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r he human mother will suckle her child with her own milk, 
but our beloved Mother, Jesus, feeds us with himself, and, 
with the most tender courtesy, does it by means of the blessed 
Sacrament. ’ (Julian of Norwich)’ 
‘It blurs the whole nature of the difference of the sexes if  the 
woman does not play her proper part. She cannot be an icon 
of Christ, representing him at the altar’. (Graham LeonardI2 

These two quotations are separated not only by several centuries, 
but also by opposing assumptions about how we may think about 
God, and about which analogies from human experience are approp- 
riate. Interestingly, i t  is not the modern comment which is particu- 
larly surprising or disturbing. Whether we happen t o  agree with 
the bishop or not, the argument feels familiar. But the picture of a 
breast-feeding woman is by no  means a traditional image of the 
Eucharist. Some might consider it shocking, or at least in rather 
poor taste, and these feelings are worth exploring. 

Mother Julian picks out for comment an element in the 
Eucharist which, though fundamental, is easy t o  miss - the ordin- 
ary, everyday act of feeding and being fed. One does not emerge 
from a service physically satisfied: in fact, a modern Communion 
wafer is so far from being a hunk of real bread that it looks as if it 
has tried to  refine itself out of material existence altogether, into 
some sort of ethereal concept. 1 was brought down to earth recently 
at an informal celebration. Instead of individual hosts, the consec- 
rated bread consisted of home-baked brown rolls. At the point 
where the bread is t o  be broken, the priest called on the women 
on either side of the table to help. The picture stays in my mind of 
two women, leaning over a table, efficiently dividing up rolls - dish- 
ing up the meal. Two things struck nie. 1 had never bcfore thought 
of Holy Communion as a meal to be ‘dished up’; and also, how 
odd it was that it should be offensive to conteniplate a woman 
‘serving out’ the Eucharistic meal, considering how often it is her 
expected function at ordinary meals. 

But Julian of Norwich gocs further than to  rcmind us that the 
sacrament feeds us. With her image, we have regressed to  infancy, 
and are shown to be totally dependent for our life on the gracious 
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self-giving of Christ. The analogy, particularly now in a culture 
where breast-feeding is neither widely nor puklicly practised, is an 
embarrassing one. But it is embarrassing not only for prudish rea- 
sons: first, it is not dignified t o  think of ourselves as hungry babies, 
needy, vulnerable, and greedy for physical comfort. The term ‘sons 
of God’ never suggested anything so infantile as that. Again, we 
are likely to  feel uncomfortable with an image which associates 
the mystery of the Eucharist with anything so cuddly, sweaty, and 
physically gratifying, and - worse yet - also associates Christ with 
an activity so uncompromisingly female. Here, in contrast with the 
images our tradition has led us to expect, an experience which only 
women can have is held up as an icon of Christ’s tender love. 

Julian does precisely what Dr Leonard urges us not to do, 
namely to ‘blur the whole nature of the difference of the sexes’, 
by juxtaposing ‘Mother’ with ‘Himself. How odd. It is impossible 
to envisage a male mother; the noun and the pronoun grate against 
each other. But this dissonance can also be seen as appropriate; 
for surely an image of God must be illuminating without being too 
enticing. It should contain an analogy precise enough for us to 
glimpse God’s radiance: but if the metaphor does not a t  the same 
time profess its limitations, we can be left mistaking image for es- 
sence. Julian’s strange syntax prevents this by mentally tripping us 
up. But other, more familiar images have hidden snags. We are 
used to  hearing God described in terms that are exclusively male: 

.Bridegroom, Husband, Father, King, and so on, and the variety of 
roles reminds us not t o  dwell on any particular one as summing up 
God’s nature. But the incidental implication of maleness seems to 
have slipped in as essential. We might not normally even notice the 
male pronoun when applied to God. ‘He’ seems to convey God’s 
personhood without drawing attention to  its limitations as a mas- 
culine metaphor. If tackled about the dangers of this invisible anal- 
ogy, most people might defend ‘He’ as a generic term: ‘He includes 
She’. But when the pronouns are reversed, or a female image pro- 
duced, it becomes clear that, when applied to  the deity, ‘She’ is 
not included. Try altering all the pronouns of a hymn, and you 
will see how dramatic the difference is. (e.g. ‘Praise my soul the 
King of Heaven’, where the male pronoun is sung 30 times). To 
refer to  God as ‘She’ is to  become immediately aware of the limi- 
tations of that metaphor - it is seen as demeaning to God to imply 
femaleness. 

