


Inclusive God-Language

Over the course of the past few decades, it has
become common among many English-speaking
Christians and in many churches (such as my own,
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America) to
maintain that, when possible, we should avoid
using masculine pronouns (0he,6 ohis,6 ohim,6
ohimselfd) to refer to God. It is argued that to
speak of God as if God were male perpetuates
patriarchy, androcentrism, and hierarchical
thought, and thus promotes gender inequity. In
the famous words of Mar y
t hen mal e! Thus in &ang cirgles it has
become standard practice to use gender-neutral or
gender-free language when alluding to God. The
thinking is that this is the best way to address the
problem of conveying and perpetrating concepts
of God that are non-egalitarian or 0sex
therefore oppressive, not only to women but also
to other persons who do not identify themselves as
male in gender. Of course, as liberation
theologians often have stressed, it is not only the
oppressed but the oppressors who suffer where
there is oppression, and therefore an egalitarian
society in which people do not face discrimination
on account of their gender is actually in the best
interest of males as well as non-males

I concur wholeheartedly with such an
objective and support any and every effort to
promote equity of all sorts, including gender
equity. At the same time, however, | would argue

! Mary Daly, BeyondGod the FathefBoston: Beacon
Press, 1985), 19. | feel that it is important for me to
add that, while | certainly understand the assertion:
oi f God i s mal e t hen

nevertheless disagree with it strongly. According to
the Christian God in whom | believe, no human
being ever has the right to equate himself or herself
with God. Thus if any man would say to a woman,

0OBecause I am mal e and
submit t o me as God, 6 t
blasphemy.

Dal y s malé f

h{“h

that to refuse to use gendered personal pronouns
to refer to God ends up doing more harm than
good. The reason for this is that, once we begin

using a term such as 0God s
Ohi msel fetnployw h & e designati on
repeatedly in a phrase suchas:0 For God so | o

theworld t hat God g abveeg o0Gotdedns Soonnl
(John 3:16),2 I am convinced that we end up
depersonalizing God, that is, depriving God of
Godos personhood, or at | e
caBsiddrably. Because all persons have gender,3
when God no longer has a gender, God ceases to
be a person.4 Furthermore, in order to avoid

2 Many advocate translating the Greek huios as
0chil doé rat helrent hcalma roaScotnedr iv i n

i relatign to Sedgyet the belief that the huios tou theou

(Son of God) became a male when he became human

has | ed most Christians to al
use of masculine pr owastemts ever
state. The question of whether to use gender-free

|l anguage to speak of Godds oW
and with God ofrom t h-8),isbegi nn

closely related to the question of whether to use such
language to refer to God. When Greek speakers
referred to that Word as the Logos they used a word

of masculine gender; yet it was also common to
speak of -&istehbhiosprmrlegosas Godos
sophia which is feminine. Due to space limitations,
however, | will not discuss this question in the
present article.

3 To be sure, some persons consider themselves as
being both male and female in gender or see gender
in terms of a spectrum in which the gender of a
person | ies somewhere in betw
Omasculine, o rat her t han S
exclusively as females or males. While there are also

ma Ipersons who affiond that they areweither rbale nor

female, | believe that most of those who do so would
prefer redefiningtheir gender as something otherthan
mal e or f emal e ,neswtcrhalatés -00rg eongdee

q ueer , 6 andenyingamy gender on their part.

%\monﬁ1 bothnbahrlsfeah ancY non ChrlsHan Ehlnkers

S c omm hi .
febalt 2 regar |ng what it 1
is ongoing. Once again, out of concern for brevity, |
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constantly r e peating the wor d souBdindg depetitiiee invouldesay that speaking of
speak of God without the use of pronounsii which God in that way even estrangesand alienatesme
tends to sound extremely awkwardfi , we are fromtheGodt o whom 0Godsel fo6o refe

continually forced to alter what we say about God Of course, all those who have dedicated time
and must resort endlessly to circumlocutions. This and energy to reflecting on this subject know very
awkwardness can lead us to limit the ways in  \ye|l how complicated and controversial it is. Even
which we refer to God and even to mention God as to talk about it upsets many people, including not
little as possible when we talk about our beliefs. It only those who have been deeply hurt by the
can therefore deter us from proclaiming the gospel  traditional ways in which we refer to God and
freely or impede us from presenting the gospel in thys insist on changes, but also those who want to
ways that we might present it otherwise. Avoiding continue using the same type of gendered
overyrepetitive allusions [3fuade%f Godl tst ha GeendpPe8ominht for
then becomes more important than com- centuries, and thusi s regarded ds Ost
municating the ideas and beliefs that we wish to would insist, together with many others, that in
share regarding God. And if we attempt to resolve  yeglity there is no solution to this problem that is
this difficulty by wusing instead the nouns  entjrely satisfactory. No matter how hard we try,
odiviniadei totrheoradj ect,0 Ve EfhbtVspeAke of God in ways that avoid
from my perspective, we only make the problem perpetrating gender inequity at least to some
worse, depersonalizing God even further. We are  extent, and thus our success in building churches,

or the deity or divinityis ent t he dorvi dy§itabl@ %RdOegalitarian with respect to gender

we end up giving the impression that God is @  always be limited5 One of the phrases |
owhat 6 r at her somdthngratiaer tilawh o, 6

someone

5 Of course, | recognize that even terms such as
I must also add that, personally, whenever | dequity, 6 dequitablané and

hear or read the term 0 Gogiosl@atic. There are $ensed thiwpichdve ard noth a v e
a hard time conceiving in my mind what that term and can never be oOequaldé to or
refersto,butt he 0 Godd of whos e thesgraejtimeghergase othes sengeg in which we are

sounds strange and alien to me as wellfi and I do equal to one another or should bejust as there are
senses in which oOthgadbletnar i ani s

mean oal i e maien frork auter a§pace.0 desirable and other senses in which it is not. All of
Such a term does not seem to represent faithfully o5 \words are usually defined in terms of being the
or accurately the caring, intimate, and gracious dsamed6 in some way, vyet while
being whom | call 0God, ¢ geod,dn other cades diveesity3s totb® preéemed evarr

or attract me to that God. In fact, at the risk of 0sameness. 6 Whbrethese matters im imy g
teaching activity, a question | like to pose to my

. . . . students i s: 0ATr e ou the s ame
will not enter into that discussion here, though | am . y
yesterday?é6 Al l of sS. must an
n

: u
wellawar e t hat the concept of‘,\Pop,ersono t hat I use i .
0 6 't on, since

. . . . o that guesti
the present article is subject to criticism in many - .
. . . remained the same, but in others we have changed.
forms and involves certain assumptions that are

undoubtedlv problematic Nevertheless, to answer in this way is not to
yp ' contradict ourselves but to speak the truth in
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continually repeat to my students i s :
perspective is problematicii including yours and
mine. GAny who claim to have the definitive
solution to problems such as this one, therefore,
believing that they know how to speak of God in
ways that are not problematic, are deceiving
themselves.

Due to the complexities involved in
attempting to define which pronouns English-
speakers should use when speaking of individuals
in the third person, in this brief article | do not
wish to address that question. Instead, | will limit
myself to considering the question of how those of
us who are Christians should speak of Godin the
third person.

Keeping God Personal as a Person

While | fully agree that the long-standing
custom of using only masculine pronouns to refer
to God is problematic and tends to promote
patriarchy, androcentrism, and other forms of
inequity, |1 would also insist that there are some
very good things which that custom promotes.
Among these is the ability to speak freely about
Godi that is, about 0 h i fimwithout having to
resort endlessly to circumlocutions. In certain
ways, it also allows us to reflect more accurately
and faithfully the concept of God that we find in
the Christian Scriptures, where it is almost
impossible to find exceptions to the rule of
speaking of God as if God were male. From my
perspective, once we begin distancing ourselves
from the concept of God that runs throughout our
Bible, the God of whom we speak ceases to have
the same liberating, transforming power as the
God proclaimed by Jesus and those who shared

different senses. In fact, we would be speaking an
untruth i f we answered
exclusively.

vend E his vision of

Go d(indudithg nGto d 6 s
only those who followed Jesus but many of those

who preceded him as well).6 Undoubtedly, as

many scholars have insisted, including especially
feminist scholars, the biblical allusions to God and

the concepts behind many of those allusions can

also be oppressive at times. However, as will be
evident to any who read my two-volume work
Jesusd Death in NMexicolCiyst amen
Comunidad Teol6gica de México, 2018), | would

insist that in many cases what has been oppressive

is the interpretations traditionally given to our
Scriptures rather than those Scriptures themselves.

According to my reading of the New
Testament, the most basic and essential
characteristic of the God proclaimed by Jesus (and
elsewhere in the Scriptures as well) is not only the
love of that God for all people 6equal l vy,
unconditionally, 7hubtthefulynr eser
personalnature of that God. | do not believe that
we can speak of a God who loves the world in that
way without affirming that God is a persorf

50n my wuse of theecandalsewhero ower 6
in this article, | would refer the reader to thesis 54 of

the 94 Theseshat | posted online at http://94t.mx on
October 31, 2017. That thesis
power is impotence. Both <can
reject the view that power is by nature bad or
oppressive, since the lack of power or powerlessness

seems to me to be a problem that is just as serious, if

not more so. From my perspective, the problem is the

abuseand misuseof power or the selfish lustfor power,

rather than power itself.

