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1 Inclusive language is a serious issue for sensitive Christians
Either people tend to be immune to the use of sexist language, or hopelessly willing to
make amends for the lateness of their conversion to its abolition. Hardened
conservatives are prepared to admit, secretly, that they wince at the more outrageous
sexist expressions in our service books. A male priest has to be pretty insensitive,
when leading a convent eucharist, not to notice when he and a whole congregation of
nuns are confessing the sins they have committed against God and their fellow men.
To be able instead to confess your sins against your neighbours is a welcome relief to
all concerned.
There is hurt for all in the inclusive language debate. The women who can no longer
find themselves represented in the generic ‘man,’ ‘men’ and ‘mankind’ are not to be
mocked or blamed because language changes and life moves on. Nor are we to
dismiss out of hand scholars of the English language, who feel it their bounden duty
to resist what they regard as a temporary prostitution of perfectly good and
wholesome words.
Sooner or later all members of the Christian community must face up to Nancy

Hardesty’s challenge as to whether or not we are inclusive in our guts. That, after all,
is the $64,000 question. Until each of us becomes inclusive, through and through, we
shall constantly trip up over our own metaphors. It has quite properly been suggested
that inclusive language is no easier or more difficult than being grammatically correct
or theologically precise. Although you are sold on the art form of inclusive language,
there are several areas of expertise in which to become accomplished.
One begins by not referring to the lady Doctor of Music who runs the church choir as
the choir-master! In order to get more points, you have to decide whether or not choirleader is more appropriate than choir-mistress! Which of the several linguistic
strategies now in vogue will best help the visibility of women?
So the first step to expertise in inclusive language is to find sensible and pleasantsounding substitutes for ‘men,’ ‘mankind,’ ‘brotherhood,’ ‘forefathers’ and so forth.
There are funnies for all en route – like the lady Methodist District Chairman who had
heard of the three bears, but was having trouble with the ‘forebears’ who had suddenly
replaced Abraham’s ‘forefathers’ in the Magnificat!
The second step to inclusive language expertise is to alter agreed liturgical texts in a
national or international committee. ‘Giving him to be born as man and die upon the
cross’ loses nothing if it is rendered as ‘giving him to be born of Mary and to die upon
the cross.’ Sometimes the theology is improved by moving into inclusive language. To
believe and trust in Jesus Christ who redeemed the world is surely much more sound
than believing in Jesus Christ who redeemed only mankind? Most clergy will be
grateful for the revised opening of the funeral service, which means that they can
precede a female corpse with the words, ‘“I am the resurrection and the life,” says the
Lord, “those who believe in me, though they die, yet shall they live, and whoever
lives and believes in me will never die.”’ Even if we hesitate to alter the words of
scripture in public reading, the scriptural ‘sons of God’ can be turned into ‘sons and
daughters of God’ or ‘children of God’ in a collect.
It takes a little while to get used to ‘When I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw
everyone to myself,’ and ‘The glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all humanity
shall see it,’ but practice makes perfect.
The third step is to stop thinking in male imagery when this is not even required. A
leading woman Bible student (Wacker 1989:105) has rightly asked the church
wherever it got the notion that the image of parental love for the child Israel in Hosea
chapter eleven is that of a father’s love rather than a mother’s.
‘I called my son out of Egypt, taught him to walk (or quenched his thirst),
took him in my arms, raised him to my cheek and fed him.’
The sexual-textual revolution needs to touch our hearts and our spirits as well as our
word-processors and our dictionaries. Did the Son of God become a man or a human
being first and foremost? ‘Since by a person came death, so by a person came also the
resurrection of the dead.’
Those who deface their service books to replace sexist language must be patient with
those who, while refusing to do so, are looking for an inclusive language liturgy next
time, and who are quite willing to lose the reference to ‘soldiers’ in the post-baptismal
prayer in the rite for infant baptism!
2 Inclusive language can possess great beauty and be a true means of grace

