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Real God, Real Life: Finding a Spirituality that Works


Thank You!

To my husband Chris, for your sacrificial love, your total commitment and support during this project; I’m so glad I’ve got you. Big hugs and kisses to our girls Tia and Zoë, who sat with me and wrote and illustrated their books as I wrote mine.

So many great people have helped with this book. Love to my girls Bry, Zan and Lorn who were lifesavers when the laptop got stolen. Then there’s Blakely Powell and Annwen Stone who contributed to the manuscript with hard work, interviews, input and insights. To all the leaders who agreed to be interviewed, shared their stories, joys, hurts and wonderful advice – thank you for your contributions. Then there’s Team Hodder: Wendy Grisham, Katherine Venn, Claire Portal and Jo Davey and everyone else who has invested so much time and effort, beyond the call of duty and deadline, I’m totally humbled by you.

We know leadership is challenging, so it’s such a gift when you have people who cheer you on from the sidelines, encouraging you to keep going. So, thanks to Mike Pilavachi and Michele Guinness, not just for the forewords, but for your friendship and encouragement over the years. Thanks also to the team at 3DM, especially Mike and Sally Breen. Best cheerleaders ever.

Finally to my Heavenly Father, thank you.


Foreword by Michele Guinness

At the 55th Women of the Year Luncheon in 2010, at the Intercontinental Hotel in Park Lane, two of the four major award winners were Christian women. I’d never met either Shara Brice or Susie Hart, and knew little about the remarkable work they had both done in very different areas of enormous social deprivation – one in London, one in Tanzania – but I was oh so proud of them. Here is the proof that, impassioned and inspired by our faith, twenty-first-century Christian women are indeed breaking new ground and making our lovely yet lost world a better place.

But even as I revelled in the achievement of these very ordinary yet special women, who had simply responded to the need they saw, I couldn’t help but wonder why, when the secular world cheers on the pioneers, the Church can be so slow to encourage and applaud imaginative initiative. It’s true for men, but even more so for women.

History shows that religion has not always been fair or kind to women. It has tended to side with a status quo that for years kept women in their place: dutiful and dependent, rather than courageous and outspoken. And while in the Western world even traditionally  male-dominated institutions are now offering women unlimited opportunity to excel, the tortoise-like Church often appears to lag behind in recognising their gifts and their worth.

But in this stimulating and exciting book, Jo Saxton reminds us that whatever the limitations they face, women have always been inspired by a just and good God to bring His love where it is needed most. The nineteenth century produced some outstanding female leaders, both at home and abroad. They were often forced, unwillingly, into the role of pioneer. Injustice outraged them and they had no choice but to batter on the closed doors of institutions, sometimes until their fists bled. And if they were denied the pulpit, it didn’t stop them getting on with the job God had given them to do.

We have so much to learn from their determination and boldness. As a child of the twentieth century they were my only role models. A post-war baby, I grew up in a world dominated by wars that had given women a measure of freedom, then divested them of it when the men came home. Hardly any women of my mother’s generation went out to work. Some found satisfaction working in the home, some in voluntary work. But I do remember how many of her friends seemed prone to low-grade depression, born of a restless sense of waste and unfulfilment.

I became a Christian at seventeen and despite being fortunate enough to go to university, had no real expectation other than to be a wife and mother. And once my knight in shining armour appeared, the older women in the Free Church we attended explained that my role as a married woman was to support my man, visit the sick, join the cleaning rota, and make quiches and cakes for faith suppers. A single woman could be a missionary – and that was by default, because the men preferred to stay at home. It took me years to realise that a predominantly middle-class Church had inevitably adopted middle-class rather than Christian values, and it has taken even more years for women to begin to shake off those restrictive stereotypes. And the huge dent to our self-confidence that went with them! ‘If we had only known what you would do…’ the wife of one of the leaders said to me years later. What difference would it have made? More encouragement? More training? Surely none of us knows what any of the young people in our orbit will do, and we need to imagine the most exciting possible scenario and prepare them for it. That’s why this book is such an invaluable resource. Perhaps the next generation won’t have to wait until they’re in their mid-thirties, as I did, before stepping out into all the potential God has for them.

When Abby, my daughter, was born I was shocked by the fierceness of the emotions generated by this beautiful baby in my arms. It mattered that she was a girl – one like me, a potential woman. I decided there and then that I wanted to give her the moon, the sun and the stars too, that she would never be earth-bound by artificial human limitations. I couldn’t understand how any man or woman could hold their baby daughter and tell her that in God’s scheme of things, it was a pity she wasn’t a boy, for her horizons must now be limited.

