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We are working on a new version of this Toolkit which will be published during 2022. 
Please use anything which is helpful from these current modules and do get in touch if you 
see anything that you think needs revising. You could do this by contacting Jill Marsh at  
marshj@methodistchurch.org.uk 

REMINDER

Theological Underpinning of Methodist EDI Work

A document called Theological Underpinning of Methodist EDI Work is provided separately. All participants should 
have a copy of this when they attend their first session. It does not need to be considered in detail every time, 
but participants should be introduced to it at least once, and made aware that this is the starting point for all 
our work on EDI issues in the Methodist Church.

mailto:marshj%40methodistchurch.org.uk?subject=
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Opening worship

God of Eve and God of Mary
Singing the Faith 119

In Christ there is no longer male and female 
Galatians 3:23-29 

Prayer

Help us, O God, never to fill the finite space between the divine and the human with anything less than yourself. 
Save us from all false absolutes and grant that we may find our consolation in you alone, wherein our finite lives 
are blessed with the infinity of your love; this we ask through Jesus Christ. 

Amen.

(Simone Weil 1909-1943)
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EXPLORE

1 Introduction

 The aim of this module is to consider how gender and sex discrimination limits both society and 
the Church. Our approach here is to learn from other people’s stories while thinking about our own 
experiences of sexism and gender discrimination. We must also consider those points in church life 
where we need to be particularly aware of the impact of sexism and gender discrimination. But first it is 
important to understand what sex and gender are.

The World Health Organisation’s definition of sex and gender

What do we mean by ‘sex’ and ‘gender’?
 
Sometimes it is hard to understand exactly what is meant by the term ‘gender’, and 
how it differs from the closely related term ‘sex’. 
 
‘Sex’ refers to the biological and physiological characteristics that define men and 
women.
 
‘Gender’ refers to the socially constructed roles, behaviours, activities and attributes 
that a given society considers appropriate for men and women. These vary from 
society to society.

 What does that mean?

 Put simply, ‘sex’ is about our anatomy, and ‘gender’ is about how we express ourselves in terms of 
masculinity and femininity. Ideas of what is masculine and feminine vary a great deal from society to 
society, within societies and even from person to person. So, importantly, people are not defined by their 
sex. It should be noted that some people have the physical characteristics of both male and female 
and there are people who are transgender – ie they have the anatomy of one sex at birth, which may be 
inconsistent with how they feel about their gender, or the gender of their brain.

 Sex and gender are, therefore, complex areas of social science – but it is inaccurate to make 
assumptions about people’s skills, aptitudes and preferences based on sex or gender. In other words, 
individuals should be recognised for who they are, not who they are assumed to be because of their sex 
or gender.

 Individuals of all genders and sexes can face discrimination based on stereotypes and assumptions. 
However, as many societies have developed to favour men and masculine behaviour, it is the case that 
gender/sex discrimination is experienced disproportionately by women.

 Christianity, as with most other world religions, has assigned leadership and power privilege to men 
over women, and emphasised masculine imagery and language to describe God. There is more diverse 
language and imagery in the Bible, and there has been re-interpretation of specific texts that proscribe 
aspects of female speech and behaviour in relation to men and in church. Even where the Church’s 
official view has changed – as regards the ordination of women with equal status to men – this 
does not always follow through in practice. 

 In the Extend section of this module, there is opportunity for further reading on the development of 
gender justice within Methodism. Today, the British Methodist Church affirms the equality of women and 
men in the life and ministry of the Church and that both men and women should be equally recognised 
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for their gifts. However, owing to underlying social and cultural issues, the reality often falls far short of 
the aspiration for gender equality.

2 Activity – Art and image

 As a group, consider the four works of art from the Methodist Modern Art Collection (see Appendix). 
What do these works say to you about gender?  Look especially at 2 and 4, and think about how these 
challenge gender stereotypes.

