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JESUS CALLS MEN AND WOMEN TO FOLLOW HIM 
by Evelyn Bence 

I walk into the small suburban house, not quite 
knowing what the next hour will hold. My church-spon
sored home group is going to be led through a guided 
meditation. 

I've been told the group leader will "walk" us 
through a familiar story line, Jesus calling the twelve, and 
each of us will visualize herself as one of the disciples. By 
envisioning ourselves in the middle of this Gospel scene, 
we'll give the Holy Spirit an opportunity to address us 
personally. 

Though I intend to observe more than participate, I 
follow each of the leader's instructions. From head to foot I 
relax tensed muscles. I breathe deeply to the count of ten. 
For30 seconds I silently and slowly repeat "You are the light 
of the world" inhaling on the first four syllables, exhaling 
on the last three. 

Finally, I'm centered in and our leader sets the stage: 
"You are in a boat, fishing. A man is walking on the 
beach. First He stops and talks to one person, who follows 
H '1m." 

The director pauses after each sentence, giving us 
time to fill in our own details. My mind is thoroughly 
occupied with details of the setting, particularly of cloth
ing. Am I wearing jeans or first-century robes? And what 
about Jesus' clothes? 

Jeans all around, I decide. If Jesus is talking to me, then 
Jesus is a 1986 beach-walker and I am a 1986 fish-catcher. 

Andrew, then Peter, in my mind, leave their work 
and follow the stranger. Then He approaches me, staring 
at the fishing nets that need to be hauled in. 

I look at Him. He has stopped and is giving me His 
undivided attention. But before He says a word I 
reserved though I am - hurl at him a barrage of words. 
They seem to rise from the back of my mind's uninven
toried storage bins. 

Fonnerly the managing editor o!"Today's Christian Woman," 
Evelyn Bence is afree-lance writer and editor whose latest book is 
Mary's TournaI (Zondervan 1992). Her article first appeared in 
"Good News," MaylJune 1986, and is reprinted by pennission. 

"Wait a minute!" I protest. ''I'm not strong enough 
to pull in these nets. And besides, you've got it all wrong. 
You're supposed to call the men, and we women are 
supposed to follow." 

He doesn't say a word at first, but stares at me more 
intenselythanbefore, as ifl-iiseyesarebeamingasilentmessage: 
"Listen to yourself. Do you know what you're saying7' 

Somewhat embarrassed by my outburst, I play back 
what I have just heard myself say. And I cringe. I'm an 
independent, professional, whole woman. I don't really 
believe God thinks I'm supposed to tag along behind 
while someone else gets the real call. 

Finally, Jesus speaks. "Do you think I'm the light of 
only half of the world? ... I came to break down the walls, 
not to build them higher." 

The director of the meditation interrupts my 
thoughts, announcing it is time for all of us to come back 
from the fishing boats to the small, white-walled living 
room in which we are sitting. I open my eyes, suddenly 
frightened by the intensity of the emotions that have 
surfaced. 

Where had they been hiding? Why had they bubbled 
up now? Why hadn't the story progressed far enough for 
Jesus to ask me to follow Him or for me to answer? 
Though I have said yes to His call on numerous previous 
occasions, why now can't I allow His call a personal 
hearing? 

I've never heard a sermon on Jesus saying, "Follow 
me," that was addressed to men only. Yet, my analysis of 
the meditation is that I've apparently heard a few too 
many messages in the Church that have, intentionally or 
not, excluded me. 

There is an assumption on the part of many church 
leaders, I've been told, that we women are capable of 
making the necessary distinctions. We should know 
when "brothers" is supposed to include sisters, when 
"son" is supposed to mean or daughter, when "he" is 
supposed to mean she. But because I'm sometimes in
cluded and sometimes not, I get confused, at least sub
consciously. 
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I'm more painfully aware of the problem than are 
some women, less aware than others. Some find it nearly 
impossible to make the mental transition, for example, 
from "brother" to sister. These women are so defined by 
their geI}der that they cannot think, "Yes, I know that the 
pastor just called us all brethren. But he really included 
me, even though he didn't actually say so." 

Other women, it seems, translate "he" into she with
out much thought or struggle. They are able to sing "Rise 
Up 0 Men of God" as if they, in their dresses, were setting 
out to battle. 

I, somewhere near the middle between these two 
extremes, can usually translate male nouns and pronouns 
into female equivalents. But not without conscious effort 
and often a twinge of pain, or maybe resentment that the 
task is required of me. But then again, I sometimes get 
into trouble because sometimes I'm not supposed to 
make the switch - the speaker really intends his "he" to 
be he. 

To me, a solution to the problem doesn't seem out
side the realm of possibility. For now, I would be content 
merely with some effort toward a solution. Replacing 
"he" with "he or she" or with"person," even occasion
ally, would be progress and a hopeful sign. 

Six years ago I sat near the back of the church I 
regularly attended, listening to the Sunday School super
intendent. He was giving a motivational challenge to the 
young students assembled for opening exercises. Pound
ing his right fist into his left palm, he exclaimed with great 
conviction, "You've got to grow up to be strong men of 
God!" 

Inwardly I flinched. I wasn't aware that I'd made my 
pain visible. Furthermore, I had not verbalized to anyone 
in the congregation my frustrations with the church's 
attitude toward women. But to me there was no mistak
ing what happened next. 

As soon as the words had left his mouth, the super
intendent looked straight at me. The expression on my 
face, I suppose, must have been similar to the look on 
Jesus' when he stared at me, the fish-catcher who insisted 
she was not really wanted as a disciple. For the superin
tendent paused, as if to listen to himself. Then with only 
slightly less conviction, he continued, "And you've got 
to grow up to be strong women of God." 

I smiled. If he'd corrected himself once, there was 
hope - he could learn to make such inclusiveness a 
habit. 

A MEDITATION 

David Robert Black 

As we begin each new day, not knowing what we'll 
experience, we trust in God's great love. Whether the day 
be good or ill, whether it be happy or heart-breaking, 
God's love will surround and sustain our lives. That's the 
promise in the new Brief Statement of Faith of the Pres
byterian Church (USA): 

"Uke a mother who will not forsake her nursing 
child, like a father who runs to welcome the 
prodigal home, God is faithful still" (lines 49-51). 