7 See thesis 1 of my 94 Theses

8 Of course, according to the doctrine of the Trinity,
God is actually three persons. Yet | would
nevertheless insist that it is proper and necessary to

speak of God as @, sin Ieperson as well, whether we
argtlrf(]eferrl @ E(.':Jo % he 0Ntorlune God
tradltlonally considered t he
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Impersonal realities or things cannot love, at least
not in the way we commonly understand love.
However, neither can personalrealities or things
love. Only a Godwho is not ofnby
designation which paradoxically can be used even
of non-personsi but is actually a personand is
spoken of as such can truly love human beings
wi t h ohole betng and call on human beings
to love one another as well.

To stress this point, | need only rephrase what
I have just written by
is actually a person can truly love human beings
wi t h Godods
affirmation is problematic not only in that it seems
to speak of God in an abstract and perhaps even
impersonal way, but also in that it tends to imply
that 0 Godds whol e
someone distinct from the first God mentioned, as
if a first God loved us with the whole being of a
second and distinct God. Because it is confusing
and complicates thinking about God, such a usage
sacrifices the idea that
beings with o0hisdé whole
perpetrating the oppressive idea that God is
(exclusively) male. From my perspective, such a
0 s o | u onlyonakés things worse, since | regard
as oppressive anything that diminishes the biblical
idea that God is a person who loves all people
unconditionally wit h oOhi sé wihvwd e
mi ght even say with all
and strength, in the same way that we are to love
o hi Mark 12:30)°0Of cour se, to

Trinity. The Triune God
someone a owhoo

is not something but
rather than

9 By necessity, we have no choice but to use
anthropomorphic language to speak of God. The
only language that human beings can use is human
language. An interesting question related to this fact
is that of the extent to which we consider God to be
human or non-human. To address this question

who! e repbrasedn g © B € hdr p(dsee AB)xod.

beingdé re

heart, soul, mind, and strength is to use
anthropomorphisms and to imply that God has a
heart, soul, and mind, and perhaps muscles as
welp i ths way shht dluman beings do. Yet this is
precisely the God whom we find throughout both
the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament,
which consistently ascribe to God human
attributes that have to do not only with spiritual or
emotional aspects but physical characteristics as
well. In the Bible, God has a face, eyes, ears, a

a fmpyths fMiRdy armgy Bapds.ya heart, @ PesOMw h o

entrails, a right and left side, and even a back or
33:

What seems to me to demonstrate more
clearly than anything else the impossibility of
representing faithfully biblical thought regarding
Gosl wghout wsingsgenadeeet pronous tarefer to
God is the fact that, to my knowledge, even among
those who advocate gender-neutral or gender-free
language concerning God, no translations of the
entire Christian Bible that make consistent and
ehugive oubei afi ssach flahgubge vhave fdundma n
\Wwidespnegd aécaptanoer?dAmy spebker omauthor d

involves discussing the ways in which we define a
wor d such as oOhuman, o a
inevitably be interminable. In passing, | would add
that when Paul writes that he was taken up into
paradi se and heard there Ounut
0ih&ixDH9essibl earestprp tatimantsad  (
nfoftal heirfan cBnGepdati(2.Cor. $22-1) |1 underdtand d ,

this, not in the sense that no human being is allowed

di sc

stp dogok(as mast Ergléshe tearslations affirm), but in

the sense that no human being is capableof doing so,
since no human words could ever articulate,
reproduce, or capture accurately the unimaginable

andonddscaitiabledhings that he heard.

10 To speak of the impossibility of representing
something faithfully once again raises the problem of
defining the words we usefi in this case, faithfulness
or fidelity. We oversimplify when we maintain that a
particular representation of biblical thought is or is
not faithful to the Scriptures. Instead, we must ask to
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who specializes in the area of biblical theology from that which we find in Scripture, in other

knows only too well the formidable difficulties words, a O geasep te bedullytthe gdspel of

involved in attempting to avoid alluding to the Jesus Christ
God of Scriptures aWileast 0hgOorg¥terd Bemddrateé more clearly my

Christians we can use circumlocutions to find point, | will cite several passages from the New

ways of alluding to God today without the use of  Revised Standard Version of the New Testament,

pronouns, many passages from our Scriptures replacing gendered language used there with
simply cannot be translated into English in a way gender-neutral language:

that is comprehensible, agreeable to our ears, and
in continuity with the original meaning of the
passage in question without following the practice
of those Scriptures of using gendered pronouns to
refer to God.

For me, this is an extremely important point
for a reason | have already mentioned above:
when we avoid using gendered personal pronouns
to speak about God, we inevitably distance ourselves
from the biblical texts and the God of whom they speak
with the result that we end up speaking of a different
God a God whom we have alteredin our attempt to
avoid perpetrating gender inequity. In other
words, we cannot represent faithfully the God of Jesus
and Scripturein our preaching, teaching, and speaking
about Godwhen we refuse to use gendered personal
pronouns to refer to that GodAnd to speak of a
different God who has been alteredand no longer
represents faithfully the God of Scripture is by
definition to proclaim a gospeihat is also distinct

what extent and in which senseany particular
representation reflects biblical thought faithfully (see
thesis 9 of my 94 Thes@s Such an affirmation also
presupposes that we can ri
thoughto in the singular, s
a single author we can find a wide range of diverse
and at times even conflicting ideas, and this in turn
raises the question of how to define the word

OAll this is from God, who reconciled us to

Godself through Christ,6 o r : oAl Il this i
God, wh o reconcil ed us

through 2Corr518.t 6

oln past generations God allowed all the nations
to follow their own ways; yet God has not left
Godself without a witness in doing goodf
giving you rains from heaven and fruitful
seasons, and filling you with food and your
hearts wActs 16-18)y 6

ONo one, when tempted, should say, @ am being
tempted by God§ for God cannot be tempted by

to

evil and Godself tempts noone, 6 or : ,0No o

r
when tempted, should say, 0 |
1

by God?éo; for God cannot

God i n Godsel f Jamesmp3). s

olf we say that we have fellowship with God
while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do
not do what is true; but if we walk in the light as
God in Godself is in the light, we have
fellowship with one another, and the blood of
Jesus G o d 8os cleanses us from all sin6 (1 Jn.
1:6-7).

O0ANnd | heard a loud voice from the throne

peoples,and Goddés own sel f;
God will wipe every tear from their eyes® (Rev

no

Ralyihgy GeeS thethdnke of Gbd is @rlohdoftasa |
BEdCwilE dinglNwith thent; théy wWHIrbe Gb B 8 &

be
one

of

wi ||

N . %|1:3-4)1l .
orightly.éd We could go on an o’h endl essly debating

such questions, yet | would nevertheless argue

unhesitatingly that there are some representations of
biblical thought that are more faithful to the
Christian Scriptures than others.

111 am aware that in several of these passages the
Greek word used is autos rather than heautos yet |
would nevertheless argue that in each case the autos
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Perhaps some people would find such
translations acceptable, though | do not think they
could deny that they sound quite odd. From my
perspective, they illustrate well the fact that such
gender-neutral language tends to imply that we
are speaking of a different God each time we refer
to 0Godd or indeocan ehrdse ob
sentence, as well as depersonalizing Godf even
though all of these passages ascribe to God actions
that only personsperform. In addition, although
God is said to do good things in these passages,
some of which are in fact very loving and even
intimate (restoring friendship with us, giving us
rain and fruitful harvests, filling us with food and
joy, having fellowship with us, dwelling with us,
and even wiping away our tears), this gender-
neutral God does not sound very endearing or
attractive to  mei much less enthralling,
captivating, or enrapturing!fi or excite in me the
immense joy, peace, gratitude, love, friendship,
and consolation that these passages describe. Even
the God who will remove every tear from my eyes
forever seems to do so in a cold, mechanical way,
rather than by tenderly caressing me while wiping
each of those tears away with great care and
compassion, gazing affectionately into my eyes
and gently soothing all the pain and hurt | have
accumulated over a lifetime. Thus, if we
intentionally avoid the use of gendered pronouns
to refer to God in these passages, we must either
speak of God in ways that sound strange,
detached, abstract, impersonal, and perhaps even
confusing, or else alter these passages so that they
end up affirming something differentthan what the
author originally wrote. We might come up with a

was added precisely to stress that the allusion is to
God o0hd msbhef fact t hat t
modern English versions of the New Testament also
translate autosin this way in passages such as these
strongly supports such an argument.

variety of circumlocutions that would convey
ideas that are similar, but from my perspective this
would still involve changing their meaning.

So although in the translations just presented
we may have avoided promoting patriarchy,
androcentrism, and gender inequity, in my
opinion we have done so by castrating sterilizing,
and neuteringthe God of Jesus, Scripture, and the
gospel that I have known, loved, and cherished
dearly ever since | was a child. | agree
wholeheartedly that we must fight with all our
might against patriarchy, androcentrism, and
gender inequity, which are indeed tremendous
evils that have done great harm to all of us over
the centuries. But must we do such violence to
Godand alter Godds | oviimg nat
order to accomplish that objective?