Years later, Abby went to Sheffield University and worshipped at the church where Jo Saxton was the student minister. In Jo she recognised a fearless young woman of faith and influence, and loved her for it. She had found a worthy female role model, still something of a rarity for my daughter’s generation. And was I glad! For by the time she was in her twenties Abby was confident enough to pursue her God-given dreams.

So it is a great privilege to write this foreword. Over the years I have watched Jo go on to become one of a generation of outstanding young female teachers, preachers and mentors. This isn’t an easy path to follow. Despite all the freedoms for women in the twenty-first century, opportunities in leadership for gifted, talented lay-women are few and far between. Hardly any are heads of department or directors of Christian organisations or missions. Fewer women than men write Christian books.

Perhaps the latter is because we are so often busy making the kind of relationships that make a difference. Our relational and communication skills have always enabled us to excel in the realm of education, health and social welfare. Our natural place is at the interface between human beings and the establishment. And we so often do it as a colleague, friend or mother, at home, in the workplace, in our communities and neighbourhood. Women tend not to be the risk-takers. When we are, it is often for the sake of others. And we can be quite a force to be reckoned with when we know what it is we’re called to do.

Jo is one of those life forces, joyous and passionate, gracious and humble all at once. What’s her secret? She shares it with us here. How do we stay on the see-saw, balancing feisty, outspoken leadership with Christian grace and love? How do we serve God with boldness and determination, but remain true to being a woman? Jo’s book, born of much personal experience, is a timely and invaluable guide to climbing out of the boxes into which we are so often forced, that press us down and hold us back, and prevent us from fulfilling our God-given potential. It’s practical, applied and challenging, filled with great tips and advice, and with stories of the ordinary and the exceptional – because both are vital in God’s eternal plan.

Reading Influential has been illuminating, and a wonderful, faith-building adventure. I wish someone had given it to me years ago. Believing we are an influence, however great or small, knowing others have done it before us and discovering how they did it, realising we don’t have to submit to false expectations or stereotypes, and that nothing can hold us back or down when God is on our side, is a life-enhancing message, not only for my daughter, but now for my granddaughter too – and for those of us who still have enough time left to transform our small corner of the world.

Michele Guinness


Foreword by Mike Pilavachi

For nearly twenty years I have had the privilege of knowing Jo Saxton, and of seeing her grow as a woman, a disciple of Jesus and as a leader. It has been thrilling, humbling and inspiring to watch her journey unfold, and I have found her story to be one that is both encouraging and challenging. It’s an encouragement because I have seen the grace of God literally change a life. A challenge because Jo has faced her insecurities, brokenness and setbacks with determination, perseverance and humour. She is one of the most amazing people I have ever come across.

Jo breaks every stereotype. She is a strong and confident leader, yet remains approachable. She is a gifted, up-front leader, but one who is happy to play her part in a team, too. She sees through issues with great clarity and wisdom, but is open to debate. She is passionate and committed to Jesus, yet down to earth and fully engaged with day-to-day life.

Why write all this about the author? Because I want you to know that this book is written with the utmost integrity. It is brilliant and beautifully written. Just like its author, Influential is very human, very biblical, very passionate and very practical. And, as if Jo’s wisdom were not enough, there are also great contributions from Jo’s friends and other leaders, offering golden nuggets of practical advice on a wide variety of issues.

Although Influential is written by a woman for women, there is much in here that is invaluable for men, too. (Why should the women have all the good teaching?) I was blown away by Jo’s Bible exposition; her insights are fresh, revelatory and life-giving. The practical tips on life and ministry – from finding a partner, to balancing career and family, to living as a single person – will help many. They certainly helped me.

If you want to be a person of influence, this is the book to help you on your journey.

Mike Pilavachi


Preface: You surpass them all

Whenever I remember her, the sun is shining.

It can’t possibly be the case; after all I grew up in England. Perhaps, in my mind, my earliest memories capture what she was to me back then. Her name was Emily May Butterfield, but to us she was simply ‘Aunt May’. She was warmth; she was summer. She was stability and she was home. Everything about her made sense to me, but I was probably the only one it did make sense to. What was a single woman in her seventies doing looking after a baby, then a toddler, then a preschooler? We certainly didn’t look like family.

