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Abstract
Feminist theologians have been making arguments for moving away from strictly male-gendered 
terms for God for decades, yet many churches continue to refer to God as ‘Father’ and ‘Lord’ 
in their weekly liturgies. This article will explore the place of ‘Father’ in the Scottish Episcopal 
Church’s Confession as found in the 1982 Liturgy. The 2022 General Synod authorised revisions to 
the 1982 Liturgy, which include the removal of ‘Father’ from two of the post-Communion prayers 
offered. However, the Confession remains unchanged. Considering the historical foundations 
and the nature of language about God, this article will use feminist theological arguments to 
suggest changes that should be made to the Scottish Episcopal Church’s Confession. The article 
concludes with suggestions for alternate approaches to writing a contemporary version of the 
prayer for the Scottish Episcopal Church.
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‘God Our Father, We Confess to You’

This is the first line of the corporate Confession in the Scottish Liturgy 1982, the most 
recent eucharistic liturgy currently authorised by the Scottish Episcopal Church (SEC). 
The 2022 General Synod of the SEC authorised revisions to the 1982 Liturgy. Two uses 
of ‘Father’ were removed from the post-Communion prayers offered. The Confession, 
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 1. For more on the historical and current contexts of the 1982 Confession, see: Browell NR 
(2021) What does it mean that god is ‘Father’ and ‘Lord’? A textual analysis of liturgical 
elements in the Scottish liturgy 1982 and a feminist response. MTh(R) Thesis, University of 
Glasgow, 62–66. Available at: https://theses.gla.ac.uk/82725/1/2021BrowellMTh%28R%29.
pdf (accessed 31 October 2022).

 2. This paper focuses specifically on the SEC liturgy, critiquing it within the Anglican context 
from a feminist perspective. Naturally, other denominations and ecumenical organisations 
will attend to the androcentric nature of God language in their own way, to greater or lesser 
extent.

 3. Tellini G (1998) A Single, Holy, Living Sacrifice: Part 2. Dunblane: Scottish Episcopal 
Institute, 91–92. Although Tellini is referring specifically to the Intercessions here, it is clear 
that his role in the writing of the Confession to ‘God our Father’ follows directly this same 
line of thinking.

 4. See, for example: Widdicombe P (2000) The Fatherhood of God from Origen to Athanasius. 
Oxford Theological Monographs. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 261.

however, remains unchanged. Despite being written in and for a context different from 
the one we are in now, the 1982 Confession has received renewed authorisation in 2022, 
with no changes.1 ‘God our Father, we confess to you’. In the Confession, repeated week 
after week in the SEC, worshippers bow their heads and are encouraged to make them-
selves vulnerable to God who is called ‘Father’. This article will use feminist theological 
and liturgical perspectives to show the impact on women of this definitively male term 
for God at the point of confession. Using a brief exploration of the origins of the term 
‘Father’ in historical Christianity, the suggestion will be made that this image for God 
comes from androcentric thinking which limits our understanding of God and diminishes 
the place of women. The article will conclude by drawing the perspectives together to 
argue that the SEC should embrace new language for God in the address of the liturgical 
Confession.2 Feminist theologians have been making the case for a change away from 
‘Father’ language for decades. Despite this, churches such as the SEC hold tight to God 
as ‘Father’. It seems, therefore, that we must continue to present our arguments. I write 
this article as a contribution to the ongoing chorus of voices.

‘As a rule, address the Intercessions to God the Father. This is because our prayer is 
always addressed to God in, with, and through the Son in the power of the Spirit’.3 This 
guidance from Gian Tellini, one of the key shapers of the Scottish Liturgy 1982, expresses 
a sentiment that is central to some of the traditional arguments for the use of ‘Father’ in 
the Christian lexicon. Tradition has found the term ‘Father’ essential for understanding 
the Trinity.4 If we pray with the ‘Son’ in the power of the ‘Spirit’, to whom are we pray-
ing? The answer, according to Tellini, must be ‘Father’. However, feminist theology 
teaches that not only is this not the only answer, but it is in fact necessary to move away 
from this male-oriented imaging of God. The concept of ‘God our Father’ has elicited a 
great deal of scholarship from feminist theologians. One of the first feminist theologians 
to publish against the seemingly excessive use of ‘Father’ for God was Mary Daly. Her 
article, ‘After the Death of God the Father’, was published in 1971. In this article, Daly 
argued that theology of the past ‘justified sexual oppression’, and theology of her time 

