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 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 (òhe,ó òhis,ó òhim,ó 

òhimselfó) 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 Mary Daly, òif God is male 

then male is God.ó1 Thus in many circles 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 òsexistó and 

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, I would argue 

                                                 
1
 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 1985), 19. I feel that it is important for me to 
add that, while I certainly understand the assertion: 
òif God is male then male is God,ó I would 
nevertheless disagree with it strongly. According to 
the Christian God in whom I believe, no human 
being ever has the right to equate himself or herself 
with God. Thus if any man would say to a woman, 
òBecause I am male and God is male, you must 
submit to me as God,ó that man is committing 
blasphemy. 

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 òGodselfó rather than 

òhimselfó and employ the designation òGodó 

repeatedly in a phrase such as: òFor God so loved 

the world that God gave Godõs only-begotten Sonó 

(John 3:16),2 I am convinced that we end up 

depersonalizing God, that is, depriving God of 

Godõs personhood, or at least diminishing it 

considerably. 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 
òchildó rather than òSonó when characterizing Jesusõ 
relation to God, yet the belief that the huios tou theou 
(Son of God) became a male when he became human 
has led most Christians to allude to òhimó with the 
use of masculine pronouns even in òhisó pre-existent 
state. The question of whether to use gender-free 
language to speak of Godõs òWord,ó who existed as 
and with God òfrom the beginningó (John 1:1-2), is 
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 Godõs pre-existent huios or Logos as Godõs 
sophia, which is feminine. Due to space limitations, 
however, I 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 lies somewhere in between òfeminineó and 
òmasculine,ó rather than seeing themselves 
exclusively as females or males. While there are also 
persons who affirm that they are neither male nor 
female, I believe that most of those who do so would 
prefer redefining their gender as something other than 
male or female, such as ògender-neutraló or ògender-
queer,ó rather than denying any gender on their part. 

4 Among both Christian and non-Christian thinkers, 
the debate regarding what it means to be a òpersonó 
is ongoing. Once again, out of concern for brevity, I 
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constantly repeating the word òGodó when we 

speak of God without the use of pronounsñwhich 

tends to sound extremely awkwardñ, we are 

continually forced to alter what we say about God 

and must resort endlessly to circumlocutions. This 

awkwardness can lead us to limit the ways in 

which we refer to God and even to mention God as 

little as possible when we talk about our beliefs. It 

can therefore deter us from proclaiming the gospel 

freely or impede us from presenting the gospel in 

ways that we might present it otherwise. Avoiding 

overly repetitive allusions to God and òGodselfó 

then becomes more important than com-

municating the ideas and beliefs that we wish to 

share regarding God. And if we attempt to resolve 

this difficulty by using instead the nouns 

òdivinityó or òdeityó or the adjective òdivine,ó 

from my perspective, we only make the problem 

worse, depersonalizing God even further. We are 

left with: òFor God so loved the world that Godñ

or the deity or divinityñsent the divine Sonó (or 

òchildó). In either case, whether we want to or not, 

we end up giving the impression that God is a 

òwható rather than a òwho,ó something rather than 

someone. 

 I must also add that, personally, whenever I 

hear or read the term òGodself,ó not only do I have 

a hard time conceiving in my mind what that term 

refers to, but the òGodó of whose òselfó we speak 

sounds strange and alien to me as wellñand I do 

mean òalienó like an òalien from outer space.ó 

Such a term does not seem to represent faithfully 

or accurately the caring, intimate, and gracious 

being whom I call òGod,ó and much less to endear 

or attract me to that God. In fact, at the risk of 

                                                                                 
will not enter into that discussion here, though I am 
well aware that the concept of òpersonó that I use in 
the present article is subject to criticism in many 
forms and involves certain assumptions that are 
undoubtedly problematic. 

sounding repetitive, I would say that speaking of 

God in that way even estranges and alienates me 

from the God to whom òGodselfó refers. 

 Of course, all those who have dedicated time 

and energy to reflecting on this subject know very 

well how complicated and controversial it is. Even 

to talk about it upsets many people, including not 

only those who have been deeply hurt by the 

traditional ways in which we refer to God and 

thus insist on changes, but also those who want to 

continue using the same type of gendered 

language for God that has been predominant for 

centuries, and thus is regarded as òstandard.ó I 

would insist, together with many others, that in 

reality there is no solution to this problem that is 

entirely satisfactory. No matter how hard we try, 

we cannot speak of God in ways that avoid 

perpetrating gender inequity at least to some 

extent, and thus our success in building churches, 

communities, and societies that are more just, 

equitable, and egalitarian with respect to gender 

by means of the language we use about God will 

always be limited.5 One of the phrases I 

                                                 
5 Of course, I recognize that even terms such as 
òequity,ó òequitable,ó and òegalitarianó are 
problematic. There are senses in which we are not 
and can never be òequaló to one another, although at 
the same time there are other senses in which we are 
equal to one another or should be, just as there are 
senses in which òegalitarianismó is both possible and 
desirable and other senses in which it is not. All of 
these words are usually defined in terms of being the 
òsameó in some way, yet while in some cases this is 
good, in other cases diversity is to be preferred over 
òsameness.ó When touching on these matters in my 
teaching activity, a question I like to pose to my 
students is: òAre you the same person that you were 
yesterday?ó All of us must answer both òYesó and 
òNoó to that question, since in some ways we have 
remained the same, but in others we have changed. 
Nevertheless, to answer in this way is not to 
contradict ourselves but to speak the truth in 
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continually repeat to my students is: òEvery 

perspective is problematicñincluding yours and 

mine.ó Any 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 I do not 

wish to address that question. Instead, I will limit 

myself to considering the question of how those of 

us who are Christians should speak of God in the 

third person.  

