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Susanne Scholz

The Bible as “Men’s” Word?
Feminism and the Translation of the Hebrew Bible/Old
Testament
...............................................................................................................................................

Zusammenfassung:
Der Artikel beschreibt die in den letzten Jahrzehnten stattfindenden Diskussionen über
inklusive Bibelübersetzungen, die im englischsprachigen Raum zuweilen auch als
„geschlechterneutrale” Übersetzungen bezeichnet werden. Die Analyse zeigt, dass diesen
Debatten hermeneutische und sozial-politische Differenzen zu Grunde liegen. Es treffen
dabei wörtlich-linguistische auf sozial-kulturelle Übesetzungsprinzipien, was dazu führt,
dass etablierte Machtverhältnisse sowohl in den Bibelwissenschaften als auch in
christlichen und jüdischen Institutionen hinterfragt werden. Nur so ist die Heftigkeit und
Schärfe der Debatte zu erklären, da einfach mehr auf dem Spiel steht als nur der Text an
sich. Der Artikel untersucht die Kontroversen in drei Schritten. Zunächst weist eine
zusammenfassende Darstellung der neueren wissenschaftlichen Entwicklungen in den
Übersetzungswissenschaften darauf hin, dass die Übersetzungswissenschaften die wörtlichlinguistischen Übersetzungsstrategien weit hinter sich gelassen haben. Dann beschreibt der
Artikel mit einem Fokus auf dem englisch- und deutschsprachigen Raum die verschiedenen
inklusiven Bibelübersetzungen. Schließlich illustriert der Artikel die Kontroverse am
Beispiel von Hosea 11,9c.
...............................................................................................................................................

1. Controversies over Inclusive Bible Translations: Introductory Comments
Translating the Bible is old business, but recently it has created new theological,
ecclesiastical, and socio-political controversies. With the publication of inclusive-language
Bibles, called “gender neutral” by Christian Right scholars, new controversies have
surfaced, particularly in the US-American and German-language contexts since the 1990s.
In a narrow sense, inclusive-language Bibles reevaluate the appropriateness of masculine-

1

ISSN 1661-3317
© Scholz, Bible as “Men’s” Word? – lectio difficilior 1/2010 – http://www.lectio.unibe.ch

dominated vocabulary, grammar, and thoughts. Then their focus is on gender only. Yet in a
broader sense inclusive-language Bibles also promote sensitivity that goes beyond gender.
Embracing egalitarian and non-hierarchical concepts, they reframe any language patterns
grounded in structures of oppression, such as racism, class oppression, assumptions about
physical abilities, or nationalism. Inclusive Bible translators have thus put their
metaphorical finger into the very wound of theo-ecclesiastical struggles over authority and
dogma that have raged since the Civil Rights Era over who is in and who is out in terms of
religious practices and theories.
Because of the religious-cultural and socio-political struggles during the past forty years,
progressive Bible translators sensed a need to create translations based on these changes.
Once they did, religiously and socio-culturally conservative power brokers engaged the
theo-ecclesiastical and socio-political claims made by progressive theologians, Bible
scholars, and clergy since the 1960s. Predictably, these debates have led to considerable
controversies, although inclusive Bible translations align with recent developments in the
academic field of translation studies. There, too, the literalist-linguistic translation model
has given way to a paradigm that regards translations as products of geo-political, social,
cultural, and economic dynamics. Contemporary translation theorists maintain that for
various reasons “contexts” shape translations more than a source text, which replaced the
plausibility for word-for-word translations and moved toward viewing translations as sociocultural products that function within historically grown networks of power, as translation
theorist Lawrence Venuti famously articulated.1
This article discusses these developments and controversies in several sections. One
section, entitled “The Illusion of Biblical Literalism: From Formal and Dynamic or
Functional Equivalence to Translation Studies,” describes the developments in translation
studies, as they relate to the emergence of inclusive Bible translations, especially
concerning the current trend of foreignizing target-language texts, a concept first proposed
by Lawrence Venuti, as later explained in the first section. Another section, entitled “Why
the Fervor, Antagonism, and Denunciation? The Scandal of Inclusive Bible Translations,”
outlines several inclusive Bible translations, all of which use foreignization by inculturating
the Bible into inclusive language patterns. This section also describes the public and
scholarly reception of the new translations and proposes that theo-political power,
institutionalized authority, and religious dogma play a crucial role in this conflict. Yet
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another section, entitled “‘For God am I and Not a Male’: The Case of Hos. 11:9c,”
illustrates the debate over inclusive translations with a particular Hebrew Bible text. In
short, then, the article maps the scholarly controversies that surround inclusive Bible
translations in today’s theo-cultural and socio-political struggles over biblical meanings.