"For a long time," the Lord remarks, "I have kept 
silent, I have been quiet and held myself back. But now, 
like a woman in childbirth, I cry out, I gasp and pant." 
God is like a woman in travail, proclaims the prophet, 
painfully thrashing about and destroying all that impris
ons Israel and keeps her in exile, then wonderfully giving 
birth to a great miracle: the return home (Isaiah 42:14-17). 

All this time, though, Israel is lamenting, "The Lord 
has forsaken me, the Lord has forgotten me." Not so! 
"Can a mother forget the baby at her breast," God asks, 
"and have no compassion on the child she has borne?" 
It's most unlikely! Tragically, however, it does happen. 
Nevertheless, says the Lord, "though she may forget, I 
will not forget you" (Isaiah 49:14-15). 

In fact, not only is Israel not forgotten, but God is 
doing somethingwonderful and new! So many will come 
home that Israel will wonder, "Who bore me these? I was 
bereaved and barren; I was exiled and rejected. Who 
brought these up?" It seems to be implied that God gives 
birth to them, that God raises them. And so it is. These 
sons and daughters are brought by and include the Gen
tiles (Isaiah 49:19-23). 

It's from the prophet Isaiah, then, that we take the 
comparison: "Like a mother who will not forsake her 
nursing child, God is faithful still." The description is, 
therefore, fully biblical. It is a picture of powerful emo
tion and comfort. 

I grew up in the Christian & Missionary Alliance, a 
denomination established by Presbyterian pastor A.B. 
Simpson. He spoke of the Holy Spirit as the "One who 
meets all the heart's longing for motherhood." 

"As our heavenly Mother," Simpson preached, "the 
Comforter assumes our nurture, training, teaching, and 
the whole direction of our life." Working with "consid-
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erate gentleness and patience/' the Spirit raises us to 
maturity in Christ. 

Simpson may well have been influenced by Presby
terian patron saint John Calvin. Commenting on Isaiah's 
motherhood metaphor, he notes that God "expresses 
astonishing warmth of love and tenderness of affection" 
through this comparison "to a mother who singularly 
loves her child/' even though brought forth "with ex
treme pain." 

"It may be thought that these things are not applica
ble to God," Calvin admits; "but in no other way" than 
by using such metaphors can God's"ardent love towards 
us be expressed." So that you and I might be able to 
understand the "unknown" - God's full and perfect 
love - the Lord must "borrow comparisons from known 
objects." 

It's quite true "that God is everywhere called a 'Fa_ 
ther'" (which might be considered a more appropriate 
title), but God is not satisfied with that example. That 
God's "very strong affection" might be expressed, it is 
necessary for God to use another and stronger picture: to 
be compared "to a mother." 

Now Calvin becomes eloquent. "What amazing af
fection does a mother feel toward her offspring, which 
she cherishes in her bosom, suckles on her breast, and 
watches over with tender care, so that she passes sleep
less nights, wears herself out by continued anxiety, and 
forgets herself!" God loves us like that! 

That's why Moses is so sorrowful, even angry, when 
we abandon the God who created us and redeemed us. 
"You were unmindful of the Rock that bore you, and you 
forgot the God who gave you birth" (Deuteronomy 
32:18). The second verb refers to pain experienced in 
labor; it might be translated as "the God who delivered 
you in pain." Sin angers Moses: "That's no way to treat 
the God who loves you like a mother!" 

So instead of rebellious attitudes and actions, with 
hearts estranged from God and from one another, you 
and I need to put away pride and haughtiness and any
thing that alienates us from God and God's family. And 
we should center ourselves in the Lord: "I have calmed 
and quieted my soul, like a child quieted at its mother's 
breast; like a child that is quieted is my soul" (Psalm 131). 

Thus centered and calmed, we will hear God's prom
ise: "As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort 
you" (Isaiah 66:13). "You heart will rejoice," the Lord 
goes on to assure us, "and you will flourish like grass; the 
hand of the Lord will be made known" (v14). Isn't that 
exactly the message of hope, the comforting strengthen
ing good news, that you and I so desperately need? 

Yes, God is our Father. That's what Jesus called God: 
"Abba, Father." That is how Jesus taught us to pray: "Our 
Father." We rejoice that God is merciful and forgiving, 
"like a father who runs to welcome the prodigal home." 
But God's also "like a mother who will not forsake her 

nursing child:" Good News for whatever each new day 
brings! 

You, Lord, are never far away, but, through all grief distressing. 
an ever-present help and stay, our peace and joy and blessing; 
as with a mother's tender hand, you lead your own, your chosen band: 

to God all praise and glory! Amen. 
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Letter to the Editor 

In the editing process prior to printing my article, "Black 
Is Blessed," in the VVinter 1992 Priscilla Papers, Jethro's fine 
family of seven daughters somehow shrank to three. VVill you 
please restore these heroines of the faith? 

Also, the mosaic at Antioch of the so-called "Happy Fish
erman" gives no indication as to his religious preferences. His 
joyous and positive attitude, however, would render him an 
excellent candidate to become a "fisher ofmen." I do hope that 
he was included among the feroent and evangelistic strategists 
who engineered the world-changing program of missionary 
endeavor in the church at Antioch. 

Sincerely, 

Catherine Clark Kroeger 
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SUGGESTIONS FOR USING 
NON-DISCRIMINATORY 
LANGUAGE 

Fuller Theological Seminary 

Introduction 

This guide was developed by Fran Hiebert, Director for the Office 
ofWomen's Concerns, on behalfofthe Fuller Community in 1984. 
It is reprinted by permission. 

The Joint Faculty of Fuller Theological Seminary has 
adopted a statement recommending the use of non-discrimina
tory language by all members of the Seminary community. This 
is consistent with the clear commitment of the Seminary to the 
full equality of women and men and to the training of women 
as equal partners with men for all areas of Christian ministry. 

It is recognized by the faculty that the very structure of the 
English language causes problems to those who wish to be 
non-sexist in their communication. These problems are rather 
deeply rooted in the intricate interplay between language and 
culture. A5 culture changes, however, it is possible for language 
to change and to develop into a structure that is more consistent 
with new perceptions and paradigms. For example, because it 
is no longer assumed that the male alone is the true human 
ideal, it was deemed necessary by the faculty to drop the usage 
of "man" and "mankind" as generic terms and to use words 
like "human" and "humankind" in the Fuller Statement of 
Faith. 