 Learning point

 Hopefully this ‘art and image’ exercise helped you to think of some different ways that Christians use to 
imagine and understand God. The images may speak to you in different ways and can both emphasise 
familiar ideas (perhaps in pictures 1 and 3) or challenge us to think in new ways (as in 2 and 4). The 
image of God presented in the Bible is diverse – using both the masculine and the feminine. What does 
it mean, therefore, for humankind to be made in God’s image?

3 The journey to date

 Women have been accredited as local preachers since the early days of Methodism, and in 1928 the 
Methodist Conference appointed a Committee to report on the question of the admission of women to 
ordained ministry. 

 In 1933 the Methodist Conference accepted the report ‘Women and the Ministry’ which stated 
that “there is no function of the ordained ministry, as now exercised by men, for which a woman is 
disqualified by reason of her sex” (Minutes, 1933, p. 438).

 The first female presbyters were ordained in 1974. This was a year before the passing of the Sex 
Discrimination Act (1975) in the UK. It was a significant breakthrough for the ordination of women not 
only in the Methodist Church, but also for those of our ecumenical partners who had not by then made 
the step.

 
 In 1987 the Revd Kathleen Richardson was appointed the first woman to be a chair of district.

 In 1992 the Revd Kathleen Richardson was elected as President of the Methodist Conference, the first 
woman to hold the post.

 In 1992 the ‘Inclusive Language and Images of God’ report was adopted by the Methodist 
Conference. It said that:

1) The use of ‘inclusive language’ and the exploration of female imagery in our speaking of God 
should be strongly encouraged. 

2) Preachers and leaders of worship should remember how language helps to mould our 
thinking and attitudes and that we should, therefore, seek to avoid the use of ‘exclusive’ 
language which reinforces ideas and attitudes incompatible with Christian belief in the equal 
standing of women and men.

3) Ways should be explored of raising awareness of the issues discussed in this report 
throughout the Church – eg through questions on official agendas, through ‘language 
workshops’ etc.

 In 1995 the report ‘A Cry of the Beloved’ was brought to the Methodist Conference by the Commission 
on Women Presbyters and the Church. This group was established as a response to the twentieth 
anniversary of the ordination of the first women presbyters in the Methodist Church. The Conference 
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resolved to: 

●● celebrate the contributions made by all women within the life of the Church 
●● recognise the love and support given to many women presbyters by Methodist people and 

others 
●● recognise the pain experienced by women presbyters and so urge all Methodist people 

to allow women presbyters to make their own contributions to the development of real 
community in the Church’s life.

 In 2000 the Gender Justice Committee was established to facilitate the Church’s tasks of addressing  
institutional sexism and raising gender awareness across the whole of the Methodist Church in Britain.
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APPLY and REFLECT

1 Case studies

  This section contains case studies for your consideration.

 In small groups, consider at least two of the following stories, but as many as time will allow.

 Each of these is a true story, although names and some details have been changed to maintain 
anonymity.

 
 At the end of each story, there are questions for you to consider. It may be helpful to refer back to the 

SCIP classification in the Introductory Module. Here is a headline reminder of the SCIP classification:

●● Structural – eg legal and political structures, policies, committees, etc
●● Cultural – the cultural norms of a group or society, commonly held views
●● Institutional – practices, how things are done
●● Personal – personal behaviours and practices.

 At the end of each story there are questions for you to consider. Reflect also, as you read, on what the 
key words, emotions and issues are for the person in the story and for you.
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Peter’s story

Peter was born into a very large family, the oldest boy with five sisters. Throughout his life he had been not just 
a brother, but a mother, father and friend. With such a large family, it went without question that he helped out 
his mother and sisters. From an early age Peter would set up Sunday school in the kitchen and read from the 
children’s Bible, then get his sisters to draw pictures, which they all loved. This pattern continued until all the 
children became adult. 