2. The Illusion of Biblical Literalism: From Formal and Dynamic or Functional
Equivalence to Translation Studies
With the emergence of the empiricist-scientific epistemology in the sixteenth century C.E.,
western Bible readers learned to reject hermeneutical models advanced by earlier Jewish
and Christian interpreters.2 The Protestant Reformation, standing in alignment with the
newly developing empiricist-scientific epistemology, insisted on sola scriptura (only
Scripture) as the basis for biblical meaning independent from doctrinal or church-affiliated
biblical conventions and restrictions. By reading the Bible directly and without interference
from church authorities or theological dogma, reformers and their descendants limited
hermeneutical procedures to the sensus litteralis. For sure, the history of the Bible and its
translation into Greek, Latin, and vernacular languages is complex and complicated.3 Yet
what carries through this history is the Reformation idea that Bible translations are
literalist-linguistic achievements that transform the original Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek
texts into formal equivalents in the target languages.
This understanding of translation was modified in the 1960s when Eugene A. Nida
proposed a “new concept of translation”4 called “dynamic” or “functional equivalence.”
Nida asserted that “a translation should be the closest natural equivalent of the message in
the source language. This means that it cannot be a word-for-word rendering of the original,
because this would result in serious distortion of the message. On the other hand, it also
means that a translation cannot contain such linguistic and cultural transpositions as would
skew the historical setting of the communication. Therefore, the legitimate area of
translational equivalence must lie somewhere between these two extremes.”5 Central to
Nida’s translation theory was the notion of finding the dynamic or functional equivalent in
the target language. The replication of stylistic characteristics (e.g. rhymes, chiasms, or
parallelisms) was secondary. The translation had to be in tune with the sensibilities of
readers, their word choices, and their contexts. According to Nida, a translation was not
“legitimate” if readers misunderstood it, even when the translation “correctly” represented
the source text’s formal expressions.6
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In the 1980s, the field of translation studies moved beyond Nida’s theory when Hans J.
Vermeer developed the Skopos theory. This theory stressed that the purpose of a translation
determines what translation strategy should be employed. Hence, translations only
succeeded if they reached their functional goals in the target language and not if they
merely produced equivalents of the source text.7 Other developments, too, moved
translation theory from the literalist-linguistic model to approaches that viewed translations
as participating within systemic processes. For instance, Itamar Even-Zohar explained:
“Translation is no longer a phenomenon whose nature and borders are given once and for
all, but an activity dependent on the relations within a certain cultural system.”8 In 1990,
Susan Bassnett and André Lefevre argued that translation theorists needed to go beyond the
literalist-linguistic approach and instead analyze the interactions between translation and
culture. They asserted that translations stand in “cultures” shaped by context, history, and
conventions.9
In the 1990s, one of the most prominent translation theorists, Lawrence Venuti,
comprehensively discussed the process involved when a text is translated from one
language to another. In this process translators are central though traditionally undervalued,
and so Venuti begins his influential book, The Translator’s Invisibility, with the following
sentence:
‘Invisibility’ is the term I will use to describe the translator’s situation and activity
in contemporary Anglo-American culture…. What is remarkable here is that this
illusory effect conceals the numerous conditions under which the translation is
made, starting with the translator’s crucial intervention in the foreign text.10
Translators negotiate cultural differences, so their translations are “double writing” and
“double reading,”11 interventions into “a present situation” from “a foreign past.”12
Translators shape the reception of translated texts either by stabilizing the status quo or by
resisting homogeneous adaptations.13 Since translators stand at the crucial nexus that can
prevent “an appropriation of foreign cultures for domestic agendas, cultural, economic, and
political,” Venuti defined “the most urgent question facing the translator…[as], What to
do? Why and how do I translate?”14 Translators have endured an invisible status due to
manifold hierarchies and authoritarian dynamics in the publishing industry that reinforced
what Venuti called the “domestication of foreign texts.”15 Foreignization would bring
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visibility to translators, who are intermediaries between source text and target language.16 It
would also reduce the commodification of foreign texts because it would make the “cultural
other” seem less familiar, less domesticated. Foreignization is a method that makes readers
“recognize the linguistic and cultural difference of foreign texts”17 and receive the
translated text as “a disruption of target-language cultural codes.”18 Hence, Venuti
suggested that translation “be studied and practiced as a locus of difference, instead of the
homogeneity that widely characterizes it today.”19
Venuti’s reconceptualization of the translation process and the translator’s role
emphasizes the significance of the target language’s context. Translation theorist
Michael Cronin agrees with this analysis when he states that translators “are
constantly moving backwards and forwards between languages and are therefore
sensitive to the luminal, in-between zones that increasingly characterize
contemporary consciousness and global cultural evolution.”20 Translators and their
translations participate in geo-political, economic, and cultural inequalities that
force less powerful participants to submit to hegemonic cultures. If translators do
not reflect critically on this process, they advance asymmetric exchanges that turn
translations into dominating discourses.21 They become agents of empire.
In short, then, translation studies has moved from the literalist-linguistic model to a
cultural-studies paradigm that assesses translations as products of geo-political,
social, cultural, and economic exchanges that stand within historically grown
networks of power.22 This understanding of the translation process as a multifaceted
web of power relations also applies to Bible translations, especially when they use
inclusive language. Then adherents of literalist-linguistic translation principles
encounter socio-cultural ones that seek to confront and disrupt established power
arrangements in biblical studies and in Christian and Jewish institutional life.