Various members of the faculty and student body have 
made significant contributions to the understanding of the 
sexism inherent in the traditional use of the English language. 
In order to build on their efforts and in response to the request 
of the faculty, the Office for Women's Concerns has prepared 
this booklet as an aid to the use ofnon-discriminatory language. 
These suggestions have been taken in part from A Resource 
Guide for Women in Seminary, produced by the Task Force on 
Women in Theological Education of the National Council of 
Churches; from All May be One, prepared by the Task Force on 
Women, Presbytery of the Twin Cities Area; and from Guide
linesfor Equal Treatment ofthe Sexes in McGraw-Hill Book Company 
Publications. 

Generic Usage 
There are many substitutes which may be used in the 

generic sense for the words "man," "mankind," and other 
words that now have an exclUSively male connotation. Among 
these are: humanity, humankind, human beings, humans, per
sons, people, all, and everyone. 

THE TROUBLESOME PRONOUNS 

The English language lacks an inclusive third-person sin
gular pronoun that signifies either male or female except for the 
more formal "one." The following are suggestions about solv
ing pronoun problems using as an example the phrase, "A man 
shows his faith in God by..." 

1.	 Replace the masculine pronoun with "one/one's" (fannal), 
"you/yours" (informal), "he or she/her's or his," "l/my." 

One show's ones faith... 
You show your faith...
 
A person shows his or her faith...
 

A person shows their faith... (this is for the "bolder" 
ones as it is as yet grammatically incorrect to combine 
third-person singular and plural. General usage of 
this, however, is increasing.) 
I show my faith... 

2. Recast into the plural. 

People show their faith...
 
We show our faith...
 

3. Recast inta the passive voice. 

Faith in God is shown by... 

4. Rewrite the sentence to eliminate an unnecessary pronoun. 

Change: A person shows his faith in God by... 
to: How do people demonstrate their 

faith...? 
Change: The average minister reads 

his Bible daily. 
to: The average minister reads the 

Bible daily. 
Change: The average American drinks 

his coffee black. 
to: The average American drinks 

black coffee. 

Other possibilities for solving the pronoun problem are: 

Alternating male and female expressions and examples. 

Change: We criticize people saying, "he's too 
forceful," or "he's too timid." 

to: We criticize people saying, "he's too 
forceful," or "she's too timid." 

Choosing actual or hypothetical people in order to illus
trate a point. 

Change:	 An effective minister will use dramatic 
technique to communicate his message. 

to:	 Mary Smith uses dramatic technique 
to communicate her message which 
makes her a more effective minister 
than Jane Jones. 

NOUNS W1TI:l NUANCES 

Nouns thatrefer towomenormenbut include the word "man" 
or "men" may be replaced with neutral terms. It should never be 
assumed, ofcourse, that any occupation or group is composed only 
of men. The following list includes some nouns with male gender 
connotation and suggests how they may be replaced. 

instead of chairman: 
the chair, head, presiding officer, leader, coordinator, 
moderator, chairperson, or the committee chair by... 
(do not use chairperson in combination with a 
proper name; it is correct to say chairman Jim Jones 
or chairwoman Sue Smith) 

Instead of clergyman/men: 
Oergy, minister, elder, pastor, clergywomen and men 

instead of layman/men: 
laity, layperson, laypeople, member of the congrega
tion, lay Christian 

instead of congressman: 
member of congress, senator, representative, delegate 

instead of salesman: 
salesperson, clerk, sales representative 

instead of mailman: 
mail carrier 
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instead of brothers in Christ:
 
brothers and sisters, Christians, friends
 

instead of brotherhood, fraternity: 
union. unity, community, company, family, (fellow
ship is acceptable to most people because it no longer 
strictly connotes male gender) 

instead of airline hostess:
 
flight attendant
 

instead of waitress/actress:
 
waiter/actor
 

instead of repairman: 
someone to repair the... or, specifically, plumber, 
electrician, etc. 

Forms of Identification and Address 
1.	 Avoid using "woman" as an adjective before a title, as in 

"woman minister" or "woman teacher" unless there is specific 
intention to point to sex rather than to role. For instance, it is 
not necessary to say"A woman board member raised the issue 
of inadequate student financial aid." The issue raised has 
nothing to do with the fact that a woman raised it. On the other 
hand, however, there are times when it is perfectly legitimate 
to use "woman" as an adjective if the intention is to designate 
gender. For example, a questionnaire meant only for students 
who are women may be titled, "Questionnaire of Women 
Seminarians." 

2.	 When designating men and women in the same sentence, 
parallel tenns should be used so that women are not put into 
an inferior or dependent position. For instance, a man should 
not be identified by sex and the woman by role. The following 
are examples of the proper balancing of certain designations 
for women and men: 

"the men and women" or "the ladies and the gentle
men" (not "the men and the ladies') 

husband and wife (not man and wife) 

3. Many	 women find the term "lady" or "girl" condescending 
when used as a substitute for "woman." 

4. Women want to be identified by their own names, not by their 
roles unless there is a specific reason for it. This is important 
in all kinds of lists, registries, and directories. A woman's first 
name should be as immediately available as her husband's. 
"Charles and Isabel Trevor" is preferable to "Mr. and Mrs. 
Charles Trevor." Reference to a woman's marital status should 
be avoided except when it is specifically in question. When 
using the terms "Ms.", "Mrs.", or "Miss", the fonn that the 
particular woman in question prefers should be used. 

Imagery and Illustrations 
Anecdotes, illustrations, and hwnor greatly help to make 

lectures, addresses and writing impressive and memorable. It is 
very important, however, that these reinforcements of the message 
encourage readers and listeners to see themselves and others as 
full human beings. The negative impact of stereotypic prejudices 
needs to be recognized and avoided. The following are suggestions 
about using these linguistic devices in ways that are helpful in 
affuming the full equality of women and men. 