https://theses.gla.ac.uk/82725/1/2021BrowellMTh%28R%29.pdf
https://theses.gla.ac.uk/82725/1/2021BrowellMTh%28R%29.pdf


90 Feminist Theology 32(1)

 5. Daly M (1979) After the death of god the father: women’s liberation and the transformation 
of Christian consciousness. In: Christ CP and Plaskow J (ed.) Womanspirit Rising: A Feminist 
Reader in Religion. San Francisco, CA: Harper & Row, 62.

 6. See the following, for example: Berger T (2011) Gender Differences and the Making of 
Liturgical History: Lifting a Veil on Liturgy’s Past. Farnham: Ashgate; Christ CP (2003) 
She Who Changes: Re-Imagining the Divine in the World. Basingstoke: Palgrave McMillan; 
Procter-Smith M (1995) Praying with Our Eyes Open: Engendering Feminist Liturgical 
Prayer. Nashville, TN: Abingdon; Soskice JM (2008) The Kindness of God: Metaphor, 
Gender, and Religious Language. Oxford: OUP; Walton JR (2000) Feminist Liturgy: A 
Matter of Justice. American Essays in Liturgy. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press.

 7. Toker KO, Serban A, Kirk P, et al. contribute chapters focused on translation in the Christian 
context: Long L (ed.) (2005) Translation and Religion: Holy Untranslatable? Topics in 
Translation 28. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

 8. Long L (2005) Introduction: translating holy texts. In: Long L (ed.) Translation and Religion: 
Holy Untranslatable? Topics in Translation 28. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, 1–15, 5.

‘for the most part simply ignores it and goes on in comfortable compatibility with it’.5 
Through the decades following the publication of Daly’s article, feminist theologians 
have continued to bring to light and question that ‘comfortable compatibility’ found in 
theology. Authors such as Elizabeth Johnson and Gail Ramshaw, among others, have 
focused on the language used for God.6 The work of Johnson and Ramshaw will be key 
to arguments developed below, as we focus on just a few issues which arise from think-
ing of God as ‘Father’.

Tellini’s view that God must be called ‘Father’ in prayer is based on biblical prayers 
and tradition, so we turn first to the Bible. In an effort to get to the source of this linguis-
tic representation of God, the reality of translation must first be confronted. The English 
bible, in whatever version, is a translated text. Even ‘Father’, a seemingly simple term, 
as presented in our English bibles is a translated term, and translation is never a value-
free activity.7 As discussed in Lynne Long’s edited Translation and Religion: Holy 
Untranslatable?, the translation endeavour involved in working with a text considered 
sacred, such as the bible, is yet more complicated. The plethora of ‘metaphor or ideolog-
ically-layered texts’ mean that ‘[if] communication of meaning is a priority, [some trans-
lators find that] cultural equivalence may sometimes offer the best solution’.8 A useful 
example of this can be found in the comparison of two translations of Matthew 23.9. The 
NRSV has, ‘And call no one your father on earth, for you have one Father – the one in 
heaven’. In contrast, the Inclusive Bible has, ‘And don’t call anyone on earth your 
“Mother” or “Father.” You have only one Parent – our loving God in heaven’. For many 
academically minded Christians, the instinct might be to suggest that the Inclusive Bible 
has lesser authority and is therefore a less appropriate translation. The fact remains, how-
ever, that both translations are subjective. Both have an authorship and are aimed at a 
particular audience, and neither is the original text. One could also ask from whom does 
the NRSV receive its authority? And how important is it that of the 30 members of the 
translation Committee only 4 were women? However, our focus will remain on the wider 
context of translation.
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 9. See, for example: DeConick AD (2011) Holy Misogyny: Why the Sex and Gender Conflicts in 
the Early Church Still Matter. London: Continuum, 7, 147, 154; Berger, Gender Differences, 
9–13.