Predictably, this encounter has led to heated, even acerbic exchanges, demonstrating
that more is at stake than the text itself. They exemplify that translations are
“necessarily embedded within social contexts”23 and that “the industry-forming
power of translation always threatens to embarrass cultural and political institutions
because it reveals the shaky foundations of their social authority.”24 The next
section focuses on this conflict.
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3. Why the Fervor, Antagonism, and Denunciation? The Scandal of Inclusive Bible
Translations
The conflict centers on assumptions about the literalist-linguistic and cultural studies
paradigms. Inclusive Bible translators insist on the significance of “culture” and context of
the target language text, whereas critics emphasize the equivalence of the source text.
Consequently, reactions are high-pitched, emotional, and ferocious when feminist
translators make gender an issue in the translation of the Bible. Accusations of scholarly
incompetence, ad hominem attacks, and threats by institutional power brokers target
inclusive Bible translators who intentionally move beyond literalist-linguistic and
equivalent translation principles. Meanwhile the underlying hermeneutical and
sociopolitical differences about translation remain largely unaddressed. Critics, grounded in
the literalist-linguistic model, find inclusive Bible translations disloyal to the source text
and its authorial setting whereas inclusive Bible translators challenge the nexus of majority
power that insists on the literalist-linguistic paradigm. The latter stand in the tradition of
minoritized cultures for which “[f]idelity … means faithfulness to one’s embattled
community rather than to any abstract ideal of linguistic equivalence.”25 Inclusive
translations are thus alternatives to the hierarchical and androcentric status quo. They
foreignize the assumed hierarchies of biblical literature despite some claims that inclusive
translations do just the opposite, namely removing the Bible’s foreignness. Yet its
adaptation into inclusive language implies a foreignization due to the longstanding
hierarchies within which the Bible has been read for centuries. Thus many perceive
correctly that inclusive translations threaten structures of authority and power. In short,
hermeneutical and sociopolitical differences lie at the heart of the inclusive translation
debate although it focuses mostly on minute details of individual verses or particular words.
The next two sections describe, first, the emergence of inclusive Bible translations since the
nineteenth century and, second, some of the public and scholarly responses to these
translations in the past twenty years.
3.a. The Emergence of Inclusive Bible Translations
Inclusive Bible translations go back to the nineteenth century C.E. In 1876, Julia E. Smith
published a translation of the Bible, entitled The Holy Bible: Containing the Old and New
Testament; Translated Literally from the Original Tongues.26 To some historians, it is the
first “feminist” translation because Smith was the first woman to translate the entire
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Bible.27 Yet Smith translated the text literally without attention to gender-inclusivity,28 so
characterization of her work as feminist is essentializing. Her translation relies on
androcentric language, and thus strictly speaking it is not an inclusive translation. Yet
Smith’s translation was unusual, as the entire production process involved women: the
translator was a woman, the type-setting machine was run by a woman, the proof reader
was a woman, and sellers and distributors of the Bible were women,29 certainly an unusual
arrangement in the nineteenth century.
A first inclusive Bible translation was completed by Adolph Ernst Knoch in 1930 and
known as the Concordant Version.30 Knoch understood that the generic term “man”
excluded women as well as girls and boys,31 and he replaced the noun “man” with “human”
when the literary context did not exclusively refer to males.32 Like Smith, Knoch produced
a literal translation. For instance, he translated Gen. 1:26: “Make will We humanity in Our
image, and according to our likeness, and sway shall they have over the fish of the sea…”33
Predictably, Knoch’s translation was mainly ignored and sometimes sharply criticized,
especially for his decision to use inclusive language. For instance, in 1942, Henry C.
Thiessen exclaimed that Knoch’s change from “man” to “human” is “absurd.” Knoch
responded with these words:
Women are almost excluded from divine revelation in our popular versions if we
hold man to its strict significance. Other languages, even cognate ones like Dutch,
have two terms, as in the Greek. If it is absurd to clear up this confusion in our
popular versions, then sound sense is insanity.34
Knoch’s insistence on gender-inclusivity is particularly remarkable because he was part of
the Christian fundamentalist tradition in the United States, “not known for championing
sensitivity to gender codes in the English vernacular of the Bible.”35 Despite his Christian
fundamentalist background, then, he was the first Christian Bible translator to deliberately
avoid gender-exclusive language.
After Knoch’s work, inclusive translations were not produced again for several decades.
Only the Second Feminist Movement of the 1970s brought the issue to the socio-cultural
forefront,36 and thereafter several Bible translation committees tried to integrate inclusive
language into their translations. It led to the publication of the New Jerusalem Bible (NJB)
in 1985, the Revised English Bible (REB) in 1989, and the New Revised Standard Version
(NRSV) in 1989. References to inclusive translation principles appear in the prefaces of
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these Bible versions. The NRSV committee acknowledged “the danger of linguistic
sexism” and the committee’s effort to eliminate “masculine-oriented language … as far as
this can be done without altering passages that reflect the historical situation of ancient
patriarchal culture.”37 Similarly, the REB committee explained: “The use of male-oriented
language, in passages of traditional versions of the Bible which evidently apply to both
genders, has become a sensitive issue in recent years; the revisers have preferred more
inclusive gender reference where that has been possible without compromising scholarly
integrity or English style.”38 And the NJB stated: “Considerable efforts have also been
made, though not at all costs, to soften or avoid the inbuilt preference of the English
language, a preference now found so offensive by some people, for the masculine, the word
of the Lord concerns women and men equally.”39 These three English translations, then,
exhibit some sensitivity toward inclusive gender language, but none of them made inclusive
language a priority.40 This changed only when five translations, four in English and one in
German, were published between 1994 and 2006. All of them use an interpretive strategy
that Venuti recommended: the foreignization of the target-language text.