Exploring Other Alternatives

If we insist on using gendered personal

pronouns to refer to God in the third person, of
course, there is also the option of using female
pronouns rather than male The only other third-
person singular pronoun in Englishbesi des o0he
and Oishredi t , &oumeis notha pessbnal
pronoun and thus would once more depersonalize
God. Thus, for example, we could translate the
first words of John 3:16: 0 For God so | ove
world that she gave heronly-b e got t e AslSon. ¢
will argue below, | am convinced that such a usage
is preferable to that of avoiding masculine
pronouns when speaking of God. If we instead
translate John 3:16: 0 Fo r God so |l oved t
t hat God gav-be GGodthe mweodtd iy, 6
only give the impression that we are speaking
about two or three different Gods at once, as

h ealre%dg gu?ted_, rﬁgtj a!)sq ?tr{'p this 0QOd or these
Gods of their gender in the ears of those
accustomed to the traditional rendering of that
versefi unless of course they have become so used
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to conceiving God as a male that, even when they
hear gender-neutral allusions to God, they still

possessive o0fr genitive form
Oh@gy 6 an accusative form to
picture in their minds a male God. Once again, the oher, @ amred!| exive formdto re
God spoken of in this translation no longer seems and 0 h eThsWikigediadpage on the subject

to be the one God who is pure love and grace, in of O0Third Person pfesentsoeeund ac
spite of the fact that this God is explicitly said to a dozen of these gender-neutral pronoun

love, since such a translation tends to suggest that proposals, along with their various grammatical

God is some remote, obscure, nebulous entity forms.12 This would leave us with translations of

quite different from us human beings. Obviously, John 3:16 such as the following:0 For God so | o
however, to exchange feminine pronouns for the world that ze sent zir only-begotten Son,6 0 For
masculine ones in every case in order to speak of God so loved the world that thon sent thons only-
Godexcl usi v el yerafsmale ¥vould beh e begotten Son6and: 06 For God so | oved t
to go to the other extreme and could also be seen that housenthyonly-b e got t e We nfay also 6

as promoting gender inequity in a different way,
though it might help to correct somewhat the
imbalance between genders that currently exists.
Such a practice could also be criticized for leading
to the conclusion that, 0 i f d G demale then
female is God.6 We would then simply be
exchanging one form of sexism for another.

A number of other options also exist. One of

consider the use of these different proposals in a
sentence in which all of the forms associated with
them a p p e Because pe loves me, God zemself
has led me to believe in zem through zes presence
i n my Becafisethon loves me, God thonself
has led me to believe in thon through thons
presence
God hyself has led me to believe in hee through hy

i n :aBgcaude hdu éoye® mea n d

these is to use the plural f or ms o0t hey, BF ®%&neG & | ifrwe mstead opt foeelinminate
dthem, 6 and 0t hemselWhls o Suctppronodns, ghen we e baglytg: OBecause God
in some instances this may be acceptable, in loves me, Godself has led me to believe in God
general it seems even more problematic. Thisis t hrough Godds preseperbaps i n m
clear from the the translation of John 3:16 that 0God in ®GodsoeGdd in Godds o
would resultt 0 For God so | oved '@hdefvothan (hiamply o0Godsel fo
they gave their only-begot t en Sothat 6 | Onelof thekproblems that advocates of such

few Christians would find this type of usage
acceptable and edifying. On the contrary, it only
sounds more confusing and more difficult to
comprehend and visualize.

A fourth option is that of inventing third-
person personal pronouns that are gender-neutral
or gender-free to speak of God. Proponents of
gender-neutral language have put forward many
proposals in this regard in recent decades. These
include 6ze, 6 0co, bomheshnd
among many others. Each of these, of course,
requires not only a nominative form but also a

third-person gender-neutral pronouns have had to
face is that of agreeing on which of the many
proposals is best and should be standardized so as
to be used widely in English. They all sound very
strange, at least until one becomes used to them,
but it would sound even stranger if a variety of

12 See: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third-
person_pronoun, which is quite well-documented.
Qihs lﬂpa}g%of alternative third-person pronouns to
refer to God, see also:
https://genderneutralpronoun.wordpress.com/tag/
god/.
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different proposals were used, so that rather than
speaking
zems el f , 6

ot hers of 0God

even when we desire or attempt to be so. Of

qdfs oan@o dvsoeull fd Gedp e adursep dt présent the idea of gender neutrality
t rbns comt@ry tb thé status dueand maoyf seedh@to d

hyself, 6 and o0sGoiddle setl H é&r isieares fiberating rather than oppressive. To speak

accordance with one of the many proposals
offered. Besides the fact that these proposals sound
not only strange but also confusing to those not
accustomed to them, at present their use would
leave us with a God who is once again foreign and
alien, and for many impersonal and distant (since
most of us do not speak of other persons in that
way). In addition, they appear to allude to
someone (or something?) distinct from the God in
whom Christians believe and of whom they have
read in Scripture. This is not to deny that there are
many persons for whom gender identity is an
extremely important issue that would be much
more comfortable adhering to one of these
proposals consistently, and in fact might even
regard such terms as enabling them to experience
God as an intensely personal being who loves
them deeply in a way that the other options
considered above would not. Perhaps some day
one of these proposals will become standard or
common usage in the English language. If that day
comes, then Christians in general and biblical
scholars and translators in particular may choose
to adopt that proposal when using pronouns to
refer to God. Right now, however, | do not see any
of them as a viable option, though of course we
might choose to work to change that.

I must confess, however, that my years of
working with liberation theologies have created in
me a strong aver si on Moésb
of these theologies not only regard the language of
Oneut r alpromgtihg irddference and the
implicit (and complicit) acceptance of a status quo
that favors some over others, but also as
something that in reality does not exist. According
to this way of

thinkipg,

of gender neutrality and gender-neutral language
as a goalwe must seek to attain, however, seems to
me to imply that we must denypeople any gender
and even that each of us must attempt to repress,
suppress, or eradicate our own gender so as to
become neither male nor female (nor anything
else). In other words, we mu st
God but ourselves as well. Even if we regard
0 n e ut eargenderis itself rather than a lack of
gender, the insistence that our languageshould be
neutral, neuter, or neutered in my ears promotes
the idea that we ourselvegnust also be neutral,
neuter, or neutered in gender, which can only
happen if we who identify ourselves as male or
female deny, negate, or repress our masculinity or
femininity and thus our gender identity.

To speak
red flags in my mind. Once again, it implies that
we can and ought
seek to become so, as if gender itself were
oppressive, and as if this were even a possibility.
In this case, we must become genderlessand
perhaps even eliminate the language and concept
of gender altogether, erasing it from our world.

The Advantages of Gender-Inclusive God
Language

For all of the reasons just mentioned, | prefer
1I R e SV\Po(:"radk O%fenuctbrgaslh.d(?é l
i nvol ves replacing
O0bot h/ &and wéll aware that the idea of
inclusivity is also problematic. For example, we
may include people who do not want to be
included, as Karl Rahner did when he labeled

peo\ﬁlg of rnon-CrQr i stian f a'ali hs

_ ) ever oneutrt
Chr i s tlideubtshatde would have been very

onoteonlyt e r 6

dfreegen daenrguage

al

t orableast 0f r ee

angua
t !

0
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happy for someone else to include him among
t hose wh o
Mu s | i Semetimes inclusion can be oppressive,
while exclusion may be a positive thing, either for
those excluded or for those who exclude. Under
certain circumstances, exclusion may even be
necessary to promote inclusion If a group of
women decide to meet to discuss issues that
concern them as womef perhaps even the issue of
how to promote gender equity as womenii they
may find it necessary to exclude males from the
meeting, since otherwise the men may take over
the conversation, influence the direction it takes,
take up time that otherwise the women present
might make use of, or inhibit some women from
speaking freely. Or if we seek to create an inclusive
community and someone enters into that
community seeking to destroy it, we may need to
exclude that person in order to preserve the
inclusivity we desire. Paradoxically, then, at times
it is necessary to practice exclusionin order to
promote inclusion Once again, like any
terminology and language we use, that of
inclusivity, inclusiveness, or inclusion will always
be problematic.

In spite of the problems related to replacing
the concept o f ogepdeéer al ¢
with that -ionfclugevkerdo |
latter. It invites people to accept and affirm their
gender in whatever way and to whatever extent
they wishfi even if they identify their gender as
O neutoer 60 n diwndr eadouwrages them to
allow others to do the same, rather than implying
that gender is something that should be
suppressed or eradicated. This promotes diversity
with regard to gender and the ways in which
people define and live out their gender.