At church Peter decided to put himself forward to teach Sunday school, as this is where he saw his calling 
within the church. He approached the minister to discuss this but was told because of safeguarding reasons, 
they had decided that the Sunday school teachers would only be women, as parents were uncomfortable 
with men in this role. It was suggested that instead of Sunday school, he should work in the youth club with 
the football team. Peter was quite upset by this response and felt saddened that the minister’s decision was 
wrong. However, he decided not to challenge it as he had already been made to feel bad for suggesting working 
at the Sunday school in the first place. 

Questions

Experience 

●● What assumptions were made about Peter because he is a man?
●● If you were told that ‘for safeguarding reasons’ you couldn’t do something, how would you feel?
●● Have similar assumptions been made in your church?

Learning 

●● What could have been done differently in this story?

Action 

●● How would you and your church ensure that it could use the skills and expertise of someone, regardless
of their gender?

●● How would you inform people about gender equality?

9
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Ruth’s story 

Ruth, 22, was born in a male body but knew from the age of 16 that she was female. Ruth came from a long 
line of Methodists who were proud and active members of the Church and she had played an active role within 
her local church all of her life. Ruth tried to confide her feelings to her family and members of the church but 
these were shrugged off as adolescent confusion. Her minister said that things would be clearer once she met 
someone and settled down. This advice did not help Ruth, who reacted by withdrawing. Though she wanted to 
attend church, she felt that she had been rejected. 

Eventually, Ruth decided that she could no longer live a lie and resolved to go down the medical route to 
transition to become female. This was not an easy decision. When she told her parents about this, they just 
could not understand and throughout the procedures they kept telling her that it was OK to change her mind. 
They were torn between her choice and their love, so much so that they even asked the church members to 
pray for a change of heart. In the end Ruth decided to leave home, the area she was born and raised and the 
Church. She saw this as her only hope of a more content and happy life. She needed to be somewhere where 
she was accepted for who she was. Ruth has started to attend church in another area far from where she was 
born, though she has not confided in anyone. She feels more at peace and less judged. 

Questions

Experience 

●● How does Ruth’s story make you feel?

Learning 

● What were the main reasons that Ruth could not stay in her old church?

Action 

● Would there be support in your church if someone identified as transgender?
● What could you and your church do to support someone like Ruth in their gender identity?

10
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Olu’s story

Olu was born in the UK to a family of refugees who had fled civil war. On arrival, the Methodist Church had been
instrumental in helping her family to settle in their local community. Though Olu had times both at church and
in her daily life when it was presumed that she was ‘foreign’, she felt confident in her identity and her ability
to challenge unwelcome comments. Where she felt more vulnerable was as a woman, as comments about her
‘rightful place’ came from friends and family as well as strangers.

When Olu became a presbyter not everyone in the Church agreed that a woman should take on this role.  
It was suggested by a few that she should perhaps be a deacon as this was a role more suited for women. 
Once stationed, she found that at times she was sidelined and not included, or that people did not want to  
see her because she was a woman. The worst example of this treatment was at a meeting of ministers from 
other denominations, who refused to talk to or acknowledge her on the basis that women should not be in
ministry. When she complained to her superintendent, he said that there was nothing he could do.

Questions

Experience

	● Who has let down Olu in this story?
	● Have you noticed or experienced anything similar, perhaps in your church or one that you know?

Learning

	● What could the superintendent have done differently in this story?

Action

	● How would you and your church ensure that women are actively supported in their ministry?
	● How would you inform people about gender equality?
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Karen’s story

Karen had been asked on a number of occasions over a number of stations to think about becoming a 
superintendent. She had thought about it long and hard, but each time she came back to the same old 
thoughts that not only was the role male-dominated, but it was expected that the superintendent would be 
domineering, which was just not her style. It was not until she was stationed with a woman superintendent that 
Karen felt she had found a role model at last who could help her to rethink how she too could do the role. Her 
superintendent was supportive and persuasive, encouraging her to realise her potential. Karen is now an active 
and engaging superintendent, committed to her work and to ensuring that women have equal access to role 
models. 