The first of them, The Inclusive Bible: The First Egalitarian Translation,41 has appeared in
various editions since 1994 and has been prepared by the “Priests for Equality,” “a
movement of women and men throughout the world—laity, religious and clergy—who
work for the full participation of women and men in church and society.”42 The
organization has tried to implement the “words of justice proclaimed by the Second Vatican
Council” since 197543 and might have also benefited from the wider discussions on
inclusive language issues in Protestant church life.44 The translation began with the New
Testament, followed with the Psalms, the Writings, and the Torah, and finally the Prophets.
The translators stated that the translation process was “transformational” to them. They
explained:
We have been challenged to consider how we think and speak about God and how
our concepts influence the way we treat other people. We also have had to consider
whether modern renderings of sacred scriptures present modern sexist biases, in
addition to biases of the ancient Near East and Mediterranean cultures.45
The translators admitted to challenging conventional language about God as “Father” and
Jesus as “Lord” and to using alternative terminology such as “Most High” for God or
“Teacher” for Jesus. Their translation did not only reject sexist expressions but also avoided
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expressions based on class prejudices. For instance, the translation speaks of “the reign of
God” instead of God’s “kingdom” to eliminate a socially stratified metaphor. But the
translators also worried about their historical obligations and explained that “we seek to
recover the expression’s meaning within the context in which it is written without
perpetuating the sexism.”46
Their radical turn towards inclusive language is perhaps most forcefully articulated in the
translation of Gen. 2:7, 21, which they foreignized in the following fashion:
So YHWH fashioned an earth creature out of the clay of the earth, and blew into its
nostrils the breath of life. And the earth creature became a living being…. So
YHWH made the earth creature fall into a deep sleep, and while it slept, God
divided the earth creature in two, then closed up the flesh from its side.
This translation integrated the results of feminist biblical interpretation. Here the first
created human is genderless and characterized by its similarity with earth; it is named an
“earth creature.” Gone is the idea that the first human is male. The earth creature is
genderless until it is divided into two. At this moment the earth creature is “sexualized” and
becomes female and male.
A second inclusive translation was published in 1995. Limited to The New Testament and
Psalms: An Inclusive Version, as the title indicates, its goal is comprehensive.47 The
translators explained that “[t]his version has undertaken the effort to replace or rephrase all
gender-specific language not referring to particular historical individuals, all pejorative
references to race, color, or religion, and identifications of persons by their physical
disability alone, by means of paraphrase, alternative renderings, and other acceptable means
of conforming the language of the work to an inclusive idea.”48 The changes aimed to align
the Bible with “the community of faith” according to Gal. 3:28 in which all people enjoy
“equal value.”49 The translators worked independently of ecclesiastical support and built
upon the NRSV “as the starting point.”50 Yet the translation also differed from the NRSV,
especially due to its foreignizing strategy. It does not refer to God in masculine pronouns
but uses a new metaphor for God, “Father-Mother.” The translation also tries to eliminate
other forms of linguistic domination. For instance, it avoids referring to Jesus as “master,”
and it recognizes that a condition of a person (e.g. “slavery”) does not describe this
person’s full identity.51 Hence, the translation changes “slave” to “enslaved person” and
“the poor” to “poor people.”
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In 1996, a third inclusive Bible, the New International Version; Inclusive Language Edition
(NIVI), was published by the British evangelical-conservative publisher, Hodder and
Stoughton.52 Based on a revision of the NIV, the translation was released in Britain only
and created a firestorm of resistance within the U.S. evangelical Christian communities that
delayed its publication there indefinitely. In fact, the publisher decided to have the NIV
reviewed and published in an entirely new edition, for the US-market only, in 2002.53 This
translation also adopted generic terminology, such as “person” and “anyone,” when malespecific nouns in the source text include women and girls.
A fourth inclusive translation, The Contemporary Torah: A Gender-Sensitive Adaptation of
the JPS Translation, was published by the Jewish Publication Society in 2006.54 Its editor
and one of the main translators, David E.S. Stein, explained that this translation “adapts the
New Jewish Publication Society (NJPS) version only with respect to social gender.”55 He
tried to imagine the “original audience” and “grasp why the text was written the way it
was,” but he also acknowledged that “the goal was not to establish how the Torah’s actual
audience historically construed the text.”56 He considered seven factors when he identified
social gender in the text: “inflection, status, role, anatomy, name, reflection, and outright
designation.”57 His translation is clearly sympathetic to issues of inclusive language, and so
he affirmed that inclusive language is not merely “a figment of a post-modern feminist
imagination” but belongs to “the biblical ethos.”58 Stein modified this optimistic
understanding of translation only when he believed the historical context required it. For
instance, he translated the gender-inclusive phrase “whole Israelite community” as
“Israelite community leadership” because, in his opinion, the original audience would have
“probably” perceived this term as “a body of men.”59 On other occasions Stein was bolder.
