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Letting the Entire Body of Christ Speak
Moving Beyond the Female/Male Binary in Liturgy

STEPHANIE A. BUDWEY

Introduction

The image of the Body of Christ was integral to Virgil Michael and the
Liturgical Movement; it was formative, encouraging mutual dependence
and care for all those who made up the Body. The cultural understanding
of sex and gender — what it means to be ‘female’ and ‘male’ - is challenged
by the presence of intersex individuals (those who are born with “mixed
or indeterminate genital attributes”)! in the Body of Christ. Their pres-
ence in the Body of Christ forces Christians to realise that the “image
of God is not reflected more perfectly in some”.2 Adam Tice’s (b. 1979)
hymn Quirky, Queer, and Wonderful (2014) emphasises the great diver-
sity and interconnectedness that is the Body of Christ.® Each and every
member can reveal the face of God, a face that is beyond representations
of gender. How might the liturgy need to be re-examined in order to
be certain that the hymns sung, the rites used and the images of God
employed actually speak to and reflect the entire Body of Christ, not just
one limited binary vision of it?

1 I prefer to use this terminology over “ambiguous” genitalia. The phrase comes
from Judith Butler, “Doing Justice to Someone. Sex Reassignment and Allegories
of Transsexuality”, in: QLQ. A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 7, No. 4 (2001),
pp. 621-636, here p. 625.

2 Susannah Cornwall, Sex and Uncertainty in the Body of Christ. Intersex Conditions
and Christian Theology, London: Equinox, 2010, p. 234.

3 Adam M.L. Tice, Claim the Mystery. 50 More Hymn Texts, Chicago: GIA Publica-
tions, 2015, pp. 72f.
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Quirky, Queer, and Wonderful
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Text: Adam M. L. Tice, © 2014, GIA Publications, Inc.
Tune: ROYAL OAK, 7 6 7 6 with refrain; English melody; adapt. by Martin Shaw, 1875-1958

Quirky, Queer, and Wonderful, by Adam M.L. Tice
(© 2014, GIA Publications, all rights reserved, used by permission).
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Moving Beyond “Add Female and Stir”

While it is often said that God is “beyond gender”, gendered represen-
tations of God are still often seen in art and in liturgical texts which
“vividly display cultural assumptions about ‘normative’ gender roles.*
There is — and continues to be — a history of privileging male imagery
to describe God. There have also been many texts recently written that
speak to the maternal traits of God, yet it is simply not enough to ‘add
female and stir’. One strategy, then, is to acknowledge that these binaries
exist, yet at the same time question the ‘norms’ society has imposed on
both sides of the binary.

Brian Wren’s (b. 1936) text Bring Many Names (1986) does just
this, juxtaposing male and female, old and young language to describe
God while challenging the ‘normal’ traits associated with each gender.®
Rather than following the common notion that anything feminine is
‘weak’ and ‘passive’, he describes God as a “strong mother God” who
is active in the work of creation. In contrast to this, the male imagery
for God is not the usual ‘strong’ or ‘king’ language, but rather, he uses
the language of “warm father God”, utilising terms that are normally
thought of as maternal traits, such as hugging and caring for children.
In the final stanza, Wren points to an apophatic notion of God, high-
lighting that despite all the descriptions and titles used to describe
God, God can never be fully comprehended: “Great, living God, never
fully known, / joyful darkness far beyond our seeing, / closer yet than
breathing, everlasting home.”

1 Bring many names, 2 Strong mother God,
beautiful and good, working night and day,
celebrate, in parable and story, planning all the wonders of creation,
holiness in glory, setting each equation,
living, loving God. genius at play:
Hail and Hosanna! Hail and Hosanna,
bring many names! strong mother God!

4  Sarah Coakley, God, Sexuality and the Self. An Essay ‘On the Trinity’, Cambridge:
University Press, 2013, p. 248.

5  Brian Wren, Bring Many Names, Hope Publishing, available from: <http:/www.
hopepublishing.com/media/pdf/hset/hs_2565.pdf> (accessed 16 January 2016).
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3 Warm father God, 5 Young, growing God,
hugging every child, eager, on the move,
feeling all the strains of human living, saying no to falsehood and unkindness,
caring and forgiving crying out for justice,
till we’re reconciled: giving all you have:
Hail and Hosanna, Hail and Hosanna,
warm father God! young, growing God!
4 0ld, aching God, 6 Great, living God,
grey with endless care, never fully known,
calmly piercing evil’s new disguises, joyful darkness far beyond our seeing,
glad of good surprises, closer yet than breathing,
wiser than despair: everlasting home:
Hail and Hosanna, Hail and Hosanna,
old, aching God! great, living God!

Bring Many Names, by Brian Wren (© 1989 Stainer & Bell Ltd, London, England, <www.
stainer.co.uk>, reprinted by kind permission).

