
 

 

Slide 1 — Seen by God 

I would love us to begin today by coming back underneath all the layers we carry. We are women, 

and many of us carry many different roles, perhaps as leaders, managers, mothers, wives, daughters, 

mentors, colleagues or caregivers. These roles are important and often very precious to us, but they 

are not the deepest truth about who we are. 

You will notice that we are going to move quite deliberately from HUMAN → IMAGE BEARER → 

WOMAN → LEADER. I want us to begin where God begins. Before we talk about what we do, what we 

carry, or what others need from us, we first ask: who am I before God? 

To be seen by God is more than simply being noticed. It is allowing His gaze, His love and His truth to 

speak more deeply than all the other voices, expectations and experiences that have shaped how we 

see ourselves. 

So before we speak about roles, I would love to begin with a very simple question and perhaps just 

hold it quietly for a moment: Who are you? 

Slide 2 — Who are you? 

I wonder how many of us are very used to being needed. There is nearly always someone or 

something asking something from us — our families, our organisations, our churches, our 

communities. 



 

And yet, before God asks anything from us, there is relationship. Before assignment, there is identity. 

Before usefulness, there is love. God does not first meet us as workers. He meets us as people He 

knows and loves. 

Sometimes, almost without noticing it, usefulness can become connected to worth. We can feel 

valuable when we are productive, helpful and strong, and perhaps a little less secure when we are 

tired, limited, overlooked or simply unable to do what we normally do. 

I don't think we need to judge ourselves for that. Perhaps today we can simply notice it. 

We carry many roles. Let's name some of them together. 

Slide 3 — The roles we carry 

These roles are not wrong. Many of them are beautiful gifts, callings and responsibilities, and we can 

be deeply grateful for them. 

But perhaps the question is: What happens when one of these roles becomes the answer to “Who 

am I?” 

Roles can change. Children grow up. Jobs end. Leadership positions change. Relationships move 

through different seasons. Sometimes our health or circumstances change what we are able to carry. 

If my identity is held entirely inside a role, then when that role changes it can feel as though I have 

somehow lost part of myself. 

So the invitation is not to lay aside our responsibilities, but to carry them from a deeper place: I know 

who I am before I ask what I must do. 

And that brings us to another question: where did our ideas about who we are and particularly about 

who a woman should be come from? 

Slide 4 — We all see through lenses 

None of us arrives here as a blank page. We all have a story, and we have all been shaped by many 

different voices — family, culture, church, tradition, relationships, education and our own 

experiences. 

Some of those influences have helped us to see God and ourselves more clearly. Others may have 

coloured the picture in ways we have never really stopped to notice. 

This is not about blaming our families, our churches or our cultures. It is simply about becoming 

curious about the lenses through which we look. 

Romans 12 speaks about the renewing of our minds. Sometimes renewal begins when we allow God 

to gently show us an assumption that has become so familiar that we have stopped questioning it. 



 

The Belief Tree gives us a simple way of looking at that. 

Slide 5 — The Belief Tree 

If you look at this tree, the soil is everything that has shaped us, family, culture, teaching, affirmation, 

disappointment, pain and opportunity. 

The roots are the things we have come to believe are true. Some of those beliefs may be spoken, but 

others sit quietly underneath the surface: A good woman never says no. A leader must always be 

strong. My voice is less important. Or perhaps something life-giving: God has given me something to 

contribute. 

Those beliefs then shape the trunk and branches the ways we respond and behave and eventually 

we see the fruit in how we live, love and lead. 

Sometimes we work very hard at changing the fruit, while God may be gently inviting us to look a 

little deeper, at what has taken root. So perhaps, as we go through today, just hold this question 

lightly: What has taken root in me and is it true? 

Slide 6 — The voices about womanhood 

As women, we have probably all heard many messages about what a woman should be. 

Be gentle. Be strong. Be quiet. Speak up. Nurture everyone. Lead. Don't lead. Marry. Have children. 

Succeed. Sacrifice. Sometimes the messages even contradict one another. 

And even Christian language can become a box if we reduce a “godly woman” to one personality, one 

role or one kind of life story. 

So rather than beginning with all those voices, I would love us to go back to the beginning and ask: 

How does God see humanity? And how does God see woman? 

That takes us back to Genesis before the fall, before brokenness entered human relationships, before 

all the complications that came later. 