Still, I’m flooded with memories of summer. I remember playing and baking. I remember getting into trouble when I was naughty. I remember when we went to get a dog and she let me choose. I remember ice cream vans, and Mr Men lollies. I remember Wonder Woman, and Radio 2. I remember her comfort after a wasp sting. I remember us laughing. I remember summertime. I remember her just being there. I remember her.

It wasn’t until I was in my twenties that I actually got the chance to know her and discovered more of her story. May was always a pioneer, a trailblazer, a groundbreaker. She told me about her choice to be single. She showed me an autograph book full of names from the bright lights that shone in Shaftesbury Avenue, gathered on nights out with friends in the West End. She told me stories of her life as a land-girl. And she talked about children, stories of children she’d fostered years before we ever met. She’d fostered over a hundred in total. And while age would mature and change her body, it would never tame her spirit. May was feisty, passionate, selfless, grounded in lightheartedness and common sense. But always quirky. She gave up smoking in her eighties. I asked why she gave up after smoking all her life. Her response: ‘Bad for your health. It’s a filthy habit.’

In 2000 she won an award as England’s Most Inspiring Learner, having returned to education in her nineties to learn how to read and write. I had no idea she didn’t know. She was always trying something, a maths class, an internet course, another frontier for the sheer fun and life-giving vigour of it all. She lived.

The last time I saw her she was so frail. Her mind and spirit were as sharp as ever, but it was as though her body knew it was time for another frontier, for a new adventure. It was a bitterly cold winter’s day that I learned of her passing. She was 102. And as I walked through the snow, mourning her loss, I realised that my grief held hands with immense gratitude, thankful that a woman as special as Emily May Butterfield played such a role in shaping my life.

So, yes, she did. My Aunt May surpassed them all. She outclassed them all. And I miss her still.


Introduction:
Phenomenal women

Leadership is influence Nothing more, nothing less
(John Maxwell)

INFLUENTIAL WOMEN

Do you know an influential woman, a woman who by her character and actions changes people’s lives? She may not see herself as influential, and probably won’t advertise any influence she has. Perhaps, like Aunt May, she’s too busy getting on with transforming lives and communities to stop and give herself a definition. But when you look at who she is and what she does, you see a woman shaping the world around her.

Influential women are everywhere. There are the women who’ve stepped into the highest roles of political leadership in their countries. In recent years we’ve seen Margaret Thatcher of the UK (known as the Iron Lady for her style of leadership) and Corazon Aquino and Gloria Arroya of the Philippines lead their respective nations. Benazir Bhutto was the first woman to lead a Muslim state. Other female heads of state include Michele Bachelet of Chile, Ellen Sirleaf of Liberia, Luisa Diogo of Mozambique, Vaira Vike-Freiberga of Latvia, Tarja Halonen of Finland and Mary McAleese of Ireland, and there are others. Forbes has named Germany’s Chancellor, Angela Merkel, the world’s most powerful woman for four consecutive years.

Influential women are not limited to the political sphere either. There have been forty female Nobel Prize winners from 1901 to 2009. Marie Curie, the physicist and chemist, won it twice: the Nobel Prize for Physics in 1903 and for Chemistry in 1911. Other women have received awards for their contributions to the scientific world (most recently Ada E. Yonath), but also in literature, and economics, medicine and world peace. Women have played their part in changing the way we look at the world. Rosa Parks refused to give up her bus seat and became a catalyst in the civil rights movement which would change the face and shape of the United States. Wangari Maathai of Kenya, a Nobel Peace Prize winner and founder of the Green Belt Movement, is known for her commitment to democracy, human rights and environmental conservation.

In the arts and popular culture, female musicians, entertainers, authors and talk show hosts form and inform our worldview. In 2008 the Daily Telegraph ran a series of articles naming the fifty most influential Britons in the USA. Far above the titans of industry, finance and technology, lodged at number 2 was Jo Frost, more commonly known as Supernanny – with a popular TV show and three bestselling books. As the article said, ‘If “influence” means the extent to which someone directly changes how others behave, the woman who introduced American parents to the wonders of the “naughty step” and other non-violent child discipline tactics should be near the top of any such list.’1

Then of course there’s Oprah. More than a talk show host, she’s a magazine, a TV network, a book club, a philanthropist, a US presidential candidate endorser – she’s almost a way of life! It’s said that, when she was asked about a possible career in politics, her response was that she’d have less influence that way. And with millions of people tuning in to her shows and buying her magazine, she’s got a point.

