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Abstract
The Church of England is currently debating what pronouns to use of God in liturgy.
Opinions are strongly established on various sides. This article aims to slow the pace at
which strong judgements are arrived at, through four sets of arguments. First, the distinct-
iveness of English compared with some other European languages and the danger of
allowing the contingencies of English pronoun use to dominate the possible meanings
of scripture. Second (drawing on the work of Janet Martin Soskice), the complexity of
the figure of the fatherhood of God. Third, the significance of German philosophy of lan-
guage in relation to negative theology and the particular ways in which the inadequacy of
language about God has theological consequences. Fourth, a more philosophical discus-
sion of the ways in which what is necessary or possible in one language cannot adequately
be conveyed, as necessary or merely possible, in translation.
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This article is prompted in part by current debates at the end of the first quarter of the
twenty-first century within the Church of England as to what pronouns can be used of
God in liturgy.

It is now customary in Britain that the author of a journal contribution should iden-
tify clearly where the originality of a contribution lies to aid non-experts in evaluating
the quality of its research. This contribution is arguably original for its cross-
disciplinary synthesis of arguments from linguistics, medieval theology, feminist the-
ology and German philosophy in order to present its argument. Its purpose is to extend
the period of deliberation about the issue at hand (viz., what pronouns are liturgically
permissible) by delaying the point at which a resolution of the issues is made. This is
significant because of a tendency in much popular theology to name the desired con-
clusion and then to select only the reasoning supporting that conclusion. This piece
resists attempts to reason back from a conclusion and presents a series of difficulties
that obstruct a straightforward resolution. It has a conclusion, but its purpose is primar-
ily to delay it in favour of deliberation.
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Gender in English

God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. (Gen 1:5)

God has just separated light from darkness, and at this moment of the first separation
God acquires a pronoun. ‘…the darkness he called Night’.

So God created humans in his image,
in the image of God he created them;
male and female he created them. (Gen 1:27).

God’s creation of men and women in Gen 1:27 is the first we hear of sexes. God has
already created many creatures including plants, fish, birds, land animals. Presumably
they are sexed (we know the plants have ‘fruit with the seed in it’, according to v. 11)
but it is not said. The first explicit appearance of sexual difference is in verse 27.

At the first appearance of sexual difference in scripture, God again acquires a gen-
dered pronoun: ‘…in his image’.

Pronouns as a word class are a subject of much discussion by linguists, owing to the
wide variety of uses in many languages, with attention drawn to the peculiarities of
being a closed class of word but unlike others in that category, of being unusually inde-
terminate and contextual, with corresponding use of concepts like deixis and anaph-
ora.1 In a sentence: pronouns’ meanings radically depend on what is going on
around them. Approaches that focus on intrinsic meaning (e.g. by inquiring into the
definition of a word) fundamentally founder when it comes to pronouns. Whereas lin-
guistic discussions are typically focused on questions of classification and change; how-
ever, the focus in what follows is on possibilities and consequences, especially in relation
to translation. Translation is a focal concern in this discussion because the question,
‘What pronouns shall we use of God?’, is closely bound up with the question, ‘How
shall we translate the Bible?’.

The citations above are from the New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition
(NRSVue). When the NRSV was originally published in 1989, the editors made public
their debate about gendered language. They recognised that in talk about men and
women, the older convention of using ‘man’ for both was a problem. But they also
acknowledged that their move towards inclusive language presented challenges because
they were translating language whose origins were in a patriarchal culture:

During the almost half a century since the publication of the RSV, many in the
churches have become sensitive to the danger of linguistic sexism arising from
the inherent bias of the English language towards the masculine gender, a bias
that in the case of the Bible has often restricted or obscured the meaning of the
original text. The mandates from the Division specified that, in references to
men and women, masculine-oriented language should be eliminated as far as

1See, for example, Randolph Quirk, Sidney Greenbaum, Geoffrey Leech, and Jan Svartvik, Comprehensive
Grammar of the English Language (London: Longman, 1985), pp. 335, 375; Marion Kremer, Person,
Reference and Gender in Translation. A Constrastive Investigation of English and German (Tübingen:
Gunter Narr, 1997), pp. 31–2; and many since.
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this can be done without altering passages that reflect the historical situation of
ancient patriarchal culture.2

Patriarchy names a social hierarchy with men at the top and women at the bottom. If
you embrace and seek a patriarchal hierarchy, whatever your sex or your gender, the
older conventions do not pose a translation problem. Patriarchal then? Patriarchal
now. No problem.

But suppose you are translating a text from a patriarchal culture for use in a culture
that rejects patriarchal hierarchy, or even pursues mobile hierarchies (I am your man-
ager this year, but next year I am your assistant. Today I am President; tomorrow I am a
farmer). What then?

An accurate translation, whether pursuing dynamic or formal equivalence, would
preserve the patriarchy of the source.3 But it then becomes an obstacle to use. If one
is part of a community that seeks to inhabit scripture but not inhabit patriarchy,
there are hard decisions to make.

The NRSV team elected in the late 1980s to use inclusive language. For the most part
this was restricted to its use for humans. It is not obvious what thought was given to
pronouns for God. For the 2021 edition, the public discussion is even briefer.4 In
both sets of editorial remarks it is noted that reading scripture in English introduces
hazards that may not appear in other languages. These are compounded by the fact
that many of those who speak English as a first language do not speak a second lan-
guage. This is especially sharp in relation to scripture. If you only think in English,
then your English translation of scripture is the only scripture you can imagine.

So what is this English-language gender bias?5 A comparison with German and
French brings certain things to light.

In English: ‘I said to my dog, “sit” and she sat.’
In German: Ich sagte zu meinem Hund: ‘Sitz’, und er setzte sich.
In French: J’ai dit à mon chien « assis » et elle s’est assise.