 

Keeping God Personal as a Person 

 While I 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, I would also insist that there are some 

very good things which that custom promotes. 

Among these is the ability to speak freely about 

Godñthat is, about òhimóñwithout 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 if we answered either òYesó or òNoó 
exclusively. 

his vision of God and Godõs reign (including not 

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 

Jesusõ Death in New Testament Thought (Mexico City: 

Comunidad Teológica de México, 2018), I 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 òequally, 

unconditionally, and unreservedly,ó7 but the fully 

personal nature of that God. I do not believe that 

we can speak of a God who loves the world in that 

way without affirming that God is a person.8 

                                                 
6 On my use of the word òpoweró here and elsewhere 
in this article, I would refer the reader to thesis 54 of 
the 94 Theses that I posted online at http://94t.mx on 
October 31, 2017. That thesis begins: òThe opposite of 
power is impotence. Both can be good or bad.ó I 
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 
abuse and misuse of power or the selfish lust for 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 I would 
nevertheless insist that it is proper and necessary to 
speak of God as a single person as well, whether we 
are referring to the òtriune Godó or to the God 
traditionally considered the òfirst personó of the 
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Impersonal realities or things cannot love, at least 

not in the way we commonly understand love. 

However, neither can personal realities or things 

love. Only a God who is not only òpersonalóña 

designation which paradoxically can be used even 

of non-personsñbut is actually a person and is 

spoken of as such can truly love human beings 

with òhisó whole being and call on human beings 

to love one another as well.  

 To stress this point, I need only rephrase what 

I have just written by affirming, òonly a God who 

is actually a person can truly love human beings 

with Godõs whole being.ó This rephrased 

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 òGodõs whole beingó refers to something or 

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 God òhimselfó loves human 

beings with òhisó whole being in order to avoid 

perpetrating the oppressive idea that God is 

(exclusively) male. From my perspective, such a 

òsolutionó only makes things worse, since I regard 

as oppressive anything that diminishes the biblical 

idea that God is a person who loves all people 

unconditionally with òhisó whole beingñwe 

might even say with all òhisó heart, soul, mind, 

and strength, in the same way that we are to love 

òhimó (Mark 12:30).9 Of course, to speak of Godõs 

                                                                                 
Trinity. The Triune God is not something but 
someone, a òwhoó rather than a òwhat.ó 

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 

heart, soul, mind, and strength is to use 

anthropomorphisms and to imply that God has a 

heart, soul, and mind, and perhaps muscles as 

well, in the way that human 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 

mouth, a mind, arms, hands, a heart, a bosom, 

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

òbehindó (see Exod. 33:23).  

 What seems to me to demonstrate more 

clearly than anything else the impossibility of 

representing faithfully biblical thought regarding 

God without using gendered pronouns to refer 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 

exclusive use of such language have found 

widespread acceptance.10 Any speaker or author 

                                                                                 
involves discussing the ways in which we define a 
word such as òhuman,ó a discussion which will 
inevitably be interminable. In passing, I would add 
that when Paul writes that he was taken up into 
paradise and heard there òunutterable utterancesó or 
òinexpressible expressionsó (arrƗta rƗmata) that no 
mortal human can repeat (2 Cor. 12:2-4), I understand 
this, not in the sense that no human being is allowed 
to do so (as most English translations affirm), but in 
the sense that no human being is capable of doing so, 
since no human words could ever articulate, 
reproduce, or capture accurately the unimaginable 
and indescribable things that he heard. 

10 To speak of the impossibility of representing 
something faithfully once again raises the problem of 
defining the words we useñin 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 

knows only too well the formidable difficulties 

involved in attempting to avoid alluding to the 

God of Scriptures as if òheó were male. While as 

Christians we can use circumlocutions to find 

ways of alluding to God today without the use of 

pronouns, many passages from our Scriptures 

simply cannot be translated into English in a way 

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 I 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 altered in our attempt to 

avoid perpetrating gender inequity. In other 

words, we cannot represent faithfully the God of Jesus 

and Scripture in our preaching, teaching, and speaking 

about God when we refuse to use gendered personal 

pronouns to refer to that God. And to speak of a 

different God who has been altered and no longer 

represents faithfully the God of Scripture is by 

definition to proclaim a gospel that is also distinct 

                                                                                 
what extent and in which sense any particular 
representation reflects biblical thought faithfully (see 
thesis 9 of my 94 Theses). Such an affirmation also 
presupposes that we can rightly speak of òbiblical 
thoughtó in the singular, since even in the writings of 
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 
òrightly.ó We could go on and on endlessly debating 
such questions, yet I would nevertheless argue 
unhesitatingly that there are some representations of 
biblical thought that are more faithful to the 
Christian Scriptures than others. 

from that which we find in Scripture, in other 

words, a ògospeló that ceases to be fully the gospel of 

Jesus Christ. 