10. Building on the work of Aristotle, Aquinas sees women thus. Aquinas T (1957) Summa 
Theologica. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, q.92, o.1.

11. Methuen C (2008) Mary in context: a historical methodological reflection. Mary: Grace and 
Hope in Christ (ARCIC II) 872: 15–23.

12. For more on Hamerton-Kelly’s arguments, see: Hamerton-Kelly R (1979) God the Father: 
Theology and Patriarchy in the Teaching of Jesus. Overtures to Biblical Theology. 
Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press; Hamerton-Kelly R (1981) God the Father in the Bible and in 
the experience of Jesus: the state of the question. Concilium, God as Father? 143(3): 95–102; 
For a consideration of Hamerton-Kelly and arguments against his analyses, see: Browell NR 
(2021) ‘What does it mean that god is “Father” and “Lord”?’, 3–17.

13. Hamerton-Kelly (1979) God the Father, 27; Johnson EA (1992) She Who Is: The Mystery of 
God in Feminist Theological Discourse. New York: NY: Crossroad, 35.

14. Metzger BM (2018) To the reader. In: Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version Anglicized 
Edition, fourth. London: William Collins, ix–xiii.

These two translations are for an audience contemporary to our time. The original 
scriptural text, however, was for an audience contemporary to a drastically different 
period. The text, of course, should also be considered a translation, as Jesus almost cer-
tainly did not speak Greek. The original words of Jesus were spoken in yet a different 
context. In this respect, the context in which the Judaean, and subsequently Christian, 
lexicon was developed was undoubtedly a patriarchal, androcentric one.9 The term 
‘Father’ as a reference to God solidified its place in Christian vocabulary in a society that 
saw the male as normative and creative while the female was ‘defective’ and passive.10 
Biological thinking at the time of the early Christians, through the middle ages, and into 
the seventeenth century concluded that it was the male alone who actively created a 
child.11 Any God who was understood to be the Creator would be spoken of using male 
terminology.

Robert Hamerton-Kelly, a scholar who contended that ‘Father’ was a special descrip-
tor for God as spoken by Jesus, and Elizabeth Johnson, who wrote convincingly for 
change of the God-language, agreed on one key point.12 Both scholars argued that the 
biological understanding at the time of the Ancient Israelites was that the male was solely 
responsible for the ‘creation’ of children.13 In this case, Jesus’ use of ‘Father’ in the 
Matthean quote would stem from a long line of androcentric thinking. The text then, 
when interpreted in a twenty-first century context, could use more expansive language to 
represent the same sense of ‘creator of children’, as exemplified in the Inclusive Bible 
translation. A quick reading of the NRSV ‘To the reader’ introductory section reveals a 
translation methodology founded on the principle of ‘[a]s literal as possible, as free as 
necessary’. The freedom mentioned extended as far as using inclusive terms for language 
about humans, but not into the realm of language for God. The translators offer, for the 
most part, as direct a translation as possible from the texts which formed the basis for the 
later canonical versions of the New Testament.14 These early texts, from which both 
translations stem, were developed in a highly patriarchal, androcentric context. The 
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15. The Quixote Center Collective (2009) Preface. In: The Inclusive Bible: The First Egalitarian 
Translation. Plymouth: Rowman & Littlefield, v–vii.

16. Cartledge M (2009) God, gender and social roles: a study in relation to empirical-theological 
models of the trinity. Journal of Empirical Theology 22(2): 117–141, 139.

17. In all, 65% of communicants and 62% of adherents are female. Cameron E and Chatterley 
M (2010) ‘Gender Audit Report’, General Synod Report. Edinburgh: Scottish Episcopal 
Church, 85.