1.	 When speaking or writing, alternate stories about men with 
stories about women. 

2.	 In hypothetical situations, use a female example alternately 
with a male example. 

3.	 Women are particularly sensitive to humor that, in the end, 
demeans them as persons. Some examples of this are jokes that 
question a person's intellectual ability (dumb blonde), emo
tional stability (hysterical female), or dignity (motor-mouth). 

4.	 It is stereotypical always to portray men as powerful and 
successful and women as dependent and supportive. The 
same stereotype leads to the description of a man as being 
"forthright" and "decisive," when a woman with the same 
qualities might be described as being "pushy," "bossy," or 
"domineering." To deprecate a person by describing him or 
her in tenns of the opposite sex is totally unacceptable as it 
infers a loss of the "proper" masculinity or femininity. "Sissy" 
and "tomboy" are typical examples of this. 

5. Illustrations should not always picture girls as playing with 
dolls or boys as hating English and excelling in math. Men 
should not always be the breadwinners, scientists, ministers, 
or executives. Women should not always be secretaries, moth
ers, nurses, or "good Samaritans." This is not to say that 
stereotypes should be reversed since they do have some basis 
in fact. The goal is to provide a wide variety of options and 
role models to encourage wide participation in all activities 
rather than to have choices limited by sex-linked stereotypes. 

6.	 It is unfortunate that women are often characterized only 
according to two assets: their appearance and their success as 
wives/mothers. References to a woman's appearance, charm, 
or intuition should be avoided if they are not relevant to the 
discussion. In illustrations, care should be taken that not only 
men are portrayed as active and women described only by 
their personal assets. For example: 

Change: Our minister, Ann Larsen, is a beauti 
ful blonde, and her husband is a 
brilliant~entistatJPL. 

to: The Larsens are an attractive couple; 
or, Ann Larsen is the pastor of our 
church and Bill is a ~entist at JPL. 

7.	 Women feel demeaned by the use of feminine pronouns to refer 
to neuter nouns. For instance, the word church is a neuter, 
collective tenn. As an institution and community of Chris
tians, it has no gender. Therefore, it is only appropriate to refer 
to the church as "she" or "her" in the very specific metaphor 
of the church as the bride of Christ. Another example would 
be that the proper pronoun for a ship is "it" rather than"she." 

In Conclusion 
For most Christians, differentiation between the sexes is un

derstood as being rooted in God's creative act. Human traits, 
however, are shared by both sexes and what is praised in one 
should be praised in the other. These shared traits are present to 
varying degrees and at various times in both women and men. 

The suggestions in this booklet are only a beginning to 
what needs to be accomplished to make the use of language 
reflect a commibnent to the full equality of women and men. 

Joint Faculty Statement 
As members of the Joint Faculty of Fuller Theological 

Seminary, we are committed to the use of non-discriminatory 
language in all areas of the community's life. We recognize that 
many women and men no longer find "man," "men," and 
"mankind" acceptable as generic terms. We understand that 
such exclusive language, though once normative in our speak
ing and writing, now tends increasingly to alienate a substantial 
group of people. We wish to challenge patterns oflanguage that 
may be doing harm even when harm is inflicted unconsciously 
and without intention. As Christians desiring to supporthuman 
equality, we intend to avoid exclusive language which might 
express or encourage discrimination within the church or soci
ety. We pledge ourselves as faculty and encourage students, 
staff members, and administrators to use language which in
cludes women and men in all our teaching, writing, witness, 
and worship. 
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THE CHURCH'S LANGUAGE ABOUT GOD 

Elouise Rennich Fraser 

For some years now, Christians have struggled with 
the nature of our language about humanity. Are the 
nouns man and mankind or the pronouns he and him 
inclusive of women or not? Acknowledgement that they 
are not inclusive has often been difficult, and the actual 
switch to gender-inclusive terms has always been awk
ward, particularly in the beginning. Nonetheless, more 
and more Christians are finding inclusive language an 
almost automatic part of their vocabularies when speak
ing of human beings. 

But what about God? Ifemotions have run high over 
language about human begins, they have virtually ex
ploded in the debate over language about God. Those 
who argue that the church must retain its predominantly 
masculine imagery for God and those who want to intro
duce into the church's vocabulary female imagery for 
God are in agreement at only one point: both are con
vinced that the integrity of Christian faith is at stake. In 
many circles, liberal as well as conservative, the test of 
orthodoxy has become the nouns and pronouns one uses 
in speaking of God. 

For several years, I have resisted invitations to enter 
the discussion. In part, I have feared being branded a 
one-issue theologian. I have also resisted being identified 
as an expert on this issue, someone who can clarify all the 
issues, or worse, give out all the right answers. This is not 
my debate. It is the church's debate. This is not a technical 
problem to be handed over to the church's theologians. 
The problem belongs to all of us. And though it may seem 
at first glance to be a narrowly focused and even trivial 
debate, it is not. The way we reflect on this issue has 
implications for everything we believe about God and 
about ourselves. 

The Need for a Nondefensive Approach 

All appearances to the contrary, this is hardly a new 
problem. The sense of panic I hear from some quarters 
cannot be justified on either historical or theological 
grounds. Questions regarding the church's language 
about God have been with us for centuries. They are 
central to theological reflection, not in spite afGod's self
revelation to us but precisely because of the nature of that 
revelation. To think that we must, in our generation, 
resolve this issue is to deny our own humanity and the 

Elouise Rennich Fraser has a B.A. in Bible from Columbia Bible Col
lege (South Carolina), an M.A. in Biblical and Theological Studies 
from Fuller Theological Seminary, and a PhD. in Religion from 
Vanderbilt University. She is Assodate Professor ofSystematic The
ology at Eastern Baptist Theological Seminary. Her article was first 
printed in "The Other Side," December 1987, and is reprinted by 
permission. 
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humanity of our words about God. A sense of panic is 
inappropriate. 

However, a sense of urgency is not just appropriate 
but is demanded by the circumstances. It is a sense of 
urgency that motivates me to write this article. If we 
cannot pause for a moment to listen carefully to each 
other, we risk destroying one another with our words. 
We cannot afford to lose sight of our solidarity under 
God and with each other. Nor can we possibly succeed 
in our escalating attempts to mold everyone else into our 
particular theological images. 