He did not translate the tetragrammaton (YHWH) into English because he rejected the
androcentric translation of “LORD” as inappropriate and did not want to use uniquely
Jewish renditions, such as ha-shem (the Name). Thus, in The Contemporary Torah the
tetragrammaton appears in unvocalized Hebrew letters, an unambiguously foreignizing
translation decision.
A fifth inclusive translation appeared in the German language, published by the Gütersloher
Verlagshaus in 2006 and entitled Bibel in gerechter Sprache (abbreviated as BigS; lit.:
“Bible in just language”).60 This Bible translation does not limit inclusivity to gender but
also aims at eliminating anti-Jewish stereotypes and highlighting social justice issues. The
BigS is one of the most ambitious inclusive Bible translations to date, as it challenges
androcentric and hierarchical linguistic patterns of exclusive language. Marie-Theres
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Wacker who joined the editorial board after the publication of the BigS’s first edition
explained:
What then is meant by inclusive or literally “just” (gerechte) language? In the
preface to the translation the editors insist: “The name Bibel in gerechter Sprache
does not claim that this translation is just and others unjust. Our translation
confronts directly a foundational topic in the Bible, namely justice. This topic is
central to this Bible translation in multiple ways.” More specifically, the new
inclusive Bible translation is sensitive to three forms of justice: gender justice, the
Jewish-Christian dialog, and social justice that relates to the circumstances of
biblical times, which are often romanticized in other German language
translations.61
The BigS, too, foreignizes the biblical text in multiple ways. It adapts the translation to
contemporary German theological issues, such as gender justice, interfaith dialog, and
social justice. The translation also foreignizes the name of God, which appears in
highlighted font. The margins of each page offer alternative translation options for God that
range from female and male capitalized pronouns for God (SIE, ER) to Adonaj, Gott, or die
Ewige and der Lebendige. The idea to offer alternative nouns for the divinity is based on
the theological position that God’s name is ultimately untranslatable. In this regard the BigS
is similar to The Contemporary Torah. Both question the translatability of God’s name
although each solves the problem differently. The BigS provides multiple options whereas
The Contemporary Torah prints the tetragrammaton in Hebrew letters. Both strategies
foreignize the text and teach readers to become aware of the theological and hermeneutical
problem.62 In the case of the BigS readers are invited to appreciate “Vielstimmigkeit”
(polyphony) as “a chance” because, as the editors of the BigS explain, “an ultimate
translation into inclusive language is impossible because the parameters of our Bible
translation always invite alternative translation possibilities.”63 Since more than fifty
translators brought their own views to the translation, individual preferences add to the
polyphonous character of the BigS, ensuring that readers do not forget: this is a translation
that pursues well-defined epistemological, hermeneutical, and theological goals.
It should come as no surprise that inclusive Bible translations have created intense debates,
emotional fervor, intellectual antagonism, and theological denunciation, as well as considerable
relief to those who favor progressive theological discourse. Foreignizing the Bible comes at a price.
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The following describes some of the responses to illustrate what happens when the Bible is
foreignized, even when foreignization means that the Bible is inculturated into language patterns
that assume egalitarian principles as promoted and often also practiced in contemporary Englishspeaking and German-speaking societies. The foreignization of the Bible uncovers that theopolitical power, institutionalized assumptions about authority, and religious dogma are at stake.

3.b. About Power, Authority, and Dogma in the Public and Scholarly Reception of Inclusive
Bible Translations
The appearance of inclusive Bible translations provoked resistance from church leaders,
journalists, and scholars. Some translations, however, were met with silence. The
translation published by the Priests for Equality received only one short book review in the
scholarly literature.64 The translation, The New Testament and Psalms: An Inclusive
Version, received some attention but was also largely ignored. For instance, David Neff
characterized it as “a fit of misguided pastoral sensitivity” and “the PC Bible.”65 He did not
mean this as a compliment because, in his view, “Scripture is in many ways alien to the
orthodoxies of our age.”66 Rather, he bemoaned that this translation succumbed to these
orthodoxies, and charged that the translators of this Bible “censor God’s word.” Thus he
wished for this publication to “gather dust in America’s bookstores.”67 Another reviewer,
Roger A. Bullard, was similarly negative when he proclaimed that “[t]his ceases to be a
translation.”68 To him, “[t]his is not an inclusive version of Scripture” because “[i]t is
exclusive to the point of being schismatic.”69 He also suggested that “[t]he revisers are
making a daring move, and performing a genuine service, by bringing this elitist growth out
of the hothouse environment of the academy, where it can be carefully tended and offensive
weeds pulled out, and into a public arena where no one is obliged to accept it.”70 He then
placed the translation into the lineage of Marcion, condemned heretic of the second century
C.E. Bullard used strong words even for the fiery genre of the book review and eventually
informed his readers:
I boarded the feminist bus early on; it has taken me far in a direction I needed to go, and I
am grateful. I have learned much about people, about Scripture, and about God. But with
this I feel the need to get off and walk back a bit in the open air…. You go on ahead if you
like. You take the high road. I’ll take the low road.71
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With this emotional farewell Bullard ended his review and presumably his support for
feminist biblical interpretation.