Questions 

Experience 

●● What were Karen’s reasons, initially, for not wanting to be a superintendent?

Learning 

●● What were the traditional images of leadership in Karen’s mind?
●● What, if anything, do you think is different about Karen’s leadership?

Action 

●● How would you and your church ensure that women are actively supported in their ministry?
●● How would you support women or men to explore different styles of leadership?
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John’s story

Note: this story was provided by Jean and was deliberately written from John’s perspective as it
tells both sides of his story. Jean’s story is very much linked to his. John’s story is also a story
of transformation. Some people may find this particularly painful and may want to take time out
from the activity, if necessary.

An additional resource is available as part of this toolkit: Practice Guidelines When Working with
Issues of Domestic Abuse. See also www.methodist.org.uk/media/1125/safe-update-6-1110-domestic-
abuse-guidelines.pdf

From an early age John felt that he was not good enough. His father, a big strong man, was disappointed that
John took after his mother’s side of the family and was small and fine boned. His father belittled him and told
him that he was ‘nothing’. He often hit John’s mother, which left John feeling more inadequate as he did not have 
the strength to help her. In his 20s and 30s John drifted, unable to find anywhere to call home. After his father 
died, he felt a sense of relief, as if the burden he’d been carrying had been lifted. He settled down with a woman 
he met at work, Jean, and started to attend his local Methodist church, where they both played an active role.

Life seemed to be turning out well and John was happy and settled, until his son John Junior was born. John
could not get over the fact that his son looked so much like the father he hated and all the bad old feelings
came back. The first time it happened, he was in shock. He had been watching his wife Jean and the baby and
he became so angry and jealous that he hit Jean. He promised her never to do it again, but it did not stop.

Jean soon became an expert at hiding her bruises and making up stories to explain those that could be
seen. At church they started calling her ‘clumsy Jean’ because of all of her accidents. She became jumpy
and nervous, but that was put down to lack of sleep because of the baby. John was torn and felt tormented.
Eventually, he confessed to his minister and asked for help.

As a result, the District Safeguarding Officer and the local authority became involved and risk assessments were
conducted on the welfare of both Jean and John Junior. This was a long process in which all the family was given
pastoral support. In the end, a contract of care was put into place which identified the activities in which John
could and could not get involved in the church. Though this was difficult, John felt relieved that everything was
out in the open, but also ashamed. With the assistance of the pastoral team who helped to identify with John
the right counselling support, John now feels that he has been given a second chance, but is also aware he
has a long way to go. He knows, however, that members of the church are committed to supporting him on his
journey.

Questions

Experience

	● John’s violent actions are unacceptable and Jean is a victim of his violence. Without making excuses 
for him, what factors from John’s past may have contributed to his behaviour?

Learning

	● Why do you think it was difficult for both John and Jean to seek help?
	● What helped change things in this story?

Action

	● How would you and your church support both the victims and perpetrators of domestic abuse?

http://www.methodist.org.uk/media/1125/safe-update-6-1110-domestic-abuse-guidelines.pdf
http://www.methodist.org.uk/media/1125/safe-update-6-1110-domestic-abuse-guidelines.pdf
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James’ story

From an early age James had a love of the arts. Despite suffering verbal and physical abuse as a child, he 
retained the determination to become a performance artist. After a successful career as a performer, James felt 
the call to ordained ministry and began the process of becoming a minister.

Despite being in a church institution, James suffered verbal abuse from those around him, including his 
tutors. James found his sexuality questioned even though he is heterosexual. This has continued within 
church communities, with members of staff commenting that, “we’re so glad you’re married, otherwise we’d be 
worried!”

The prejudices and behaviour of those he has encountered have felt to James like shadows looming over him, 
bringing sadness and gloom and leaving him feeling worthless. Most hurtful has been that this behaviour has 
been within the Church, where all should be welcomed.