Juxtaposing Multiple Images for God

Similar to the approach of juxtaposing male and female language for God
in the same text, another method is to juxtapose multiple descriptions of
God in the same text which are not gendered. In looking to question or
destabilise expectations, hymns can explore new and creative symbols
for God. In Source and Sovereign, Rock and Cloud (1986), Thomas Troeger
(b. 1945) juxtaposes many names and images for God.® The first stanza
is full of imagery and titles that are normally associated with the first
person of the Trinity, such as Fortress, Light, Judge and Mercy. Notice that
within these names for the first person of the Trinity, there are images
juxtaposed which are completely opposite and might seem contradictory
of one another: Judge/Defender and Mercy/Might. The second stanza
is full of imagery and titles associated with the second person of the
Trinity, all found in the New Testament: Word, Vine, Shepherd, Lamb,
Bread and Wine. The final stanza focuses on the third person of the
Trinity, describing the Spirit as Breath, Dove, Fire, Comfort, Counselor,
among other names. There are countless titles and images used here to
describe the three persons of the Trinity, and by juxtaposing them all in

6  Thomas Troeger, Source and Sovereign, Rock and Cloud, Hope Publishing, avail-
able from: <http://www.hopepublishing.com/media/pdf/hset/hs_4590.pdf>
(accessed 16 January 2016).
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the same hymn, we are forced to remember — as he reiterates at the end

of each stanza — that there is “no single holy name but the truth behind
them all is the God whom we proclaim.”

Source and Sovereign, Rock and Cloud,
Fortress, Fountain, Shelter, Light,
Judge, Defender, Mercy, Might,

Life whose life all life all endowed:

Refrain:

May the church at prayer recall
that no single holy name

but the truth that feeds them all
is the God whom we proclaim.

Word and Wisdom, Root and Vine,
Shepherd, Savior, Servant, Lamb,
Well and Water, Bread and Wine,
Way who leads us to the I AM:

Refrain

Storm and Stillness, Breath and Dove,
Thunder, Tempest, Whirlwind, Fire,
Comfort, Counselor, Presence, Love,
Energies that never tire:

Refrain

Source and Sovereign, Rock and Cloud, by Thomas Troeger (© Oxford University Press
Inc. 1987. Assigned to Oxford University Press 2010. Reproduced by permission. All
rights reserved.)

A World Turned Upside Down’

One of the main paradoxes that still “bedevils contemporary feminist and
gender theories” is the paradox of ‘equality and difference’ while it is
rightfully asserted that women are equal to men in the workplace, there
are still physiological and psychological differences between women and
men that remain.8 The teachings of Jesus are rife with such paradoxes:

7 Acts 17,6.
8  Coakley, God, Sexuality and the Self, pp. 273 1.
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Christ is for losers

DREAM ANGUS 10.10.10.11 with refrain
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Text: Adam M.L. Tice, 2006, ©2008 GIA Publications, Inc., used by permission

Tune: Scottish traditional

Christ is for Losers, by Adam M. L. Tice (© 2008, GIA Publications, all rights reserved,

used by permission).
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the first shall be last and the last shall be first (Mk 10,31); if someone
strikes you, turn the other cheek (Lk 6,29); and in order to live we must
first die (Mt 10,39). Adam Tice’s Christ is for losers (2006) draws on the
many paradoxes in Christianity.” His text is full of startling imagery,
beginning with the title. Normally, Christ is not associated with those
whom society has labeled a ‘loser’. But here, Tice lists those whom soci-
ety may not expect Christ to associate with: the “last and the least” of
today, which includes those without health insurance and those labeled
“illegal” immigrants. The refrain points to the many paradoxes that are
associated with following Christ: “All my loss I count as gain: / all of my
weakness, all of my pain. / And though I die, with Christ I will rise, / for
life is in Christ, the loser’s prize.” This text is a reminder there is more
than one binary that must be overcome in liturgy; it is not only female/
male, but also rich/poor, clean/unclean, worthy/unworthy, legal/illegal,
and the list goes on.

“Identity without Essence”

David Halperin has said that queer is an “identity without an essence.”’
Gerald Loughlin takes this notion and applies it to God: “As an ‘identity
without an essence, [...] God’s being is indubitable but radically un-
knowable”.!! Loughlin therefore points to Thomas Aquinas’ statement
that “we do not know what God is, only what God is not”.!? Because it
is impossible to know what God is, “instead of a definition we have to
make do with God’s effects — i.e. everything [...] The most that we can
say about God is that God is, which is not a description but a point of
theological grammar.”'® In other words, God can be known through
God’s revelations and effects in life.