This unfavorable judgment found companionship in the review of Joseph Jensen, who
pronounced that “[i]t is not legitimate to present as the Bible what someone thinks it ought
to have said.”72 He criticized the translators’ decision to replace “Father” for God with
“Father-Mother,” stating: “[I]t is not legitimate to replace the images, metaphors, and
analogies of Scripture with others of our own choosing.”73 He did, however, not explain
why the translation is illegitimate, apparently assuming the reasons are self-evident. One’s
“own choosing” has no place in Bible translation, as if exclusive translations did not bring
anachronistic language to the translation of the source text. Christian Right authors Vern S.
Poythress and Wayne A. Grudem classified The New Testament and Psalms translation as a
“radical-feminist” version. They admit to ignoring it because it “clearly reject(s) the
authority of the Bible and its claim to be the Word of God.”74 Yet even a positive reviewer,
Gail R. O’Day, stated that “the elimination of ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ language creates as many
problems as it solves, depriving the church of valuable theological resources that might
point the way to a new understanding of power and love.”75 Few if any reviewers
recognized the significance of this translation in the history of translating biblical literature
into inclusive language.
In contrast, the reception of The Contemporary Torah was less heated, more contained, and
more descriptive. Nathan Eubank considered the project “ambitious” and found the agenda
of the translation “bold” and sometimes “too innovative for its own good.”76 He even
regretted that the translation advances the old idea that in Gen. 2:22-23 “Woman” was
taken from “Human” as if to suggest that the first human was indeed male. Eubank also
worried that the translation “masks” the rape in Gen. 19:4-5 when it translates v. 5 as, “that
we may be intimate with them.”77
Frantic responses erupted only with two of the inclusive translations, the NIVI and the
BigS. The responses to the former expose the strong hierarchical anger within the Christian
Right, and the responses to the latter illustrate the androcentric tendencies in German
Protestant church life and secular German society. But like other responses, they
demonstrate that inclusive Bible translations confront issues of power, authority, and
dogma in religious institution and social practice.
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When the New International Version; Inclusive Language Edition (NIVI), was published in
Britain in 1995, it did not lead to major reactions. Only when the American publisher,
Zondervan, and the International Bible Society (IBS) announced that an inclusive version
would be released in the USA in 200078 did Christian Right organizations and individuals,
such as Focus on the Family’s James Dobson and Jerry Falwell, begin criticizing the
project heavily. For instance, Focus on the Family announced that “[w]e must resist even
the subtlest form of language which would serve a particular cultural agenda.”79 They
threatened the publisher that they would cancel usage of the New International Version
(NIV) in their churches and affiliated programs if the NIVI were to be published in the
United States. The bookstore chain of the Southern Baptist Convention, LifeWay,
threatened not to sell the translation.80 Facing considerable financial loss, Zondervan and
IBS tried to explain that the NIV and its inclusive version differed only minimally, but to
no avail. The Council of Biblical Manhood and Womanhood (CBMW) announced that the
inclusive version contained many “inaccuracies” and had to be rejected.81
Interestingly, the opponents of inclusive Bible translations attempted to change the
terminology from “inclusive” to “gender-neutral” in an effort to appear less prejudicial.
They did not want to be known as advocating exclusive gender terminology. Accordingly,
Vern S. Poythress and Wayne A. Grudem suggested that inclusive translations are “genderneutral” rather than “inclusive” because they avoid “male-oriented terms like ‘father,’
‘son,’ and ‘his’.”82 Poythress and Grudem also stressed that they promoted “accuracy in
translation” and did not “protect their complementarian views concerning men and
women.”83 In fact, in their opinion, “it is not really honoring to women in the long run if
people settle for less than the most accurate Bible translation, just because they think it is
more honoring to women.”84 As a proof for the range of opinions among
complementarians, they cited those who supported “gender-neutral translations.”85 In their
view, “the grip of feminist dogma on the modern psyche confronts us with a particular
danger” because “[f]eminism attempts systematically to ban from the language patterns of
thought that would be contrary to its program.”86 Hence, to them, the stakes were high but
not in terms of power, authority, and dogma. In their view, a choice had to be made
whether “we follow the Bible alone” or whether “we trim it in order to fit in more
comfortably with modern thought patterns.”87 The dichotomy set up by Poythress and
Grudem is clear. One either adheres to “accuracy” or allows inclusive language translations
to modify the “Word of God” with culturally biased notions.
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As a countermove to inclusive translation efforts, the Christian Right’s proponents
published the “Colorado Springs Guidelines” in 199788 to provide directions “for sound
translation.”89 These guidelines reasserted exclusive translation principles. For instance,
they affirmed the use of masculine pronouns when they appear in the text, masculine
references to God, and the generic use of “man” for “humans.” For years, the debate raged
back and forth, so much so that D. A. Carson offered “Pastoral Considerations: How To
Avoid Bible Rage.”90 He advised participants to talk with integrity, to slow down the
debate, to respect the opponents, to avoid demonization of “the other side,” “to avoid
manipulative language,” and to sign petitions carefully.91 His plea demonstrated the extent
and depth of the passion, fervor, and anger involved.