It’s not only women who are public figures who are influential. It’s estimated that over 60 per cent of the world’s farmers are women. In sub-Saharan Africa that figure rises to about 80 per cent. As a result, international bodies have increased their efforts to invest in women. As Peter Greer of Hope International (a Christian non-profit organisation seeking to alleviate poverty through microfinance development) notes:

women are key in rebuilding communities around the world – and in the developing world, carry a disproportionate amount of the responsibility for family and community well-being. With HOPE, we’re currently serving 300,000 entrepreneurs in 14 countries – and 80 per cent of them are women. A woman is the heart of the home. It’s more likely that when you help a woman start or expand a business, a greater percentage of her income will be used for school fees, nutrition, housing improvements.

In a very different part of the world TIME magazine ran a feature called ‘The Rise of the Sheconomy’. It noted that in the USA, the increasing earning power of women was causing businesses to change the way they operated in order to attract the powerful female consumer. Furthermore, in the USA, women have control over 51.3 per cent of the nation’s private wealth. The article noted that such was the growing economic influence of women globally, studies now viewed women as the next emerging economy.2

All over the world, in education, in schools, in homes, in shops and offices, influential women are everywhere. Some are married, some are single, some are parents and some are not. They’re young, they’re senior citizens. They’re every shape, size and colour and they’re found in every strata of society. Such women are incredibly inspiring! I wonder if you see them in your family, among your friends, at work.

I wonder if you see an influential woman when you look in the mirror.

INFLUENTIAL CHRISTIAN WOMEN?

As Christians we know we’re called to be effective agents of change in society. We recognise that, for all the amazing technological and scientific advances we’ve made, there are areas where society crumbles, in desperate need of the transformative love and the power of the gospel. A glance at the news around the world and our local community, a walk through our neighbourhood, even a glance at the forgotten neighbourhoods of our towns can be the salutary reminder we need. And it’s not just the big issues – crime and poverty, corporate greed and injustice – that humanity seems unable to fix using its own resources. A mere hour dealing with the politics of our workplace, or the conflicts within our relationships, reminds us that there’s that matter of the human heart that we have yet to resolve.

Jesus describes us as salt and light. Salt, the great preserver, the distinctive flavour, the grit on difficult terrain. Light, exposing the things that hide away in the dark and providing a pathway for safe travel and direction. We’re not merely a church building, event or programme, we’re a body. We’re active, called to communicate and incarnate the message of the gospel. We’ve been commissioned to make disciples who would follow in Jesus’ footsteps. As Christian women, all that God has invested in us – our gifts, talents, passion and energy – is to be employed and deployed to see His kingdom come wherever we are. We’re ready to take on and change the world, right? Right? Well, not always, not exactly. For many Christian women, this is where it gets confusing, frustrating, even painful. Because despite our incredible capacity to shape the world around us, our talents have not always been recognised, our insights not always received, simply because of our gender. Florence Nightingale, understood today for her role in the Crimean War and as the founder of the modern nursing profession, said this of how her considerable gifts and talent were received within the Church:

I would have given her my head my heart my hand. She would not have them. She did not know what to do with them. She told me to go back and do crochet in my mother’s drawing room; or if I were tired of that to marry and look well at the head of my husband’s table. You may go to the Sunday school if you like it, she said. But she gave me no training even for that. She gave me neither work to do for her nor education for it.3

Sadly her experience was not unique; it echoes through the ages.

ONE MOMENTOUS NIGHT

A number of years ago I was speaking at an evening gathering at Momentum, a festival for twenty-somethings. The talk looked at John 13, where Jesus washes the disciples’ feet, and explored our call as believers to serve one another and wash the feet of a broken world. At one point I mentioned in passing that this call was for everyone, both men and women. It’s customary at Momentum that, at the end of the talk, people are given an opportunity to respond to what they’ve heard and receive prayer. Mike Pilavachi (who led the meeting) and I both sensed that on this occasion, among other things, it was appropriate to raise the issue of women in leadership and offer prayer for women who’d experienced hurt, rejection or frustration in the area of leadership on account of their gender. While on the inside I was sure it was the right thing to say, to be honest I felt uncomfortable. I’d led seminars and workshops on women in leadership, but I’d never simply mentioned it from the main stage before while talking about something else. I hoped it didn’t look as though I was standing on my own personal soapbox.

