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***

The Church of England has announced it will explore alternative words to describe God,
after some clergy asked to use more inclusive language in services.

The dominance of masculine language for God certainly matters. As feminist theologian
Mary Daly wrote: “If  God is male, the male is god”. In other words, talking about the
Christian God in exclusively masculine terms privileges men in society and underpins male
dominance.

According  to  a  Church  spokesperson,  the  official  Christian  doctrine  is  that  God  has  no
gender. Yet “He” is described almost exclusively in masculine terms. And since the Church
continues to struggle with issues of gender equality, this project is likely to be contentious.

Critics will see this as an attempt to undo the long Christian tradition of calling God “He” and
“Father”. But feminine language and imagery has also been part of Church history.

Hildegard of Bingen, a respected abbess (also known as a mother superior) in the Middle
Ages, imagined the feminine side of God in her artistry and writings. And in the 1300s,
female mystic Julian of Norwich spoke of the motherhood of God.

Modern feminist commentators such as Mary Daly and Joan Engelsman, have argued that
God in feminine form has been strategically written out of Christian history.

Initial  reports  indicate  the  Church’s  project  will  explore  gender-neutral  terminology  –
“Parent” instead of “Father”. But there have been other recent proposals to use feminine
language like “She”.

When Libby  Lane  was  appointed  the  Church  of  England’s  first  female  bishop  in  2014,  she
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called for the mainstream acceptance of feminine names and pronouns for God.

At the same time, the chair of Women and the Church, a group that advocates for gender
equality in the Church, stated that the introduction of female bishops would impact women’s
lives in the Church “only if  God is she as often as she is he – because this is such a
formative  aspect  of  our  church  life,  and  a  real  bastion  of  sexism”.  Rachel  Treweek,
consecrated as bishop in 2015, joined the debate by arguing for the elimination of all
gendered pronouns for God.

A genderless ‘Father’?

In my research with women clergy, there are clues that some might be unsettled by moves
away from traditional masculine language. One woman vicar described how in a bible study
“all hell broke out” at the suggestion that the Lord’s Prayer could begin with “Our Mother”.

The more gender-neutral “Parent” worries Rev Ian Paul, who has commented that such
words  are  not  interchangeable  and  have  different  meanings.  The  way  words  collect
gendered meaning is, of course, part of the problem. Feminist theologian Rosemary Radford
Ruether argues that even words that seem neutral are not – “God” conjures male imagery.

Complicating this further, I found that sometimes masculine words are forced to mean both
male and female. This is awkward and ultimately unsatisfactory. One woman priest, for
example, told me that she sees “Father” as the only way of describing God, but “it might be
that ideas about fatherhood need to change”.

Another interviewee told me she sees the term “Father” to include male and female. These
complications around language and gender suggest that a project exploring gender-neutral
language will need to think deeply about what constitutes “neutral”.

Exploring other names for God

While my research suggests there is an attachment to words such as “Father” among some
women clergy, several interviewees told me they tried to avoid any gendered language for
God. Some mentioned “Godself” as a possible candidate to replace masculine pronouns.
One woman told me:

Where I heard ‘Godself’ being used, I quite like that. That is a suggested way. Again, at
the moment … [but] within the parishes I think it would draw attention when it’s not
necessarily what you want them to focus on.

There’s a sense here that some congregations may not be willing to embrace language
change, even if there is a desire among clergy.

The project to look at gender-neutral language to describe God is, at the very least, a
recognition that the dominance of masculine language is a problem. Many would welcome
the  possibility  of  worshipping  in  Church  without  the  constant  references  to  “He”  and
“Father”, given that God is supposed to be beyond gender. A reform of patriarchal language
may open the door to tackling other social injustices. Perhaps we are witnessing a sea
change in the Church.

But right now the Church of England’s inclusivity credentials are in tatters. It has problems
with institutional racism, there is gender inequality in the priesthood and after years of
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discussion,  same-sex marriage is  still  not  recognised.  Given the institution’s  record on
equality, any radical change coming out of this project would be quite miraculous.
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