In German the dog’s actual sex is irrelevant. Female dog? Male pronoun, because a dog
is er. In French a dog is le chien (masculine), but the pronoun can change if you know
the dog’s sex (although it doesn’t have to). This is all well-known to multi-linguists.

I use ‘sex’ because the examples are those of pet animals. In discussions of gender
and sex in humans it is common to use the terms ‘grammatical gender’ and ‘social gen-
der’ to capture the relevant distinction.6 Grammatical and social gender are distinct, but
not wholly separate.7 This is a topic of some complexity as evidenced by the UK

2Bruce Metzger, ‘NRSV: To the Reader’, archived at http://www.ncccusa.org/newbtu/reader.html
3For the distinction between dynamic and formal equivalence, see J. H. Roberts, ‘Dynamic Equivalence

in Bible Translation’, Neotestamentica 8 (1974), pp. 7–20.
4‘Version Information: From the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA’, New Revised

Standard Version Updated Edition; https://www.biblegateway.com/versions/New-Revised-Standard-
Version-Updated-Edition-NRSVue-Bible/

5Cf. Sara Mills, ‘Minding your Language: Implementing Gender-Free Language Policies’, Critical Survey
4/2 (1992), pp. 183–90; https://www.jstor.org/stable/41555650

6For example, David Stein, ‘The Grammar of Social Gender in Biblical Hebrew’, Hebrew Studies 49
(2008), p. 8.

7Lera Boroditsky and Lauren Schmidt, ‘Sex, Syntax, and Semantics’, Proceedings of the Annual Meeting
of the Cognitive Science Society, 22 (2000); https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0jt9w8zf

Scottish Journal of Theology 3

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0036930624000322 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://www.ncccusa.org/newbtu/reader.html
http://www.ncccusa.org/newbtu/reader.html
https://www.biblegateway.com/versions/New-Revised-Standard-Version-Updated-Edition-NRSVue-Bible/
https://www.biblegateway.com/versions/New-Revised-Standard-Version-Updated-Edition-NRSVue-Bible/
https://www.biblegateway.com/versions/New-Revised-Standard-Version-Updated-Edition-NRSVue-Bible/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41555650
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41555650
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0jt9w8zf
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0jt9w8zf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0036930624000322


Government’s attempt (so far unsuccessful) to harmonise sex and gender categories for
the purposes of data collection.8

Some interesting linguistic oddities result. Consider cats, who are masculine in
French (le chat) and feminine in German (die Katze). For the most part, sentences
with cats in French will include le chat and sentences in German include die Katze,
regardless of what sex the cat actually is.

But in German you can say, Meine Katze wurde kastriert (‘My cat was castrated’).
The feminine noun is quite normal. You can say mein Kater if you want to identify
its sex as male, but you don’t have to. (My thanks to native speaker Annedore
Wilmes for this example.)

In French you can say, Mon chat est une chatte (‘My cat is a female cat’). Mon chat is
masculine in this sentence. Again, this is normal usage. (My thanks to native speaker
Isabelle Hamley for this example.)

The gendered nouns in German and French are in most cases unrelated to the sex of
the dog or cat. The language furnishes possibilities for being specific, if it is relevant, but
for the rest one uses the default gender. That means there is a good argument for saying
that the default gender is unsexed. When one says le chat or die Katze one is not neces-
sarily saying anything at all about its sex.

In English gendered language is more informative. If you say in German, ‘Ich sah die
Katze an. Sie schaute mich auch an’ you are not identifying its sex. When we say, ‘The
cat looked at me. She looked back’, we are in English, by contrast, identifying the sex of
the cat.

Gendered language about God still matters in French and German. But arguably less.
Every noun has to have a gender. So le dieu and der Gott. Strictly speaking this does not
tell you the sex of God any more than le chat and die Katze tell you about the sex of cats.
That is, the mere presence of a noun’s gender is not intrinsically informative.

Of course, it may be that God’s ‘social gender’ is in fact being specified by saying le
or der, and then using the pronouns il or er. And it may be that God’s social gender is
being conveyed by the use of grammatically gendered terms. But this is something
extrinsic to the grammatical use. More strongly, if this ‘something extrinsic’ were not
added to it, to convey God’s social gender, it would not be automatically conveyed
by the grammatical gender. Certain assumptions can be carried by the grammatical
gender, but the latter is a vehicle for them, not intrinsically an expression of them.

In English we choose a pronoun. We must. If we choose a male pronoun for a dog,
or a female pronoun for a cat, we are determining the dog’s or cat’s sex, in a way that is
not true in some other languages.

And if we choose a pronoun for God…? Whatever we are doing, what’s going on in
English is different from what goes on in French and German.

Let us consider the Latin translation of Genesis, in use for hundreds of years in Europe:

et vidit Deus lucem quod esset bona et divisit lucem ac tenebras (Gen 1:4)
et creavit Deus hominem ad imaginem suam ad imaginem Dei creavit illum mas-
culum et feminam creavit eos (Gen 1:27)

Latin has pronouns, but typically they are not needed for verbs. The verbs divisit (v.
4) and creavit (v. 27) both lack them.

8UK Government, ‘Review of gender identity data harmonised standard’; https://analysisfunction.
civilservice.gov.uk/policy-store/review-of-gender-identity-data-harmonised-standard/
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The Latin for ‘in his image’ is ad imaginem suam. Because ‘image’ is feminine in
Latin, so God’s image is, in a rather unexciting sense, feminine. It would be exciting
in English, because English gets excited about sex in language. It’s not exciting in Latin.