Slide 7 — Then God said… 

Genesis 1 gives us such a beautiful place to begin. 

God says, “Let us make humankind in our image.” And then the text speaks of male and female. Both 

are held inside that same declaration, image, blessing and calling. 

Woman does not receive a smaller identity or a lesser calling. Male and female are both fully part of 

image-bearing humanity, both blessed by God, and both invited to participate in His purposes. 



 

And perhaps this is important: the first word over every woman in this room is not leader, mother, 

wife, manager or director. It is not even first woman. First: you are human. 

Slide 8 — Before anything else: You are human 

What does it mean to be human? 

It means that I am created, I did not create myself. I receive life from God. I am dependent on Him. 

It also means that I am embodied, relational and limited. And perhaps some of us need to hear that 

our limits are not automatically failures. Even before the fall, human beings were creatures. We were 

never meant to be God. 

And to be human is to bear His image. Sin wounds and distorts human life, but it does not erase the 

dignity of being God's creation. 

For those of us who lead, this matters. We are not machines for ministry or organisational outcomes. 

We are human beings who need sleep, food, friendship, comfort, grace, limits and God. 

Genesis gives us three words that help us hold this together: identity, dignity and calling. 

Slide 9 — Identity • Dignity • Calling 

I find these three questions very helpful. 

Identity — Who am I? I am God's image bearer. My deepest identity begins with Him, not with my 

achievements, my relationship status, motherhood or leadership. 

Dignity — What am I worth? In Genesis, God blesses humanity before they have achieved anything. 

Our worth is received before it is demonstrated. It is God-given. 

Calling — What am I here for? We are invited to represent God in His world and to participate with 

Him in His good purposes — bringing life, stewardship and flourishing. 

And I think the order matters. Identity and dignity are not rewards we receive when we fulfil our 

calling well. Calling grows out of who we already are before God. 

So perhaps the Kingdom order is not: I do, therefore I am. It is: I am and from there, I do. 

Slide 10 — I AM before I DO 

I think this is one of those truths that is easy to understand in our heads and much harder to live 

from. 

I AM before I DO. 



 

We can believe in grace and still live as though God's delight in us rises and falls with how useful we 

have been that day. But God's love is not a reward for spiritual productivity. I do not become more 

valuable on a successful day and less valuable when I am tired, when something fails, or when I have 

very little to give. What we do matters  of course it does but healthy service grows out of belonging. 

We work from love, not for love. 

Perhaps just ask yourself quietly: When I cannot produce, fix, lead or help, do I still know that I have 

worth? 

Slide 11 — Human / Female / Woman 

So now we move from human to female to woman. Woman is not a reduced form of humanity. She is 

fully human and fully image bearing. 

I love the language of Proverbs 31:25: strength and dignity. We do not have to choose between 

tenderness and strength, or between compassion and courage. There is room for both. 

I would love to hear what comes to mind for you when you hear the word woman. Perhaps a 

Scripture, a word, a picture, or even something you were taught. There are no right answers here. We 

are simply noticing. 

And we are not trying to replace one narrow picture of womanhood with another. Scripture gives us 

women with very different personalities, stories and callings. 

Slide 12 — Ezer kenegdo — strength alongside 

This little Hebrew phrase has become very precious to me: ezer kenegdo. 

We often translate ezer as “helper”, but in English that can sound a little like an assistant someone 

standing behind, helping the more important person. Yet ezer is also used of God as the help of His 

people. 

So there is strength in this word, help, rescue, assistance, strength. And kenegdo carries the sense of 

corresponding to him, facing him, his counterpart. 

So rather than imagining a lesser assistant, I find it helpful to picture a strength alongside — 

someone who stands face-to-face, sharing the same humanity, yet bringing something the other does 

not have alone. God looks at the man's aloneness and says, “This is not good.” Woman is part of 

God's answer. 

Slide 13 — Chayil — a woman of strength 

Another beautiful Hebrew word is chayil. 

It can carry the sense of strength, capability, courage, valour and worth. Ruth is called an eshet chayil 

a woman of strength. The Proverbs 31 woman is described with the same kind of language. 



 

And when you actually look at her, she is not passive. She plans, works, buys, sells, provides, speaks 

wisdom and looks toward the future with strength. 

The same word is also used in Scripture for men of valour. So courage and strength are not somehow 

unfeminine qualities. There is room in biblical womanhood for courage, wisdom, initiative, nurture, 

faithfulness, enterprise and strength. 