Inclusive Bible takes the idea of freedom of interpretation one step further. It seeks, per-
haps more fully, to meet the readers where they are, offering the sense of the biblical 
texts in the language of twenty-first century understanding.15 Whichever translation you 
prefer, the difference between the two translations reveals a shift in understanding of the 
term ‘Father’ for God. Has the expression ‘God our Father’ been able to shed its andro-
centric beginnings for use in a twenty-first century liturgical Confession?

Research into the relationship between gender and gendered language for God would 
suggest, especially for women, that the patriarchal beginnings of ‘God our Father’ remain 
influential. In his article for The Journal of Empirical Theology, ‘God, Gender and Social 
Roles’, Mark J. Cartledge collates a number of studies which asked girls and women 
about their relationship towards gendered language for God. Cartledge’s conclusion is 
that, quite clearly, ‘[w]omen tend to prefer feminine images’.16 It appears that for women, 
there is a distinct preference away from male images for God, such as ‘Father’. If there 
is an apparent preference from women for female images of God, how might their faith 
be affected by the prevalence of male imagery and lack of female? Of course, the ques-
tion might be raised that although women show a ‘preference’ for female imagery, does 
that make it appropriate to consider? It could be said that people have preferences for all 
sorts of things which are not helpful to them. Does the liturgy as it stands prevent women 
from entering a deeper relationship with God? Does their preference for female imagery 
demand attention? The argument has already been made against the male language being 
untouchable. If the current imagery might be altered, should the preferences of women 
not be taken into account? It seems worth taking seriously the idea that women may have 
a preference for particular imagery because it enables them to connect more deeply with 
God. Cartledge’s finding is key given that a Gender Audit Report conducted for the SEC 
in 2009–2010 found that over 60% of those regularly attending SEC churches were 
women.17 If there are more women in SEC churches, and it is likely that women prefer 
female images for God, is it not all the stranger that the images remain so persistently 
male dominated?

We return now to Tellini’s insistence that all prayers must be addressed to ‘Father’ as 
a careful distinction in regard to the functioning of the Trinity. Without delving into the 
depths of trinitarian theology, it is worth attending to Tellini’s language. Again we find 
that ‘Father’ solidified its place in Christian terminology for God in a period of defini-
tively patriarchal ordering of society. The voices which rang out in theological debate 
were all male. It seems likely that the male nature of the language was either deemed 
necessary – with the male as normative and the female corrupt – or of no importance as 
these men centralised the term ‘Father’ for God in shaping their arguments on the Trinity 
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and Jesus’ divinity. ‘Father’ meant ‘creator’ and ‘ruler’ and was an extremely useful tool 
in making a trinitarian argument.18

However useful the term ‘Father’ may have been in ancient and classical arguments, 
feminist theological thinking has focused in on the nature of this, and all, language 
about God. Elizabeth Johnson and Gail Ramshaw, though using different terms for their 
methods – Johnson claims ‘analogy’ whereas Ramshaw defines her language as ‘meta-
phor’ – determine that all language for God must be seen for what it is: human.19 Johnson 
describes it thus: ‘[w]hether expressed by metaphorical, symbolic, or analogical theol-
ogy, there is a basic agreement that the mystery of God is fundamentally unlike any-
thing else we know of, and so is beyond the grasp of all our naming’.20 Even though 
there is, in general, agreement on this point, some – including, it would seem, Tellini – 
present a hierarchy of terms for God, suggesting that some are more suitable than oth-
ers. According to Debra Rienstra and Ron Rienstra, some images for God ‘carry the 
authority that comes from Scripture and from centuries of theological reflection, as 
distilled in orthodox tradition and doxology’. They conclude that ‘[n]aming God as 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit takes priority over other ways of naming God because it is 
the result of this kind of rigorous reflection and practice’.21 Given the androcentric 
nature of the development of the biblical texts and traditional doxology, feminist theol-
ogy seriously questions this hierarchical interpretation of metaphors for God. Because 
the nature of God is indescribable, feminist theology suggests that key to engaging with 
God’s profound evasion of description is the use of a wide range of imagery – whether 
called metaphor or analogy or symbol.