My thoughts and insecurities were interrupted as I noticed young women start to make their way to the front for prayer. There were so many of them – it was as though they appeared out of nowhere and just kept on coming to the front, many with tears streaming down their faces. It was unsettling to watch. Silent tears turned to stifled sobs, then for some the sobbing grew louder; for a few it turned to wailing. It was hard to listen to. Mike asked for the ministry team to come forward, but a number of them were already at the front, waiting for someone to pray with them. And weeping. The atmosphere was edgy and raw; a lot of women were finally giving voice to their experiences. It was like listening to a lament.

Mike stepped forward and spoke. ‘I just feel I need to speak to the men here for a moment. Some of you are wondering if it’s all getting a bit carried away. I feel the Lord is saying in response, “You have no idea what these women have been through.”’ We prayed for the women for a while longer and then prayed for both the men and women who felt called to wash the feet of a broken world.

The atmosphere was sombre in the leaders’ meeting review the following morning. Even though we were glad for the response, one of the speakers summed it up when she said, ‘I kind of thought we’d come further along than that.’

CONVERSATIONS ON THE JOURNEY

How far have you come on your journey in leadership? I wonder what has stood in your way. Lack of encouragement, lack of investment, outright hostility, lack of confidence? That night at Momentum wasn’t the first nor the last time I’ve wiped a female leader’s tears as she shared her story. Nonetheless, it’s the nature of the conversations (often with groups of women at a time) and the questions that arise that have convinced me that, as a Church, we need to pay attention to this subject again. Naturally there are the theological questions that women are asking. But they also want to know what to do with the gifts that God has given them; they ask what godly influence, what leadership, looks like in the responsibilities in the workplace, the community, the home and, yes, in the Church. Many feel a call that inspires and compels them, but also that isolates or frustrates them. Some want to serve God but feel that their God-given gifts and qualities are more recognised outside the Church than within it. Some feel like missionaries in the workplace and community and home without the empowering, supportive commission from their wider church family.

Other women recognise that they need some input on being a woman with influence, but they are unsure where to go to find it. They want to know who God designed them to be and what that could look like. They want to know how the things going on inside, in their hearts and minds, shape the life they lead on the outside. Where do they go to process the loneliness and temptations they face, and how that affects their calling? Where do they admit their struggles with sexual temptation, greed and insecurity? They know that these questions are too intimate to ask male peers and mentors. They see a need for a place where they can be transparent and vulnerable about the challenges of leadership, but how do they do that when they are busy being responsible for everyone else? And where do they go for encouragement and accountability with their calling and passions and big impossible dreams? Who invests in them but also challenges them? Who walks with them on the journey, giving advice and insights on simply how to do it? So many questions.

When we feel we have nowhere to go with these questions, it’s easy to feel frustrated, disillusioned and distracted. If we don’t see other women in churches or communities processing the same questions or even a few steps ahead, it’s easy to feel lonely. So while our hearts say yes to God, and continue to do so, they remain paralysed by questions that we simply can’t find answers for.

FEELING STUCK? COULD YOU BE CAUGHT IN IMAGINATIVE GRIDLOCK?

Are you stuck? Overwhelmed by the lack of answer and direction and unable to move forward into all that God has for you? In A Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the Age of the Quick Fix,4 the late Edwin Friedman (rabbi, family therapist and leadership coach) used the term ‘imaginative gridlock’ to describe what happens when a person, community or society is stuck, unable to progress into the future. He observed three main characteristics in imaginative gridlock:

• A treadmill of trying harder doing the same old things, hoping for different results.

• A focus on new answers to old questions, rather than changing the questions.

• Polarised either/or, all-or-nothing thinking.

When I first heard Friedman’s words, I thought of the times when, as a woman in leadership, I’ve felt trapped in ‘imaginative gridlock’. I’d definitely exhausted myself on that treadmill of trying harder to prove to people (and sometimes myself) that God had called me to lead. I’d certainly debated endlessly with friends and strangers on the age-old question of women in leadership. Interestingly, regardless of whoever won the debates, the answers to the question never seemed to convince anyone nor satisfy. Worse, relationships were bruised and hearts became defensive. I recalled the many occasions when I’d wrestled alone with whether women could or could not lead, whether leadership was a black-and-white choice between marriage and ministry, kids and career. My either/or processing gave no room for creativity or possibility and was heavy on the heart. It was a definite case of imaginative gridlock, and at times it was overwhelming. Has your potential for influence got stuck somewhere, lost in endless questions, buried
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