Altering existing texts to make them inclusively sound is very different from new and
creative writing for liturgical celebration. Pompous Aaronic blessings from male
prelates are a far cry from a lady Methodist minister concluding a service with the
words of Lois Wilson:
The blessing of the God of Sarah and Hagar,
as of Abraham,
the blessing of the Son,
born of the woman Mary,
and the blessing of the Holy Spirit
who broods over us as a mother her children,
be with you all. Amen. (Morley and Ward 1983:39)
No other British person is writing prayers as beautiful as those of Janet Morley, and
no prayers are more beautiful than her collects, including both those that predominate
in feminine and gentle images, and those which retain classical masculine and forceful
images. Her third collect for Easter Day is already becoming a classic:
O God, the power of the powerless,
you have chosen as your witnesses
those whose voice is not heard.
Grant that, as women first announced the resurrection
though they were not believed,
we too may have courage
to persist in proclaiming your word,
in the power of Jesus Christ. Amen. (Morley 1988:17)
Her collect on the Parable of the Lost Son is a model of an inclusive prayer that
celebrates the tenderness of the fatherhood of God.
God our Father,
you disarm our judgement
with your outrageous mercy;
and the punishment we seek
you turn to celebration.
Lift our self-loathing,
and embrace our stubbornness,
that we too may show such fathering
to an embittered world,
through Jesus Christ. Amen. (Morley 1988:20)
The collect for the Feast of Julian of Norwich combines a host of Julian images in a
prayer of joy and delight:
Christ our true mother,
you have carried us within you,
laboured with us,
and brought us forth to bliss.
Enclose us in your care,
that in stumbling we may not fall,
nor be overcame by evil,
but know that all shall be well. Amen. (Morley 1988:25)
Six lines from Janet Morley’s Eucharistic Prefaces have justly become famous and

much used:
Therefore, with the woman who gave you birth,
the women who befriended you and fed you,
who argued with you and touched you,
the woman who anointed you for death,
the women who met you, risen from the dead,
and with all your lovers throughout the ages,
we praise you saying:
Holy, holy, holy . . . (Morley 1988:40)
Equally evocative and memorable and usable is the ‘Blessing the Bread’ Litany by
Carter Heyward, with its final lines:
By the power of God
Women are blessed
By the women of God
The bread is blessed
By the bread of God
The power is blessed
By the power of bread
The power of the women
The power of God
The people are blessed. (Morley and Ward 1986:33)
3 Feminine images and similes for God need to be increased as an antidote to the
church’s masculine past
(The Hebraic-Christian) tradition does not easily accommodate the
female. The male sky God under whom all things are hierarchically and
dualistically ordered became the pattern for subsequent theology, as it also
became the pattern for much modern Western culture. (McFague
1989:138)
Having said that, Sally McFague goes on to offer an alternative model for God as
mother.
An alternative imaginative picture emerges from the model of God as
mother. The kind of creation that fits with this model is creation not as an
intellectual or artistic act but as a physical event: the universe is bodied
forth from God, it is expressive of God’s very being: it could therefore be
seen as God’s ‘body.’ It is not something alien to God but is from the
‘womb’ of God, formed through ‘gestation,’ a process symbolising the
long evolutionary history of the universe. (McFague 1989:142)
There are objections to this line of approach, mostly from men, but in the new era of
our cooperation with mother earth, and in the light of our theology of the cosmic
Christ, we have here a model of creation with as much going for it as the model or
models at the beginning of Genesis. Heaven knows that we are in desperate need of a
theology which embodies ‘Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation’ in a more
gripping form than much which we have inherited.

A serious attempt at redressing the balance has been made in recent liturgical revision.
Several Anglican reports have included two Wisdom canticles from the Apocrypha. A
Song of Wisdom from the Book of Wisdom contains the lines:
Wisdom freed a holy people and a blameless race:
from a nation of oppressors.
To the saints she gave the reward of their labours:
and led them by a marvellous road.
She brought them across the Red Sea:
she led them through the mighty waters.
(General Synod Liturgical Commission 1988:60)
Again Wisdom is personified in a Song of Pilgrimage from the Book of
Ecclesiasticus:
Glory to the One who gives me wisdom!
I will live according to her way.
Because I longed to find her with all my heart
I have gained a good possession.
(General Synod Liturgical Commission 1988:61)
The image of Christ the Mother is taken up in the Song of Saint Anselm:
Jesus, as a mother you gather your people to you:
you are gentle with us as a mother with her children:
Often you weep over our sins and our pride:
tenderly you draw us from hatred and judgement.
You comfort us in sorrow and bind up our wounds:
in sickness you nurse us, and with pure milk you feed us.
Jesus, by your dying we are born to new life:
by your anguish and labour we come forth in joy.
(General Synod Liturgical Commission 1988:59)
Also, as suggested in the Anglican report Making Women Visible, extra and alternative
Introits and Scripture Sentences need to be introduced into the liturgy. Invitations to
Advent worship, for instance, can begin:

Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! Lo, your king comes to you;
triumphant and victorious is he.
And the eucharist can end with a post-communion sentence such as:
Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace,
or
As the eyes of a servant are on the hands of her mistress, so our eyes are
on the Lord our God till he shows us his mercy.
In addition, there are in the report some fifty Bible passages from both Testaments,
which are not currently offered in the Joint Liturgical Group Lectionary, which
contain a woman’s story as part of the drama of salvation history.
Positive discrimination towards women and towards feminine imagery in the liturgy is
long overdue. The process also needs to involve an influx of women into the
sanctorale of the calendar. In the Alternative Service Book Calendar only one in every
five saints is a woman. The Uniting Church in Australia has brought it down to one in
four. Local women saints and heroines can improve the list (though perhaps one could
dissent from a recent Anglo-Catholic London list which includes a lady rejoicing in
the title of Saint Bugga of Kent!) And who could produce a Methodist calendar which
omitted Mary Bosanquet and Elizabeth Bultitude?
4 Some newly-coined inclusive language is de-humanizing, down-right daft and
counter-productive
There is a story told that, in one of the
Methodist Divisional Boards, an inclusiveminded secretary indicated that a particular
matter would need to be referred to the District
Chairs. This statement produced uncontrollable
mirth from some of the naughtier and more
conservative members of the Board. On being
challenged about the cause of their mirth, the
naughty members suggested that, while the
secretary was consulting the District Chairs, he
could consult the District Tables at the same
time! To this the Divisional Secretary offered a
severe rebuke, with the declaration that ‘some
of us live in the real world’!
One logical outcome of the campaign to
abolish sexist language is the publication in the
United States of An Inclusive Language
Lectionary. Here indeed the Rubicon is
crossed. The translating of anthropos as person
rather than man is only the first rung of the
ladder. Much more is to follow. (National
Council of the Churches of Christ USA 1983:2)
The removal of ‘male-biassed’ words means
that kingdom is replaced by realm, and king is
rendered as ruler or monarch. Where

appropriate, additions are made to the text so that Abraham becomes Abraham and
Sarah. Furthermore, to escape even further from the basically patriarchal culture of
both Testaments, watchmen becomes watcher, even though not a single night guard
upon the walls was ever female!
On the grounds that the maleness of Jesus is neither decisive nor relevant for
salvation, the pronoun he is frequently replaced by Jesus in references to our Lord. As
Nancy Hardesty points out, in something of an understatement, in this part of the
debate ‘references to Jesus as Son of God and Son of Man are troublesome.’
(Hardesty 1987:45) The Inclusive Language Lectionary offers the Human One for
Son of Man (which may have something in its favour), but also offers Child for Son,
and Child of God for Son of God. Nancy Hardesty’s criticism of Child of God is that
some have taken it to imply perpetual immaturity.
The recasting of John 3.16 in An Inclusive Language Lectionary speaks volumes for
the relative failure and success of a famous passage in which all male nouns and
pronouns for the Divine have been removed.
For God so loved the world that God gave God’s only Child, that whoever
believes in that Child should not perish but have eternal life. For God sent
that Child into the world, not to condemn the world, but that through that
Child the world might be saved.
Apart from being somewhat ‘childish’ this has shades of the classic tongue-twister:
If your Bob doesn’t give our Bob that bob your Bob owes our Bob, our
Bob will give your Bob a good bob on the nose!
At this point it may be relevant to quote the warning of Paul Minear. ‘When we
change what the Bible does say to what we think it should say, it becomes a dummy
for our own thought – and no dummy exercises authority over the ventriloquist.’
(Minear 1983)
5 Purely inclusive language for God is iconoclastic
In his major book, What Language Shall I Borrow? Brian Wren makes the statement:
there is nothing in biblical God-language to support claims that its
metaphors, similes, concepts, and analogies come from anything other
than the culture and experience of the human writer or speaker. (Wren
1989:102)
(A somewhat ‘low’ view of inspiration to say the least !) It is on this basis that Brian
Wren presents his profound disappointment with British hymnody in general, and
with the Methodist Hymns and Psalms in particular. In the 328 hymns in Part One of
Hymns and Psalms Wren found 290 different names for the First Person of the Trinity.
He found only 4 Loves, 6 Makers, and 7 Shepherds, but 12 Almightys, 34 Kings, 91
Fathers, and 87 Lords. For the Second Person of the Trinity there were less than ten
references to such titles as Joy, Friend and Truth; Light, Life, Lamb and Love scored
12, 11, 21 and 16 respectively; whereas there were 105 Saviours, 140 Kings and 262
Lords. Wren was much more delighted with the scores for the Third Person of the
Trinity, because the major images were in the Dove, Guest, Breath, Comforter and
Guide sequence. These statistics lead Wren on to his main theme in his study of
metaphors of God – namely that the most frequent metaphor is of God as a dominant
male, a king who rules and gives commands.