Questions 

Experience 

●● Why did people question James’ sexuality? What sort of gender assumptions were they making?

Learning 

●● How did other people’s attitudes affect James?
●● Could such attitudes exist in your church or in situations you know about?

Action 

●● How could you challenge gender stereotyping appropriately?
●● What sort of support is there/could there be in your church?
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2  Summary and questions

Thinking about your answers to the questions and issues raised in the case studies, take time now  
to reflect on:

● what you have learnt
● what the stories might mean in your church
● what you will do.

Summary

● People’s skills, abilities and talents are not defined by their gender.
● Traditional ways of thinking and speaking, including how we think of God, favour men.
● Methodism has clearly stated that men and women are equal in all aspects of Church life – even

though the reality does not always match the aspiration.
● The Bible gives us a range of ‘images’ and ways of speaking and thinking about God, including both

masculine and feminine.

Questions 

Experience 

● What assumptions are there in your church about leadership and gender?

Learning 

● How does gender discrimination impact on individuals and on the mission of the church?
● Is there a particular culture of leadership within the church that promotes or inhibits gender equality?

Action 

● What support groups are there in your church? Are there opportunities for new groups to form?
● Are there gender-specific roles in your church? How can we ensure that roles are inclusive?
● What could you and your church do to ensure gender equality?
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EXTEND

For further study or personal reflection. Keep for use with other modules.

Contents

1. Inclusive Language and Imagery about God
(Conference report from 1992, abridged)

● Exclusive language and the image of God
● The language of worship
● God as man
● Scripture
● God the Father
● Re-evaluation of language in the Bible
● Male-centred assumptions in Scripture
● Metaphor
● Prayer and worship
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1 Inclusive Language and Imagery about God (1992)

 Excerpts from the 1992 Conference report of the same name. 

 Please note that to aid in reading the text, parts have been abridged and summarised and discussion 
sections have been added. 

 Introduction

 Language is a precious gift from God. Ill-chosen language may both express and encourage attitudes 
that are unworthy or beliefs that are inadequate or false. When we ‘name’ reality, we can so easily 
define it on our own terms. 

 God is neither male nor female. Whilst male and female are together made in the divine image, our 
understanding of God has been in some respects impoverished by the exclusive use of male imagery, 
and in the balance and tension between male and female imagery a richer vision of God is given. 

 Exclusive language and the image of God

 Until recently, ‘exclusive language’ was very widely used in Britain and only rarely questioned. By 
‘exclusive’ language we mean ‘male’ words such as ‘man’, ‘men’, ‘mankind’ or ‘forefathers’, used to 
refer to both males and females. 

 In The Methodist Service Book, published in 1975, such language is used throughout. There are prayers 
for ‘all men’ even though we intend to include women and children. 

 We declare that ‘man’ is made in God’s image, even though the divine image is seen equally in women; 
we confess that we have sinned against our ‘fellow men’ even though we sin at least as much against 
women and children. Women may thus become ‘linguistically invisible’. Children likewise may become 
‘invisible’ through the use of this language.

 It is sometimes argued that objections to such language rest on a failure to see that words such as 
‘man’ have two meanings. ‘Man’ may be used to refer to a male human being, and also to all human 
beings in general. There is a measure of truth in this objection, but it still misses the main points. One 
significant reason why ‘male’ words have been so used in our language has been the widely held belief 
that the male is the human norm. Furthermore, apart from this consideration, this usage is increasingly 
heard as being exclusive, and when this is so it is inadequate simply to refer people to a dictionary. 
After all language develops and meanings change. This remains true even though ‘exclusive’ language is 
often both used and heard quite innocently by those who understand it to refer to both women and men. 
The universal reference, without any ‘sexist’ connotations, is immediately understood. For many who 
believe in the equality and full humanity of male and female, however, the continued use of exclusive 
male language is an anachronism which fails to express their belief. Finally, even if the word ‘man’ may 
be understood as referring to both women and men this is not so readily the case with words such as 
‘brotherhood’, ‘forefathers’, and also the plural ‘men’.