The contextual nature of not only translation but biblical language itself has already 
been discussed, and this applies, perhaps most especially, to the language we use for 
God. Does God as ‘Father’ speak into the context of worshippers today in the same 
revealing way it may have done for early Christians? Gail Ramshaw makes use of the 
literary understanding that ‘[w]hen a metaphor no longer surprises, the literary critic 
calls it a dead metaphor’.22 This raises the question as to whether God as ‘Father’ is a 
dead metaphor, or does it evoke a sense of awe and curiosity? Without doing extensive 
qualitative research, it is unwise to attempt to answer this question for a wide and diverse 
worshipping community. Another paper also could be written about whether ‘Father’ 
was ever a surprising term for God in early Christian circles. In any case, it seems there 
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23. Ramshaw (1995) God beyond Gender, 87.
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is an argument to be made that the number of references to God as ‘Father’ throughout 
the liturgy has dulled the term’s chances of surprising.

There is a twofold issue present in the continued use of ‘Father’. Not only is the term 
so familiar it is highly unlikely to surprise, but there is also the problem of a literalising 
of metaphors, particularly when they are overused. In turning at the point of confession 
to ‘God our Father’, do worshippers find themselves vulnerable to a God of wonder who 
surprises and sees them personally, or do they find themselves facing a distant male 
authority figure whose face has become all too familiar to them after years of repeated 
male imagery for God?

Feminist theologians point out that though most theologians and people in the church 
claim an awareness that God is not male, they continue to make extensive use of male 
terms for God, ‘Father’ being one of the prominent examples. Despite this apparent 
awareness that God is in fact not male, the image worshippers are offered is one of a 
male, a ‘Father’. There might be the claim that even though the symbol of ‘Father’ is 
used, it does not mean a literal ‘father’, but there are questions as to how far this thinking 
can go, especially at such a literal-minded point in history. Gail Ramshaw suggests,

The church cannot continue to repeat classical Christian language . . . of father . . ., claim the 
[word does] not mean what people think [it means], and ignore the resulting confusion. If 
historic terminology is easily misunderstood, Christians must find alternative speech to assist 
the proclamation of divine mercy.23

Theologians such as Claude Geffré and Jürgen Moltmann have made this very argument, 
that we should embrace a new meaning for ‘Father’ in reference to God.24 Geffré frames 
his argument for continued use of ‘Father’ around an apparent particularity of the term to 
the Christian faith. According to Geffré, ‘Father’ has a special place in the Christian lexi-
con that comes from the earliest days of Christian speaking. This contention, however, is 
founded on the same research as Hamerton-Kelly’s arguments, referred to above.25 As 
well as the supposed historical significance of ‘Father’, the term, for Geffré, can be given 
new meaning for our times by remembering clearly what the term means within a dis-
tinctive Trinitarian understanding.

[W]e have to take the theology of the cross to its logical conclusion [‘At the very moment when 
the Son suffers the abandonment of the Father, the Father suffers abandoning his Son beloved 
out of love for men’.26] if we want to disclose the novelty of the Father-God of Jesus.27

For Geffré, we reawaken the surprising nature of the term ‘Father’ for God by remember-
ing the foundations for the term’s use anew.28 Moltmann takes a similar Trinitarian 
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approach, though he engages more clearly with the issue of the patriarchal nature of the 
society within which the language for God developed:

The Christian doctrine of the Trinity, with its affirmations about the motherly Father, represents 
a first step towards limiting the use of masculine terminology to express the idea of God, 
without, however, changing over to matriarchal conceptions. . . . Only a human fellowship free 
from sexism and class rule can become like the triune God.29

For Moltmann also, we find new meaning in God as ‘Father’ when we recognise that God 
is ‘Father’ only in the context of the Trinity. Indeed, Moltmann encourages the idea of a 
‘motherly Father’ as central to the idea of the Trinity, but he will not move towards outright 
female language to reference God. Moltmann does not see reason to move away from the 
‘Father’ language. Instead, he offers a reframing: ‘God as “Father” “pay[s] attention” to his 
children as they do him . . . This means that Christianity is not in fact a father-religion, but 
a “son’s-religion”’.30 Although it is possible to see what Moltmann is contending here, is it 
any less sexist to refer to Christianity as a ‘son’s religion’? Theoretically, the idea of instill-
ing new life in traditional terms might have some value; however, feminist theology ques-
tions whether continuing to use the term ‘Father’ with its roots in such a narrow place of 
male normativity is the most creative, inclusive way forward.