 In order to demonstrate more clearly my 

point, I will cite several passages from the  New 

Revised Standard Version of the New Testament, 

replacing gendered language used there with 

gender-neutral language: 

òAll this is from God, who reconciled us to 

Godself through Christ,ó or: òAll this is from 

God, who reconciled us to Godõs own self 

through Christó(2 Cor. 5:18).  

òIn past generations God allowed all the nations 

to follow their own ways; yet God has not left 

Godself without a witness in doing goodñ

giving you rains from heaven and fruitful 

seasons, and filling you with food and your 

hearts with joyó (Acts 14:16-17). 

òNo one, when tempted, should say, ôI am being 

tempted by Godõ; for God cannot be tempted by 

evil and Godself tempts no one,ó or: òNo one, 

when tempted, should say, ôI am being tempted 

by Godõ; for God cannot be tempted by evil and 

God in Godself tempts no oneó (James 1:13). 

òIf 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 Godõs Son cleanses us from all sinó (1 Jn. 

1:6-7). 

òAnd I heard a loud voice from the throne 

saying, ôSee, the home of God is among mortals. 

God will dwell with them; they will be Godõs 

peoples, and Godõs own self will be with them; 

God will wipe every tear from their eyesõó (Rev 

21: 3-4).11 

                                                 
11 I am aware that in several of these passages the 
Greek word used is autos rather than heautos, yet I 
would nevertheless argue that in each case the autos 
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 Perhaps some people would find such 

translations acceptable, though I 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 òGodó or òGodself ó in the same phrase or 

sentence, as well as depersonalizing Godñeven 

though all of these passages ascribe to God actions 

that only persons perform. 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 meñmuch less enthralling, 

captivating, or enrapturing!ñor 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 I 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 different than what the 

author originally wrote. We might come up with a 

                                                                                 
was added precisely to stress that the allusion is to 
God òhimself.ó The fact that the vast majority of 
modern English versions of the New Testament also 
translate autos in 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 neutering the God of Jesus, Scripture, and the 

gospel that I have known, loved, and cherished 

dearly ever since I was a child. I 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 

God and alter Godõs loving nature so drastically in 

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 English besides òheó 

and òsheó is òit,ó which of course is not a personal 

pronoun and thus would once more depersonalize 

God. Thus, for example, we could translate the 

first words of John 3:16: òFor God so loved the 

world that she gave her only-begotten Son.ó As I 

will argue below, I 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: òFor God so loved the world 

that God gave Godõs only-begotten Son,ó we not 

only give the impression that we are speaking 

about two or three different Gods at once, as 

already noted, but also strip this God or these 

Gods of their gender in the ears of those 

accustomed to the traditional rendering of that 

verseñunless of course they have become so used 



  94t.mx                                                                                                    Inclusive God-Language | 7 

¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯¯ 

 

 

to conceiving God as a male that, even when they 

hear gender-neutral allusions to God, they still 

picture in their minds a male God. Once again, the 

God spoken of in this translation no longer seems 

to be the one God who is pure love and grace, in 

spite of the fact that this God is explicitly said to 

love, since such a translation tends to suggest that 

God is some remote, obscure, nebulous entity 

quite different from us human beings. Obviously, 

however, to exchange feminine pronouns for 

masculine ones in every case in order to speak of 

God exclusively as if òsheó were female would be 

to go to the other extreme and could also be seen 

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, òif God is female then 

female is God.ó We would then simply be 

exchanging one form of sexism for another. 

 A number of other options also exist. One of 

these is to use the plural forms òthey,ó òtheir,ó 

òthem,ó and òthemselvesó to refer to God. While 

in some instances this may be acceptable, in 

general it seems even more problematic. This is 

clear from the the translation of John 3:16 that 

would result: òFor God so loved the world that 

they gave their only-begotten Son.ó I think that 

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 òze,ó òco,ó òhesh,ó òthon,ó and òhou,ó 

among many others. Each of these, of course, 

requires not only a nominative form but also a 

possessive or genitive form to replace òhisó and 

òher(s),ó an accusative form to replace òhimó and 

òher,ó and a reflexive form to replace òhimselfó 

and òherself.ó The Wikipedia page on the subject 

of òThird Person Pronounó actually presents over 

a dozen of these gender-neutral pronoun 

proposals, along with their various grammatical 

forms.12 This would leave us with translations of 

John 3:16 such as the following: òFor God so loved 

the world that ze sent zir only-begotten Son,ó òFor 

God so loved the world that thon sent thons only-

begotten Son,ó and: òFor God so loved the world 

that hou sent hy only-begotten Son.ó We may also 

consider the use of these different proposals in a 

sentence in which all of the forms associated with 

them appear: òBecause ze loves me, God zemself 

has led me to believe in zem through zes presence 

in my lifeó; òBecause thon loves me, God thonself 

has led me to believe in thon through thons 

presence in my life,ó and: òBecause hou loves me, 

God hyself has led me to believe in hee through hy 

presence in my life.ó If we instead opt to eliminate 

such pronouns, then we are back to: òBecause God 

loves me, Godself has led me to believe in God 

through Godõs presence in my lifeó (or perhaps 

òGod in Godselfó or òGod in Godõs own selfó 

rather than simply òGodselfó). 