Wren has called this dominant metaphor system KINGAFAP – the King-G-dAlmighty-Father-Protector – and outlines his thesis as follows:
The King has a son, the Crown Prince, who sits beside him. At his father’s
bidding, the Prince steps down from his throne and surrenders his royal
power and privileges. He descends to earth and is born as a male human
child. When he grows up he shows the King’s love, cares for outcasts,
announces the King’s advent to the chosen people, is betrayed to the
authorities and crucified. The crucifixion is often depicted as a battle with
sin, death, and the devil. The Prince Royal lies dead, but is lifted up to life
by his Kingly Father. There are two versions of what happens next. In a
few hymns the Prince takes his human experience of humility and
suffering forever into the being of G-d. This is a minority view, for in
most texts the impression given is that the Prince leaves behind his
suffering, humiliated, humble state, comes back to the throne, and waits
till he can return to earth with supernatural power, fight and slay his
enemies, and receive tribute and homage from everyone. He is often
portrayed as a Judge who will come with awesome power at the end of the
world.
Meanwhile, the King and Prince (Father and Son) send their Spirit down
to earth, to help their followers and occasionally do good in the world as
well. (Wren 1989:120)
Wren wants to know how the human species came to worship the divine Trinity in
terms of this one dominant metaphor system, so male-centred, so permeated with
language of domination. Under fierce condemnation falls the Gloria in Excelsis and
the Apostles and Nicene Creeds, and, by implication, not only the kerygmatic hymns
in Philippians and Colossians, but, of course, the kerygma itself!
Wren’s non-kingafap gospel runs thus:
‘the true story of KINGAFAP does not end with the Prince returning to
the throne and everyone worshipping the highest symbol of patriarchal
power. It ends with God quitting the throne for good, and being revealed
as impassioned, suffering love. Thus love ‘triumphs,’ not because it wins
battles with demonic powers, but because it is enduring, exuberant, and
unquenchable. (Wren 1989:233)
Well – half a gospel is better than no gospel at all! Or is it? Wren’s royal King has no
throne but the cross, no crown but the crown of thorns, and none obey his bidding!
One feels one has heard Handel’s Messiah for the last time, and that the ultimate
secret of the Kingdom is that there is no kingdom, and that Abba is a Republican!
Flooding hymnody and liturgy with positive additions to dominant masculine
metaphors, and trying to eliminate sexist pronouns and sexist collective nouns from
new writing is one thing, but to abandon and discard all existing texts of the
masculine and kingafap variety sounds culturally and Christologically lethal.
The quest for inclusive language can itself become hideously exclusive to the point
where the pigs take over the farm, for down the sexist plug-hole goes not only the
kerygma and the kingdom, but also the roots of an honest Christian folk-religion that
will laugh the logic of inclusive purists out of court. The inclusive language cause will
be lost, not because it is not just, but because it doesn’t know when to stop.