Although, of course, there are many further lines of thinking which could be followed 
as part of a critical feminist theological discussion of ‘to whom do we confess’; hopefully, 
this limited presentation of ideas has provided some food for thought. ‘God our Father’ is 
a traditional metaphor which grew out of a period of deeply androcentric thinking where 
the male was normative and the female defective. In the words of Grace Ji-Sun Kim,

God has been portrayed as masculine from the beginning of Christianity. As a result, men 
always appear to be closer to God than women and, hence, believe they better know the will of 
God. This type of misunderstanding has pervaded the church and legitimized patriarchy within 
the church to the detriment of women’s health, spirituality, and souls.31

It is time for the SEC to look more closely at who is understood by ‘God our Father’ and 
the impact this male language has on the majority of worshippers, women.

In considering how exactly to move forward and away from this male language, the 
first line of a new Confession could go in a number of different directions. Is it most fruit-
ful to include a female image, maybe alongside a male image, as such:

Abba, Amma, God who forgives . . .

This version continues to make use of the idea of ‘Father’, but, as in the Inclusive 
Bible translation of the Matthean text, sets this alongside the maternal image. Simply 



96 Feminist Theology 32(1)

32. Procter-Smith M (1990) In Her Own Rite: Constructing Feminist Liturgical Tradition. 
Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 90.

33. Jasper D (2018) The Language of Liturgy: A Ritual Poetics. London: SCM Press, 18.

inserting the ‘Mother’ image beside the ‘Father’ image, however, has been deemed 
insufficient by a number of feminist theologians, such as Marjorie Procter-Smith. 
Procter-Smith has argued that for women, the ‘Mother’ symbol is, in some ways, just 
as limiting as the symbol of ‘Father’ and over-emphasises traditional expectations.32 
However, does the use of language likely unfamiliar to a contemporary Scottish con-
gregation change the impact of the images? Moreover, might this contribute to the 
sense of mystery which some, including David Jasper, have suggested is of vital 
importance in the liturgy?33

Or, should we rather turn to more abstract imagery, hoping to integrate the sense of 
the relational nature offered in ‘Father’ in other aspects of the language? Perhaps as 
follows:

God of all love and mercy, we turn to you.
We see those beside us, the Body of Christ,
We see you before us, open arms waiting.

For my research Master’s thesis, I conducted a textual analysis of the SEC’s Confession 
and Absolution (as well as the Sanctus and Benedictus) and presented the analyses along-
side findings from feminist and liturgical theology which related specifically to the lan-
guage used for God. Over the course of writing my thesis, four possibilities for altering 
the liturgy to be more feminist and progressive emerged. These four categories are neu-
tral, female, simple and radical. The creation of new liturgical prayers which are commit-
ted to both the SEC and the feminist tradition might be taken on from a number of 
perspectives, but these four categories arose from the work. As well as carrying out a 
textual analysis, I wrote new versions of the Confession and Absolution based on the four 
categories. Before presenting these new prayers, I will introduce the four categories fur-
ther with a brief overview of how they developed.

The first category to emerge as a possibility for producing more inclusive liturgies 
is ‘neutral’. This category arose from the changes made to some Anglican liturgies in 
recent years. As opposed to the alterations employed by the SEC in recent years – 
replacing the male pronouns used to refer to God with ‘God’ – these changes include 
new imagery. For example, the Anglican Church of Australia has altered the first line 
of one of their Confession and Absolutions to be ‘Holy God’, with no reference to 
‘Father’. This image has quite a neutral feel and does not include any female element. 
This approach takes away the maleness of references to God. However, this may not 
go far enough.