And then we come to Jesus and I think He shows us so beautifully what it looks like to see women 

without putting them into boxes. 

Slide 14 — Jesus didn't put women in a box 

When I look at the way Jesus meets women, one thing I notice is that He sees the person before the 

label. 

Mary of Bethany is welcomed at His feet as a disciple. The Samaritan woman is drawn into a deep 

theological conversation and then becomes a witness in her community. Mary Magdalene is 

entrusted with the news of the resurrection. Jesus restores dignity without making every woman the 

same. He meets each one inside her actual story. That is why I love these four words: redeemed, 

restored, received and released. 

He receives women, restores what has been diminished, redeems what has been broken, and 

releases them into faithful response. 

Slide 15 — Five women — different walks of life 

I put these women together because I want us to see the breadth of women's stories in Scripture. 

There is not one life circumstance that makes a woman more complete or more significant to God. 

We see Priscilla, married and ministering alongside Aquila. Anna, a widow whose life is marked by 

worship, prayer and prophetic witness. The Samaritan woman, carrying a complicated relational 

story, yet fully seen and engaged by Jesus. Lydia, a businesswoman whose home becomes a place of 

hospitality and Christian community. And Mary Magdalene, entrusted with announcing the 

resurrection. 

The New Testament gives us women who are patrons, witnesses, teachers, prophets, businesswomen 

and disciples. 

Perhaps the invitation is simply this: your story does not have to look like someone else's story for 

God to be present in it and to call you. 

Slide 16 — You carry much 

And now I want to turn particularly but not exclusively to those of us who carry leadership 

responsibility. 



 

Leadership often means that people come to us. We carry vision, decisions, expectations, problems, 

people and organizations. And sometimes, very quietly, we begin to believe that being strong means 

always being the one who carries and rarely being the one who needs to be carried. 

So I want to ask a very gentle question: Who carries you? Where do you go when your own strength 

is not enough? This is not a criticism of leadership. It is an invitation to remember that Christian 

leadership was never meant to be self-sustaining. 

Slide 17 — God carries us 

I find this picture in Isaiah incredibly tender. God speaks to His people as those He has borne, 

supported and carried from the womb. Before you ever carried a title, a family, a ministry, a team, a 

budget, a crisis or someone else's pain God carried you. And He still does. 

Perhaps leadership sometimes gives us the illusion that everything depends on us. But we are still 

dependent people, held by a faithful God. Being carried does not make us weak leaders. It simply 

puts our strength in the right place. We can carry responsibility because we ourselves are held. 

Slide 18 — Receive comfort before giving comfort 

And one of the ways God carries us is through comfort. 

Paul calls Him the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort. I love that Paul does not say we 

manufacture comfort for other people. We give the comfort that we ourselves have received. So 

receiving is not selfish. Receiving is part of ministry. If I am always pouring out and never allowing 

myself to receive, eventually I may find myself giving from an empty place. 

God is not embarrassed by our need for comfort. We do not need to be the strong one all the time. 

Before we become a place of comfort for others, we need to know where we ourselves can be held, 

comforted and restored. 

Slide 19 — Entering rest 

And that brings us to rest. 

Sometimes we think of rest as what we do when everything is finally finished and of course, for most 

leaders, everything is never finished! 

Hebrews gives us this interesting phrase: “make every effort to enter that rest.” There is something 

intentional about choosing to trust. For me, this phrase has become helpful: before and after we 

work, we rest. 

We begin from dependence on God. We do what He has given us to do. And then we return the 

weight of it to Him. Rest can become an act of trust: God, You are still God while I stop.  

Before we move into our own stories, I would love us simply to pause and receive. 



 

Slide 20 — Prayer / blessing 

This is not a moment where you need to understand anything or do anything. 

Just make yourself comfortable. If it feels natural, perhaps open your hands. 

Allow yourself simply to receive. 

You are seen.   

You are known.   

You are carried.   

You are loved — before anything you contribute. 

We have spent time looking at God's heart and His story of creation, dignity and calling. In a moment 

we are going to turn gently toward our own stories. But first, just receive His blessing. 

Slide 21 — Our story 

Now I would love us to turn gently toward our own story. 

We have been talking about identity, dignity and calling as biblical truths. But each of us has lived a 

real life and our experiences have shaped the way those truths feel to us. 