 One of the problems that advocates of such 

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. 
On the usage 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 of òGodself,ó some would speak of òGod 

zemself,ó others of òGod thonself,ó others of òGod 

hyself,ó and still others of òGodõs own selfó in 

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, I 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 aversion to the word òneutral.ó Most 

of these theologies not only regard the language of 

òneutralityó as promoting indifference 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 thinking, we are never òneutral,ó 

even when we desire or attempt to be so. Of 

course, at present the idea of gender neutrality 

runs contrary to the status quo, and many see that 

idea as liberating rather than oppressive. To speak 

of gender neutrality and gender-neutral language 

as a goal we must seek to attain, however, seems to 

me to imply that we must deny people 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 must òneuteró not only 

God but ourselves as well. Even if we regard 

òneuteró as a gender in itself rather than a lack of 

gender, the insistence that our language should be 

neutral, neuter, or neutered in my ears promotes 

the idea that we ourselves must 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 of ògender-freeó language also raises 

red flags in my mind. Once again, it implies that 

we can and ought to be òfree of gender,ó or at least 

seek to become so, as if gender itself were 

oppressive, and as if this were even a possibility. 

In this case, we must become genderless and 

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, I prefer 

to speak of ògender-inclusiveó language. This 

involves replacing òneither/noró with 

òboth/and.ó I am well 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 

people of non-Christian faiths òanonymous 

Christians.ó I doubt that he would have been very 
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happy for someone else to include him among 

those who worship Allah as an òanonymous 

Muslim.ó Sometimes 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 womenñperhaps even the issue of 

how to promote gender equity as womenñthey 

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 exclusion in 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 of ògender-neutraló or ògender-freeó 

with that of ògender-inclusive,ó I much prefer the 

latter. It invites people to accept and affirm their 

gender in whatever way and to whatever extent 

they wishñeven if they identify their gender as 

òneuteró or òneutralóñand encourages 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 preference for ògender-inclusiveó 

language led me to think up my own proposal for 

third-person pronouns a number of years agoña 

proposal that I later discovered has also been put 

forward by others.13 My idea was that we might 

combine the current pronouns rather than replacing 

them with something else. Thus, we could have 

òs/heó (which would be pronounced òshuh-

HEEó), òhis/eró (HIZ-ur), òhis/ersó (HIZ-urs), 

òhermó (a combination of òheró and òhimó), and 

òhermself.ó These pronouns 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 òs/he,ó òhe/she,ó and òhim/heró in 

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: òFor God so loved the world that shuh-HEE 

gave HIZ-ur only-begotten Son.ó The other 

sentence I mentioned above would end up as: 

òBecause shuh-HEE loves me, God hermself has 

led me to believe in herm through HIZ-er presence 

in my life.ó 

 Although these gender-inclusive pronouns 

sound a little more like the pronouns used in 

standard English and also seem to be able to 

express more clearly the idea that God includes 

within òhermselfó both masculine and feminine 

traits, they nevertheless continue to sound strange 

to modern ears. In a couple of casesñs/he (shuh-

HEE) and his/er (HIZ-er)ñthey also involve 

replacing a monosyllabic pronoun with one that 

                                                 
13 Although I 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 I 
have not 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. 
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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 I took while 

in seminary, I 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.14 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 of the Latin òDeusó to 

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.15 Those of the former group 

                                                 
14 On this subject, see especially Sangkeun Win, 
Strange Names of God: The Missionary Translation of the 
Divine Name and the Chinese Responses to Matteo Ricciõs 
Shangti in Late Ming China, 1583-1644 (Studies in 
Biblical Literature 70; New York: Peter Lang, 2004). 

15 Pope Clement XI actually issued a decree in 1715 in 
which he commanded the exclusive use of the term 
òDeusó 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 Deus would 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 

in òhisó fullness as the God of Jesus 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.16 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 

calling God òDeusó? While 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 

                                                 
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 
ògospeló message they proclaimed not only 
liberating but also extremely oppressive. 
Furthermore, I 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. 
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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 conceptualize and embrace òhermó as a 

real person who loves each of us deeply, 

intimately, and unconditionally.17 

 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 Jesusõ God òla Diosa de Jesúsó rather than òel 

Dios de Jes¼só brings to mind a pagan goddess 

such as those worshiped in the ancient Greco-

Roman world, who were radically different from 

the God of Jesus and the Hebrew Scriptures. I 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, I would not be in favor of 

using the word òGoddessó to refer to the God of 

Jesus and the gospel in English, just as I do not 

speak of that God as òla Diosaó in Spanish.   

 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, I would not favor speaking of an 
òandrogynousó God. Because in our world no person 
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 depersonalize God and Godõs love 
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 

imply that 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 òchild,ó for example, in Greek, 

German, and Slovak is neuter in gender (to paidion; 

das Kind; to dieŦa), even though it refers to a person. 

Thus German-speakers might discuss whether 

referring to God as das Gott rather than der Gott 

would promote greater gender equity while 

nevertheless preserving the idea that God is a 

person who loves all people deeply and intimately, 

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 which of the various options open to us is 

least problematic.  