6 With the best will in the world some biblical and classical Christian phrases
and concepts remain stubbornly ‘exclusive’
Are we going to find some bright young preachers who will deprive their
congregations of opportunities to sing:
Hail the incarnate Deity!
Pleased as Man with men to dwell,
Jesus, our Emmanuel.
Hark! the herald angels sing
Glory to the new-born King?
(Under the new system, that would be out on about four scores!) And what of
Newman’s Gerontius?
O generous love! that he, who smote
In Man for man the foe,
The double agony in Man
For man should undergo.
Absolute vetoes on exclusive hymnody, liturgy and lectionary texts will not work.
And though we shall return again to the issue, what are we to do with the phrase ‘God
the Father’ in our lectionary readings? Are we going to drop ‘Father’ altogether, or
follow the American Inclusive Language Lectionary and introduce on every occasion
God the Father and Mother, albeit with ‘and Mother’ in brackets.
As Morna Hooker asked, when commenting on the translating of the Revised English
Bible, what is any scholar, however disposed to inclusive language, to do with
‘Whoever wants to save his life, will lose it’? (Hooker 1990:70) The only recourse for
the uncompromising is to use the plural their as a singular pronoun.
The inclusive case against Lord as in the Old Testament Lord God, and in the New
Testament Jesus is Lord, becomes respectively God the Sovereign One and Jesus is
Sovereign. In both cases the Greek strain predominates in the rendering, and the
Hebrew strain pointing to Yahweh is lost.
7 The fulness of the Trinitarian sign is not translatable into inclusive language
The Inclusive Language Lectionary version of the Great Commission at the end of
Matthew’s gospel reads:
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name
of (God) the Father (and Mother), and of Jesus Christ the beloved Child of
God and of the Holy Spirit.
The American Episcopalian Supplemental Liturgical Texts offers as a variant to the
Gloria Patri:
Honour and glory to the holy and undivided Trinity, God who creates,
redeems, and inspires: One in Three and Three in One, for ever and ever.
Amen.
(Standing Liturgical Commission 1989:13)
In a similar vein are the very beautiful doxologies from the liturgical writings of Jim
Cotter, such as:
The blessing of God, Life-Giver, Pain-Bearer, Love-Maker, be with us

now and always. (Cotter 1983:61)
Or his slightly more traditional:
Great praise and everlasting glory be to God, Sustainer, Redeemer,
Sanctifier. (Cotter 1983:51)
In trying to eliminate the nouns Father and Son from the traditional trinitarian
formula, attributes or functions of the Godhead are objectified. The ultimate
metaphors of scripture are being side-stepped. When the Church says that Christ is the
Son of the Father, it is saying something very different from describing the Father as
Creator, or the Son as the Saviour. The word Redeemer is a good example of this
somewhat dangerous terrain, for it can be applied either to the First or Second Person
of the Trinity.
Once we move into inclusive metrical paraphrases, the confusion between titles,
attributes and metaphors for the Trinity is rampant, and Thomas Ken, for example, is
much mutilated.
Ken’s Doxology Mark II reads:
Praise God from whom all blessings flow;
Praise him all creatures here below;
Praise him above, ye heavenly host;
Praise Christ, Creator, Holy Ghost.
Ken’s Doxology Mark III reads:
Praise God from whom all blessings flow;
Praise God, all creatures high and low;
Give thanks to God in love made known:
Creator, Word and Spirit One. (United Church of Canada)
Brian Wren who, to be fair, does not fall into the trap of substituting functions of the
Trinity for primary metaphors, sets out on a journey in search of three ‘centres of
divine personhood’ that would offer a trinitarian naming of God that escaped the
‘patriarchal formation of our founding metaphors.’ He fairly quickly arrives at Lover
and Beloved for Father and Son, but takes a little longer with the Holy Spirit. His
runners-up are Love-Mediator, the Meeting-Maker, Matchmaker, and Love’s
Companion. It is the next name in his list which gets the most votes, that is Mutual
Friend. Wren’s defence of his ‘three personal gender-free names’ is both beautiful and
orthodox, and is a fine piece of writing on the Trinity. The great question is, ‘Does it
work in the liturgy of a worshipping community?’
Glory to the Lover,
and to the Beloved,
and to the Mutual Friend,
as it was in the beginning,
is now, and shall be for ever. Amen. (Construction NW:1990)
If it does work, and I for one would not dismiss it out of hand, will it ever catch on? A
far gentler and more realistic offering comes from the great William Sloan Coffin,
pastor of the Riverside Church in New York City, who reputedly invoked the Trinity
with the formula:
In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, the God and Mother of us
all. (Hardesty 9187:96)