 However, the fundamental issue is not our response to current trends and pressures but rather the nature 
of the gospel and our Christian conviction that women and men are together made in the image of God. 

 Question: If ‘male is the norm’, what are the issues when describing human beings? 

 Did you know: that that there are more words for males than for females in English and that 
more of these words are positive. Many words for women have negative connotations, even 
where they are comparable to the male word – ie ‘spinster’ and ‘bachelor’.
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If we follow the idea of male as the norm, then what are women? Does this make them invisible
or sub-male?

Question: How is your image of God shaped by the language you use about God?

The language of worship

These issues are relevant to all kinds of speech but never more relevant than when we are considering
the language of worship. Special care should be given to such language because our language in
worship not only expresses but also moulds our theology during an activity when our minds and
emotions should be fully alert.

In worship, as on other occasions, we transmit values through language. ‘Christians are formed by the
way in which they pray, and the way they choose to pray expresses what they are.’ It is imperative that
the Church should reflect critically on the language it uses. Those who lead worship should remember
how alienating to some can be the constant use of words such as ‘men’, ‘mankind’, ‘brethren’,
‘forefathers’ etc. Such language can also reinforce beliefs about the normative character of the male.

Question: Think of a time when the language that was being used as part of worship made you
feel left out. How did it feel?

God as man

There is evidence that some people think of God as being in some sense ‘male’. Perhaps this is in part
due to the influence of the male imagery that we widely use, and in part due to the belief that God was
incarnate in the male Christ. The belief that God is in some sense male lacks coherence – since it is
unclear what might be meant by speaking of God as male. After all, God has no physical body. Despite
its incoherence, this belief remains strong in some quarters.

It remains true, however, that much of the language about God most widely used by Christians does
have a gender; and this is almost invariably male. Certainly in general ‘church-speak’ God is described
as ‘Lord’, ‘King’ and ‘Father’, more frequently than in most other ways. It is difficult to deny that our
understanding of God has been significantly influenced by the dominance of male and masculine
imagery. Sometimes our culture’s male stereotypes have been projected onto God.

Question: How has your understanding of God been influenced by masculine imagery?

Scripture

All Christians accept the authority of Scripture, even though they may differ in their understanding of the
nature of this authority. They may also differ over how Scripture is to be interpreted and used. We begin
by asking about the witness of Scripture concerning our theme.
First we note that the Bible does speak of God in terms of female imagery. Isaiah uses a woman’s
experience of nurturing her children as a metaphor of the divine care (Isaiah 46:3-4). A similar image is
used in Deuteronomy 32:18
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“You were unmindful of the Rock that bore you; you forgot the God who gave you to birth.” (NRSV)

 In Isaiah 42:14 God is also compared to a woman who cries in labour:

“Now I will cry out like a woman in labour, I will gasp and pant.” (NRSV)

 Elsewhere we read in Isaiah 66:13:

“As a mother comforts her child, so I will comfort you.” (NRSV)

 Another verse in Isaiah does not speak directly of God by using female imagery. It is nonetheless worth 
quoting as an example of the prophet’s willingness to compare and contrast the care of God with that of 
a mother for her child:

“Can a woman forget her nursing child, or show no compassion for the child of her womb?  
Even these may forget, yet I will not forget you.” (Isaiah 49:15, NRSV)

 The Psalmist speaks of our relationship to God as being:

 “like a weaned child with its mother.” (Psalm 131:2, NRSV)

 In spite of these examples the Bible usually speaks of God in male terms. This may be partly because 
of assumptions about the priority of the male, and partly in order to maintain a sense of separateness 
from their religious contemporaries who sometimes worshipped female gods. 