Yes, the question regarding the church's language 
about God is crucial. But even more urgent is whether we 
are willing to risk change - the change that is inevitable 
when two people expose and share together their strug
gles with God and with each other. This article is my 
attempt to expose my own struggles as I listen to the 
debate and reflect on our language about God. 

As I listen to others, the urge to defend myself as a 
Christian feminist theologian is great. It is painful and 
frustrating to find myself lumped together with all other 
feminist theologians as an evil, menacing threat to the 
church. While I will not deny my solidarity with all 
feminist theologians regarding the need for inclusiveness 
in theological reflection, there are clearly points at which 
my theological identity will never sit well with my sis
ters. Arguments which fail to take into full and consistent 
account the various theological options within feminist 
theology have already abandoned one of the basic re
quirements of all theological reflection: the requirement 
to make careful, significant distinctions. It is not enough 
simply to acknowledge in a preliminary way the range 
of options, and then go on to treat all feminist theologians 
as though they spoke with one voice on this issue. 

The urge to defend myself from the suggestion of 
guilt by association is also great. I am both fascinated and 
appalled by attempts to link female imagery for God with 
Gnosticism, Baalism, or even Nazism. I am fascinated 
because the same kinds of associations can be made with 
male imagery for God! I am appalled because these pseu
doconnections quickly lead people to substitute the 
power of suggestion for the discipline of theological 
reflection. 

Finally, there is the urge to catalog and expose as 
false all those choices I am supposedly up against or have 
already made if I choose to adopt female imagery for 
God. Once again, rhetoric that links biblical faith with 
male imagery, and pantheism (or other nonbiblical forms 
of religion) with female imagery, has already abdicated 
the demanding task of theological reflection. While it is 
true that the implications of using female imagery for 
God are profound, these implications do not necessarily 
include rejection of biblical faith. 



The urge to go on the defensive, to launch an apolo
getic counterattack, is great. However, I am not con
vinced that my agenda should be determined by the urge 
to defend myself or my theological position. Rather, 
given the continuing need of the church for positive, 
constructive reflection, especially from Christian femi
nist theologians, I have chosen another approach. 

Three Theological Presuppositions 

I bring several presuppositions to my reflection on 
the church's language about God. 

First, my approach to this theological issue should be 
coherent with my approach to any other theological is
sue. What is called for is not special pleading orsome new 
method but rather a careful exploration of the problem 
- from the same standpoint I would take with any other 
theological question. This means that the way I reflect on 
language about God must be coherent with, for example, 
the way I reflect on God, or sin, or the church. 

The second presupposition is that theological reflec
tion necessarily joins attention to Scripture with attention 
to human experience. Whatever conclusions I form re
garding language about God must be consistent with the 
witness of Scripture. Reflection on language about God 
must continually drive me back to the text. Have I lis
tened to it with at least as much care as I would want to 
be listened to myself? 

On the other hand, my conclusions regarding lan
guage about God will also be informed by my human 
experience. Listening to Scripture (or to any other text) 
involves making connections between our lives and the 
words we are hearing. These connections are both a 
blessing and a curse. Without them we would be incapa
ble of understanding anything at all; yet because of them 
we risk total misunderstanding and distortion of the text. 

The attempt to set aside human experience as we 
listen to Scripture is as problematic as the attempt to place 
all the emphasis on human experience. In both cases, the 
intention is to keep theological reflection from becoming 
captive to particular human agendas. However, the irony 
is that while each side claims by opposite approaches to 
have overcome or greatly reduced the danger of serving 
special interests, neither is free of the self-deception that 
accompanies all human reflection, including reflection 
on God's self-revelation. 

This brings me to a third presupposition. It has to do 
first with how I listen to Scripture but also with how I 
listen to my 9wn experience. As a member of the Chris
tian church, I confess that Jesus Christ is the one true 
revelation ofGod and of humanity. InJesus Christ we see 
displayed the character ofGod and the character ofGod's 
creatures. Hence, if we are to talk about God or about 
ourselves from a theological point of view, we must first 
learn to talk about Jesus Christ. 

This doesn't mean studying the ideas and concepts 
of theological discourse, as though these technical terms 
had in themselves some special sacred or even revealed 

status. Rather, it means attending carefully to the biblical 
witness to Jesus' life, death, and resurrection. It means 
discovering patterns of speech and behavior that reveal 
how Jesus Christ is both like and unlike us. It means 
listening for patterns within the Gospel witness to Jesus 
that convey both who God is and what it means to "be 
one" of God's human creatures. It means rediscovering 
the complex, dynamic life to which all those theological 
terms bear their own often strange-sounding witness. 
And it means discovering that these terms, especially 
those we think we understand best, cannot possibly be
gin to capture or convey the significance of Jesus Christ 
as true God or as true humanity. 

The Primary Theological Issue 

At this point the theological problem of language 
about God comes into full view. It is crucial to identify 
the problem accurately. The primary issue isn't which 
images or words we should use of God. Rather, the 
primary issue is whether we know where to turn our 
attention in order to hear in one word what God is like. 

In other words, the problem isn't that we are sur
rounded and besieged by competing images and words. 
Rather, the problem is that we have yet to hear the one 
word from and around which all of our human words 
take their unity. Theologically speaking, there is only one 
word which is indispensable if we are to speak of God. 
That word is not the English noun father or the English 
noun mother. Nor is it the English pronoun he or the 
English pronoun she. Rather, the one word which is 
utterly essential is the Word of God. Jesus Christ is the 
Alpha and Omega not simply of faith but of language 
about God. 

I am not suggesting that our words are dispensable. 
Instead, I am suggesting that our words, like our lives, 
can do no better than stand ready to return gratitude to 
God, who has already spoken the one Word that is need
ful. Just as we human beings stand in solidarity with each 
other before God, so our human words stand ready to 
join together in witness to the one Word of God. The one 
Word of God has spoken into being a new creation in 
which human distinctions no longer determine how 
closely we can approach God. In the same way, the one 
Word of God has broken down distinctions that made 
some words supposedly more capable than others of 
witnessing to God with us. 