Dr Leonard’s comments reflect this discomfort. He is speaking, 
of course, about the ordination of women, from within a tradition 
that has a strongly representative theology of priesthood. I do not 
here want to discuss women’s ordination, only t o  concentrate 
briefly on the idea that women are inappropriate ‘icons’ to convey 
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the grace of God in Christ. It is interesting that Dr Leonard imme- 
diately disclaims the notion that women are inferior, for he goes 
on, ‘She is not lesser, but different.’ I t  is a notion that can hardly 
fail to  spring to  mind. For if his remarks are t o  be taken seriously, 
it follows that women are not only ‘different’ from men: we are 
also ‘different’ from God in some essential way that has nothing t o  
do with our common status as God’s creatures. This is crucial, for 
it creates in women a sense of isolation, of exclusion, of ‘other- 
ness’. For an image or analogy works in two directions at once. If 
a human relationship, let us say a marriage, is available as means of 
understanding God’s love for us, then t o  celebrate that recognition 
is also t o  lend a new dignity t o  each. ordinary, stumbling marriage 
relationship. Correspondingly, if we insist that some area of life is 
not potentially ‘godlike’ - and here we are thinking of experience 
specific t o  women - then we are effectively writing it off. 

C S Lewis, writing early on in the modern controversy about 
women priests, seems to be doing just that: 

‘Only one wearing the iiiasculine uniform can . . . represent 
the Lord to  the church, for we are all corporately and indi- 
vidually feminine to Him. We men often make very bad priests; 
that is because we are insufficiently masculine. It is no cure to 
call in those who are not masculine at all.’3 

Here we have the provocative notion that femininity is a sort of 
pale shadow of masculinity, and that God is t o  be thought of, not 
as personhood transcended, but as inasciilinity taken to  the ‘nth’ 
degree. (Consider, then, the pain, and the sense of worthlessness, of 
being among those who ‘are not inasculinc at all’). Here, a woman 
is defined only as a reflection ofa reflection. The thought is a com- 
mon one in our culture - ‘He for God only,  she for God in him’ - 
and it is based on St Paul ( 1  Cor 1 1 :7). 

‘A inan should certainly not cover his head, since he is the 
image of God and reflects God’s glory; but the woman is the 
reflection of nian’s g101-y.’~ 

What  Paul goes on to say makes it clear that his arguments are der- 
ivcd from the creation stories in Genesis, and, as usual, Genesis has 
something powerfully ambiguous to say on the subject. 

There arc  t w o  separatc accounts of  human creation in Genesis. 
Both tacklc the issue of  ‘gotllikcness’ in human beings, but from 
qtiitc differcnt viewpoints. The latcr, priestly account presents 
Iiiiinanity as the pinnaclc of creation, with an inherent likeness t o  
God.  (Gcn 1 : 27) 

‘ ( h l  created inan in the irnagc of hiinself, 
in  thc illiitgc of God lie crcatctl h im,  
nialc. aiid l’i,riialc he crcalcd t l ic1~1.~  

llcrc, and again a t  Gcn 5 : 1-3. i t  is firrnly asscrtccl t l iat  hiiinanity is 
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both male and female in God’s image. But the other account, 
Gen chap 2 - 4, appears t o  be trying to explain the problem of 
‘fallenness’ in human nature: that human beings yearn for ‘godlike- 
ness’ and yet always fall lamentably short of the ideal. In this 
story, humans are not presented as glorious and godlike. Indeed, 
they are fashioned ‘of dust from the soil’. and Yahweh seems con- 
cerned first t o  prevent, and thcn to  punish, their higher aspirations 
to become like the Godhead. (Gcn 3: 22) 

‘Then Yahweh God said, ‘See, the man has become like one of 
us. with his knowledge of good and evil’ . . . So Yahweh God ex- 
pelled him from the garden of t*:den. to till the soil from which he 
had been taken.’ Dust to dust. 

