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Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Richard J. asks, “Why do some religious 
traditions assign gender to a transcendent 

divinity?”

Father Michael Nasser, who writes from an Eastern 
Christian perspective and is Pastor of St. Nicholas 
Orthodox Christian Church, responds:

“While many religions assign gender to transcendent 
divinity, Christianity is unique in that we refer to God as 
masculine from the man Jesus, who we revere as God’s Son, 
and who referred to God as his father. He even encourages 
us to call upon God by the words, ‘Our Father.’

“That being said, we also understand that God in His 
essence is beyond human categories or definitions. Any 
human designations such as gender, personality or appear-
ance are merely attempts to comprehend the incomprehen-
sible.”

Rev. Ray Lanning, a retired minister of the Reformed 
Presbyterian Church of North America, responds:

“In point of fact no human tradition has ever ‘assigned’ 
gender to God. He assigns it to himself, in his written word. 
The reason lies in the close connection between gender and 
personality. The diff erence between or among the genders 
of our language is the diff erence between personal beings 
(‘he’ or ‘she’) and impersonal things (‘it’). God identifies 
himself in deeply personal terms: ‘I am the LORD thy God’ 
(Exodus 20:2).

“Christianity teaches the tri-personality of God as 
Father, Son and Holy Ghost. In his infi nity, God transcends 
all things. In his personality, God can be known and loved, 
just as he knows and loves each of his adopted children in 
Christ. It is the joy of every Christian to experience ‘the 
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the com-
munion of the Holy Ghost’ (II Corinthians 13:14).

“Attempts to recast the doctrine of the Trinity in gen-
der-neutral language fail because they contradict the very 
basis on which this doctrine is believed and confessed: 
‘Because God hath so revealed Himself in His Word, that 
these three distinct persons are the one only true and eter-
nal God’ (Heidelberg Catechism, Q. 25).”

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pastor of Conklin 
Reformed Church, responds:

“God is beyond gender, yet in him the fullness of both, 
male and female are found. Our understanding of God is 
limited by our smallness, so when we speak of his char-
acteristics we automatically think of the gender that typ-
ically exudes those specifi c characteristics. For example, 
when we read Hosea 11:3, ‘It was I who taught Ephraim to 
walk, taking them by the arms,’ we think of God as a caring 
mother.  And when he says, ‘as a mother comforts her child, 
so will I comfort you;’ we think of God as a loving and com-
passionate mother. But, the father imagery of God is also 
clearly portrayed all throughout the Bible: Deuteronomy 
32:6, Isaiah 63:16, Jeremiah 3:19, Romans 8:15-16 and many 
others. This is so that we know that God is beyond one gen-
der. He is the completion and perfection of humanity!”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Dominican priest who 
serves as Adjutant Judicial Vicar, Diocese of Grand 
Rapids, responds:

“Language has its limitations. God is no more male 
or female than the newspaper or electronic device from 
which these words are being read. That said, gender lan-
guage is used to describe analogously what we know. Lan-
guage is imperfect. As such, it is not possible for the fi nite 
mind of the human being to describe the infi nite transcen-
dent divinity. Humans are stuck using language, imper-
fectly at that, to describe something they may know, but 
this being is far greater than humans may conceive. Ergo, 
the dichotomy … the fi nite world trying to describe some-
thing infi nite.”

Fred Stella, the Pracharak (Outreach Minister) for the 
West Michigan Hindu Temple, responds:

“When Hindus refer to God in the most transcenden-
tal form we use the word ‘Brahman.’ No gender or image is 
assigned to Brahman. More often than not, we refer to this 
primal consciousness as ‘It.’ However, besides Brahman we 
have a pantheon of deities that allow for a more personal 
relationship with Divinity for those who need this. Here we 
have a variety of gods and goddesses. All, ultimately, fi nd 
their reality in Brahman. They are, in essence, personifi -
cations of the various aspects and attributes of The One. So 
if we feel the need for the compassion of a mother’s love we 
can invoke such an image. Or we may be drawn to a male 
deity for some purpose. The important thing to remem-
ber is that these are psycho-spiritual aids on the path. The 
need for images and archetypes disappears when realiza-
tion comes.”

My response:
Language comes from a human culture in which a 

non-gendered pronoun, if one exists, denotes an object of 
lesser value than a gendered one; and further, the male 
gender is more powerful than the female gender. Until we 
change our culture and our language to support a non-
objectifi ed non-gendered reference, my tradition does its 
best by removing, as much as possible, gender assignations 
to God.
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I  w a sn’t 
going to do 
it ,  but the 
topic keeps 
coming up. 

Yes, we were in England 
during the royal wedding 
that took place nearly three 
weeks ago. 

People still talk about it. 
While there are some here 
who want nothing to do 
with anything royal, more 
were impressed with the 
couple, the ceremony, the 
pageantry and particularly 
with the “sermon.” The 
British papers put it on the 
front page, and the Sunday 
Times the next day had it as 
the headline. 

C o m m e n t s  h e r e  i n 
England included: 
    › “Prince Harry was great 
and Meghan Markle was 
amazing but, seriously, 
there’s only one person 
anyone’s talking about 
after the royal wedding 
today.” 
    › “An African-American 
bishop quotes a French 
Jesuit priest at a British 
royal wedding. Who says 
the world can’t change.” 
    › “Thanks for taking us to 
church.”

It seems to have made an 
impact in the States as well, 
based on what I’ve been 
reading. Footage and tran-
scripts have been posted 
on websites and covered 
by National Public Radio, 
the “Today” show, CNN, 
Esquire, Essence and even 
Good Housekeeping and 
Town and Country. 