My pref erence
language led me to think up my own proposal for
third-person pronouns a number of years agof a

wor ship Al | ah

proposal that | later discovered has also been put
forevard bya athers@3dvty adeaywa® thas we might
combinethe current pronouns rather than replacing
them with something else. Thus, we could have
0s/ hebo (whi ch
HEEG) , 0 hi suf)ed i s( idIr Buds),
ohermdé (a combi
0 h er msEhesé prénouns not only combine
masculine and feminine forms but provide a
degree of balance, giving priority at times to the
feminine and at times to the masculine. It is, of
course, common for people to put combinations
such as
writing, yet speaking or reading those
combinations out loud is extremely laborious and
hardly practical. According to this proposal, we
would read John 3:16 out loud in the following
way:0 For God so |
gave HIZ-ur only-begotten Son.6 The
sentence | mentioned above would end up as:
OBecause shuh-HEE loves me, God hermself has
led me to believe in herm through HIZ-er presence
in my |life.©o

Although these gender-inclusive pronouns
sound a little more like the pronouns used in
standard English and also seem to be able to

g nm e e @emrs enore clearly the idea that God includes
mwicthhipmebbaer mbel f 6 both

traits, they nevertheless continue to sound strange
to modern ears. In a couple of casesii s/he (shuh-
HEE) and his/er (HIZ-er)i they also involve
replacing a monosyllabic pronoun with one that

13 Although | thought up this proposal on my own
well over a decade ago, a quick web search revealed
to me that the same proposal or similar ones have
been offered by many other English-speakers. Since |

fofincbhge ih@Vg got researched this topic in any depth, I am

unaware of the extent to which gender-inclusive
pronouns such as those mentioned in following have
found acceptance among English-speakers.

woul d b-e

oved -HHEEe

pro

(HI Z
nation of

0 h €

0s/ heand o0 oihme// sehreq 6 i r
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ot her
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contains two syllables, which tends to make their
use a little more tedious. Whether this proposal is
viable, of course, is something for others to decide.
I myself have never put this proposal to use in
public, and naturally, before using it, some type of
explanation would need to be offered to the
audience, listeners, or readers.

In a class on World Mission that | took while
in seminary, | recall learning about the extremely
heated debate that took place beginning in the
sixteenth century over the question of which
designation Christians in China should use to
speak of the Christian God. Some missionaries
argued in favor of the use of a term that was native
to the Chinese people, though they were unable to
come to an agreement on which term was
preferable, since a variety of designations for God
existed.1* Their reasoning was that it was best to
speak of God in a way that was familiar to the
Chinese and would enable them to identify with
the Christian God more readily and easily. Others,
however, insisted on the use oft h e
refer to God, since this would make it clear that the
missionaries were speaking of a God who was
distinct from any God that the people had
previously worshiped and supposedly help
prevent the development of syncretistic forms of
Christianity there.ls Those of the former group

14 On this subject, see especially Sangkeun Win,

Strange Names of God: The Missionary Translation of the
nese

Di vine Name and the Chi
Shangti in Late Ming China, 15831644 (Studies in
Biblical Literature 70; New York: Peter Lang, 2004).

15 Pope Clement Xl actually issued a decree in 1715 in
which he commanded the exclusive use of the term
oDeus) to refer to God among all Christians in China.
For the English translation of the decree, which was
of course written in Latin, see:
https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/1715chines
erites.asp.

claimed that this God Deuswould remain forever
alien to Chinese culture and thus inhibit the
growth of Christianity in China. Those of the latter
group responded by stressing that the whole point
of evangelizing the Chinese people was precisely
to present the people with a countercultural God
who was indeed fundamentally distinct from the
God of traditional Chinese thought and thus a God
whom they had not previously known, at least not
i n 0 hi esss tlie Gbdlolesus Christ.

Clearly, both groups were right: when sharing
the gospel in a new context, Christians should
strive to discern in dialogue with others both the
liberating and the oppressive elements of the
traditional beliefs of that context in order to
preserve and promote the former while
renouncing and discouraging the latter.l6 What
then was the solution? Was it best to opt
exclusively for one usage over against the other?
Or might one even choose instead to alternate
between employing a Chinese term for God and

LReusd nt @c al | i n Qeu®dhile for some reasons such a

practice might be preferable, it would nevertheless
be confusing and perhaps even convey the notion
that the missionaries were speaking at times of one
God and at other times of a different God.

On the basis of these considerations, it seems
to me that while there would be certain
advantages to using gender-inclusive pronouns
such as those just mentioned to speak of God, to
adopt such an approach would leave us with a

Responses to Matteo Ri

16 Even though many if not most of the missionaries
who went to China were motivated to carry out their
work by their love for others, the fact that they were
part of an imperialist and colonialist project made the
0gospel 6 message they

liberating but also extremely  oppressive.
Furthermore, | would once again stress that what is
liberating in some contexts and for some people can
be oppressive in other contexts or for other people.

C
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God who is once again foreign to us and difficult
to conceptualize and embrace. And once God is
difficult to conceptualize and embrace, it also
difficult to conceptualizeand e mbr acasa
real person who loves each of us deeply,
intimately, and unconditionally.?

While the problems just examined are not
unique to English, they do change somewhat when
we consider other languages. In Spanish, for
example, as in other languages, one has no choice
but to use pronouns that are either masculine or
feminine. In the minds of most Spanish-speakers,
to call
Diosde Jes¥%sd6 brings to
such as those worshiped in the ancient Greco-
Roman world, who were radically different from
the God of Jesus and the Hebrew Scriptures. | do
not recall ever having heard bilingual scholars and
church leaders who avoid the use of masculine
pronouns to refer to God when speaking English
employ anything but masculine pronouns when
they refer to God in Spanish. Due to the
connotations it has both in ancient thought and in
our modern culture, | would not be in favor of
using the word
Jesus and the gospel in English, just as | do not
speak of that God as ol

I was once told by someone who speaks
Armenian that, in that language, the same
pronouns are used to refer to both males and
females. There are also languages that have nouns
and pronouns that are neither masculine nor
feminine, such as Greek, Latin, German, and

17 For this reason, | would not favor speaking of an
oandrogynouso6 God.
is actually androgynous, to apply this term to God
would again involve referring to God in an abstract
manner, make it difficult to visualize such a God, and
for those reasons
once more.

Slovak, which have a neuter case. Even in these
languages, however, the use of neuter forms to
refer to God may tend to depersonalize God and

0 hinepty ntldat we are speaking of a God who is

distinct from the God of Jesus and Scripture.
Actually, this may not necessarily be the case,
since the word ochil
German, and Slovak is neuter in gender (to paidion
das Kindt o J éven¥haugh it refers to a person.
Thus German-speakers might discuss whether
referring to God as das Gottrather than der Gott
would promote greater gender equity while

JaeDinsadedesi€ 60 d r & h aa r onevertheless preserving the idea that God is a

m iPTSPN WHoO loyes 3l pepple glesplyprddngimately,

0Goddessbo

a

Because

deperson

rather than some strange, alien being .

Unfortunately, in standard English, there
ultimately seems to be no way to resolve in a
manner that is entirely satisfactory the problems
raised by the fact that the only personal pronouns
with which we can refer to God are either
masculine or feminine in gender. One way or
another, our language will convey ideas that can
contribute to inequity and oppression. This means
that the only choice we have is to attempt to
discern whieh o€ the various aptioas oz t usasf
least problematic.

Di mySrReOholweler, SvPad Mdttdrd'most is that
we not oOcastrate, o
the gospel, which | believe we do when we refuse
torefertoGod as O0shed or
by no means do | wish to deny the personhood or
capacity to love of those who have been castrated
or sterilized, whether voluntarily or involuntarily;
nor would | ever affirm that they have been
render ed 0i anpway except dhatiofmo
lomgar beingr ables dor pratreateochildeem ef otimeir
own, or that people who have been castrated or
sterilized have lost their gender, so that they may

naoI Iongeé |dg1tlfg thgmnsglvesc%sdf%llg mlaI% ore

female if they c?\oose to do so. Instead, | have In

d, ¢

osteri

Ohe.

f

or
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mind the idea of forcefully and violently stripping

God of his and her gender, which | am convinced

would be entirely contrary to Go d 8 s | wauld |
argue that God wishes to be known, regarded, and

approached as a persgnbecause God is a person;

and as mentioned above, | believe that to be a
person is tchave genderMost English dictionaries

of fer as a
something along the linesof 0 t o
vi gor , &imilaflothey definedo st er i |
terms of making someone or something sterile,

infertile, unfruitful, barren, and even lacking in

originality or emotive force. We must not deprive

God of her power to give life in creative,
transforming, vibrant, and wondrouswvays thatleave
us speechless, breathleasd deeply in lovewith her.

Nor must we mutilate God or render him impotent

by turning him into some type of arcane,

dispassionate, and amorphous being with no eyes

to wink at us, no mouth to smile playfully at us, no

face to beam brightly at us, no arms to cradle us,

no hands to caress us, no lap for us to sit on

contentedly, and no breast or bosom for us to

cuddle against tightly. Rather, we must let God be

himself, the person he wantsto be in relation to us,

ourl ovi ng 6whilb & the same time letting

her be herself as our friend, companion,

grandmother, comforter, role model, and

confidant. For me, none of these are things that

0Godsel f6 can do.