 The way in which God is usually spoken of in Scripture has led some Christians to believe that the 
biblical imagery about God is invariably, inescapably and normatively, male. Whereas others claim that 
the Bible is inherently ‘male centred’ (or ‘patriarchal’) and legitimises patriarchal power and oppression. 
It is therefore alien to those who insist upon the fundamental equality of women and men. Both of these 
positions, quite apart from other considerations, neglect the place that female imagery does have in 
Scripture.

 Question: How do you relate to those people who view Scripture and the image of God differently 
to you? 

 God the Father 

 Even though God is sometimes spoken of in Scripture in terms of female images, the image that is 
central in the New Testament (although it is sparingly used in the Old) is that of Father. We need, though, 
to ask what is meant by speaking of God as Father. The metaphor does not imply that God is male. It is 
rather the parenthood of God that is implicit.

 The biblical writings themselves point beyond the text to God who is greater. Isaiah insists that nothing 
can be likened to God (40:19). God is one “whose thoughts are higher than our thoughts and ways 
higher than our ways”. 

 This does not prevent the prophet from using a rich range of images. But they are all inadequate and 
subject to being superseded, or corrected and balanced, by others.

Question: Understanding God as an intimate and loving parent, what image of fatherhood is 
Jesus using when he speaks of his Father and our Father (John 20:17)?
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 Re-evaluation of language in the Bible 

In the New Testament we find evidence of a selective use of traditional language in Paul’s tendency 
to avoid ‘Israel-centred’ expressions, such as ‘the God of Jacob’. So within the Bible itself, there is 
evidence that language about God was subject to re-evaluation, and not fixed for all time. 

We are encouraged in this by the fact that the Bible speaks of God by appealing to a great variety of 
images. This includes some significant female imagery. The biblical writers implicitly invite their readers 
to do the same.

Question: What other shifts in language are you aware of in the Bible? And what other changes 
of imagery have you noticed/used in church – eg through hymns and prayers? 

Male-centred assumptions in Scripture 

 In Genesis it is declared that men and women are both made in the divine image (Genesis 1:27). There 
is much in the ministry and teaching of Jesus that affirms women. Ephesians 5:25-29, often quoted to 
support the ‘headship’ of men over women, is perhaps better seen as an example of an early Christian 
writer struggling to reassess the man-woman relationship in the light of our new life in Christ. What is 
impressive about the passage is not the way it confirms ‘male-centred’ beliefs. It is rather the extent 
to which it manages to break free from them. This is through its stress on mutuality and the obligation 
of the husband to love and cherish his wife. 1 Corinthians 11 is a further example of a passage which 
illustrates the tension between the new and the old as Paul struggles to bring out the innovative 
implications of the gospel within the confines of an inherited understanding. It is untrue to say that 
the Bible is unqualifiedly ‘male-centred’ in its assumptions. It rather contains a tension, often implicit, 
sometimes explicit, between ‘male-centred’ structures and assumptions and the insight that in Christ 
there is “no longer male and female” (Galatians 3:28).

We conclude that the use of female imagery is compatible with faithfulness to Scripture – indeed, that 
Scripture itself points in this direction, and also gives us examples of such imagery. In other words there 
is no incompatibility between language about God which is both ‘catholic’, in the sense of appealing to 
all and embracing all, including male and female, and ‘apostolic’, in the sense of keeping faith with its 
origins.

Question: In what ways do we still see a tension today between male structures and the gender-
inclusive Bible passages?

Metaphor 

It is consistent with this that there is nothing inherently more appropriate about male as opposed to 
female imagery in our speaking of God. Our images of God must not become idols. If it is allowed that 
the father image is but an image, and if God is not male, then it is hardly consistent to insist that God 
must be spoken of in only male terms and in terms drawn only from the experience and role of MEN.

If all our language about God is the language of metaphor and analogy, we need a rich variety of images. 
Language is a human creation. Especially when speaking of God, it is inadequate for its subject matter. 