The second category to develop is that of ‘female’. A number of feminist theologians, 
Elizabeth Johnson being a key example, argue that it is necessary to introduce female 
imagery for God. According to Johnson,
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Language about God in female images not only challenges the literal mindedness that has clung 
to male images in inherited God-talk; it not only questions their dominance in discourse about 
holy mystery. But . . . such speech calls into question prevailing structures of patriarchy.34

In this case, it is necessary to introduce female imagery for God in any new liturgical 
prayers which remain committed to the feminist tradition.

Looking to the SEC liturgical tradition, the ‘simple’ category emerges. Prayers pro-
duced by Janet Morley and Steven Shakespeare (though the latter may not profess com-
mitment to the feminist tradition, inclusivity is important to him35) provide an example. 
The ‘simple’ category refers to prayers which retain a very close commitment to the 
traditional prayers of the church. In the case of Morley and Shakespeare, this is in refer-
ence to the Church of England (CoE), whereas the prayers found here will be following 
the SEC tradition. Shakespeare’s commitment to the CoE is clear, as he is an ordained 
person in the Church. The prayers he offers in his Prayers for an Inclusive Church show 
this commitment, following the style of CoE prayers closely. Although he avoids refer-
ring to God as ‘Father’, Shakespeare’s Confession and Absolution offerings include 
regular use of the image of ‘Lord’, a first indication that the ‘simple’ category may not 
be critical enough for the development of truly inclusive prayers.36 Morley’s prayers do 
appear to show her commitment to the feminist tradition while, for the most part, making 
simpler changes to the traditional prayers of the CoE. For example, Morley’s alterations 
to the Sanctus and Benedictus make only three small changes, though this does include 
replacing one use of ‘Lord’: from ‘God of power and might’ to ‘vulnerable [or resurrec-
tion] God’ and ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord’ to ‘Blessed is the one 
who comes in the name of God’.37

The final category builds largely on the work of Nicola Slee and Gail Ramshaw, as 
discussed above. The ‘radical’ category of prayer takes seriously the need to use images 
for God which surprise the worshipper. Above, I introduced Ramshaw’s discussion of 
‘dead metaphors’ within the church. In order to alleviate this problem, new imagery 
should be introduced which may shock or amaze. The ‘radical’ category takes this idea a 
step further, moving away, to some extent, from not only the more traditional terms for 
God but also in part from the shape of the prayer as it has been used by the SEC for many 
years. This method takes into account in its radical approach not only the seriousness of 
encountering God in new ways through different imagery, but also the nature of liturgy. 
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The terms used for God exist in a particular context when used in the prayers analysed, 
and the ‘radical’ category seeks to shift the context as much as the images.

I offer now a brief consideration of the work of a few feminist liturgical scholars 
before concluding with the new forms of the Confession and Absolution I wrote in the 
process of writing my MTh thesis. Marjorie Procter-Smith would argue that the lack of 
female imagery in the authorised liturgies of English-speaking Anglican churches mean 
they do not provide much needed emancipation of language. For Procter-Smith,

God-language must include explicitly female referents. This means that we need to discover 
new female names for God, including Goddess, Mother, Sister, Lady, Queen, Grandmother. But 
it also means we need to use female pronouns freely in order for ‘neutral’ names for God to be 
claimed as much female as male, challenging androcentric assumptions.38