 For me, however, what matters most is that 

we not òcastrate,ó òsterilize,ó or òneuteró God and 

the gospel, which I believe we do when we refuse 

to refer to God as òsheó or òhe.ó When I say that, 

by no means do I wish to deny the personhood or 

capacity to love of those who have been castrated 

or sterilized, whether voluntarily or involuntarily; 

nor would I ever affirm that they have been 

rendered òimpotentó in any way except that of no 

longer being able to procreate children of their 

own, or that people who have been castrated or 

sterilized have lost their gender, so that they may 

no longer identify themselves as fully male or 

female if they choose to do so. Instead, I have in 
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mind the idea of forcefully and violently stripping 

God of his and her gender, which I am convinced 

would be entirely contrary to Godõs will. I would 

argue that God wishes to be known, regarded, and 

approached as a person, because God is a person; 

and as mentioned above, I believe that to be a 

person is to have gender. Most English dictionaries 

offer as a second or third definition of òcastrateó 

something along the lines of òto deprive of vitality, 

vigor, or force.ó Similarly, they define òsterilizeó in 

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 wondrous ways that leave 

us speechless, breathless, and deeply in love with 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 wants to be in relation to us, 

our loving òAbba,ó while at 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 

òGodselfó 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. I would argue that this way of resolving 

the problem is better than coining a new but alien 

way of referring to the God of Jesus, speaking of 

God as a non-person, òneuteringó God,  or giving 

the impression that each time we say òGodó 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 

equity and justice that must concern us as well. 

Thus to give priority to concerns for gender equity 

and justice over concerns for equity and justice in 

general would be a mistakeñthough of course we 

can only seek equity and justice in general by 

focusing our attention on concrete and particular 

forms of equity and justice, such as those having to 

do with gender. And because I am convinced that 

belief in an intensely personal Godña God who is 

actually a personñis 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, I propose that 

we abandon the practice of avoiding personal 

pronouns when speaking of God in the third 

person and using the term òGodselfó so as instead 

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 òsexistó 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.18 As scholars who reflect on questions of 

                                                 
18 I speak of òour experience of motherhoodó because 
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 
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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 being òmotherly,ó while also 

maintaining that ideally men should be òfatherly,ó 

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. I have long 

taught my students that they need to analyze 

critically and challenge traditional conceptions of 

what distinguishes one gender from the other. I 

ask them, for example, òWhen I am tender, caring, 

and gentle toward my daughters, am I being 

feminine and motherly rather than masculine and 

fatherly?ó  

 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 adapted to the culture in which it is 

proclaimed. On the other, because the gospel 

proclaims a God who is at the same time 

countercultural 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 realityñ

whether we like it or notñis 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 reinforce the notion that 

God is loving, caring, gentle, kind, and motherly. I 

think this is both good and important. At the same 

time, I think it is good and important to continue 

to attribute to God certain traits that are generally 

considered masculine in our culture, such as 

strength, firmness, and assertiveness. To promote 

justice and wholeness, we need a God who is 

powerful rather than weak or impotent,19 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 power, rather 

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 female rather than exclusively 

male and to imagine in their minds the face of a 

woman and not only a man when they hear the 

word òGod.ó I might add that when I hear a term 

such as òGodself,ó neither a male nor a female face 

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.  I 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. 
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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 powerñin a good senseñare not 

exclusively masculine but feminine as well, I think 

gender-inclusive language concerning God is much 

to be preferred over gender-neutral language. By 

speaking of God both as òsheó and òhe,ó we 

attribute both feminine and masculine traits to  the 

same person, thus 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 

òimitators of Godó (Eph. 5:1; cf. Matt. 5:43-48). If 

we understand this in terms of imitating a God 

who is both a òheó and a òshe,ó we are led 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 proclaim to others, òYou are called to be 

imitators of God herself, ò or alternatively, òYou are 

called to be imitators of God himself,ó is much 

more powerful, vivid, galvanizing, and thought-

provoking than to tell an audience, òYou are called 

to be imitators of Godselfóñor should we instead 

say, òimitators of Godõs own self,ó or perhaps 

òimitators of God in Godselfó? In my ears, the 

latter exhortations not only fail to inspire and 

impact me in the way that the first two do, but also 

leave me asking myself how I 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 

language of God as male and as òFatheró not only 

tends to promote and perpetuate patriarchal 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 òheó 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 I 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 more the 

idea that to be male and to be a father is by nature 

and by definition to be violent, abusive, and 

domineering? And in that case, as a Christian man 

and father, must I suppress my gender identity in 

order to be òGodlike,ó òneuteringó myself as I 

òneuteró God by the way I speak of God? In 

addition, the fact that there are women as well as 

men who are violent, abusive, and domineering 

means that, in itself, using gender-neutral 

language for God in order to insist that òGod is not 

maleó does not necessarily involve affirming a 

God who is not violent, abusive, and domineering. 
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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 persons, and thus we end up 

depersonalizing God once more to turn God into 

the type of remote, mysterious being I have 

described above, a being who also then tends to be 

viewed as impassive, emotionless, indifferent, and 

distant. I 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 Godõs personhood that gendered 

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 negative ones, 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 using feminine 

pronouns to speak of God, our intention is not 

only to ascribe to God the positive traits 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 I would respond by insisting that to refer to 

God as if God were male or female does not 

preclude ògenderingó God in other ways that 

imply that God is not only feminine or masculine 

but somethingñor rather, someoneñelse as well, I 

do recognize that to use only forms of òheó and 

òsheó to refer to God may in fact be problematic in 

that way. Many Christians and theologians today 

insist on the importance of òqueeringó God, which 

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 

ògoodó with ònormaló and òbadó with òabnormaló 

or òqueer.ó While I agree that it is necessary to 

òqueeró God in some wayñas Paul himself did to 

some extent in passages such as 1 Cor. 1:18-29, for 

exampleñto do so does not resolve the problem of 

which pronouns to use when speaking of God. 