For hundreds of years, God’s action in Genesis 1 was for Latin-reading western
Christians ungendered. God acquired a gender in Genesis 1 in English only when trans-
lations first appeared. Ælfric’s translation of Genesis was of Old Latin; only with
Tyndale’s translations was the Hebrew significant.9 Ælfric uses the pronoun hit (he)
twice in the early verses of Genesis.10

Because English does not grammatically gender its nouns, as French, German,
Hebrew, Greek and Latin do, any nouns that are gendered in English (e.g. mother, bul-
lock – family and farming are prominent contexts for gendered nouns) or any verbs that
acquire a pronoun (as they must) acquire a social gender and/or actual sex. If we want to
avoid that for animals we often have to linguistically neuter them.

My opening proposal is that one should be aware of the difference between how pro-
nouns function in English compared with other languages, even if one speaks no other
languages.

Fatherhood: an incomplete figure

Christian speech about God is problematic. The question of which pronouns to use of
God does not make it so. It is already problematic because speech is for things. And
God is no thing.

There are, I propose, two relevant contradictions in play, in a consideration of
Christian speech about God, and especially gendered speech. I want to explore these
in dialogue with Janet Martin Soskice, who in turn is in dialogue with Paul Ricoeur.

The first contradiction is between longing for intimacy and struggling against idol-
atry. The second is between exegesis and theology.

Like as the hart desireth the waterbrooks,
So longeth my soul after thee, O God.
(Ps 42:1, Coverdale translation, modern spelling)

We long for God.
Here is a promise of intimacy, its possibility, its impossibility, its promise endlessly

unfulfilled, memorably summarised by St Augustine in Confessions: our hearts are rest-
less till they find their rest in thee. Coverdale’s translation of Psalm 42 offers a pun on
this theme (‘hart desireth’) that is obscured in the KJV (‘As the hart panteth’) and oblit-
erated in the NRSV (‘As a deer longs’).

But the tradition is also haunted by the horror of idolatry.

They have hands, and handle not; feet have they, and walk not
neither speak they through their throat.

They that make them are like unto them

9For Ælfric, see Michael Fox and Manish Sharma, Old English Literature and the Old Testament
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012), pp. 3–24. For Tyndale, see David Daniell, William
Tyndale: A Biography (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994), pp. 283–315.

10The British Library, Cotton MS Claudius B IV, f.2v, includes Ælfric’s translation of Genesis from the
Old Latin.
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and so are all such as put their trust in them.
(Ps 115:7–8, Coverdale translation, modern spelling)

The longing for intimacy bends language towards likeness, towards human relation-
ships, towards visibility, touchability. The fear of idolatry snaps language sharply
back, the broken tablets, broken words, the prohibition on images. There is no smooth
path between this longing and this fear.

The second contradiction, between exegesis and theology, in some ways mirrors the
first. The exegete deals in representation. For Ricoeur there is in exegesis a virtue in
attending to ‘the figures of God’, in all their concrete, evocative, raw materiality, with
attention to whether God appears described in the third person or through the pro-
phet’s first person utterance, speaking for God.11 By contrast, as Soskice notes, the theo-
logian is conscious of the operation of metaphor, of the fact that all language about God
is figurative.12 What is brought close to us in the immediacy of exegesis is pushed away
in the reflectivity of theology.

At the heart of these two contradictions – between intimacy and idolatry, between
exegesis and theology – is God as father.

Those who like to count things have noted that whereas in the New Testament God
is named ‘father’ between 170 and 190 times, and prayed to in this name, in the Old
Testament there are not even a dozen such designations, none of them in prayer.13

One can discern a theological pattern: God’s relation with Israel is a covenant with
Abraham, and although this covenant is sometimes figured as kinship, especially as
Ricoeur – ever attentive to genre – notes in the prophets, it is covenant and promise
that order the narrative.14 When Moses asks for God’s name in Exodus 3, it is ‘I
am’: ungendered and unkinned. In this tradition God not paternal but is above all
the one who makes a covenant with Abraham and who brings the people out of Egypt.15

In the New Testament something new happens at the start of Mark’s Gospel and its
synoptic parallels:

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the
Jordan. And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn
apart and the Spirit descending like a dove upon him. And a voice came from the
heavens, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’ (Mark 1:9–11,
NRSVue)

Jesus is named as ‘my Son’. God is thus implicitly identified, in relation to Jesus, as his
father.

11Paul Ricoeur, ‘Fatherhood: From Phantasm to Symbol’, in Paul Ricoeur (ed.), The Conflict of
Interpretations: Essays in Hermeneutics, trans. D. Ihde (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press,
1974), pp. 481–2.

12Janet Martin Soskice, ‘Calling God “Father”’, in Janet Martin Soskice (ed.), The Kindness of God:
Metaphor, Gender, and Religious Language (Oxford: OUP, 2008), p. 68.

13Ibid., p. 75. For details on the counting, on which there seems to be some variation, see Robert
Hamerton-Kelly, ‘God the Father in the Bible and in the Experience of Jesus: The State of the
Question’, in Johann Baptist Metz, Edward Schillebeeckx, and Marcus Lefébure (eds), God as Father?
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1981), p. 98; Robert Kysar, John, the Maverick Gospel (Louisville, KY:
Presbyterian Publishing Corporation, 2007), p. 8.

14Ricoeur, ‘Fatherhood’, p. 486.
15Soskice, ‘Calling God “Father”’, p. 76.
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It is a moment of outrageous proximity, visibility, audibility, intimacy. It evokes and
patterns prayer.

Here a third contradiction becomes visible: between undeniable patriarchy and
undeniable trinitarian begottenness.