9 Adam M. L. Tice, Woven Into Harmony: 50 Hymn Texts, Chicago: GIA Publications,
2009, pp. 23-25.

10 David Halperin, Saint Foucault: Towards a Gay Hagiography, New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995, p. 62, as quoted in Gerard Loughlin, “Introduction. The End
of Sex”, in: Queer Theology. Rethinking the Western Body, ed. by Gerard Loughlin,
Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2007, pp. 1-34, here p. 9.

11  Loughlin, “Introduction”, p. 10.

12 Ibid., referring to Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae 1.3.

13 . Ibid:
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Shirley Erena Murray (b. 1931) describes many of these ‘effects’ of
God which are experienced throughout life in God of Wonder, God of
Thunder (1992).'* The first stanza juxtaposes many contradictory de-
scriptions of God, for God is both impact and release, riddle and reason,
passion and peace. The second stanza stands as a reminder that all that
happens to us throughout the year should be brought forward to God as
a gift to bless. The final stanza states that we both name and proclaim
God as “Father, Mother, Spirit, Friend”, here juxtaposing multiple im-
ages of God in one sentence, back to back. Murray also reiterates that
the full comprehension of God is beyond our grasp, for God is beyond
our vision and end.

1 God of wonder, God of thunder,

God of impact and release,

God of riddle and of reason,

God of passion and of peace —
to your mystery and marvel
we return to give you praise,
every year with you beginning
to the closing of our days.

2 Seasons’ turning, seasons’ learning,

all are held within your span:

times of growing, times of knowing

love in woman, child and man,
calendar of calm and crisis,
hurt and healing, high success,
all the instants of our being
now we bring for you to bless.

3 For we name you and we claim you,
Father, Mother, Spirit, Friend:
you are vision past our vision,
you are end beyond our end;
all the circles, all the cycles
of our little finite phase
now we give into your keeping,
trusting you through all our days.

God of Wonder, God of Thunder, by Shirley Erena Murray (© 1992 Hope Publishing
Company, Carol Stream, IL 60188; <www.hopepublishing.com>, all rights reserved,
used by permission).

14  Shirley Erena Murray, God of Wonder, God of Thunder, Hope Publishing, available
from: <http://www.hopepublishing.com/media/pdf/hset/hs_2880.pdf> (ac-
cessed 16 January 2016).
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Particularity and Equality in the Body of Christ.
Looking to the Trinity as a Model

Carl Daw’s (b. 1944) text, God the Spirit, guide and guardian (1989)
beautifully reflects on the Trinity without using any gendered language
whatsoever.!> Daw surprises us from the start by using the first verse
to describe the Spirit, who is normally relegated to being the ‘third
person’ of the Trinity (in most hymns the first stanza is about ‘God’, the
second about Jesus’ and the third ‘Spirit’). He uses images to describe
the Spirit (flame, dove, etc.) and then writes about the effects of the
Spirit on our lives. The second stanza is about Christ, and similar to the
first stanza, Daw first uses some images of Christ (sovereign, shepherd,
Word) and then moves to Christ’s actions on our lives. The third stanza
describes the first person of the Trinity as Creator, life bestower, truth,
etc. The final stanza brings together the entire hymn, praising the Triune
God as “undivided and diverse” as well as “deeper than our minds can
fathom”, reminding us that we can never fully comprehend the Trinity.
The Trinity — three separate beings in one entity — shows that in its
perichoresis it is possible to retain the specificity of individual beings
while also striving to remain in community, and as these hymn writers
have shown, it is possible to do so while being attentive to the language
used to describe God.

15  Carl P. Daw, God the Spirit, Guide and Guardian, Hope Publishing, available from:
<http://www.hopepublishing.com/media/pdf/hset/hs_2468.pdf> (accessed
16 January 2016).
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THE TRINITY

149 God the Spirit, Guide and Guardian
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WORDS: Carl P. Daw, Jr. (1944- ) HYFRYDOL
MUSIC: Rowland H. Prichard (1811-1887); arr. Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) 8.7.8.7.D.

Words © 1989 Hope Publishing Company

God the Spirit, Guide and Guardian, by Carl P. Daw, Jr. (© 1989 Hope
Publishing Company, Carol Stream, IL 60188; <www.hopepublishing.
com>, all rights reserved, used by permission).
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Letting the Entire Body of Christ Speak.
Moving Beyond the Female/Male Binary in Liturgy

Our cultural understanding of sex and gender — what it means to be “male” and “fe-
male” — is seriously challenged by the presence of intersex individuals. What impact
does this have on our liturgy and how the liturgy teaches us what it means to be created
in the image of God, if we start to think outside the female/male binary? What does it
mean to recognise that there are LGBTIQ Christians in the church, and how might the
liturgy need to be re-examined in order to be certain that the hymns we sing, the rites
we use and the images of God we employ actually speak to and reflect the entire Body
of Christ, not just one limited binary vision of it?
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