Alternating between Feminine and Masculine
Pronouns for God

From my perspective, the least problematic
solution to the difficulties discussed above, then,
would be to alternate between the use of
masculine and feminine pronouns when referring
to God. In this way, we once again make God
inclusive | would argue that this way of resolving
the problem is better than coining a new but alien

second or t hi
deprive

way of referring to the God of Jesus, speaking of

God as a non-person,0 neut er i,nogdiving o d
. the impression that each time we s a yGod® in a

phrase that alludes to God repeatedly we are
speaking of a different God. The concern for
gender equity and justice is an extremely
important one. However, there are other forms of

gquity and fusticeithati noust comcern wscaawell.r at e 6

Bhius torgive @ribrityt ty concerns for genderequity
anck jostice aver concerns for equity and justice in
generalwould be a mistakefi though of course we
can only seek equity and justice in general by
focusing our attention on concrete andparticular
formsof equity and justice, such as those having to
do with gender. And because | am convinced that
belief in an intensely personalGodi a God who is
actually a persorii is a necessary and indispensable
precondition for the proclamation of a God of love
who seeks above all else justice, wholeness, and
well-being for all indiscriminately, | propose that
we abandon the practice of avoiding personal
pronouns when speaking of God in the third
person and using the
to use both feminine and masculine pronouns to
refer to God

Such a practice may be preferable for another
reason as well. Due to the 0sexistd way of thinking
which has been engrained into all of us and which
we all inevitably perpetuate (even when we seek
not to do so), we tend to associate the notion of
love more closely with females rather than males.
The way in which most human beings experience
motherhood is no doubt largely responsible for
this.’8 As scholars who reflect on questions of

8] speakexperdoi ence of
even those of us who have not had the experience of
being a mother have mothers and have learned what
it is like to live with mothers, whether they be our
own or those of family, friends, and acquaintances.
Of course, we must also remember that many people

term

0G

mot her ho
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gender have often noted, people generally regard
characteristics such as tenderness, caring, and
compassion as typical of females rather than
males. We also tend to understand being
masculine in terms of being strong, firm, and

assertive. It is common to view womanhood
ideally in terms of @&
mai ntaining that ideal!/

both of which involve certain traits particular to
each. Of course, to promote gender equity and
justice, it is precisely these kinds of stereotypes
that must be critiqued and questioned. | have long
taught my students that they need to analyze
critically and challenge traditional conceptions of
what distinguishes one gender from the other. |
ask them, for example, 0When | am tender, caring,
and gentle toward my daughters, am | being
feminine and motherly rather than masculine and
fatherly?é

Here again we are faced with the same
dilemma that the Christian missionaries to China
encountered. On the one hand, in order for the
gospel message concerning God that we wish to
proclaim to be understood easily and readily, it
must be adaped to the culture in which it is
proclaimed. On the other, because the gospel
proclaims a God who is at the same time
countecultural in order to subvert unjust and
oppressive systems and instead promote justice
and wholeness for all, our proclamation of that
gospel must call into question the cultural
stereotypes, assumptions, and ideas that do not
promote justice and wholeness for all and even
pose obstacles to that objective. In the case of our
language concerning God, then, the realityf
whether we like it or notf is that to speak and
conceive of God as female in our present-day

have experiences of motherhood that for them have
been more negative than positive.

contexts would serve to reinforcethe notion that
God is loving, caring, gentle, kind, and motherly. |
think this is both good and important. At the same
time, | think it is good and important to continue
to attribute to God certain traits that are generally
considered masculine in our culture, such as

i nggrengihmfirmnress, rahdyassedtivemebsi Tlo promote
justécan and kvbolehess, we eneed & &odhweho lisy , 6

y

powerful rather than weak or impotent,® and the
reality is that most people in our culture associate
power with masculinity rather than femininity. At
the same time, of course, when we speak of God as
firm, assertive, and powerful, we must make it

clear that we are speaking of positive, liberating, and

transforming forms of assertiveness and powather
than the oppressive forms that unfortunately have
commonly characterized male behavior over the
centuries and have led to widespread gender
inequity, injustice, violence toward females, and
male domination in our world.

In other words, by speaking of God as both
male and female, fatherly and motherly, we can
attribute to God the positive traits commonly
associated with both masculinity and femininity.
From my perspective, it is vital that people in
general, but especially Christians, be able to
conceive of God as femalerather than exclusively
male and to imagine in their minds the face of a
woman and not only a man when they hear the
wor d 0 Gmight ald that when | hear a term
such as 0Godsel f, ofemaleface
pops up into my head; and because all people have
faces, in my mind a God who does not have a face
but remains faceless is not a person. | do not
believe that we can see God as a woman as long as
we refuse to use feminine pronouns alongside
masculine ones when referring to God in the third

19 See note 6 above.

her
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person and insist on using solely gender-neutral
language.

Furthermore, if we wish to call into question
the notion that traits such as tenderness, caring,
and gentleness are feminine rather than masculine,
and that traits such as strength, firmness,
assertiveness, and powerfi in a good senfeare not
exclusively masculine but feminine as well, | think
gender-inclusivelanguage concerning God is much
to be preferred over gender-neutral language. By
speaking of God
attribute both feminine and masculine traits to the
same persqrihus reinforcing the idea that a human
person, whether male or female, can and should
possess all of these positive traits and that they are
not exclusively feminine or masculine.

This is particularly significant given the fact
that in the New Testament we are called to be
0Oi mi tat or €Ephob5tl; ciGMalt65:43-48). If
we understand this in terms of imitating a God
who is botaidaa 06 tveagredled to
understand such imitation in terms of replicating
positive traits and behavior commonly associated
with both males and females, and therefore calling
into question and even subverting the idea that
certain traits and behavior are more characteristic
of one gender in particular. The idea of exhorting
believers in Christ to imitate God offers another
example of why we should abandon the practice of
using only gender-neutral pronouns to refer to
God. To
imitators of God herselff 0 or
called to be imitators of God himself ds much
more powerful, vivid, galvanizing, and thought-
provoking than to
to be
say, 01 mi
0Oi mitaforGond
latter exhortations not only fail to inspire and
impact me in the way that the first two do, but also

tators ,oof

bot h as

leave me asking myself how | can imitate some
mystifying, ethereal, figureless supreme being and
precisely what such an imitation should look like

Of course, in our culture there are also
negative traits commonly associated with
femininity and especially masculinity. Due
especially to the work of feminist scholars, we
have become well aware of the fact that, in the
minds of many women (and men as well), the
languageof God as mal e na ondly
tendssth grdmoteaamdl perpetuae, patrianstal and
hierarchical thinking and androcentrism, but for
many brings to mind images of violence, abuse,
domination, subjection, and a variety of negative
traits associated with many men and fathers.
Complicating this reality is the fact that both the
Old and New Testaments often seem to portray
God in such negative ways at the same time that
their language concerning God implies that oheé is
male in gender. It seems to me that this is the
primary reason why so many Christians have
opted for gender-neutral language when speaking
of God.

Yet while | agree that it is extremely
problematic to conceive of a male God who
displays such negative traits, by refraining from
speaking of God with masculine pronouns on that
basis, do we not actually encourage even moredhe
idea that to be male and to be a father is by nature
and by definition to be violent, abusive, and

pr oc | &ounare tabled t beh e Mamineedng? And in that case, as a Christian man
al| Youare a tandvfatHery mustd suppress my gender identity in

order t o bé 0 noeGuot del myidaibgsol
0 neutGodhy the way | speak of God? In

t e talled a nadditiorg thefacttleat theoeare women as well as
i mi t at i orshoubdfwe (Bstedds e Imendwho are violent, abusive, and domineering
0G 0 d ® s mdavspribat, s & | iftself,
i n? IrGroyd ears, IthHe 6

using gender-neutral
language forGodi n or der
ma | edes not necessarily involve affirming a
God who is not violent, abusive, and domineering.

to insi

as

st
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In my mind, gender-neutral language does in fact
help to avoid such characterizations of God, but it
does so precisely because those are traits that we
ascribe primarily to personsand thus we end up
depersonalizing God once more to turn God into
the type of remote, mysterious being | have
described above, a being who also then tends to be
viewed as impassive, emotionless, indifferent, and
distant. | would stress once more, then, that what
we gain by speaking of God as a being without
gender is outweighed by what we lose, namely,
the stress on God 6 s p er that gende@d
language provides.

There are, of course, negative traits and
stereotypes that in our culture are commonly
associated with being female as well, and we must
therefore recognize that to speak of God using
feminine pronouns is by no means without its own
risks and pitfalls. Nevertheless, just as we must
insist that when we refer to God with masculine
pronouns, we wish to ascribe to God only the
positive traits commonly associated  with
masculinity and not the negativeones, while at the
same subverting the idea that certain traits are by
definition only masculine and not feminine, so also
must we insist that, when wusing feminine
pronouns to speak of God, our intention is not
only to ascribe to God the positivetraits commonly
associated with femininity without affirming the
negative ones, but also to call into question the
cultural assumptions according to which certain
traits are by nature and definition female and not
male.