The patriarchy is undeniable. The traditions are slathered in it, from individual fig-
ures to entire dualistic systems of hierarchy. Soskice shines a bleak light on it in two
sentences:

…what is objectionable is not simply that God is styled as male in the tradition,
but that the ‘divine male’ is styled as one who is powerful, dominant, and implac-
able. This is disturbing not just in its subordination of women, but in giving divine
justification to a hierarchical reading of the world conceived in the binaries of
powerful/powerless, superior/inferior, active/passive, male/female.16

Whenever hierarchy is established, with some above and some below, the female is typ-
ically below with the male on top, typically responsive with the male taking initiative,
typically following where the male leads, typically sensual where the male is rational.

As Soskice points out, the hard-line patriarchal theologians of today are not wrong,
especially where they choose to be more literal minded: the Bible is a flood of patri-
archal classifications in which women are drowned (my words, not hers). The subor-
dination of women is endemic.

This subordination is endemic but not universal. The one place it does not extend is,
surprisingly, fatherhood. God is patriarchally figured in the Old Testament, but rarely as
father. And where God is figured as father in the New Testament, it is typically not
patriarchal. God is father not because he is ‘like a father’, in the same way that God
is a rock because he is ‘like a rock’. God is Father because Jesus is God’s Son.

God is Father in two central cases: as one to whom one prays, and as the first person
of the Trinity. Here something surprising happens to the paradoxes. God is Father in
prayer, and thus in the longing for intimacy. But God is also Father in trinitarian doc-
trine, and thus in the struggle against idolatry. God is Father both in ‘unrefined’ exegesis
and in ‘figurative’ theology, in both proximate address and distanced reflection.

So what is the meaning of ‘father’ here?
God draws near. Appallingly, dangerously, wonderfully, reassuringly near.
What marks Jesus’ speech about God, for Ricoeur, for Soskice, for us (?), is its auda-

city. To call God, ‘Father’!
God as Father is not some ancient symbol carved in stone, weighing down the trad-

ition for centuries, but a new figure, supple, announced but as yet (in the New
Testament) untested, unexplored, unknown. The Father is an incomplete figure, preg-
nant with possibilities.

Negative theology and German philosophy

The long Christian tradition has by and large agreed that God can be named with con-
fidence, but only described with diffidence. By and large it has agreed that God can be
freely addressed in prayer, but only spoken of, in the third person, with great care.

Creatures use creaturely language for creatures. So can it be used for what is not a crea-
ture, namely God? The long tradition has agreed that it can, but things will get strange.

16Ibid., pp. 71–2.
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Consider some famous philosophical puzzles. Leibniz famously pointed out that
there is no concept for the colour blue. There is only its name. And you can only
learn it by seeing it. No one can tell you what blue is. To use his terms, blue is a sensible
quality, and thus lacks the nominal definition of intelligible (i.e. conceptual) qualities.17

Wittgenstein famously wondered why there is no concept for the smell of coffee. Do we
lack words for it? Why would we think there should be words for it? You have to smell
it for yourself.18 Hesiod famously wrote that he relied on the Muses to describe the
gods, and this means receiving the ‘mythic’ forms where false things look true, and
truths live in things made up.19 Gregory of Nyssa famously speaks of the luminous
darkness.20 One can have knowledge, as Moses does. One can approach God, as
Moses does. But no one has knowledge of what God is, not even Moses, no matter
the immensity of knowledge, no matter the nearness of approach.

Is it easier to describe God than the colour blue? Do we have surer words for God
than for coffee? Is our self-reliance sufficient to bypass the Muses? Are we equipped to
clarify the luminous darkness? These questions invite the answer, no. Yet we are not
without experience, not without words, not without Muses, not without luminous dark-
ness. In such cases, however, words are not adequate to things. And God is no thing.

Negative theology, or apophatic theology, or the via negativa, is not so much a way of
doing theology, as it is a set of disciplines that one can learn after one has learned to
speak of God in various ways.21

Hesiod, more than six centuries BCE, is instructive because he says not only, ‘This is
the song’, but, ‘Muses give this song’. He draws attention to Muses. He says not only,
‘These are the words’, but, ‘These words are mythos’, which we might translate as ‘word’
or ‘wording’. He draws attention to the wording, which later thinkers will translate more
directly as myth. Gregory of Nyssa, in the fourth century, is instructive because he high-
lights the strange things that happen to language when it approaches God – when it
does what Moses did. It produces artefacts like ‘luminous darkness’. Leibniz in the
late seventeenth century and Wittgenstein in the middle of the twentieth century are
instructive because they draw attention to names that do not, cannot, communicate
the describable properties of what they name.

Negative theology is a secondary discipline, learned after the primary discipline of
speech.

One learns to say ‘blue’ and ‘smell of coffee’ long before one learns to say the kinds
of thing Leibniz and Wittgenstein say. One learns to say ‘God’ and ‘scripture’ long
before one learns to say, ‘luminous darkness’ and mythos.

The secondary discipline of negative theology is simultaneously ancient, in Hesiod
and Gregory, and advanced intellectual technology. It is the fruit of study. The second-
ary discipline of negative theology is simultaneously everyday, in Leibniz and
Wittgenstein, and sophisticated philosophical insight. It is the fruit of perplexity.

17Stephen Puryear, ‘Leibniz on the Metaphysics of Color’, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 86/
2 (2013), pp. 319–46.

18Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G.E.M. Anscombe (Oxford: Blackwell, 1958),
p. 610. Cf. H. O. Mounce, ‘The Aroma of Coffee’, Philosophy 64/248 (1989), pp. 159–73.

19Bruce Heiden, ‘The Muses’ Uncanny Lies: Hesiod, “Theogony” 27 and Its Translators’, The American
Journal of Philology 128/2 (2007), pp. 153–75.

20Anne Conway-Jones, Gregory of Nyssa’s Tabernacle Imagery in Its Jewish and Christian Contexts
(Oxford: OUP, 2014), pp. 63–81.