In this version, and it is tlic one most people remember, ‘Adam’ 
is created first. and thcn a woman is fashioned from his side to be 
his companion. Pliyllis Triblc’s rccent reading of these chapters 
urgcs us to consider ‘Adam’ not as a male, but 3s a sexually undif- 
f‘cren tiated human being. Bti t the traditional view, persistently and 
powerfully depicted in theological writings. in litcrature and art, is 
tha t  Cod created a male first, and that therefore it is the male who 
lias tlic special rclationsliip with, and likeness to,God. For instance, 
tliiiik of Michclangclo’s Sistine Chapcl. The rcclining Adam gazes 
towards his crcator, his limbs rclaxecl, and his arm trustingly stretcli- 
cd out. An agcd but iiiiiscii1;ir God, with a physical rcsemblancc to 
tlic Iiiilli, lcans froiii Iicilvcl1, his forcl.ingcr a n  inch f‘roiii Adam’s, as 
i f  tlic man has just hccn freshly sculpted. H c  rcturns Adam’s gaze 
with  aii  intiliiilcy which, as far as 1 know. lias ncvcr bccii parallclcd 
in  any depiction of the creation of 1;vc. Iiiticcd. violcncc would be 
donc to our thcologkal and acstlictic cxpcctations, wcrc thc rccliii- 
ing figure that o f  an cqually hcautiful woiiiaii. In our culttire, we 
should probably intcrprct the sccnc as one of tlic famous scduc- 
tions of Jupiter. God’s special rclationsliip with Adam, then, is 
wllilt Gcncsis chap 2 --- 4 probably conjiircs up for us. And so it is 
i in port ant to no ticc that this crca t ion story nowkcw suggcs ts that 
‘Adani’ was in God’s imagc, only that man and woman alikc havc a 
sinfill capacity to yearn for such a stiittls. St Paul, along with con- 
tcmpofary Jcwisli commcntators, and his disciples cvcr sincc. has 
conflatcd the two accounts, putting togctlicr tlic prior creation of 
Adam and the likcncss t o  God. In fact, the two accoiints niakc 
ratlicr different points. 

St Augustine was aware of tlic anibigiiity in (;cncsis. and prcs- 
cntcd an ingenious solution, conceding a piir! i:iI ‘gocllikcncss’ in 
woman, but prcscrving tlic special status of the iiian: 

‘”lie woman togcthcr with her own Iiusbantl is tlic image 01‘ 
God, so that the wholc sirbstancc may bc one image, but wlicn 
she is rcferrcd t o  scparatcly in her quality of helpmeet, wliicli 
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regards the woman herself alone, then she is not the image of 
God; but as regards the man alone, he is the image of God as 
fully and completely as when the woman too is joined with 
him.” 

I t  is a formula calculated t o  provoke amusement or indignation in 
the modern reader, but I doubt whether we are equally honest to- 
day about our ambivalence towards women. 

I have dwelt on the question of whether women are, together 
with men, created in God’s image, for the problem underlies our 
desire to find images or analogies to express what God is ‘like’. 
Feelings about God’s ‘femaleness’ run deep, not least among those 
whose denominational tradition allows women to be ordained to  
the ministry. During 1980, there was a heated correspondence in 
the Methodisf Recorder, initiated by Dr Brian Wren. He question- 
ed whether we might not enrich our understanding of God by add- 
ing female metaphors to the ‘overwhelmin& male’ images of tradi- 
tion. Opposition was expressed in a curious way. Frequently a cor- 
respondent would, in the same letter, address the issue as both tot- 
ally unimportant and potentially demonic. In Dr Wren’s words, it 
was 

‘important enough t o  get angry about, yet too trivial t o  be dis- 
cussed.’ 

‘1 believe that God should bc referred to  as ‘He’ and not as 
‘She’ or ‘It’ . . . I believe that God has revealed himself in this 
way because this way expresscs the truth about him, and any 
other way would be a lie.’ 

But the overall impression was of resistance t o  opening up the ques- 
tion at all. 1 think there are two levels t o  this resistance. One is 
the stock response, ‘Well, God isn’t exactly male, but one thing 
we know for sure, that he is Defiiitely Not Female! The other, 
deeper level, is that female images suggest an alternative way of 
thinking, and thus make it embarrassingly obvious that ‘masculin- 
ity’ could be anthropomorphizing God. We would rather cling t o  
it: wc would rather feel that this, at least, is something knowable 
about God’s essential self. 

It is only in recent years that 1 have come t o  question this res- 
istance in myself, when 1 discovered that, although the great maj- 
ority of the Biblical epithets for God are masculine, some start- 
lingly female images are present. In Psalm 22, God is pictured as a 
caring midwife - in ancient societies, an inevitably female role: 
(Ps 22:9) 

A few people came out strongly for ‘essential masculinity’, c.g. 