Our stories hold beautiful things, and they may also hold painful things. Some experiences 

strengthened our sense of identity and calling. Others may have caused us to question our worth or 

silence parts of ourselves. 

We are not going to excavate everything today. We do not need to solve our whole story. We are 

simply going to notice: What might God be drawing my attention to? Identity, dignity and calling can 

become three gentle windows through which we look. 

Slide 22 — Every woman has a story 

Every woman has a story. 

Some are married, some single. Some are mothers, some are not. Some have known great 

opportunity; others have lived with loss, disappointment or limitation. Most of us have known a 

mixture of many things. None of those circumstances determines our humanity or our dignity. 

And we do not need to compare stories. Your calling does not need to look like someone else's calling 

in order to be real. The sentence I would love us to hold is this: God has been present within it all. 

That does not mean He caused every painful thing. It means there is no part of our story that lies 

outside His presence or beyond His redemptive grace.  

So now we return to the Belief Tree but this time it is not somebody else's tree. It is mine. 



 

Slide 23 — My Belief Tree 

Take your time with these questions. There is no need to answer all of them. 

Under IDENTITY: What people, experiences or messages have shaped the way I see myself as a 

woman and a leader? Who have I learned to be? 

Under DIGNITY: When have I felt seen, valued and celebrated? And when have I felt diminished, 

overlooked or silenced? What might those experiences have taught me about my worth? 

Under CALLING: Where have I experienced God's life, freedom and joy? Are there gifts, desires or 

parts of myself that perhaps God is inviting me to rediscover? 

And this is important: just notice. You do not have to judge what comes up. You do not have to fix it. 

Simply make a little space for the Holy Spirit. 

For one person gratitude may surface. For another it may be grief, anger, longing, or perhaps 

something she had almost forgotten. 

Whatever comes, hold it gently. 

Slide 24 — Invitation to share 

We are going to share one-to-one for a little while. 

Romans 12 gives us such a simple picture: rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who 

mourn. 

So the gift you give the person opposite you is not an answer. You do not need to fix her, interpret 

what God is doing, or give advice. 

Just listen. Be present. Honour what she shares. Let her story remain her story. 

And please only share what you feel comfortable sharing. You do not need to tell your whole story. 

The question is simply: What is the one thing God seems to be drawing your attention to? 

Slide 25 — Come away with Me 

After listening to one another, I want to invite us into a little more personal space with Jesus. 

In Mark 6:31 Jesus says to His disciples, after they have been giving out, “Come away… and rest.” 

I love that invitation: Come away with Me. 

What follows is not another activity to complete well. It is a journey of mercy and grace. There may 

be something to release. Something to grieve. Something to receive. Something for which to give 

thanks. Or perhaps the invitation is simply to be still. 



 

You do not need all five today. Just ask: Jesus, where are You drawing me? 

Slide 26 — The five spaces 

There is no right order here, and these are not five tasks to finish. 

RELEASE — Is there something I am ready to lay down? Perhaps an expectation, a pressure, a false 

belief, resentment, or something I have been carrying for too long. 

GRIEVE — Is there something that simply needs to be acknowledged? We do not have to rush grief 

into a lesson. Lament gives us permission to bring what hurts honestly into God's presence. 

RECEIVE — What might God want to give me today? Comfort, courage, truth, rest, freedom, wisdom, 

acceptance? 

GIVE THANKS — Where can I recognise His goodness? Gratitude does not deny pain. It helps us 

notice grace alongside it. 

BE STILL — Perhaps nothing needs to be said or done. I am known. I am held. 

Notice where God draws you, and give yourself permission to stay there. 

Slide 27 — God redeems our story & closing declaration 

As we come to the end, I want us to return to the truth that God is a Redeemer. 

Psalm 30 speaks of mourning being turned toward dancing and of being clothed with joy. That does 

not mean the mourning was unreal or unimportant. Redemption does not erase our story. God meets 

us within the real story. 

So these four words return again: redeemed, restored, received, released. 

And I would love us to finish by speaking these truths slowly perhaps allowing each one to settle 

before we move to the next: 

I am human.   

I bear His image.   

I have dignity.   

My story matters.   

My voice matters.   

I am called by God.   

I am carried by God. 

And then this final sentence, which for me holds the heart of the whole session: 

Before anything I do for God, I am His. 



 

May everything we carry, everything we give and everything we lead flow from that place of 

belonging. 
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