21Cf. Denys Turner, The Darkness of God: Negativity in Christian Mysticism (Cambridge: CUP, 1995);
and Susannah Ticciati, A New Apophaticism: Augustine and the Redemption of Signs (Leiden: Brill, 2013).

8 Nicholas Adams

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0036930624000322 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0036930624000322


Negative theology explores parallel issues:

Is God large?
Theology: God is enormous.
Negative theology: God is beyond large and small, beyond size.

Is God strong?
Theology: God is stronger than anything.
Negative theology: God is beyond strength and weakness, beyond measure.

Is God visible or invisible?
Theology: God is visible. God is invisible.
Negative theology: God is luminous darkness, dazzling darkness, beyond visibility
and invisibility.

God is ‘beyond’ the divisions. The common word for this is transcendence.
The traditions of German philosophy, especially in the period between the French

Revolution and the defeat of Napoleon, make these issues of transcendence a focus
of intense study. The German traditions both inherit and expand the traditions of nega-
tive theology. They inherit forms of thought that stress the failure of language to grasp
its object. They expand these forms to embrace objects other than God: the ground of
articulation; the whole of which things are parts; the absolute origin of consciousness,
subjectivity, mind. In the traditions of negative theology God is no thing. The traditions
of German philosophy expand the range of not-things.

German philosophy receives the traditions of negative theology, incubates its own
distinctive insights and then becomes available to theologies which can in turn receive
traditions that have become alien to it.

The most famous lessons can be summarised briefly: the ground of articulation cannot
be articulated; the genesis of consciousness is not something we can be conscious of; the
condition for meaning is not something that can be meaningfully grasped; and so forth.

The role of language has several dimensions in German philosophy, as Andrew
Bowie has argued in his brief but sophisticated Very Short Introduction to German
Philosophy, in the chapter on ‘The Linguistic Turn’.22 To summarise in one brief sen-
tence: we are dependent on language. This is a significant and challenging idea in a per-
iod when human autonomy, freedom, independence are major themes in the wake of
the American and French Revolutions.

Language connects and alienates us. It connects us when we share a language. It alie-
nates us when we don’t. It is thus linked to tribalisms of various kinds, including
nationalisms in a period of European wars.23

Language both represents the world as if humans don’t exist, an aspiration to object-
ivity vis à vis what is ‘already’ there, and expresses ‘our’ world and our meaning in it,
conveying our subjectivity vis à vis what is unfolding.24

To reflect on language is to discover that what is objective is already subjective: we
use language to describe things; and what is subjective is already objective: we use lan-
guage to describe things, and that language is already in play. We cannot step outside

22Andrew Bowie, German Philosophy: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: OUP, 2010), pp. 21–31.
23Ibid., pp. 22–3.
24Ibid., pp. 23–4.
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language to compare it to the world. The world is already ‘in’ language, and language is
already ‘in’ the world.

All reasoning is shaped by language; there is no universal language, so there is no
universal reasoning. There are multiple reasonings in multiple languages that are con-
nected via fragile but generative acts of translation. Even the purest scientific experi-
ment, which might appear a candidate for a universal language, relies on a prior
linguistic orientation to the world, and that orientation, because it is linguistic, is shaped
by a particular language and the particular histories it embodies.

Language is a system of signs, in which signs point to things and other signs. But
what connects signs and things is not intrinsic to the signs and things themselves.
The connection is established by use. And use is another name for particular histories.
It is inescapably contingent.

Language is a changing system of signs, where the web of interconnected meanings is
under constant renegotiation as cultures engage and are shaped by each other.

In sum, anything that appears in language will be shaped by historical, cultural,
objective, subjective, rational, contingent, free, spontaneous, determined and rule-
bound dimensions. And everything appears in language, including scripture.

The long tradition of theology had a primary practice of speaking of God, with con-
fidence and a certain boldness. It also had a secondary discipline of negative theology
which explored in various ways the precariousness of language about God. The primary
practice is embodied in exegesis (Ricoeur again), liturgy, prayer and preaching. The sec-
ondary discipline is embodied in theology, in philosophy, in mystical practices of
contemplation.

Such practices are unevenly distributed in social life. For most people, most of the
time, quite respectably, one is engaged in the primary practice. It is a nice question
when the secondary disciplines come into play. Perhaps they do so when the primary
practices are under pressure, or even threatened.

As well as the insight that what is no thing cannot be grasped by language, and espe-
cially the species of no thing that functions as a ground, or origin, or whole, the tradi-
tions of German philosophy contribute something else of significant use for theology: a
shift away from the idea that language represents states of affairs to a view of language as
expressing relations, including our relations to the world.

Language here is not primarily a medium in which something that exists can be
coded, transmitted, stored and decoded, in a way that leaves the ‘something that exists’
untouched or merely recorded. It is more than a medium. It is a way of doing some-
thing, a way of enabling something to be done, even itself something that has effects.

Whereas in negative theology language is both necessary and unstable when it
approaches God, in German philosophy language is necessary and unstable as such.

Whereas in negative theology there is deep meditation on the ways in which lan-
guage expresses our relation to God, and the possibility of our transformation in that
relation,25 in German philosophy language expresses our relation to everything.

Our Christian theological traditions produced German philosophies, and now receive
them back as prodigal son. The embrace is rather uncertain. On the one hand
English-language philosophy is dominated by analytic philosophy, which has an uneasy
although ever-changing relation to the German tradition. At the same time, most theo-
logical discussion is guided by its primary practices, and the German tradition is a reflec-
tion and development of its secondary disciplines. Multiple negotiations are in play.