Some persons might add that the use of both
masculine and feminine pronouns to refer to God
can also be problematic and oppressive in that it
implies that there are only two genders, which is
an assumption that many people question today.
While | would respond by insisting that to refer to
God as if God were male or female does not

preclude 0genderingd th&od i n
imply that God is not only feminine or masculine

but somethingfi or rather, someondi else as well, |

do recognize that touse only f or ms o f 0hebo
0shed to refer to God may in
that way. Many Christians and theologians today
insist on the importance of
does not mean making God a homosexual but

rather seeing God in ways that are radically

opposed to the ways we have traditionally seen

God and rejecting the social and cultural norms

that have prevailed in the past, which equate
0goodod with onor mabhbomamal &b a
or 0 g uvéhder | .agree that it is necessary to
oqueer 6 God fiasPaslbimslf didaty
some extent in passages such as 1 Cor. 1:18-29, for
examplefi to do so does not resolve the problem of
which pronouns to use when speaking of God.
Unfortunat el vy, we do not
pronouns, or at least any that are widely known
and used. Once again, however, | think that this is
a problem that has not yet been resolved in the
English language in general, and for that reason |
do not at present see any viable options with
regard to the use of some other type of gendered
language to refer to God in the third person. Yet
this does not mean that Christians cannot or
should not propose and adopt other ways of
referring to God as a person with the use of
gendered pronouns that are not (fully) masculine
or feminine, or which combine these two genders
insomeway, as |l ong as the
and intractable commitment to justice and
wholeness for all remains front and center.

have

stres

Implementing Gender-Inclusive Language for
God

Whatever option we choose regarding how to
refer to God in the third person, it is necessary to
educate people as to why we have chosen that
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option. This is true not only if we choose to
alternate bet ween forms of
speaking of God, but also if we use only gender-
neutral language to speak of God or opt
exclusively for masculine or feminine pronouns. In
churches such as the ELCA, for example, where
pastors and leaders are strongly encouraged to use
gender-neutral language for God, | am not sure to
what extent the people who sit in the church pews
and attend Bible studies or Sunday school have
been instructed as to why that language is used
and understand the thinking behind it. From my
own personal observations, | do know that even
though their pastor may use gender-neutral
language, there are many members of ELCA
congregations who continue to use masculine
pronouns exclusively when speaking of God in the
third person. In fact, they appear to me to be a
majority rather than a minority. Whether this is
because they have not received instruction on this
subject, consider this matter unimportant, or even
reject the thinking behind such usage is not clear.
No doubt cultural influence has a lot to do with
this reality, since outside of churches that have
adopted gender-neutral language for God, the
exclusive use of masculine pronouns to refer to
God continues to be far more common, both in
churches and in society at large. One can only
wonder, therefore, how much of an impact the use
of gender-neutral language for God has had in the
way that people both within and outside of the
church conceive and speak of God.

I also know from my own experience,

however, that when | have shared my 94 Theses

with others, the thing they react to most frequently
by far is the fact that there | alternate between
masculine and feminine pronouns when speaking
of Godand t hat I of t en
This would suggest that, if we wish to question the
notion that God is (exclusively) male and generate

greater discussion and reflection on the topic of

0 h e genderntlik practice efa | wleemat i ng

and oO0hed when
peopl eds tad muem grdaterrextent and
therefore help accomplish that objective more
successfully than the use of gender-neutral God-
language has.

If we choose to alternate between feminine
and masculine forms when referring to God,
precisely how should we do so? In my own
writing, | have up until now opted to use only
masculine forms when | do biblical theologysince it
involves historical reconstruction. In this case, my
logic has been that, because we are attempting to
reconstruct the manner in which Jesus, his
followers, and the people of lIsrael in general
conceived of God in ancient times, we should
follow them in using masculine pronouns to refer
to the God of whom they spoke. In this case, we
are not dealing with the question of how to speak
of God today but attempting to recapture the

manner inwhichGodd&s peopl e co
in biblical times from a purely historical
perspective. This is a descriptive task, in

comparison to the prescriptivetask of defining how
the Scriptural message about God should be
proclaimed in our contemporary contexts. |
continue to regard as valid the distinction between
what the biblical texts meant in their original
contexts and what they mean for us today which is
a question that constructive theology addresses. In
the theologicalwritings that | have published in
English (outside of my 94t.mx website), | have
generally followed the practice of using gender-
neutral language for God, partly because | do
indeed regard it problematic to use only masculine
pronouns to speak of God in the third person, but

r.ie f also partty beGuosd theaeditorawitd whom | have

worked have either insisted on this usage or
strongly encouraged it. At the same time, of

r evioald rcaicm g

bet we
to
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course, | recognize that it is highly problematic to
make a distinction between the God in whom |
believe today and the God of whom Jesus and the
Scriptures spoke, since for me the two are and
must remain one and the same.

Now that | have had this opportunity to
explain why | prefer to alternate between feminine
and masculine pronouns in my theological work,
however, in the future | would like to have the
freedom to follow this practice when | speak
publicly or publish things that | have written.
While | have already explained above my reasons
for this, | think a few illustrations from my 94
Theseswvould serve to make my point even more
clearly and convincingly. While in many of those
theses | did refrain from using either masculine or
feminine pronouns to refer to God in the third
person, in others | did not. Below are some of the
theses in which | did not. After citing each one, |
will restate it using the gender-neutral language
for God that is common in many circles today:

8. God commands that we obey her for our own
sakes.
VS.
8. God commands that we obey God for our own
sakes.

24. For God to have intervened to save Jesus from
being crucified by taking him up into heaven
before that could happen would have been
tantamount to God saying to the world, "I love
you all very much and | want you to love one
another, but when your activity on behalf of
others leads to the threat of suffering and death
at the hands of others, then stop immediately
what you are doing and run as fast as you can to
a safe place where you can hide out perma-
nently so that no one can ever bother you again.”
From my perspective, a God who really loves us
could never ever say such a thing. If God's love
for us only goes so far, then how can God expect
our love to go any further than his?

30.

47.

75.

75.

87.

vs.the final phrase:
If God's love for us only goes so far, then how
can God expect our love to go any further than
God? s

After Jesus had offered up his life to God and
been raised so that he might continue to be Lord
and servant of all in a new and different way,
his first foll owers
has not only given us new revelations,
commandments, prophecies, or hopes. God has

gone so far as to give
vs.the final phrase:

0God has gone so far

sel flo

Faith saves, not because God has arbitrarily
established the acceptance of certain doctrines as
the condition for saving people, but because it
involves entrusting
and looking to God above all else for the help
one needs. Nothing makes us whole but faith,
which involves constantly fixing our gaze on
God rather than on ourselves. God therefore
commands us to believe in him for our own
good.
vs. the final phrase:

God therefore commands us to believe in God
for our own good.

The reason that Lutherans do not pray to the
saints is that we believe in a God who loves us
so much that she wants us to approach her
directly through Jesus.
VS.
The reason that Lutherans do not pray to the
saints is that we believe in a God who loves us
so much that God wants us to approach God
directly through Jesus.

It is not bad or sinful to doubt God, question
God, or get angry at God. On the contrary, God
wants us do these things when we feel moved to
do so. In reality, God is overjoyed when
someone yells at hi m,
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92.

94.

He responds: ol am so
having this conversatio
coffee and keep chatting . ¢

vs. the finalhalf of the thes:
In reality, God is overjoyed when someone yells

at God, o0l dondt believ
ol am so glad that we 0
conversation! Letds go
keep chatting. 6

The reason why we cannot merit God's grace,
favor, and love is that these things are already
ours in abundance. How can we merit or earn
something that we have already been given
freely? If God already loves us infinitely by pure
grace just as we are, how can our behavior bring
her to love us more? The only thing that our
behavior can merit is a particular form that
God's love for us will take. God responds to our
behavior by using many different means to
attempt to mold us into the persons she wants
us to be for our own good and that of others.
vs. the third and final sentences:

If God already loves us infinitely by pure grace
just as we are, how can our behavior bring God
to love us more?... God responds to our behavior
by using many different means to attempt to
mold us into the persons God wants us to be for
our own good and that of others.

All of the ideas | have shared here have been
repeated many times by others long before me.
All that | have done is to dress them up in some
fancy clothes that will cause people to stare for a
few moments before deciding whether or not to
shop for the same brand or even design their
own label. If that makes you chuckle, stop it.
None of these things are laughing matters. One
way or another, | just want to make you cry with
me so that you will ask God for a handkerchief
and start wiping away the tears. Then we can all
dance to the music that God has been dying to
play for us on his fiddle.
vs. the final sentence of the thesis:

g | a dhentwh crn all darcéto the miusic thatiGbdyhas

n! bleeetnd sdygammggeto pl @zwypf orf

In most of the theses just cited, it should be

evident that to have used gender-neutral language
for God would have made the imagery hland,
eim Ierré naYI Oag ’ltra%t 598 d erhraesseee% nd&llls. in
repP{tﬁaflé/'r‘waDV|éj this
seé/etrz_all oat ese LEhe _es_,orqost réo%a I_)? Zél, go, 4;, r?mdd
especially 75, ref?ammg from using a gendered
personal pronoun also gives the impression that,
eachtimeitisused,t h e wG@®Goddirefens to some
other, different God, rather than the same God
himselfor herself (How could | rephrase what |
have just written using gender-neutral language:
Othe impression that,
06 &do refers to some other, different God, rather
than the same Godself?; the same self of God?; the
same God in Godself?;thes ame God i n
sel f?206 Of cour se, I
ohimself or herself 6 but t hen t
0some ot her , di fferent
strong and emphatic.) Obviously, in several of
these theses, | could probably have figured out
some circumlocution to avoid having to use a
personal pronoun to refer to God, yet once again
this would have weakened the impact
considerably and required even more words.