‘You drew me out of the womb, 
you  entrusted me t o  my mother’s breasts; 
placed on your lap from my birth, 
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from my mother’s womb you have been my God.’ 
On several occasions, mother-love is referred to as the closest anal- 
ogy to  the endlessly patient and enduring love of God for Israel: 
(Isa 49: 15) 

‘Does a woman forget the baby at  her breast, 
or fail t o  cherish the son of her womb? 
Yet even if these forget, 
I will never forget you.’ 

The Old Testament is tissued with references to God’s tenderness 
and compassion’ (Ex 34: 6 ) ,  and the Hebrew word underlying the 
translation has strong maternal overtones. It is recharnirn. whose 
root, recheni literally means ‘womb’. Hence Cod’s compassion is 
tlie trembling of the wonib - a sensation usually much less spec- 
ifically translated, e.g. in the Jerusalem Bible at Isaiah 63: 15 : 

I t  seems that translators are not immune from the conviction that 
God is Definitely Not Female, as there is at  least one case where 
tlie Jerusalem Bible offers a suspect rendering rather than seem lit- 
erally to  impute motherhood t o  God. At Deuteronomy 32: 18, it 
reads, 

‘the yearning of your inmost heart’. 

‘You forget the Rock who begot you, 
unmindful now of the God who fathered you.’ 

The Hebrew word translated ‘begot’ is rarely used in the male 
sense - it also means ‘bore’. But thc word translated ‘fathered’ is 
311 exclusively female activity, and is more accurately translated 
‘who writhed in labour pains with you’. It is a rejected mother 
s p a  king. 

Other studies have listed and discussed tlie Biblical heritage of 
female imagery for God. (e.g. Phyllis Trible, Leonard Swidler, Mar- 
ianne Katoppo),’ but I want t o  concentrate on the feelings such 
analogies arouse. I f  they are unsettling, it can make us look care- 
fully again at what we d o  feel cornfortable with. There are various 
possible problems. One is that an image niay be positively unhelp- 
ful in our approach to  God. For instance, tlie dearly-loved name of 
‘Father’ niay have quite other associations for those whose human 
fathers were brutal or vicious. One of Brian Wren’s corrcspondents 
writes, of a ‘male’ God : 

‘My childhood experiences of men make it very hard to ac- 
cept such a God and it is therefore a hindrance t o  me in my 
worship and prayer life.’ 

To the majority of us, whose caring, if humanly fallible* fatliers 
were a means to comprehending a heavenly Father, there is an 013- 

posite snag - the imagc may be too comfortable, cspccially for 
women. Pauline Webb, in her book, Where arc the Womcn? points 
out that, though a father often provides his sons with a model of 
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adult responsibility, 

The feelings can easily be transferred to a Father God. In a recent 
conversation with two other women on this subject, we agreed 
that the image of God as Mother could be challenging rather than 
merely soothing. Here is a God who cannot be flirted with, or 
manipulated - a God who knows us thoroughly and expects us to  
become full-grown women. To quote another woman, herself an 
ordinand in the Methodist church: 

‘I could never understand it when male colleagues became all 
excited and inspired by the bit in Romans 8 about being ‘sons’ 
of God. It left me cold. But then when I translated it into fem- 
ale terms, I suddenly felt included.’ 
Being a woman, I can only speculate what are the comforts or 

the dangers for men of traditional imagery. But perhaps one rea- 
son why both sexes fear to think of God as Mother is that we were 
a l l  once totally helpless in the hands of a woman. To grow up has 
been, partly, a process of getting away from Mum: to think of re- 
verting to an infantile dependence is frightening. We might be en- 
gulfed. Feelings towards one’s mother are bound to be complicat- 
ed. For she was (for the vast majority of us) the first person not 
only to  be totally committed to  us, the source of all our satisfac- 
tion and security, but was also the f i t  to deny us our demands. 
She could, and did, withhold her power to cherish and feed, and, 
from a child’s point of view, arbitrarily so. She was the object of 
our most basic yearnings - and the butt of our earliest irritation 
and fury. Any mother knows that a child reserves its worst behav- 
iour for her. Perhaps we fear that to name our Mother in God 
would stir some of the painful resentments we would rather not 
feel towards our creator. God as ‘She’ could get under our skin. 

Another problem, as we saw in Julian of Norwich’s image, is 
the inescapable ‘bodiliness’ of female experience. Motherhood es- 
pecially is never free from physical mess - and traditional disgust 
for carnality, along with our fear of mother’s closeness, makes it 
difficult for us to see in women a model of God’s transcendence. 
Professor E L Mascall, in his book, Whatever Happened to the 
Human Mind? expresses the fear bluntly: 

‘religions that lack a firmly male image of deity lapse into an 
immanentism in which the sense of a transcendent Creator is 
absent, to say nothing of the corresponding nature and fertil- 
ity rites with the sexual licence which provoked the denuncia- 
tions of the Hebrew prophets.” 