25See Ticciati, A New Apophaticism.
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The traditions of negative theology have tended to recognise God’s transcendence
through linguistic experiments, including paradoxical formulations. Pronouns are
often considered a closed class of words, that is, in most languages one makes do
with existing pronouns rather than adding new ones. One of the interesting linguistic
features of negative theological formulations is that, as in the case of pronouns, they
tend not to introduce new terms, nor to change the meanings of old terms, but experi-
ment with unusual juxtapositions, whether of words (such as ‘luminous darkness’) or of
contexts (such as the approach to God by Moses in Exodus 19) – or of both at the same
time.

The question, ‘What are God’s pronouns?’, invites further questions about whether
and to what extent language grasps God. Pronouns are radically dependent on context
for their meaning. Experimenting with words and context, especially at the same time,
is likely to have unpredictable consequences for pronouns, bringing to light new things
about old habits, and making new things, new habits, possible.

‘He called Night’
Some philosophers in the twentieth century and beyond favour a distinction between
referring to things (‘that one’) and meaning things (‘that one is poisonous’). This is a
distinction made by Gottlob Frege in the 1890s. It is now a philosophical commonplace,
although there remains lots of argument about how precisely this distinction works.

Very roughly:

You can point to something: that is a reference.
What is meant by something: that is a meaning (or sense).

As a consequence, you can point to something but not know its meaning: ‘What is
that?’ And you can know something’s meaning but not know its reference: ‘Where can I
find mushrooms?’

The question, ‘Is human language adequate for God?’, thus has within this little sys-
tem of classification two possibilities that can be expressed as questions: ‘Can we refer to
God?’, and ‘What is meant by God?’

The long Christian tradition, in dialogue with other traditions, has experimented
with various claims in relation to reference and sense. The majority view is: we can
point to God adequately, but saying what is meant by God falls short.

That does not mean we cannot describe God. It means that our descriptions are lim-
ited and inadequate in various ways. The primary function of creaturely language is to
point to (reference) and describe (meaning or sense) other creatures. When Adam first
uses language in the garden, it is in reference to other creatures: ‘The man gave names to
all cattle and to the birds of the air and to every animal of the field’ (Gen 2:20). (I won-
der if perhaps he also, at the same time, named imaginary animals like the unicorn and
pegasus, because that’s what humans do.)

But Adam does not name God.
The first ‘sense’ of God, within the drama itself, is the serpent’s, ‘Did God say..?’ And

the second is the woman’s as she echoes it: ‘…but God said…’.
God is first named, in speech, by the serpent.
Eve, and then presumably Adam, and then presumably all of humanity, learn to

name God from the serpent.
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The serpent is the first theologian. The serpent makes claims about what God knows:
‘God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God,
knowing good and evil’ (Gen 3:5). The first theologian is, interestingly, not an exegete
but a philosophical theologian.

Eve is the second theologian. She names God as the one who speaks a command: ‘…
but God said, “You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the middle of the gar-
den, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die.”’ (Gen 3:3)

The first theology is not addressed to God, in the second person. It is speech about
God, in the third person, when the serpent and the woman converse about the fruit.

Adam is the third. He never names God. But he reasons, in a rather vague way, about
God’s possible actions. ‘I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid,
because I was naked, and I hid myself’ (Gen 3:10).

Adam does not name God, but he is the first person to address God as ‘you’. If all
speech to God is prayer, then this is the first prayer. And the first prayer is a declaration
of fear.

The order of events in Gen is thus: philosophical theology first; prayer second.
God acts for the most part. There are no descriptions of God, other than descriptions

of God’s actions. God’s ‘sense’ is action, not predicates.
It is not until there are cities that anyone names God. We are not told what they

name God. We are just told, ‘At that time people began to invoke the name of the
LORD’ (Gen 4:26).

The first description of God comes quite late: ‘And the LORD was sorry that he had
made humans on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart’ (Gen 6:6). The first predi-
cate made of God is that of disappointment. It, too, is expressed through a verb, an
action: nacham YHWH (‘he-repented God’).26

It is perhaps not surprising that theologians who are attentive to scripture think of
God’s acts when they think of the ‘sense’ of God. God appears more as one who acts,
and less as one who is described.

So what about God’s pronouns?
In Greek and Latin, verbs are not gendered. In Genesis 1, when God creates, the

verbs epoiēsen and creavit are not gendered. The nouns theos and deus are masculine
nouns. So God is grammatically gendered nominally but not verbally.

In English, neither nouns nor verbs are gendered. ‘God created.’ God is neither nom-
inally nor verbally gendered.

When a verb is used in Greek and Latin, it can be used by itself. Epoiēsen and creavit
are perfectly adequate: ‘x created’, where x is unspecified. The sentence ‘In principio
creavit caelum et terram’ is complete, even if the noun is removed. It says that someone,
as yet unspecified, created the heavens and the earth. Unspecified, ungendered.

It is not possible to translate this into English directly. In English if a verb is used
without a noun, a pronoun must be substituted. We cannot properly say, ‘Created
the heaven and the earth.’ We have to say ‘he created’, or ‘she created’ or ‘it created’
or ‘they created’ (the singular forms available to us).

Hebrew is different yet again. Elohim creates. Using a grammatical analytical frame-
work suitable for Latin, one can say that elohim is masculine plural. But what would the
masculine singular be? It does not appear in the text, or any text, and those who discuss
these things find themselves looking at Ugaritic parallels.

26I am grateful to Jon Morgan for advice on Hebrew grammar. Any errors are my own.
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Perhaps it would be wiser to use categories from medieval Hebrew grammars. Their
concern is in part to compare Hebrew with Arabic, not Latin.27 We could inquire as to
what they say about plural nouns like Elohim, and we might find that they are attentive
to the status of the one referred to (like the ‘royal we’ in English). But such grammars,
from the tenth century, are themselves late, while the text in question is early.