No-5acred Words 

If Jesus Christ as the living Word of God is the only 
indispensable norm for our words about God, then cer
tain implications follow. First, there are no sacred words 
in the English language or in any other language. We are 
not called upon either to create or even to repeat a set of 
holy words which somehow carry in themselves a special 
capacity for speaking of God. The miracle of language 
about God is already contained within the miracle ofGod 
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with us. Just as God chose to take up residence with us 
in a fully human being to whom human words gave 
witness, so God still chooses to be seen, heard, and 
known through our human lives and our human words. 
God's affinnation of humanity in Jesus Christ carries 
with it the affinnation of our humanity as capable of 
bearing witness to God with us. 

If there are no words in any language with special 
sacred status, then there can be no hierarchy of words 
when speaking of God, as though some words were in 
themselves more appropriate than others. While the 
words ofScripture and even the words attributed to Jesus 
Christ have a special status in our worship and reflection 
together, this does not make them in themselves more 
than human words. In fact, we must struggle against the 
constant temptation to deny their humanity and to ele
vate them to the same status as the one Word ofGod. The 
temptation is to forget what makes them special yet no 
different than any other words: their readiness to witness 
to the one Word of God, spoken in Jesus Christ. The 
temptation is to believe that th~ evoke the presence of 
the Word of God, instead of acknowledging that the 
presence of the Word of God evokes them, along with all 
other human words of witness. 

This is not to suggest that the church can dispense 
with the words of Scripture. We cannot, since these hu
man words, in spite of their limitations, give access to the 
one Word of God spoken in Jesus Christ. However, we 
are not to worship these words. We are to worship the 
one Word to which they point with their complex and 
even puzzling humanity. 

The words of Scripture are not the only language the 
church speaks, but they are a necessary means to an end. 
That end is that the church proclaim in the human lan
guage of its day what it hears as it attends to the one 
Word of God. Indeed, to begin to hear the one Word of 
God is to become acutely aware of the humanity of the 
many words which bear witness to it. 

The Goodness ofHuman Language 

This brings me to a second implication. The other 
side of acknowledging that we are not to make idols of 
particular human words, especially those of Scripture, is 
to acknowledge as good the complexity of human lan
guage, especially our language about God. Again, this is 
not a goodness that resides in human words themselves. 
Rather, it is a reflection of the dynamic complexity of the 
one Word of God, Jesus Christ. While the Word of God 
is one, and profoundly simple, it is also a Word capable 
of being heard by every human being, in every human 
language, and in every human time and place. The ca
pacity of human language to resonate at many levels both 
reflects and witnesses to this unique capacity of the one 
Word of God. 

Hence, there should be in our speaking and hearing 
of words about God an openness bounded only by the 
resolution to keep our imaginations fixed on Jesus Christ. 

To have the meaning of this Word unlocked is to have the 
meanings of all our human words unlocked, including all 
the words ofScripture. It is to have this one Word suggest 
fresh and persuasive ways of talking about God and 
about each other. It is to rediscover in the complexity of 
this one living Word the significance of the complexity 
of our human languages. This complexity is neither our 
own awesome creation nor an embarrassing speech im
pediment. Rather, it is a fitting witness to the boundlessly 
creative Word of God. The attempt to standardize and 
nonnalize language about God produces lifeless uni
formity - not a dynamic witness to the living Word of 
God. 

No Need to Protect God's Image 

This leads me to a third implication. It has never been 
nor is it now our task to protect God from misunder
standing. Both God's otherness and God's relatedness 
have been conveyed in Jesus Christ. The Word of God 
remains free. Our task is simply to bear witness with our 
human words to what we have seen and heard in Jesus 
Christ. We are not asked to defend God by controlling or 
prepackaging images of God. It may well be that the 
greatest protection of God's otherness and of God's re
latedness lies in the seemingly unorchestrated diversity 
of human witness to Jesus Christ. In any case, the attempt 
by some to name definitively and thus to protect God 
runs the risk of doing the exact opposite. By overestimat
ing the power of human words, we underestimate the 
power of the one Word to evoke its own surprising 
witness. 

Attempts to preserve or create"safe" images of God 
abound on both sides of the debate. Some try to protect 
God by giving priority to the predominantly male im
agery of Scripture. On the other side are those who want 
to undo or compensate for false perceptions of God 
which have been thoughtlessly associated with t' :! r ,de 
imagery of Scripture. 

We cannot deny the power of human language to 
shape the way we perceive reality. 

The language the church uses in speaking of God is 
a critical part of the proclamation of the living Word of 
God. However, in our proper attention to the power of 
human language to convey life or death, we dare not 
mistake the extent of our power. We cannot create or 
control by our human words the reality that is God. Nor 
can we, by means of our language about God, presume 
to undertake the task of protecting God's otherness or of 
making real God's relatedness. 

The living Word of God is its own best defender. To 
hear Jesus Christ aright is to hear not simply the transcen
dence and immanence of God. Rather, it is to hear them 
as God spoke them - eternally united in the same wit
ness. To think we need to name and try to balance two 
sets of characteristics or two kinds of imagery for God is 
to miss the point altogether. Equally misguided is the 
attempt to reduce language about God to one or the other 
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set of characteristics or images. Our task as humans is 
~imple: we are called to bear witness to the one perfect 
unage of God, not as we think God needs to be witnessed 
to but as the Word itself comes to us in all its freedom. 

The One Word Needed 

A final implication has to do with the kinds of words 
we use in speaking of God. Most of the debate over 
language about God has revolved around titles or noW1S 
we use of God. This is consistent with Western theology's 
preoccupation with concepts and ideas. However if the 
indispensable norm for language about God is a life the 
living Word ofGod, then we cannot rely on noW1S or titles 
alone to convey the character of God. 

The biblical witness to Jesus Christ is not a list of 
correct titles but a collection of carefully chosen Gospel 
narratives surrounded on each side by related narrative 
and non-narrative writings. The ambiguity of titles and 
noW1S used ofGod is resolved only when they are related 
to their appropriate story contexts. It is one thing to name 
God as father or mother. It is quite another to describe 
God's character by retelling what we hear in the story of 
Jesus speaking publicly with the Samaritan woman, or of 
Jesu~ feeding the five thousand, or touching the leper. In 
the frrst case, we are left wondering what it means that 
God is father or mother; or worse, we assume we already 
know what it means. In the second case, by fixing our 
attention on the activity of Jesus, we can see the character 
of God revealed, along with our own character as human 
beings created in the image of God. 