In the case of
we obey her for
feminine pronoun because the emphasis is on
GodoO6s aut hor it tostresathat being
an authority figure is something that can and
should characterize not only males, as our culture
often presupposes, but females as well. It is
important for womento be seen as possessing the
same authority as men, and the gender of those in
positions of authority should not affect the way we
view them and their authority. Because giving
commandments is commonly seen as an act of
imposition and compulsionii an idea | wanted to
guestion in this thesisii , and because imposition
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and compulsion are generally considered
something that males do through the use of force
and power , I al so
commands that we obey himf o r our
might reinforce the idea of a domineering,
overpowering male God that many people
associate with the God of Scripture. Thesis 75,

which speaks of us approaching God 60 d i r e c poktery at home as a hobby s i mp | vy
t h e sakedwvehareasowfe tend dodconseive of men doing

through Jesus,6 al so conveys
sovereignty and authority over all, and therefore
for the same reasons just mentioned | chose to
speak of approachingd her 6 r at her

In theses 87, 92, and 94, | wanted to stress
once more the idea that God is a person someone
we can yell at and chat with over a cup of coffee
(87), someone who o0l oves
graced6 and wants to
clay (92), and someonewhop | ays oOhi s 6
(94). Because thesis 87 speaks of yelling at God, |
thought it was better to use a masculine pronoun
there. In our culture, it is considered more
acceptable to yell at men than women, since
womenaretobetr eat ed
Thus | thought the image of yelling at God as a
man was preferable, since readers could relate
more easily to that image and identify with it
more. For me to convey the idea of yelling at a
woman might also be seen as promoting violence
or abuse of the type that men often practice toward
women. Furthermore, since women are generally
stereotyped as loving to sit down to chat and
gossip for hours on end, often over a cup of coffee,
representing God as male here avoids reinforcing
such a stereotype.

Because | wished to stress the tender,
gracious, caressing love of God in thesis 92, |
thought that the image of God as female and
motherly would have a stronger impact on the
reader, even though this might be seen as falling
into a stereotype of women that | have already

t hought
o w nmoldliagk etlsings s

oOopolitebydodintoesisdhldewarntaeadl tyo

questioned above. | felt that this potential
difficulty was offset, however, by presenting God
ag & female tpotter,a both i becamise crafting cand
often associated with
masculinity rather than femininityfi something |
wanted to questionfi but also because, for better or
for worse, we generally think of women doing
for

pottery in a factory or workplace in a way that is
tedious and monotonous, not because they enjoy it

t h lauhsimiply ibatausé they need to make a living. |

wanted to present a loving God who takes great
delight in molding and shaping us and does so
gently and caringly, paying close attention to

u s defayl, frathgri thag ffogcefullyy, mephgnically, and
o mo | dc@ldlyyngassiprodueng he same gbjeck ovengndd s

gvRrnagain; fhargfage, at the risk of promoting
stereotypes that | would question, | portrayed God
as a woman.

While undoubtedly there are women who
play the fiddle as well and as passionately as men,
create
the image of a fiddler such as those who play on
porches or dance halls in the deep South of the
U.S. or around a campfire in the countrysides of
Eastern Europe, egging others on to dance with
uncontrollable gaiety and glee to the tunes they
improvise as they twist their torsos back and forth,
stamp their foot to the beat of their rapturous,
mesmerizing melodies, and gaze on those dancing
with a glimmer in their eyes, a grin of unrepressed
joy across their face, and raucous shouts of
merriment and revelry. Because the only fiddlers |
have seen do this are men, | decided to depict God
as male in this case. In passing, | would add that
this final image says quite a bit about the kind of
God in whom | believe, although the previous
ones do as well.

pl ea

n

t



94t.mx

Inclusive GodLanguagd 20

In my theses, therefore, | sought not only to
alternate between the use of masculine and
feminine pronouns to refer to God in the third
person in order to promote gender equity, but also
reflected carefully on which of the two options
best served to communicate the imagery | wanted
to create i n tWheitiséngpartant
to keep a balance between the two, | believe it is
also important to pick and choose which option is
best suited to portraying the concept of God that
one wishes to convey in a particular context.

Using Gender-Inclusive Language for God When
Reading Scripture

I think it is important to ask, however,
whether it would be good and proper to apply the
same approach to the biblical texts. | would argue
that in fact it is. Even though the biblical texts
consistently use only masculine pronouns to refer
to God and use the masculine forms of adjectives,
nouns, and verbs in Hebrew and Greek when
mentioning God, they also insist that God is not a
man. In my experience, even the most conservative
biblical scholars, who under no circumstances
would accept departing from the practice of
referring to God exclusively with masculine
pronouns, would have to acknowledge that the
God of Scripture is not actually maleor at least that
God does not have a man 06 lsody with a male
anatomy.

If this is the case, to claim that God is male
requires t hat we
Omal enesso i
physical attributes, anatomy, or appearance. The
only way to do this would be to affirm that God
thinks, acts or behavess a male rather than as a
female. Precisely what that might mean is by no
means clear. The Bible represents God as thinking,
acting, and behaving as a person but not
necessarily as a male person. Undoubtedly,

def iome
n nadt kavencsdo tvitha t

attributes and imagery that were and are
commonly associated with males rather than
females are often used when speaking of God, yet
the same is true of attributes and imagery
commonly associated with females rather than
males. Furthermore, we must recognize that when

s OtherBible speaks of God as Father, King, Lord, or in
Ohi

other ways t h at represent
using language that is not only anthropomorphic
but metaphoricalas well. In other words, in the
strict sense of the word, God is not really a fatherfi
either in relation to Christ or to us as human
beingsfi because neither Christ nor we are the
product of an act of sexual procreation with a
femaleon Go d 6 Nor ip @adtactually a king
or lord. While God is no doubt portrayed as a king
and a lord in Scripture, that imagery and language
must be seen as representing emblematic figures of
speech that compare and contrast God with
earthly authority figures by means of analogies.

From my perspective, there is therefore no
theological or biblical reason why we cannot or
should not use both masculine and feminine
pronouns when translating into English the
masculine pronouns used in Hebrew and Greek to
refer to God. In fact, once we identify Go d 8 s
with God6 s own bei
theology does, we must acknowledge that there is
precedenceforc hangi ng Goidrsually
all of the traditional English translations, not only
because they use masculine rather than feminine

ronouns when al, ruan:ld(Smrg)
eve% thoug% in "Hebren! rluachn is fe¥n|n|ne in
gendoer but because in English we must choose
between masculine and feminine forms when
translating the word pneumawhich in Greek is not
masculine in gender but neuter. If we use
masculine forms to
al so calll

refer
t h evendhdugh im HeBrpw r i t , 6

mao

Spiri

n,gas tdnitariamat ur e
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and Greek that Spirit is not male in gender,20 then aspects of that original meaning, while failing to
why can we not use feminine forms to refer not represent faithfully otheraspects.

only to Godds S@hirmselbfuto tepss@adle! like to use with my students to
though in biblical Hebrew and Greek God is not  gemonstrate this truth is the question of how the
female in gender? Hebrew word shalomshould be translated into

If we do so, we are certainly not being English in a passage such as the Aaronic
unfaithful to the biblical texts, which ascribe to benediction in Num. 6:24-26. Usually the last
God attributes that are by no means exclusive to phrase of this benediction, which ends with the
males, such as love, joy, anger, and sadness. In word shalom is translated in terms of God giving
fact, if we do associate one gender in particular 0 p e a c ethose tupon whom the blessing is
with certain attributes of God, we must recognize pronounced. As biblical scholars know very well,
that there are other attributes ascribed to God in however, in Hebrew shalom means much more
Scripture that we commonly associate with the t han 0 pAecardiry.todOld Testament scholar

other gender. It could therefore even be argued George Knight, 0 The verbal root fro
that, if we wisht o be faithful tderived chnereys @he conceptiam aflbeing whole or

meani ngso o fas tho$e emeahimgx tre being complete or sound; consequently the
reconstructed by biblical scholars and translators, transitive form of the verb [shalan} means to make

there are passages in which allusions to God in the whol e, t o r est ormKeight stressesc o mp |
third person are better translated into English with that shalomthus involves a total well-being in

feminine rather than masculine pronouns, since at body, mind, and soul and embraces concepts such

times God acts as a womanand is said to do things as abundance, prosperity, material security,

that only women doii even giving birth from a tranquility, contentment, and 0t he r i gh rel
womb (James 1:18).2! Furthermore, because no which can ideally obtain amongst men [and

translation can capture and convey fully and women]l i vi ng together i n har mo
perfectly the original meaning of any text, every life, harmony, satisfaction, completion, integrity fi

translation represents faithfully only certain all these English words together are required to
express the Hebrew noun i both in [a people's]
communal life and in the life of individual men

7

and womien. o

20 The biblical writers themselves change the gender
of the Holy Spirit from neuter to masculine at times, If this is the case, how should we translate
such as in John 16:13-14, where the Evangelist  ghalomin passages such as Num 6:26? To translate
presents Jesus as referringtotopneuma tt s iatl +St ihrﬁﬂ) |a§

(the Spirit of truth) as ekeinosrather than ekeinon It . . .
. the original meaning of the text. To opt exclusively
must be remembered, of course, that since Jesus

spoke in Aramaic, which also uses the feminine word for one of the other terms proposed here by Knight
ruacht o refer to Godds -14thei r iwpould alsa inyolve papturing endy part of the
Evangelist is presenting a translation of the words he t e xdrigiral meaning and failing to capture and
attributes to Jesus rather than his ipsissima verharhis
suggests that even Jesus himself may have changed
the Spirités gender when s {f&epoigd A § Koight, A KlristiardTheology of the
Old Testament (Richmond, VA: John Knox, 1959),
250, 253.