In English (and Greek and Latin and many other languages) a plural noun takes a
plural verb.28 English verbal forms have an unusual morphology. I create. You create.
He/she/it creates. We create. You (pl.) create. They create. We only have two distinct
forms: create and creates. They are not neatly distributed between singular and plural.
The form ‘creates’ is only used for he/she/it. If the singular form ‘they’ is used, it takes
the same form as the plural: ‘Someone left their hat; I wonder who they are.’

This is not so in Hebrew. The plural noun Elohim of Genesis 1:1 takes a singular
verb bara: he-created (the hyphen, again, denoting a masculine verbal form).

The first time God is gendered in Genesis is not in the (plural) masculine noun
Elohim, but in the (singular) masculine verb bara, which precedes it.

Firstly (bereshit) he-created (bara, singular) God (Elohim, plural) the heavens and
the earth.

Incidentally, heavens is plural in Hebrew (hashamayim) and singular in Greek (ton our-
anon) and Latin (caelum), and in the King James English (‘the heaven’), but plural again
in the NRSV (‘the heavens’).

There are no pronouns as yet. There won’t be any pronouns in the Hebrew for a
while because they are not needed. The verb form contains it, as in bara (‘he-created’).

As noted earlier, in English a pronoun appears early on, in verse 5: ‘God called the
light Day, and the darkness he called Night.’ But ‘he’ is not in the Hebrew (as a pro-
noun), or the Greek or the Latin: qara (‘he-called’), ekalēse (‘x-called’), appellavit
(‘x-called’). The verbs require no pronouns. In order to translate the Hebrew masculine
verb form an English pronoun seems to be needed.

It is questionable whether that masculine verb form needs to be translated in this
case, however: it is, after all, not translated in the Latin and Greek. Hebrew verb
forms are necessarily gendered, and in Hebrew the only options are masculine and fem-
inine (unlike Latin and Greek, Hebrew has no neuter gender). English has the possibil-
ity for gendering a verb by adding a pronoun. What must be gendered in Hebrew can be
gendered in English by adding a pronoun: in the act of translation, the necessity of the
gendered verb form does not travel from Hebrew to English. What is necessary in
Hebrew is merely possible in English. In translation the necessity becomes possibility.
This is significant. To say something because you have to is different from saying some-
thing because you choose to. A Hebrew verb ‘has to’ gender any verb attached to God.
By contrast, in English, one chooses to attach a gender to God in relation to a verbal
form.

It was previously noted that in French and German the grammatical gender (le chat,
die Katze) does not necessarily indicate the sex of the animal. In English, to use ‘he’ or
‘she’ of an animal is not to indicate its grammatical gender but its sex. By extension, use

27See William Chomsky, ‘How the Study of Hebrew Grammar Began and Developed’, The Jewish
Quarterly Review, New Series 35/3 (1945), pp. 281–301; Solomon Skoss, ‘Saadia Gaon, the Earliest
Hebrew Grammarian’, Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research 23 (1954), pp. 59–73.

28There is one significant exception: in Greek, neuter plural nouns take a singular verb.
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of the grammatical gender of God in French and German (le dieu, der Gott) does not
necessarily indicate the sex of God. In English, because there is no such thing as gram-
matical gender, to use pronouns is to indicate God’s sex. It was noted that it is possible
in French and German to indicate sex (la chatte, der Kater). In the light of the Hebrew
discussion, we can add that, by contrast, in English indicating sex is necessary conse-
quence of using a pronoun. What is merely possible in French and German is necessary
in English.

The following odd feature of translation thus becomes visible: when translating gen-
dered verb forms (Hebrew) or grammatically gendered nouns (French and German)
into English, one is not just specifying or not specifying sex: one is engaged in
modal transformation from necessity to possibility (Hebrew to English) and possibility
to necessity (French/German to English). What is not – and cannot be – preserved is
the necessity and the possibility: these are irreversibly changed.

A brief analogy may throw this into sharper relief. If you do something out of neces-
sity, and I choose to imitate it, I am not imitating the necessity; I am imitating by choice
the thing done necessarily. This is for example what happens when a non-disabled per-
son mocks a person with a disability by imitating them: they mimic the action not the
disability (because it is not, for them, a disability). Likewise, if Hebrew does something
out of necessity, and a translator chooses to render it in English, the translation does not
translate the necessity, only the thing that was done necessarily; but now it is done out
of choice.

It is perfectly possible not to translate the gendered verb form into English. Verse 5
could (following the Latin) be translated like this: ‘God called the light Day and the
darkness Night’ (Appellavitque lucem Diem, et tenebras Noctem). Luther follows this
in his various German translations between 1534 and his death: …und nannte das
Licht Tag und die Finsternis Nacht.

Perhaps because the verb is repeated, in both the Hebrew and the Greek texts, mod-
ern translators repeat it in English, thus choosing to add a pronoun which is not there
in Hebrew, Greek or Latin. It is a choice, a matter of possibility rather than necessity.
They could repeat the noun: ‘God called the light Day, and the darkness God called
Night.’

What is God’s pronoun? Very often it is English that chooses, and thus forces, a pro-
noun where it is not necessary in the ancient languages, because other necessities
supervene.

Like English, verbs in German and French need pronouns where the noun is not
specified. Unlike English, in French and German all nouns are gendered and the pro-
noun used is often determined by the noun’s grammatical gender, as in the example of
dogs and cats: the gender of the noun tells you nothing about the sex of the animal
referred to. For social terms like Mann/homme or Frau/femme it is admittedly different:
grammatical gender expresses social gender. Furthermore (as noted above), in German,
social genders are invariably assigned for professions: a doctor is either der Arzt or die
Ärztin. In French the opposite happens, and gender can be lost in translation: ‘The doc-
tor will see you in her office’ is Le médecin vous reçoit dans son cabinet. But ‘God’ is not
a profession.

In Hebrew pronouns are needed less often than they are in English because, unlike
the other languages considered here, Hebrew verbs are gendered.