The emotional aspect of this dispute also came to the foreground when the BigS hit German
bookstores in October 2006. The publication created a major intellectual upheaval. Strong,
and at times even shrill, reactions erupted in daily, weekly, and other newspapers and
magazines, as well as in academic and ecclesiastical journals.92 Supporters articulated their
appreciation for an inclusive Bible translation that brought important exegetical and
theological developments of the past forty years to public and ecclesial attention in
German-speaking countries. But in post-Christian contemporary Germany, a theological
publication—no less a Bible translation—has rarely, if ever, produced such sweeping
responses from the media and church. Already prior to the October publication date, Robert
Leicht questioned the legitimacy of the project in the weekly newspaper, Die Zeit, in April
2006, alleging that the translation confuses the distinction between translation and
interpretation and thus creates a “real danger” by misrepresenting the Urtext (source text).93
Other reviewers, such as Heike Schmoll, charged that the translation overturned Luther’s
principle, according to which the words should follow the meaning of the source text.
Schmoll believed the new translation “does not allow the text to speak for itself” and so
“reverses the principle into its absurd opposite.”94 Still other reviewers, such as Edgar S.
Hasse, expressed their astonishment that in the new translation not only male but also
female shepherds come to see baby Jesus in the manger. He hoped that the polemic would
resonate with a public that has not been asked before to imagine their faith in inclusive
language.
Statements have also come from various church bodies. In March 2007, the highest
committee of the Evangelische Kirche Deutschland (EKD), the umbrella organization of
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the Protestant regional churches in Germany, explained that the new translation is not
authorized for worship use in German Protestant churches and should not replace the 1984
version of the Martin Luther translation.95 The Committee (“Rat der EKD”) advised that the
BigS should function only as a “supplementary edition of the Bible” (“eine ergänzende
Bibelausgabe”). It must be noted that the EKD does not have the ius liturgicum among its
membership churches, and so the regional Protestant churches in Germany were not
required to adhere to the EKD’s advice and, in fact, many did not. The EKD Committee
criticized the translation for a lack of Worttreue (lit.: “closeness to the word”), arguing that
translation and interpretation are different exegetical tasks. In the view of the Committee,
the translation’s emphasis on inclusivity, on “just language,” distorts the biblical text—and
the work is therefore more an interpretation than a translation. The Committee came close
to rejecting this Bible’s goals toward gender justice, a rejection of anti-Judaism, and a
promotion of social justice when it stated:
The notion of “just language” or “just language use” is unclear. It is also unclear why the
three chosen criteria of “gender justice,” “justice regarding the Christian-Jewish dialog,”
and “social justice” should succeed in “addressing the biblical foundational topic in a
special way.” Used as translation principles, these criteria turn into preconceived ideas with
which the text is read. This approach does not serve the understanding of the biblical text at
all.96
The Committee questioned the exegetical integrity of the translation team, which consisted
of prolific scholars and professors of Hebrew Bible and New Testament. Ecclesial power,
institutional authority, and theological dogma shaped the assessment of this and other
inclusive Bible translations. Unfortunately, the new developments in translation studies
have not played a major role in these debates because they have been dominated by
massive socio-political, cultural, and theological struggles over power, authority, and
dogma. Conflicts often surface when feminism meets Hebrew Bible studies, and Hos. 11:9c
shall further illustrate the particularities of this dynamic. This passage shows that all Bible
translations stand in socio-cultural and theo-political contexts, whether they acknowledge
them or claim to strictly follow literalist-linguistic rules.
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4. “For God am I and Not a Male”: The Case of Hos. 11:9c
That translators are interpreters,97 creating biblical meanings in the vernacular language
into which they translate the source text, can be illustrated with countless Bible texts. Both
supporters and critics of inclusive Bible translations refer to many passages, especially
from the New Testament,98 and so here a Hebrew Bible verse shall illustrate the
hermeneutical decisions present in biblical translation. Coming from the prophetic
literature, Hos. 11:9c is not often mentioned in the inclusive language debate, even though
it epitomizes the above mentioned disputes. For centuries, Hos. 11:9c was translated in
androcentric vocabulary but with anthropomorphic meaning: “For I am God, and not man”
(KJV).99 Most translators and interpreters have assumed that the verse describes the chasm
between God and humanity. After all, as famously articulated by twentieth-century
theologian Karl Barth, God must be viewed as “totally other” (totaliter aliter), as totally
different from humans.