The lack of female imagery holds the old male image of God in place despite the use of 
apparently genderless words. Elizabeth Johnson would certainly agree with this proposi-
tion. Johnson finds that there is a need to skew language for God in favour of female 
images for a period in order to balance the scales against the centuries of exclusively 
male metaphors. It would be interesting to see the results of a survey asking church 
attenders whether their image of God is as much female as male (or indeed ‘neutral’). 
Does the near complete lack of female imagery help to retain old attitudes of the male as 
normative? Johnson suggests building the female imagery on the language of God as 
‘Sophia’, Wisdom.39 Johnson also turns to the work of Aquinas who argued that ‘this 
name HE WHO IS is the most appropriate name for God’. Johnson explains that Aquinas 
reached this conclusion by interpreting ‘the burning bush scene metaphysically’.40 While 
agreeing with Aquinas’ affirmation of the importance of the name given to Moses, 
Johnson acknowledges the ‘androcentric character of the standard English translation’. 
However, she also suggests the Latin ‘could be rendered differently . . . The name could 
be translated quite literally “who is” or “the one who is”’.41 Given Johnson’s commit-
ment to female imagery for God, it is a natural progression for her to then provide a 
‘feminist gloss’ to the I AM and render it ‘SHE WHO IS’.42 Gail Ramshaw follows 
Johnson’s line of thinking leading her to the I AM as well. Ramshaw, however, keeps the 
‘neutral’ formulation of the name. Looking specifically at terms which might replace 
‘Lord’, Ramshaw suggests alongside ‘I AM’, ‘the Living One’ and ‘the Name’.43 While 
scholars such as Ramshaw and Johnson have taken on in-depth theological work to pro-
duce suggested replacements for the male imagery that pervades the church’s prayers, 
liturgists such as Nicola Slee and Janet Morley have chosen a more practical approach. 
Slee and Morley have published collections of prayers with a wide variety of images. 
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This is not to say that the work of Slee and Morley has no solid theological grounding. 
In fact, Morley makes a point to signal the biblical basis from which she works. In the 
introduction to her All Desires Known, Morley communicates that

[t]heologically, it will be noted that I frequently refer to the Wisdom of God, who is personified 
in feminine terms in an important strand of Jewish thought. Strong and significant echoes of the 
Wisdom tradition in fact underlie many of the crucial Christological passages of the New 
Testament.44

For Slee,

[n]o one image or model, however elusive or rich, can do more than offer glimpses and hints 
towards the divine. The best poems and prayers awaken as much as they satisfy curiosity, 
desire, the longing for we know not what – the beyond, the Other, the One towards whom we 
journey and quest in all our human searchings.45

Although some images may have stronger traditional theological bases from which to 
argue their appropriateness in an authorised liturgy, in the end, all language about God is 
only a glimpse. According to Slee, our prayers ought to surprise us as much as comfort 
us in our relationship with the Divine.

The prayers presented below seek to build on the work of these feminist liturgists and 
scholars while retaining a commitment to the general sense of the Confession and 
Absolution as it has been used in the SEC through the years. Key to the work of this 
article, and my wider thesis, is the imagery used for God, in particular, providing alterna-
tives to ‘Lord’ and ‘Father’. An attempt has been made to offer imagery that might 
equally surprise and comfort contemporary congregations using language that follows 
the trajectory of the meaning of the terms ‘Lord’ and ‘Father’ as they may have been 
understood by the earliest Christians while leaving behind the androcentric thinking 
which solidified their place.

Confession and Absolution

Simple Female

God who is Love, Life, and Light, we turn to 
you in knowledge of our responsibility.
In the presence of our community, we 
express our sorrow for how we have let 
down, you, each other, and ourselves.
We reach out to you for forgiveness, that 
embraced by your Love, we will seek again to 
live in Christ as you have called.

God our Amma and Abba, who forgives 
and consoles.
We turn to you and each other, knowing 
our faults and failings.
We are sorry.
Teach us to learn from our mistakes and 
to live more fully together as the Body 
of Christ.
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46. These prayers and the discussion of the categories have been taken from my unpublished 
MTh thesis which can be found online at: https://theses.gla.ac.uk/82725/1/2021BrowellMTh
%28R%29.pdf (Accessed 31 October 2022).
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Neutral Radical

God of all love and mercy, we turn to you.
We see those beside us, the Body of Christ,
We see you before us, open arms waiting.
Each day we could have turned to you, yet 
followed our own way.
Forgive us our foolishness.
Help us to see your guiding hand and to 
reach out to you, day after day.
We pray in the name of Christ.

You created us, Mother, you teach us, 
Father.
You are with us, Sister, you are beside 
us, Brother.
You are our foundation, Rock.
We are sorry for the ways we have 
faltered and ask your forgiveness.46
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