The worldw ide cov-
erage is reported to be 
30 million, not counting 
those who have watched 
in the days following the 
event. (You can watch 
t he ser mon v ideo at :  
bit.ly/bishopcurrysermon.)

So what does this have 
to do with interfaith? This 
brings me back to the ser-
mon by the African-Amer-
ican Presiding Bishop of 
the Episcopal Church, the 
Rev. Michael Curry. It was 
clearly from a very Chris-
tian perspective, but nearly 
everything he said could be 
affi  rmed in any faith tradi-
tion or even from a secular 
stance.

The theme, appropri-
ate for a wedding, was 
about love and began with 

a quote from the Song of Sol-
omon:

“Set me as a seal upon 
your heart, as a seal upon 
your arm;

“For love is strong as 
death, passion fierce as the 
grave.

“Its flashes are flashes of 
fi re, a raging fl ame.

“Many waters cannot 
quench love, neither can 
fl oods drown it.”

But this was no senti-
mental or romantic ver-
sion of love — it was love as 
power, the power to change 
the world. It begins with the 
source. “We were made by a 
power of love, and our lives 
were meant … to be lived in 
that love. …Ultimately, the 
source of love is God himself: 
the source of all our lives.”

T h e n  B i s h o p  C u r r y 
quoted the late Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr.: “We must 
discover the power of love, 
the redemptive power of 
love. And when we discover 
that, we will be able to make 
of this old world a new world, 
for love is the only way.” 

This hope for a new world 
led the slaves in Amer-
ica to sing a spiritual that 
“explained the dynamic 
power of love and why it 
has the power to trans-
form.” That song speaks of 
a “balm in Gilead to make 
the wounded whole.” Curry 
called for a love that is not 
selfish or self-centered. 
“Love can be sacrificial, 
and in so doing, becomes 
redemptive. And that way 
of unself ish, sacrif icial 
redemptive love changes 
lives, and it can change this 
world.”  

Curry called us all to 
imagine a world changed 
by love where no child goes 
to bed hungry, where pov-
erty will become history, 

the earth will be a sanctu-
ary, where “we lay down our 
swords and shields, down by 
the riverside, to study war 
no more.” When love is the 
way, “we will let justice roll 
down like a mighty stream 
and righteousness like an 
ever-fl owing brook.”    

“When love is the way, we 
know that God is the source 
of us all, and we are broth-
ers and sisters, children of 
God,” Curry continued. “My 
brothers and sisters, that’s 
a new heaven, a new earth, 
a new world, a new human 
family.”

But Curry wasn’t f in-
ished; he went on to quote 
the French Jesuit priest and 
scientist, Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin, who said that the 
harnessing of fire was one 
of the greatest scientific 
and technological discover-
ies in all of human history. 
Fire made it possible to cook 
food, sanitize in ways to pre-
vent disease and heat build-
ings, so making migrations 
possible to colder climates. 
Harnessed fire allows us to 
travel by cars and airplanes, 
and allows for communica-
tion technologies.  

T h e  c h a l l e n g e  f r o m 
Curry, de Chardin and the 
Song of Solomon, was to see 
love as a raging fire, “that 
waters cannot quench, nei-
ther can fl oods drown it.” 

“If humanity ever har-
nesses the energy of fire 
again, if humanity ever cap-
tures the energy of love — it 
will be the second time in 
the history of the world that 
we have discovered fire,” 
Curry preached. 

The essence of Bishop 
C u r r y ’s  m e s s a g e ,  h e 
explained, goes back to 
Jesus when he was asked 
by a lawyer to sum up the 
teaching of Moses. Jesus 

reaches back to the Hebrew 
Scriptures, quoting Deuter-
onomy and Leviticus, and 
said: “You shall love the 
Lord your God with all your 
heart, all your soul, all your 
mind and all your strength. 
This is the first and great 
commandment. And the 
second is like it: Love your 
neighbor as yourself.”

In a current Christian 
Century article, the Amer-
ican Episcopal priest and 
author Heidi Haverkamp 
refl ects, “Curry brought not 
only the living word of God 
but the fullness of his per-
sonhood as a black Amer-
ican and a descendant of 
enslaved people into that 
chapel, a veritable fortress 
of historic, institutional-
ized, church-sa nctif ied 
white supremacy. He is the 
first African-American to 
hold the highest offi  ce of the 
Episcopal Church, a denom-
ination that was the church 
home of many slavehold-
ers, including half of the 12 
American presidents who 
owned slaves. Curry’s iden-
tity as a black man brought 
realism and painful integ-
rity to his message.”  

Diane Evans, writing in 
The Guardian, summarized 
the impact. “It was a sermon 
that will go down in his-
tory as a moment when the 
enduring seat of colonial-
ism was brought before the 
Lord, and questioned in its 
own house. In the mention 
of slavery was the inher-
ent accusation of white sil-
ver-spoon complicity, and 
that this union should not 
go forth without acknowl-
edging it.”

Or, as Prince Harry, fol-
lowing the sermon, was 
observed, in full view of the 
cameras, to have mouthed 
the word, “Wow!”
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African-American bishop 
took royal wedding to church

The Rev.  Michael Bruce Curry, presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church, speaks during the wedding ceremony of Britain’s 
Prince Harry and U.S.-native Meghan Markle on May 19 in Windsor Castle. His message about love drew attention from 
around the world.   Owen Humphreys, AFP/Getty Images

Language is imperfect. As such, it 
is not possible for the finite mind 
of the human being to describe 
the infinite transcendent divinity. 
Humans are stuck using language 
… but this being is far greater than 
humans may conceive.

Sermon 
emphasized 
world-changing 
power of love
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