Unfortunately, we do not have òqueeró personal 

pronouns, or at least any that are widely known 

and used. Once again, however, I think that this is 

a problem that has not yet been resolved in the 

English language in general, and for that reason I 

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 

in some way, as long as the stress on Godõs loving 

and intractable commitment to justice and 

wholeness for all remains front and center. 

 

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 between forms of òheó and òsheó when 

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, I 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, I 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 I have shared my 94 Theses 

with others, the thing they react to most frequently 

by far is the fact that there I alternate between 

masculine and feminine pronouns when speaking 

of God and that I often refer to God as a òshe.ó 

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 

gender, the practice of alternating between òsheó 

and òheó when referring to God would catch 

peopleõs attention to a much greater extent 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, I have up until now opted to use only 

masculine forms when I do biblical theology, since 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 Israel 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 in which Godõs people conceived of òhimó 

in biblical times from a purely historical 

perspective. This is a descriptive task, in 

comparison to the prescriptive task of defining how 

the Scriptural message about God should be 

proclaimed in our contemporary contexts. I 

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 theological writings that I have published in 

English (outside of my 94t.mx website), I have 

generally followed the practice of using gender-

neutral language for God, partly because I do 

indeed regard it problematic to use only masculine 

pronouns to speak of God in the third person, but 

also partly because the editors with whom I have 

worked have either insisted on this usage or 

strongly encouraged it. At the same time, of 
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course, I recognize that it is highly problematic to 

make a distinction between the God in whom I 

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 I have had this opportunity to 

explain why I prefer to alternate between feminine 

and masculine pronouns in my theological work, 

however, in the future I would like to have the 

freedom to follow this practice when I speak 

publicly or publish things that I have written. 

While I have already explained above my reasons 

for this, I think a few illustrations from my 94 

Theses would serve to make my point even more 

clearly and convincingly. While in many of those 

theses I did refrain from using either masculine or 

feminine pronouns to refer to God in the third 

person, in others I did not. Below are some of the 

theses in which I did not. After citing each one, I 

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 I 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? 

  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 

Godõs? 

 30. 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 followers concluded, òIn this man, God 

has not only given us new revelations, 

commandments, prophecies, or hopes. God has 

gone so far as to give us his very self!ó 

 vs. the final phrase:  

òGod has gone so far as to give us Godõs very 

self!ó 

  47. Faith saves, not because God has arbitrarily 

established the acceptance of certain doctrines as 

the condition for saving people, but because it 

involves entrusting oneõs life entirely to God 

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.  

  75. 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. 

  75.  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.  

  87. 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 him, òI donõt believe in you!ó 
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He responds: òI am so glad that weõre finally 

having this conversation! Letõs go get a cup of 

coffee and keep chatting.ó 

 vs. the final half of the thesis:  

In reality, God is overjoyed when someone yells 

at God, òI donõt believe in you!ó God responds: 

òI am so glad that weõre finally having this 

conversation! Letõs go get a cup of coffee and 

keep chatting.ó 

  92.  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. 

  94. All of the ideas I have shared here have been 

repeated many times by others long before me. 

All that I 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, I 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: 

Then we can all dance to the music that God has 

been dying to play for us on Godõs fiddle. 

 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 bland, 

impersonal, abstract, and perhaps even dull. In 

several of these theses, most notably 24, 30, 47, and 

especially 75, refraining from using a gendered 

personal pronoun also gives the impression that, 

each time it is used, the word òGodó refers to some 

other, different God, rather than the same God 

himself or herself.  (How could I rephrase what I 

have just written using gender-neutral language: 

òthe impression that, each time it is used, the word 

ôGodõ refers to some other, different God, rather 

than the same Godself?; the same self of God?; the 

same God in Godself?; the same God in Godõs own 

self?ó Of course, I could simply omit the words 

òhimself or herself,ó but then the contrast with 

òsome other, different Godó would not be as 

strong and emphatic.) Obviously, in several of 

these theses, I 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 thesis 8, òGod commands that 

we obey her for our own sakes,ó I used the 

feminine pronoun because the emphasis is on 

Godõs authority, and I wished to stress that 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 women to 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 compulsionñan idea I wanted to 

question in this thesisñ, and because imposition 
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and compulsion are generally considered 

something that males do through the use of force 

and power, I also thought that to affirm, òGod 

commands that we obey him for our own sakesó 

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 òdirectly 

through Jesus,ó also conveys the idea of Godõs 

sovereignty and authority over all, and therefore 

for the same reasons just mentioned I chose to 

speak of approaching òheró rather than òhim.ó 

 In theses 87, 92, and 94, I 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 òloves us infinitely by pure 

graceó and wants to òmoldó us like a potter molds 

clay (92), and someone who plays òhisó own fiddle 

(94). Because thesis 87 speaks of yelling at God, I 

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 

women are to be treated òpolitelyó or òdelicately.ó 

Thus I 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 I wished to stress the tender, 

gracious, caressing love of God in thesis 92, I 

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 I have already 

questioned above. I felt that this potential 

difficulty was offset, however, by presenting God 

as a female potter, both because crafting and 

molding things is often associated with 

masculinity rather than femininityñsomething I 

wanted to questionñbut also because, for better or 

for worse, we generally think of women doing 

pottery at home as a hobby simply for pleasureõs 

sake, whereas we tend to conceive of men doing 

pottery in a factory or workplace in a way that is 

tedious and monotonous, not because they enjoy it 

but simply because they need to make a living. I 

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 

detail, rather than forcefully, mechanically, and 

coldly mass-producing the same object over and 

over again. Therefore, at the risk of promoting 

stereotypes that I would question, I portrayed God 

as a woman. 