Which brings me to:8 To name God as Mother in public liturgy raises more problems than it solves
Only in Second Isaiah is God explicitly compared to a mother. It is true that there are
other gynaecological and avian references to God, but never, in either Testament, is
God ever called Mother or addressed as Mother. This does not prevent a balanced and
serious Christianity from asserting that God is as truly our Mother as he is our Father.
The real issue, however, is that speculation about masculinity and femininity within
the Godhead is a very different thing from using the title Mother for the First or
Second Person of the Trinity in group devotion and public worship.
As we have seen, both Anselm and Mother Julian speak about Christ our mother, and
to great effect in the enrichment of our devotion and understanding. But even granting
this, and maximizing it, a number of modern feminist Christian writers have quite
properly pointed out that there are other female models for God besides ‘mother,’ and,
in any case, there are many women who are not, and do not want to be, mothers.
Powerful and resonant as the motherhood metaphor can be for divine creativity,
someone as much in favour of inclusive language as Ursula King can sound warning
bells:
The mother image is not unambiguously positive. We all know the
wrathful, terrifying, unreliable, moody, obsessive, and inadequate mother.
(King 1989:136)
Furthermore, Ursula King makes the wry comment:
The mother image of the Divine may be just as enslaving as the father
image, an image of parental authority, hierarchical relationships, and even
greater dependence ... and historically speaking it is surprising that the
new emphasis on linking motherhood and the Divine in a new way in
Christian thought comes at a time when women’s lives are actually much
less involved with being mothers than at any previous time in history.
(King 1989:136)
Whilst it behoves us all to rediscover in the Fatherhood of God the lost femininity and
maternity which is as present as his masculinity and paternity, and whilst all images
and icons of God are, to a greater or lesser extent, provisional, nevertheless there is a
fundamental and much neglected universal Christian argument against the liturgical
addressing of God as Father and Mother. Boldly stated it is this. The Divine
Motherhood in the universality of Christian spirituality belongs to another, who is not
divine, namely the Theotokos, the Mother of God.
Luther, Zwingli, Bullinger and practically all the Uncle Tom Cobleys of the
Reformation never shrank from calling Mary ‘Mother of God,’ and in one Max
Thurian, who even yet may be claimed as a child of the Reformation, we read:
The dogma of the divine motherhood of Mary is part of seeing clearly the
humanity of Christ. To call Mary the ‘Mother of God’ is to recognize that
God became incarnate so completely and so really in our human flesh that
He had a truly human mother and was a truly human son in a human
family. (Thurian 1963:80)
The essence of the argument is this. The Church’s shout of praise to Mary as her
mother, and the Church’s cry of intercession that she will pray for us as surely and

more surely than any other Christian mother on earth or in heaven, means that, rightly
or wrongly, the universal Church has already given the titles, honours and praise of
divine motherhood to the mother of God incarnate. When the plea goes up that the
titles and attributes of motherhood be given to God the Father in the public and
private devotion of Christians, the Church must declare that the titles, honours and
praise are already spoken for.
Mary is not the divine Mother by virtue of the adjective, but by virtue of
the noun, and in the Christian dispensation of two thousand years of the
Church’s spirituality the noun cannot in practice, even if it can in theory,
be transferred to another without mind-boggling liturgical and devotional
confusion. (Wallwork 1990:144)
9 Feminine ‘Wisdom’ does not work as a name for God in eucharistic prayers
In later Old Testament theology there emerges a personified attribute of God which is
named Wisdom. This wisdom is a feminine noun in both Hebrew and Greek. Other
personified attributes keep company with God. Righteousness and peace kiss each
other, strength and beauty are present in God’s sanctuary, and light and truth lead the
worshipper to God’s holy hill.
In pre-Christian Judaism, ‘lady Wisdom,’ if she has not been with God from the very
beginning, has certainly been with God since he started creating things and sustaining
them. In the Book of Wisdom ‘lady Wisdom’ is the radiance of eternal light. In Philo
she carries the stamp or character of the eternal Word.
For some Old Testament and Apocryphal writers, Wisdom has an independent
existence in the company of God, and for others she is a stunning and glorious
attribute.
Two implications follow for Christian liturgy and devotion. The first is that, for New
Testament writers, the pre-existent Wisdom comes to be identified with Christ. The
second is that the beautiful poems in praise of Wisdom are carried into Christian
worship, and addressed to Christ using feminine pronouns.
A Christian can only enter with joy into the first of the great Advent antiphons:
O Wisdom, you come forth from the mouth of the Most High: you fill the
universe and hold all things together with gentle strength: Come and teach
us the way of truth.
A Methodist also enjoys singing Wesley’s only feminine hymn, in which we proclaim
that
Wisdom, and Christ, and Heaven are one.
The limitations of feminine Wisdom in the liturgy are seen in the otherwise incredibly
beautiful eucharistic prayers in Janet Morley’s All Desires Known. Each of the Canons
or Great Eucharistic Prayers is addressed to Wisdom, that is, to the Second Person of
the Trinity. This procedure is not unknown in early liturgies, but it runs contrary, in
the last analysis, to the terrific weight of Christian tradition which, for the best of reasons, offers the eucharistic prayer not to the Son, but to the Father, through the Son, in
the Spirit. Hence the great doxological and orthodox conclusion to the Great Prayer
runs:
by whom, and with whom, and in whom,