Our language about God will be only as persuasive 
and ~lluminatinga~ our language about Jesus Christ. By 
turrung our attention away from the ultimately false 
choice between father and mother, we may be able once 
again to focus on the one Word of God that empowers all 
our words about God and about each other. By returning 
our concepts about God to their proper narrative context 
t~e biblical wi~~ss to the living Word of God, we ma~ 
discover surpnsmg ways of describing how God relates 
to us - ways that both affirm and challenge the way we 
relate to each other. 

CQ:J)<
 

KEEPING THE RIGHT PERSPECfIVE 

Kathleen Hayes 

"Rise up, 0 men of God!" The singing begins at 
Sunday morning service. I want to go home. I needed 
some encouragement this morning, and we begin 
without apology - with a song that leaves me out. 

I know I am not alone, but as a woman I often feel alone. 
It seems that so few Christians understand the importance 
of including women in worship and the language of wor
ship and of not speaking of God. in solely masculine terms. 
I am convinced that when we limit our language, we limit 
God, ourselves, and others. However, in addition to being 
biblically faithful, making my language inclusive has 
opened up new ways of experiencing God and the world. 
But the world doesn't always seem to want new ways of 
thinking. What is a feminist Christian to do? 

We can begin by realizing that we are really not all 
alone. Others in the universal church, both men and 
women, share our concerns and our pain. They may not 
be in our congregation, but they are there. And - who 
kn~ws? - there may be some folks in our own congre
gations who are open to inclusive language but haven't 
yet made all the connections or dared to step forward. 

But the bottom line is to remember to "make every 
effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of 
peace" (Eph 4:3). Because language always falls short of 
expressing who God is, what we must seek is to know 
Jesus Christ and what he tells us of the nature of God. 

. Pray for. God's guidance on your own journey of 
!alth. You will ~eed to decide what's best for you to do 
m a church setting that does not nurture inclusive views. 
If it is staying at your particular church, don't use unity 
as a smoke-screen for not speaking up; but don't deliber
ately make language a divisive issue, either - unless 
God clearly leads in that direction. 

For me, a proper perspective means that sometimes 
it may be loving to point out someone's use of male 
language that excludes women; other times, it may be 
most loving to ignore it and keep focused on the task at 
hand - be it feeding the hungry, sharing in someone's 
strugg~e.and pain no matter how it is being expressed, or 
w~rs~pmg the ~d I love with those I love. My conso
lation IS that while our language is deeply ingrained and 
does not usually change overnight, it does change as our 
a"7'areness changes. In the meantime, I must be patient 
With my brothers and sisters, remembering that our first 
and foremost task is to make the kingdom and love of 
Christ known in our suffering world. 

Currer:t1y an edi~or with Judson Press, Kathy Hayes received her 
M.A. .m Theologzcal Studies from Eastern Baptist Theological Semi
nary In May 1992, where she concentrated on women's issues in El 
Salvador. Her important message to us was adapted from an article 
first printed in "The Other Side," December 1987. 
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RISING ABOVE OUR LANGUAGE 

REFLECTIONS ON OUR METAPHORS FOR GOD 

Michael Spooner 

We seem to be created with the instinct for metaphor. 
We give no training in it, yet we know it is a signal of 
growth in language when children begin to produce their 
own odd figures of speech. "This floor is a tar bucket," I 
remember my daughter saying one muddy afternoon 
when she was three or four. In adult discourse, we use 
metaphors to cover every purpose from making difficult 
concepts clear, to making difficult what is already clear. 

If we used language only literally, we would have to 
spend tedious effort building dry, literal connections 
between concepts; communicating would be not only 
tiresome but colorless. But metaphor (or other figures of 
speech), applying the language of one concept directly to 
another, gives us an immediate -often intuitive -entry 
into the second concept. When it works well, we find we 
have fitted two words together in such a way that one 
reveals new dimensions in the other, illuminating our 
understanding; it might also be amusing, moving, or 
poetic. 

Like all other areas of the human conversation, our 
language about religion uses metaphors and other fig
ures of speech widely. "The Lord is my shepherd" is a 
good example. The Lord, of course, is not a shepherd, has 
no sheep, no rod, no staff, no green pastures - at least 
not in the sense that a human shepherd has these things. 
But by creating the metaphor of a shepherd, the psalmist 
draws us without ado into an appreciation of the protec
tion and guidance of God. He uses a familiar image to 
give us this direct entry, making the abstract nature and 
behavior of God more comprehensible. And he does so 
quite poetically. 

We find other metaphors throughout the Bible, in 
places of great and small importance. "Upon this rock I 
will build my church," "the body of Christ," "sharper 
than any two-edged sword,"" this is my body," "the Lord 
is my light," "my Rock," "the Bridegroom," and so on. In 
some cases, we are so accustomed to hearing the meta
phor that we forget it is one. The problem with this is that 
when we forget we're using a figure of speech, we also 
forget that the figure gives us only a partial picture, and 
a highly selective one at that. 

This is especially true when it comes to the nature of 
God, which is so vast, abstract, and multidimensional 
that no single expression could hope to capture it. For 

Michael Spooner is a writer and editor in Urbana, Illinois, 
publishing primarily in journals related to English/language arts 
education. This article appeared originally in "The Covenant Compan
ion," May 1992, and is reprinted by permission. 

example, when we focus on "the Lord is my shepherd" 
in David's psalm, we forget all about "the Lord is a 
man-of-war" in Miriam's song. These two images ofGod 
are hard to reconcile, except when we remember that 
each gives only a partial picture of an infinite being. God 
can be both shepherd and warrior, but only metaphori
cally speaking. And it's our job to remember that both 
are only figures of speech. 

Maybe this is involved in God's injunction against 
making idols. Any single image, whether graven or lin
guistic, that we use to describe God will fall far short of 
the fullness of his nature. When, by constant use, we 
become dominated by a particular image, unaware, we 
begin to honor the image in place of the being it repre
sents. That's idolatry. 

A few lines above, I used the pronoun "his" to refer 
to God. I did that to raise the issue of a metaphor we treat 
quite literally: we speak of God almost exclusively as 
"he." If we were polytheists, probably some of our gods 
would be male, while others would be female -just like 
we are - and so the gendered words we use would be 
clearly appropriate. But when we think about it, we 
would agree that our Bible teaches that God is not a 
gendered being. "He" cannot be literally an accurate 
picture of God. 