What is a ‘biblical’ answer to this question about God’s pronouns? It depends
whether the Bible is in Hebrew, in Greek or in Latin.
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Theology is an unusual discipline for granting greater authority to older sources.
One can thus ask: which text is older?

These can be arranged in order of age. There are some Hebrew manuscripts among
the Dead Sea Scrolls from 150 BCE to 75 CE, and these show that there was no single
version of the Hebrew text. The earliest manuscripts for the Septuagint (Greek) text are
from the second century BCE. The earliest Vetus Latina manuscripts (a Latin version
that pre-dates Jerome’s translation) are from 450. The earliest Vulgate manuscripts of
the early books of the Bible are Pentateuchus Turonensis from sixth–seventh century.
The earliest manuscripts for the Masoretic text, which is the authoritative Hebrew
version for Rabbinical Judaism and for Christian translators, are from the ninth
century CE.

What about translations into English?
The earliest of these were translations of the Vulgate, whose first complete manu-

script, Codex Amiatinus, dates from the eighth century. The earliest translations to
use Hebrew and Greek were by Tyndale between 1522 and 1535.

So which of these is ‘biblical’? They all are: where there are manuscripts, there we
find texts that are authoritative for a community.

We only have manuscripts. Were we to consult a rabbi, perhaps she would say, ‘The
only texts written by God were not biblical; they were the two tablets of the covenant
brought down by Moses, and broken. After that, everything is written by humans.’

What did God write on those soon-to-be-broken tablets? It is not specified. ‘When
God finished speaking with Moses on Mount Sinai, he gave him the two tablets of the
covenant, tablets of stone, written with the finger of God’ (Exod 31:18).

People have speculated that these must have been the Ten Commandments. They are
often called in Christian paintings the Tablets of the Law, although in Exodus they are the
tablets of the covenant (in Hebrew) or the tablets of the testimony (in Greek and Latin).

Were they written in Hebrew? If so, perhaps it was Hebrew from the thirteenth cen-
tury BCE, the time of Moses. What kind of Hebrew was that? We do not know. The
oldest Hebrew we have are inscriptions in so-called ‘Biblical Hebrew’ from the tenth
century BCE. Most are a single letter or word. It has been argued that the very idea
of a singular ‘Biblical Hebrew’ is misleading, because many linguistic practices are con-
veyed by this name. It is, for example, not possible to distinguish ‘correct’ from ‘errant’
grammar, or ‘literary’ from ‘vernacular’ uses when one has only written texts and no
native speakers to consult.29

It is often considered important by some Christians to determine whether one
accepts a literal interpretation of scripture. But a literal interpretation of what?
Perhaps of the earliest manuscripts, which are not used today by any community.
Perhaps of later harmonisations of manuscripts, accepted as the ‘received text’ by
large numbers of communities today.

However we approach these matters of trace and transmission, the question of what
pronouns to use is accompanied by the question of what language to use those pro-
nouns in, and indeed whether pronouns are needed at all.

The question thus ceases to be, ‘What pronouns for God shall we use?’ A prior ques-
tion arises: ‘Who is using pronouns, and in which language are they using them?’ More
directly: ‘What pronouns for God shall we use in English?’

29Robert Holmstedt, ‘Issues in the Linguistic Analysis of a Dead Language, with Particular Reference to
Ancient Hebrew’, The Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 6 (2006), pp. 9, 13; https://doi.org/10.5508/jhs.2006.v6.
a11
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Answering that question may involve asking what pronouns are used in other lan-
guages, upon which English is dependent, and with which English is in constant dia-
logue and negotiation.

Is it true that God’s verbs are masculine in Hebrew? Yes. Is it true that God’s nouns
are masculine in Hebrew, Greek and Latin? Yes for the most part.

Is it true that God the Father and God the Son are masculine nouns, while God the
Spirit is feminine? No. Ruach (Hebrew) is feminine. Pneuma (Greek) is neuter. Spiritus
(Latin), Geist (German), Esprit (French) are masculine. Both ‘Ghost’ and ‘Spirit’
(English) are ungendered, because all nouns are in English ungendered.

Even in languages with grammatical gendered nouns, can you infer something’s sex
from the gender of its noun? Not always directly and sometimes not at all. Germans do
not think that all cats are female, and French people do not think that all doctors are
male. It is not obvious that French people think that all gods are male: this cannot be
inferred from the grammatically gendered le dieu/les dieux. (And most theologians
trained in the long tradition, French or not, would in any case deny that God is ‘a’ god.)

In English something distinctive happens. God is not grammatically gendered.
Nothing is. So when God’s pronoun appears, as it might in Gen 1:5, this does not follow
a grammatical gender. There is no grammatical gender to follow. It performs a quite
new function: it specifies God’s social gender. In this respect English is unlike many
other languages.

Asking about God’s pronouns in English is different from asking about them in
other languages. In other languages, to specify a pronoun is often to repeat the gram-
matical gender. But in English, to specify a pronoun, where the noun is indeterminate,
is typically to specify a social gender.

Is God figured as male in patriarchal societies? Yes, for the most part, but not always.
There is also feminine imagery not just for God as creator, but also for Jesus. And not
just masculine and feminine. The more scripture and tradition one considers, the more
interesting this question is. Consider the following:

Jesus as self-wounding pelican in the Physiologus.
Christ as mother in Julian of Norwich.
God as light in Isaiah 60.
God as deep water, as fountain, in John of the Cross.
Holy Spirit as God’s kiss in Bernard of Clairvaux.
God as rock that fathers, that gives birth in Deutoronomy 32.

What follows from all this? No single thing follows from it.
Language is strange. It gets especially strange as it approaches God.
There is no language, only languages. There is no divine pronoun, only pronouns.
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