 While undoubtedly there are women who 

play the fiddle as well and as passionately as men, 

in thesis 94, I wanted to create in the readerõs mind 

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 I 

have seen do this are men, I decided to depict God 

as male in this case. In passing, I would add that 

this final image says quite a bit about the kind of 

God in whom I believe, although the previous 

ones do as well. 
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 In my theses, therefore, I 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 I wanted 

to create in the readersõ mind. While it is important 

to keep a balance between the two, I 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. I 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 male, or at least that 

God does not have a manõs body with a male 

anatomy.  

 If this is the case, to claim that God is male 

requires that we define Godõs masculinity or 

òmalenessó in terms that do not have to do with 

physical attributes, anatomy, or appearance. The 

only way to do this would be to affirm that God 

thinks, acts, or behaves as 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, 

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 

the Bible speaks of God as Father, King, Lord, or in 

other ways that represent òhimó as male, it is 

using language that is not only anthropomorphic 

but metaphorical as well. In other words, in the 

strict sense of the word, God is not really a fatherñ

either in relation to Christ or to us as human 

beingsñ because neither Christ nor we are the 

product of an act of sexual procreation with a 

female on Godõs part. Nor is God actually 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 Godõs Spirit 

with Godõs own being or nature, as trinitarian 

theology does, we must acknowledge that there is 

precedence for changing Godõs gender in virtually 

all of the traditional English translations, not only 

because they use masculine rather than feminine 

pronouns when alluding to Godõs ruach (Spirit), 

even though in Hebrew ruach is feminine in 

gender, but because in English we must choose 

between masculine and feminine forms when 

translating the word pneuma, which in Greek is not 

masculine in gender but neuter. If we use 

masculine forms to refer to Godõs Spirit, whom we 

also call the òHoly Spirit,ó even though in Hebrew 
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and Greek that Spirit is not male in gender,20 then 

why can we not use feminine forms to refer not 

only to Godõs Spirit but to God òhimself,ó even 

though in biblical Hebrew and Greek God is not 

female in gender? 

 If we do so, we are certainly not being 

unfaithful to the biblical texts, which ascribe to 

God attributes that are by no means exclusive to 

males, such as love, joy, anger, and sadness. In 

fact, if we do associate one gender in particular 

with certain attributes of God, we must recognize 

that there are other attributes ascribed to God in 

Scripture that we commonly associate with the 

other gender. It could therefore even be argued 

that, if we wish to be faithful to the òoriginal 

meaningsó of the texts as those meanings are 

reconstructed by biblical scholars and translators, 

there are passages in which allusions to God in the 

third person are better translated into English with 

feminine rather than masculine pronouns, since at 

times God acts as a woman and is said to do things 

that only women doñeven giving birth from a 

womb (James 1:18).21 Furthermore, because no 

translation can capture and convey fully and 

perfectly the original meaning of any text, every 

translation represents faithfully only certain 

                                                 
20 The biblical writers themselves change the gender 
of the Holy Spirit from neuter to masculine at times, 
such as in John 16:13-14, where the Evangelist 
presents Jesus as referring to to pneuma tƗs alƗtheias 
(the Spirit of truth) as ekeinos rather than ekeinon. It 
must be remembered, of course, that since Jesus 
spoke in Aramaic, which also uses the feminine word 
ruach to refer to Godõs Spirit, in John 16:13-14 the 
Evangelist is presenting a translation of the words he 
attributes to Jesus rather than his ipsissima verba. This 
suggests that even Jesus himself may have changed 
the Spiritõs gender when speaking of òher.ó 

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

aspects of that original meaning, while failing to 

represent faithfully other aspects.  

 The example I like to use with my students to 

demonstrate this truth is the question of how the 

Hebrew word shalom should be translated into 

English in a passage such as the Aaronic 

benediction in Num. 6:24-26. Usually the last 

phrase of this benediction, which ends with the 

word shalom, is translated in terms of God giving 

òpeaceó to those upon whom the blessing is 

pronounced. As biblical scholars know very well, 

however, in Hebrew shalom means much more 

than òpeace.ó According to Old Testament scholar 

George Knight, òThe verbal root from which it 

derives conveys the conception of being whole or 

being complete or sound; consequently the 

transitive form of the verb [shalam] means to make 

whole, to restore, to complete.ó  Knight stresses 

that shalom thus involves a total well-being in 

body, mind, and soul and embraces concepts such 

as abundance, prosperity, material security, 

tranquility, contentment, and òthe right relations 

which can ideally obtain amongst men [and 

women] living together in harmonyó; òfulness of 

life, harmony, satisfaction, completion, integrity ñ 

all these English words together are required to 

express the Hebrew noun ñ both in [a people's] 