Gender has to do with the physical world; its func
tions relates to the reproduction of species. Yet the con
cept is so deeply embedded in human experience that it 
becomes almost a category of perception. In many lan
guages, for example, not only animate beings, but inani
mate objects, even concepts, ideas, and abstractions are 
"masculine" or "feminine." "Wealth" in some languages 
is a masculine noun, whereas "wisdom" is feminine; 
"day" is masculine, but "night" is feminine. In other 
languages, these might be reversed. We don't really think 
these concepts have gender as such; it's just that gender 
is such a fundamental category to life in the physical 
world that our languages apply it to the mental world as 
well. Gender, one might say, becomes a metaphor we use 
to make the nonmaterial world more accessible. 

We find it especially difficult to refer to beings with 
personality, from animals to angels, without assigning 
them to one gender class or another. A devil is usually 
"he," it seems, while house cats, to some people, are 
always "she." Gender is even an issue in the naming of 
storms (which are not persons, but to which we apply the 
metaphor of personality as a way to deny their awful 
disregard for life); it has been only a decade or two since 
the National Weather Service admitted that maybe all 
hurricanes aren't feminine. 
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God has personality too, and so we gravitate toward 
gender words in religious disc~urse. "God" and "Lord" 
in many languages are masculine nouns. We call God 
"our Father," we say "he." We are speaking metaphori
cally, but the masculine language for God is so pervasive 
in our discourse that we use it largely without noticing. 
We forget that we believe God is a Spirit, not a physical, 
material being like us at all. We forget that gender is 
something God invented for the benefit of the physical 
world. Since we do not have God's creative power, if it 
were not for the gift of gender, plant and animal species 
would have survived only one "generation" after crea
tion. Because of gender, it becomes possible for the crea
ture bound in the material world to "be fruitful and 
multiply." And because it's so fundamental to our psy
che, we tend to reflect the concept of gender in our talk 
about the Creator. 

However, few of us would seriously defend the idea 
that God is a male of the"god species." That would imply 
that there is a female of the species, too, and then we'd be 
back to polytheism. 

One of the many useful points that feminist scholars 
have brought to our attention is that the Bible also uses 
feminine metaphors to describe God. We can see this 
clearly in the teachings of Christ. For example, as a par
allel to the story of the man who follows one lost sheep 
to the wilderness, Christ offers the story of the woman 
who pursues a lost coin (Luke 15). Ifa woman loses a coin, 
he says, won't she light a lamp, move the furniture, 
sweep the comers until she finds it? And when she does 
find it, won't she call her neighbors to share in her joy at 
the recovered treasure? Then Christ clearly explains that 
the woman represents God in this allegory. We could 
fairly paraphrase the story like this: God is a woman who 
turns the house inside out to recover a lost treasure; the 
treasure is you. 

Interestingly, Christ uses a feminine metaphor when 
he describes himself as a mother hen gathering her chicks 
(Matthew 23). And Christ puts the Holy Spirit in a female 
role - the role of giving birth - in his famous dialogue 
with Nicodemus. "You must be born again" is possibly 
the most widely known Christian metaphor, yet how 
often have you heard it noted that this figure of speech 
applies an inescapably feminine function to the activity 
of God? Not often. 

Because our culture and our languages are tradition
ally committed to relating to God as a "man" and as 
"Father," it is extremely difficult for us to appreciate 
or even to notice - the scriptural allusions to God as a 
"woman" or "Mother." Worse than that, since our cul
ture tends to trivialize women, we might even feel it's 
disrespectful to refer to God with the metaphors of the 
feminine. This might all be quite natural, but it's some
thing we need to rise above. 

On the one hand, we need to rise above it for the sake 
of our theology. We need to acknowledge that the Bible 
uses metaphors of both genders to illuminate God's na
ture, and we need to remember that both are metaphori

cal - they are aids to our earth-bound understanding. 
As long as we allow our discourse to assume that God is 
male, our understanding will be dominated by an error. 
God created gender along with the world, and made it 
for our benefit as long as we live in the world. But gender 
is not a category that applies to God, even as it does not 
apply to believers in their spiritual nature, or in the 
hereafter (Matthew 22). 

On the other hand, we need to rise above this lan
guage because it tends to disenfranchise and alienate half 
the human race. Scholars in language theory demon
strate that written discourse generally urges the reader to 
identify with it. Thus, when we use a generic "he," as in 
"the believer ... he," a woman reader is forced to identify 
with "believer" against her own self-concept as a "she." 
Or when our discourse insists on "God ... he," a man 
hears "God is like me," but a woman hears "God is D.Q.I; 

like me."How we relate to God is fundamental to the way 
we relate to ourselves. Try reading the Twenty-third 
Psalm, substituting "she" in place of "he," and you'll see 
what a difference it can make. 

We need to take this one step further. One of the 
earliest teachings in the Bible is that the human race was 
created in the image of God. If we don't understand that 
we speak of God as "he" only for the sake of language 
conventions - more clearly, if we believe that God is 
truly male - then we are teaching that a man reflects 
God's image more fully than a woman does. We're teach
ing that the divine order of creation puts women at a 
more distant relation to God than men have, in fact that 
women are irreconcilably different from God. We imply 
that God's interest in women is originally and irrevoca
bly of a lesser quality than God's interest in men. Histori
cally, given the male domination of culture, this has not 
been an uncommon teaching. But it has always been 
heresy. 

The Bible uses many diverse metaphors for God, 
including rock, light, mountain, shepherd, vine, woman, 
landowner, dove, warrior, lamb, father, mother, and 
countless others. We need to be aware of the diversity of 
these images as we build our concept of the person God 
is. If we let ourselves become fixated on one particular 
image of God, even a frequent one, we box in our minds. 
Not only do we miss the inspiring vastness of God's 
personality and activity, but we also lose a proper sense 
of the infinitely limited nature of our understanding of 
God. Occasionally we need to open ourselves to the other 
images - including God as a woman - in order to allow 
the fresh air of new understanding to enliven us. 
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