rob me?” she said. “I’ll open
the door and have the construction worker stand with you outside the gate. But you can’t come in.”
I was so shocked. What about female solidarity? What about
defending women who were being preyed on by men? What
about plain kindness? All I needed was a refuge, and all I wanted
to do was cry. My companion and I both fought back tears as we
asked again, “Please, can we just step inside the gate? We won’t
hurt you, we represent Jesus Christ”—but she denied us.
She had done enough, though. He saw us talking to someone, and he was scared away. But I didn’t feel safe anymore—I
felt filthy and marked and stuck, like feet in the soft, muddy
sand after a wave washes over them and you can’t do anything
about it.
• • •

Another thing.
Was she even really an adulteress? The Pharisees said that
she was caught “in the very act” (John 8.4), but that doesn’t
mean that there was consent. How did they know where to
find her? How did they know when to look? Why didn’t they
bring the man to Jesus, and ask Him what to do with the adulterer, not just the adulteress? She is the only one mentioned in
this story, and yet it takes at least two to commit adultery.
Was he, the adulterer, a conspirator? Someone in their
pay? Was it a Roman soldier, to whom no woman could say no
without fear of death? Was that why it was so easy to find her
and use her?
Was it rape?
This has been on my mind since reading this story. Was she
even at fault? She was neither condemned nor forgiven by Jesus
I Thank God That Jesus Is Woke
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—perhaps because she needed no forgiveness in the first place,
and was in no danger of condemnation. Maybe that’s why He
neither forgave freely nor condemned. In which case, His turning
her from an object of scorn and predation to a human with life
and value is even more incredible and even more redeeming.
• • •

We walked away from the woman’s gated house and back
to the park we had passed earlier. We saw him pass by one
more time before he took the turn at the end of the neighborhood’s main road that lead to the highway. He was gone, but I
still felt like I was sinking.
A member lived right across from the park, so, feeling
more vulnerable and bruised than I ever have in my life, we
walked over, stopping only to tell the police what happened
and to point them in the direction that the man went.
As we approached the metal door to the member’s home,
it opened and we saw two tall young men, in white shirts and
ties. The name tags on their chests had the words “Jesus
Christ” in bold letters. The printed words were solid ground to
walk on and a railing to hold on to. They were a hot shower
and warm food and my mom rubbing my back and my dad
laughing and my brother play-wrestling and my sisters quoting
Lord of the Rings and my best friends talking in New Jersey accents.
They were a whispered prayer and a bowed head, a comforting thought and a voice saying, “Daughter, I love you.”
Sometimes I still startle when I see a motorcycle. But whenever I see the name “Jesus Christ,” I am supplied with whiteknuckled courage, and peanut-butter-and-chocolate peace,
and honeysuckle-scented humility.
• • •
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“Neither do I condemn thee. Go, and sin no more” (John
8.11), He says.
She looks at Him fully for the first time and finds no final
judgement in the bearded, weather-beaten face, before the
tears fill her eyes and she can’t see anything anymore. But she
feels, for the first time, validated. She’s not an object to Him,
not another clay pot to dip your bread in or a Torah scroll to
be pulled out when needed, examined by analytical eyes,
rolled up neatly, covered in velvet, and then locked away in a
wooden box until she’s useful again. She is a person, someone
worthy of being acknowledged and given a chance to repent.
She doesn’t delude herself. Her life was spared, but not yet
saved—she has been given time. Time to repent and time to
forgive and time to glorify God, and time isn’t His only gift to
her. Christ passed the bitter cup of judgement from her and
poured it over on her accusers, the very people who objectified, used, and shamed her. He does not condemn her, since
that is not His purpose in coming to the world: He came to
save it.
She is freed.
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