But before we assume that ‘masculinity’ in God is essential, let us 
examine the other elements that traditionally inspire a sense of 
transcendence. There is the image of social distance: God is a King, 

‘many women never cease to be Daddy’s little girl.’6 
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and we his subjects, a Master, and we his slaves. There is the image 
of vastly superior power and force: God is a victorious warlord, 
‘the Lord mighty in battle’. Interestingly, ‘Father’ is not among 
the transcendent images of the Old Testament. It crops up only 
twice explicitly - though a parental tenderness often mitigates 
God’s righteous judgment. (e.g. Hosea 1 1 : 8-9). But ‘Father’ is the 
pervasive name for God in the New Testament, and is clearly one 
of Jesus’ significant shifts of emphasis in our thinking about God. 
However, its importance as a name for God is precisely not its in- 
timations of fearful power and transcendence; especially in the 
term ‘Abba’, it conveys a nearness, an intimacy which may have 
shocked Jesus’ contemporaries. Considering its initial subversive- 
ness, it is ironic to  see ‘Father’ pressed into the service ofhierarchy. 

Another element to notice in Professor Mascall’s argument is 
the implication that, if we d o  not preserve a ‘firmly male image of 
deity’, then we are choosing a Goddess. If femaleness is to be ad- 
mitted at all, it will take over altogether. Surely this fear exalts our 
tendency to  mistake image for essence into a theological principle, 
rather than seeing it as a human failing, to be constantly challeng- 
ed. Here the power of woman as a source of life (and hence her 
powerfulness as an image for God) is tacitly admitted, at the same 
time as her inferiority is insisted upon. (A female God represents 
an obvious ‘lapse’). In our Christian tradition we have dealt with 
these ambivalent feelings by almost entirely excluding the female 
as a source of imagery in worship and liturgy. And our tradition 
supports a plethora of images. A quick glance through the hymn 
book of any denomination will reveal scores of different epithets 
for God. Writers have ranged over the resources of the natural world 
and of human art for analogies: God is pictured as light, as the 
Sun, as a bottomless abyss, a ‘height immense’, an unbounded Sea, 
a Rock; or as a fountain, a hiding-place,a treasury, a shield,a castle. 
These, of course, are in addition t o  all the human (male) roles 
given to God. But you will almost never havc the opportunity to 
sing of God as Mother, as Wife, as Sister, or even (except in the 
Psalms) as Midwife. Non-human objects may symbolize God’s 
glory, but, by their almost universal absence in this respect, may 
we conclude that human women cannot? 

This is not a plea to replace male images of God with female 
ones. Images are powerful. They enable us momentarily t o  grasp 
the ineffable in terms that we can cope with. They can reveal the 
ordinariness of our lives and relationships to be vibrant with grace. 
But they also have the power to  shape and limit thought. Cultur- 
ally reinforced, they can make alternative ways of thinking virtu- 
ally inaccessible. Of course Cod as ‘She’ is a travesty. But so is 
God as ‘He’, and I have tried to show that ‘He’ is the spurious es- 
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Sence that our imaginations cannot let go of. It is spurious because 
it claims to  know what is unknowable. To return t o  C S Lewis (this 
time with approval). Late in life, he married a wonian who was dy- 
ing of cancer. During his bercavcment, in A Grief Observed, he re- 
flects on the fact that he has kept no  good photograph of his dead 
wife. If he had done so, he writes, he might have been tempted t o  
recall and love the resemblance of her, rather than the real woman. 
This thought has implications for religious ‘likenesses’ as well: 

‘Images of the Holy easily become holy images - sacrosanct. 
My idea of God is not a divine idea. It has t o  be shattered time 
after time. He shatters it Himself. He is the great iconoclast. 
Could we not almost say that this shattering is one of the marks 
of His presence? . . . And most are ‘offended’ by the icono- 
clasm; and blessed are those who are not.’’ 

Biblical references are taken from the Jerusalem Bible. 
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The Intelligible Universe: A Cosmological Argument, by Hugo 
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Many philosophers would agree that the Cosmological Argument 
for the existence of God has been one of the major theistic argu- 
ments in the history of philosophy. And some of them actually 
support it. But ask them to define ‘the Cosmological Argument’ 
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