communal life and in the life of individual men 

and women.ó 22  

 If this is the case, how should we translate 

shalom in passages such as Num 6:26? To translate 

it simply as òpeaceó certainly does not do justice to 

the original meaning of the text. To opt exclusively 

for one of the other terms proposed here by Knight 

would also involve capturing only part of the 

textõs original meaning and failing to capture and 

                                                 
22

 George A. F. Knight, A Christian Theology of the 
Old Testament (Richmond, VA: John Knox, 1959), 
250, 253. 
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convey faithfully and adequately other parts. We 

could, of course, translate shalom with 10 or 15 

words on the basis of Knightõs observation, yet this 

would make for a very long and perhaps 

overbearing benediction, and even that amount of 

words would be insufficient to represent fully 

what the text originally meant and might mean in 

English today.  

 On this same basis, we may similarly 

conclude that to refer to God exclusively with 

masculine pronouns when translating Scripture 

into English is to fail to represent faithfully the 

original meaning of many of the biblical texts. The 

language the Bible uses for God is not andromorphic 

but anthropomorphic. Like the Latin word homo, the 

German word Mensch, and the Slovak word ľlovek, 

the Greek word anthropos is masculine in gender 

but can be used to refer to a female as well as a 

male. These languages all contain words for òmanó 

in the sense of òmaleó as distinguished from 

òfemaleó (Latin vir , German Mann, Slovak muĥ, 

and Greek anƗr, which when declined takes forms 

beginning with andr-). In English, the word òmanó 

originally could also be used for both a male and a 

female. When the New Testament speaks of òall 

menó in the sense of òall people,ó it uses the noun 

anthrƺpos (pantes hoi anthrƺpoi) and has in mind 

women as well as men. Similarly, even though 

Greek had a female form of ògodó to refer to a 

goddess (thea), when the Greeks spoke of òthe 

godsó using the plural form of theos (hoi theoi), they 

were generally referring to both male and female 

gods. In fact, like anthrƺpos, the Greek word theos 

in the singular was at times used to refer to a 

femaleñin this case, a goddess. 

 Thus, because words that are masculine in 

gender in both biblical Hebrew and Greek could 

be used to speak of females as well as males, 

especially when used in the plural, but at times 

also in the singular, the fact that the word òGodó is 

masculine in gender in the biblical languages 

should not be seen as an impediment to referring 

to God with feminine pronouns in English and 

using òsheó as well as òheó when alluding to God. 

When the Bible uses anthropomorphic language to 

speak of God, it does so to refer to God as a person 

or human being (anthrƺpos), but not specifically a 

male person or human being (anƗr). And just as in 

English we have for the most part abandoned the 

usage of the masculine nouns òmanó and òmenó to 

refer to females, even though this was up until 

recently widely accepted as standard English, so 

also have we generally abandoned the use of 

masculine pronouns to refer to both males and 

females in sentences such as: òevery person should 

see his dentist regularly,ó or: òone should know 

what he is doing before he starts something new.ó 

Previously, sentences such as these were 

considered correct in standard English, whereas it 

was considered incorrect to say that òevery person 

should see her dentist regularlyó and that òone 

should know what she is doing before she starts 

something new.ó 

 Therefore, to insist on using exclusively 

masculine pronouns for God in English 

translations of Scripture is to limit the original 

meanings of the biblical texts in ways that those 

who composed, read, and heard them did not. 

What the Bible continually stresses when it speaks 

of God is not that God is a male, but that God is a 

person. This means that we do not adequately or 

accurately capture the original meaning of the 

biblical allusions to God in their fullness or 

represent faithfully the thought of the authors of 

Scripture when in our English translations we 

refuse to use feminine pronouns and insist on 

using only masculine pronouns in English. Such a 

practice places limitations and restrictions on the 

meaning of the biblical texts that do not exist in the 

languages in which they were written and thus 



  94t.mx                                                                                                    Inclusive God-Language | 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  a single word by itself, such as òpeace.ó Once 

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 

that it consistently speaks of God as a person who 

displays traits and attributes associated with females as 

well as males, both 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 to translate the beginning of John 

3:16 as: òFor God so loved the world that she gave 

her only-begotten Son.ó 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, I 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 

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 the enormity of Godõs love for the 

world than that of a father giving up his sonñ

which is precisely what the Evangelist wanted to 

stressñeven though the latter image is also 

extremely powerful and reflects certain aspects of 

the Evangelistõs thought more clearly than the first 

image. On this basis, we can only conclude that we 

need to use both masculine and feminine pronouns 

if we wish to translate the first phrase of John 3:16 

accurately 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 

a group of scholars who produce a translation for 

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, 

such as by translating John 3:16 as: òFor God so 

loved the world that she gave his only-begotten 

Son.ó For that reason, I 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. 

 I 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 refer to God (òhe/she,ó òher/his,ó etc.). Then 

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 oneõs own 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. 

*   *   * 

 In conclusion, I 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 I 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. I once heard of a female 

seminary student who was told, òWe must not 

refer to God as ôFather,õ since to do so contributes 

to patriarchal and hierarchical thinking.ó The 

student responded angrily, òI grew up without a 

father. Do not take away from me the only Father I 

have ever had!ó While it is important 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 peopleõs 

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 I have already 

stressed above, I 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. 
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