Our experience of being human gives us some clue as to the nature of God. Our language about God 
makes sense because that which we attribute to God (eg mercy, love, etc.) often has echoes in our own 
experience. It follows that we should feel encouraged to take into account all human experience; that 
means female as well as male. Furthermore, we need constantly to be aware of the extent to which the 
image of God in ourselves has been distorted. We must ask therefore if, when MAN has made God in 
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HIS own image, it has been in terms of the distorted male image rather than in the richer image seen in 
women and men together.  We find that our human experience gives some clue to the nature of God and 
it is more fruitful if we take into account the experience of both women and men.  [Note: the report was 
written in 1992.  Now we would include a broader awareness of gender diversity, such as transgender, 
gender non-conformity and intersex status]

If God is portrayed as exclusively male, then God will be readily portrayed in terms of our cultural idea of 
what a male is expected to be. The patriarchal God will be one who behaves like the patriarchal* male. 
However, there is another side to the truth – that God in patience and humility steps back from creation, 
and ‘lets be’. God respects the autonomy of creation, and acts less like a dictator, however benevolent, 
and more through the evocative power of a love which awaits a free response.

[*Patriarchal, means ‘rule or power of fathers’. It is a power system that does not recognise the 
equality of men and women, or the equality of different generations.]

In a similar way, women experience powerlessness and vulnerability often more acutely and more 
frequently than do men, or at least men who write books and influence thinking. Perhaps in the act 
of creation and in giving freedom and relative independence to creation God has chosen to curtail 
something of the divine sovereignty; and in the act of loving and caring God chooses to be involved in 
the fortunes of creation, and thus willingly to become vulnerable. Maybe women’s experience and female 
imagery can speak to us of the powerlessness and vulnerability of God.

Creation for God is not the male once-and-for-all act. It is more like the carrying, giving birth, feeding, 
caring and nurture that we associate with the female. God as Mother gives birth to creation, then a 
more intimate link between God. Stereotypes can be cruelly restricting, preventing people from realising 
that full and equivalent personhood which we possess as male and female. 

Question: What different words and images could we use to describe God? How can we use 
language to imagine God as both powerful and powerless, almighty and vulnerable?

Prayer and worship

We have argued there are no theological objections to addressing God as Mother, and many good 
reasons for doing so. We should of course use the gender pronoun ‘he’ when referring to Jesus Christ 
since Christ was a man. It is the full and perfect humanity of Christ that is significant, and we believe 
that language about Christ should give emphasis to this, rather than to his maleness. 
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Closing worship

The Persistent Widow 
Imagine if God, in this parable, is inspiring the widow (or perhaps is her), demanding justice.
Luke 18:1-8 

Prayer

We pray for wisdom to discern those traditions which are still relevant and valuable,  
and for strength to let go of those which hinder the gospel for the twenty-first century,  
in the name of Jesus, our contemporary.
Amen.

(Margaret Day)

She sits like a bird brooding on the waters
Singing the Faith 393 

22
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APPENDIX

Activity – Art and image

23
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Image 1 – Son of Man

The son of man is come  
Ralph Beyer (1921-2008)
Pencil 
1961 
Methodist Collection of Modern Christian Art 

24
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Image 2 – Holy Communion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Holy Communion predella  
Francis Hoyland (b 1930)
Oil 
1961 
Methodist Collection of Modern Christian Art
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Image 3 – Dalit Madonna 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dalit Madonna  
Jyoti Sahi (b 1944) 
Oil 
c 2000 
Methodist Collection of Modern Christian Art

Design and production: Methodist Publishing, on behalf of the Methodist Church in Britain.  
Registered charity no. 1132208
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Image 4 – Pink Crucifixion

Pink crucifixion  
Craigie Aitchison (1926-2009) 
Etching on paper 
2004 
Methodist Collection of Modern Christian Art 

Note: In Victorian Britain, pink was for boys, and blue for girls. Contrast this with modern ideas about gender, 
sexuality, language and colour, which have evolved during the twentieth century.
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