in the unity of the Holy Spirit,
all honour and glory are yours,
almighty Father,
now and for ever. Amen.
or
through Christ, with Christ, and in Christ,
all honour and glory are yours,
creator of all.
Glory to you for ever and ever. Amen.
Hence
O come to the Father through Jesus the Son,
And give him the glory - great things he has done!
To address the eucharistic prayer to Christ because he/she is the eternal Wisdom of
God is not heretical or impossible, but it cuts at the roots of the theology of prayer as
it is understood in the Eucharist. Praying to feminine Wisdom as if to Christ may have
something in its favour in private devotion, and the occasional collect, but not too
much can be said in favour of its use in eucharistic theology. Just as no Jew would
ever worship Wisdom, perhaps no Christian should ever pray to Wisdom, though both
traditions can lift up their hearts to God in praise of Wisdom. (Dunn 1980/1989:170)
10 Can Christianity ever be re-interpreted adequately for the out-and-out
feminist?
The trouble with Salvation History is that it passes through a patriarchal culture, full
of kings, shepherds, prophets and warriors, and includes a male Forerunner and a
male Messiah. Even if God is not male, the only-begotten One took flesh as a man.
God cannot know what it is like to be a woman in the same way as he knows what it
is like to be a man. None of this can be altered, but, as we have seen, the story of
Salvation History can be relived in an inclusive way. There are genuine and important
feminine aspects to the story, including Sarah and Hagar, Miriam and Bathsheba,
Hannah and Deborah, Mary and Elizabeth, Mary of Magdala and Lydia of Philippi.
Those who speak and worship as Christians can learn to be inclusive in their nouns
and pronouns for each other. We can stop talking about women doctors and male
nurses, about forefathers, and about John Brown and Mrs Brown. We can be sparing
in our use of male sermon illustrations, and more balanced in names in the calendar of
saints. We can make sure that Ruth and Esther and other Old Testament women are reintroduced to the lectionary. We can re-translate the strident sexism in some scripture
passages, even as we read. We can stop presuming the women ordinands will make
the tea, and we can ensure that the key participants in an act of worship are not
predominantly masculine in numbers. We can even encourage some positive
discrimination to counter-balance the years of male domination. Above all, we can
watch and listen for the alternative ways to chair a meeting, manage a congregation,
or solve a problem.
But sooner or later the church has to decide whether to soft-pedal or backpedal on
Lord and King and Father, Son of God and Son of Man. Increasing feminine and
inclusive models, metaphors and language is one thing; but dropping and deleting
some of the masculine ones almost seems to involve the blotting out of aspects of the
corporate memory of the people of God. ‘Let us re-write the Salvation History Text

Book to fit in with our improved perceptions.’
In the end choices have to be made, even by God! – even though the Divine is
genderless! For our Mother in heaven to have sent her Daughter, born of a woman,
would have been a little one-sided to say the least! The overshadowing by a feminine
Spirit would make it even more unbalanced! For our Mother in heaven to have sent
her Son, born of a woman, I reckon to be two to one, which, if I am not mistaken, is
the score you reach with the original metaphor of Salvation History. This latest
scenario would, in any case, have provided Jesus of Nazareth with two mothers, one
human and the other divine, and no father at all!
As even Brian Wren is prepared to admit, you cannot celebrate the Christian faith with
bleached and faded jargon, and you cannot re-translate ‘Guide me, O thou great
Jehovah, Pilgrim through this barren land’ so that it becomes ‘Parent me, O great
Sustainer, as I traverse the alienating institutions of industrial society.’ (Wren
1989:135)
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