21 Such is the literal meaning of the verb apokuein
used in James 1:18.

as Opeaceo6 certain
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convey faithfully and adequately other parts. We masculine in gender in the biblical languages
could, of course, translate shalomwith 10 or 15 should not be seen as an impediment to referring
words on the basis of Kn

tg Bdadowdth Eerminimerproaours onnEnglisheahd t hi s

would make for a very long and perhaps usingo s haes wel | as ohed when al
overbearing benediction, and even that amount of When the Bible uses anthropomorphic language to
words would be insufficient to represent fully speak of God, it does so to refer to God as a person
what the text originally meant and might mean in or human being(a nt h}, put not specifically a
English today. maleperson or human being (a n ) And just as in
On this same basis, we may similarly English we have for the most part abandoned the
conclude that to refer to God exclusively with  usage of the masculine nounsd ma n 6 0 ane @06
masculine pronouns when translating Scripture  fefer to females, even though this was up until
into English is to fail to represent faithfully the  recently widely accepted as standard English, so
original meaning of many of the biblical texts. The also have we generally abandoned the use of
language the Bible uses for God is not andromorphic ~ Masculine pronouns to refer to both males and
but anthropomorphicLike the Latin word homo,the females in sentences such as: devery person should
German word Mensch and the Slovak word [ | o,v eke€ hi s dent i s bnesheudukhoavr I y, o
the Greek word anthroposis masculine in gender What he is doing before S
but can be used to refer to a female as well as a Previously, sentences such as these were
mal e. These |l anguages al |considered goiregtingtandagdsEnglighy whergasity o
in the sense of ® ma | a&s ddistinguished from was considered incorrectto say thatoevery per so
o f e ma(laiindvir, German Mann, Slovak mu i Shoul d see her dentist regu

and Greek ant ,rwhich when declined takes forms ~ should know what she is doing before she starts
beginningwithandr).1 n Engl i sh, theowetdid@ameEw. 0

originally could also be used for both a male and a Therefore, to insist on using exclusively
female. When the New Testament s p e a k s 0 fmasaulant | pronouns for God in English
me nibn t he s ense itubestheabuh ptemslptiors of Scripture is to limit the original
ant hr(gaptesshoia nt h)y gg bas in mind meanings of the biblical texts in ways that those
women as well as men. Similarly, even though who composed, read, and heard them did not.
Greek had af emal e f or no refdr to @ g oWhat the Bible continually stresses when it speaks
goddess (thead , when t he Gr eek sof Gechionotehat &dd is a indledout that God is a
g o d agsiing the plural form of theos(hoi thedj, they person This means that we do not adequately or
were generally referring to both male and female accurately capture the original meaning of the
gods. In fact, like a n't h rtgepGoesk word theos  biblical allusions to God in their fullness or
in the singular was at times used to refer to a represent faithfully the thought of the authors of
femalefi in this case, a goddess. Scripture when in our English translations we

Thus, because words that are masculine in refuse to use feminine pronouns and insist on

gender in both biblical Hebrew and Greek could ~ Using only masculine pronouns in English. Such a
be used to speak of females as well as males, practice places limitations and restrictions on the
especially when used in the plural, but at times  Meaning of the biblical texts that do not exist in the

alsointhesingular,t he fact that t hl@9URass ig Which ghgyswere gwritten and thus



94t.mx

Inclusive GodLanguagd 23

should not be kept in place. While the use of
masculine pronouns in English translations of the
biblical passages that allude to God in the third
person brings out certain aspects of the original
meaning of those passages that the use of feminine
pronouns does not, at the same time the exclusive
use of masculine pronouns fails to bring out other
aspects of the original meaning of those passages
that the use of feminine pronouns would convey
better or more faithfully. This means that, in order
to capture fully the meaning of those passages, we
must be willing to use both masculine and
feminine pronouns to speak of God in English, just
as to capture fully the meaning of the word shalom
in Hebrew, we must use a variety of words rather
than asingle word by itself,s u ¢ h
again, it is important to stress that the reason why
pronouns of both genders should be used to speak
of God when translating the Bible into English is

communicate about the God of whom he spoke,
even though it undoubtedly fails to communicate
other aspects of his thought that the use of
masculine pronouns does communicate. In
particular, in my mind, the imagery of a mother
giving up her son stresses even more strongly and
powerfully t h e enor mity of

world than that of a father giving up his sonfi
which is precisely what the Evangelist wanted to
stressfi even though the latter image is also
extremely powerful and reflects certain aspects of
t he
image. On this basis, we can only conclude that we
need to use bothmasculine and feminine pronouns
if we wish to translate the first phrase of John 3:16

a s Qnhe e aacauratély and capture its meaning more fully.

Whether it is individual preachers, teachers,
or authors who make their own translations of the
passages they cite from Scripture as they see fit or

that it consistently speaks of God as a person whog group of scholars who produce a translation for

displays traits and attributeassociatwith females as
well as maledoth in biblical times and in the present

Because every translation is always an
approximation, capturing some aspects of the
original meaning of a text while at the same time
failing to capture others, one could rightly argue
that it is not only good and proper but even
necessary at times translate the beginning of John
316as:0 For God so | oved
her only-begotten Son.6 Such a translation conveys
certain truths about the God of Jesus and the
Fourth Evangelist that the conventional
translations that use masculine pronouns do not.
Personally, in fact, | think that such a translation of
John 3:16 is not only accurate and correct in many
ways but also extremely beautiful and moving. It
creates in my mind an image of God that in certain
regards is extremely faithful to the thought of the
author and can be said to represent even more
clearly some of the things he sought to

t h e sushas By drantldtimgtJohrs 3116 asgoaFvoer

publication, the question of how best to use
gender-inclusive language to refer to God when
translating the Bible into English must still be
considered. For example, should we alternate
between masculine and feminine pronouns verse-
by-verse, chapter-by-chapter, or book-by-book?
Obviously, it becomes confusing to alternate
between forms in the same immediate context,

loved the world that she gave his only-begotten
S o n Fod that reason, | would advocate using
pronouns of the same gender for God each time
we are developing a particular idea or theme until
we are finished sharing that idea or theme.

One may even feel that there are certain
passages from Scripture that, due to their original
meaning, lend themselves more than others to the
use of feminine pronouns for God. If so, one could
make the decision as to which gender to use on
that basis. In any case, it would ultimately be up to
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each interpreter and each publisher when to use
masculine or feminine pronouns to allude to God.

| see at least a couple of ways in which we
may promote the use of gender-inclusive language
to refer to God in our reading of Scripture without
having to produce versions that are entirely new.
A publisher might simply take a version of the
Bible that already exists and place feminine
pronouns alongside masculine pronouns when
they refertoGod ( o he/ she, 6 0 Wien
those who read the Bible out loud for others to
hear could alternate between masculine and
feminine pronouns, perhaps from one reading or
passage to the next. Another option would be to
print the masculine pronouns that refer to God in
another color so that the one who reads the text
can choose which gender to use when she or he
reads it. This would be similar to the rubrics that
appear in the printed liturgical material of many
churches for rites such as baptism, confirmation, or
a funeral. One might also simply turn masculine
pronouns into feminine ones on 0 n edws when
reading out loud from one of the existing versions
of the Bible, perhaps training others to do so as
well, yet this would require some practice and
skill.

* k* %

In conclusion, | would insist on three points.
First, whatever answers are given to the questions
raised in this article, it is important that we
encourage one another to discuss the language we
use to refer to God and that those who are
involved in sustained reflection on this subject
share with others the results of their reflection.
This will allow us to address issues that are
important and enable all of us to grow in our
awareness of the problems involved. We thereby
become more sensitive to questions regarding
gender. As a result, we will be empowered to
communicate more clearly views regarding God

that we find liberating and avoid as much as
possible the perpetuation of ideas that we regard
as oppressive and unjust.

A second point | would stress is that we must
refrain from imposing on others the way of
referring to God that each of us has chosen. At the
same time, we must not prohibit others from using
the language they prefer. | once heard of a female

father. Do not take away from me the only Father |
have ev eWhilehtadifmpbrtant that we all
share our beliefs with one another, we must avoid
pressuring others in any way to adopt those beliefs
themselves. Let God be God and touch people®
lives as she wishes. Yet for God to do this, we must
all be given a chance to share our views on these
questions and make the effort to listen to one
another.

Third and most importantly, as | have already
stressed above, | firmly believe that the primary
criterion that should guide our decisions on
questions such as those discussed in this article is
whether our language conveys as faithfully and
powerfully as possible our conviction that the God
whom we confess and proclaim is a God of pure,
unbounded, and unconditional love and grace
who cares deeply for each of us personally and
individually, no matter who we are. If in the midst
of our discussions regarding how to speak of God
we place some other concern above this one, in my
opinion, those discussions will be a waste of time.

David A. Brondos

Mexico City, Mexico

Originally written on August 8,2017and publishean
http://94t.mx onOctober31, 2017

Revised version published on Juy 2018
ImageMaria Luisa Merindo

seminary student who was to
| hriesf,edr ettoc.Gad dacdo okatribuees , & s
t o patriarchal and hi erarch
student responded angrily, 0


https://medium.com/@EUFAMI/every-face-hides-a-story-says-spanish-artist-mar%C3%ADa-luisa-melendo-842894487b80