Grounded in this conviction, scholars believe that Hos. 11:9c stresses this distinction
between God and humanity. Hans-Walter Wolff, a renowned commentator on the book of
Hosea, thus explained that in this verse “[t]he Holy One is the totally Other.”100 Also
Dietrich Ritschl viewed the gap between God and humanity as the hallmark of this passage
that characterizes God as different from “man.”101 The tendency to consider Hos. 11:9c as a
marker of difference between the Divinity and humanity also appears in John Collins’s
introductory textbook, published in 2004. Collins translated v. 9c in accordance with the
NRSV writing: “For I am God and no mortal.” This translation highlights the distinction
between God and mortals in gender-inclusive language and so makes Barthian theology
explicit in the word choice: “mortal” instead of “man.” Like other interpreters, Collins
assumed that the passage emphasizes the difference between God and humans when he
asked: “What, then, is the difference between God and a human being? It is not that humans
are guided by emotion, and God is not, but that God can overcome the more destructive
emotions and be guided by the better, whereas human beings often succumb to the
worst.”102 The main idea of Hos. 11:9c in Collins’s view is that God is other from
humans—the classic Barthian conviction. Other interpreters make a slightly different point.
They stress that God’s love targets a group of people and not individuals.103 Yet to most
translators Hos. 11:9c articulates the unbridgeable gulf between divine and human nature.
Singularity of biblical meaning triumphs and textual ambiguity is ignored.104
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The gender-neutralizing translation of Hos. 11:9c has, however, become problematic to
feminist scholars who stressed that the Hebrew noun, translated generically as “man” or
“mortal,” is the Hebrew noun, ‘îš. They charged that the Hebrew noun, ‘îš means “male”
and that translators, otherwise relying on exclusive language, turn to inclusive language at
the very moment when the biblical text makes a male-specific statement. For instance,
Helen Schüngel-Straumann, a feminist Bible scholar, observed that the traditional
distinction between divine and human behavior in v. 9c is not appropriate because the noun,
’îš, does not refer to “ordinary human behavior, but something that is specifically
masculine.”105 Schüngel-Straumann explained: “[W]hen Hosea wants to speak of the
‘human being’ or ‘human behaviour’ so as to include women, he has other words at his
disposal...”106 Hence, in Hos. 11:9c the prophet does not use generic language but “wants to
describe the contradiction between ‘el-behaviour and ‘îš-behaviour. It is masculine attitudes
that YHWH refuses to adopt, not those that are genuinely and universally human!”107 V. 9c
emphasizes God’s non-maleness as an effort to counteract “all types of one-sided
spiritualization” of God-talk. The metaphors for God as judge, king, hero, or even husband
“were no longer useful,” and so the prophet resorts “to images that are better adapted to
express his last and deepest experiences with his YHWH, the God of Israel.”108
To Schüngel-Straumann, this theological insight reappears in the post-exilic poetry of
Second Isaiah. There “‘God the mother’ expresses the prophetic or biblical experience of
God just as well as ‘God the father’, as long as we keep in mind that both are images, and
that neither aspect excludes the other.”109 Unfortunately, the history of interpretation
demonstrates that androcentric interpreters obscured feminine imagery for God and
consciously or unconsciously “identify[ied] themselves completely with the divine.”110
This thorough affiliation with the male perspective has created intellectual and theological
conditions in Christianity that think of God “implicitly or explicitly, as male, until ‘both the
concept of God and that of the human being as a spiritual entity…are one-sidedly oriented
to ‘patriarchal’ primal images’. That ultimately brings us to the equation of God with
‘father’ and human being with ‘man.’”111 In short, to Schüngel-Straumann, the translation
and interpretation of Hos. 11:9c illustrates the enduring identification for God with
maleness and maleness with the divine.112
Surprisingly, the feminist observation on the translation of ‘îš finds support from some
androcentric Christian conservative scholars. Vern S. Poythress, generally arguing against
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inclusive Bible translations, underlined that ‘îš usually means “man.”113 Such is the case in
Ps. 1, traditionally translated as, “Blessed is the man (‘îš) who does not walk in the counsel
of the wicked…” Inclusive translations turn the masculine singular noun into a plural
expression, “Blessed are those who…” To Poythress, the masculine singular translation is
preferable because the contrast of one man opposing many wicked people is much stronger
than one group of undefined people standing against another group. In his view, “[n]othing
in the immediate context [of Ps. 1] overturns the instinct to assign tentatively the meaning
‘the man,’ and to think first of all of a male human being rather than a female.”114 Poythress
also endorsed the notion that “the reader must determine from the larger context whether
the sex of the sample person functions to qualify the range of application in the
sentence,”115 and in Ps. 1 “the starting point is the picture of one, and that one is male.”116
In short, Poythress made a strong case for translating ‘îš as a gender-specific noun. Other
scholars affiliated with the Christian Right endorsed this line of reasoning in the 1997
Colorado Springs Guidelines.117 Point 4 of the Guidelines stated that “Hebrew ‘ish should
ordinarily be translated ‘man’ and ‘men’...” Mark Strauss agreed that this Hebrew noun
rarely carries a generic meaning, and thus “[w]hatever the word means in context is how it
should be translated.”118 Key is “context,” Strauss exclaimed, and he then explained that
context considerations ensure that translators avoid pursuing “a social agenda beyond the
accurate interpretation of Scripture.”119
Yet despite the linguistic consensus between feminist and Christian Right scholars, feminist
translations of Hos. 11:9c encounter massive resistance from other androcentric colleagues.
Frederick J. Gaiser is among them. In a homiletical study on Hos. 11:1-9, he did not
mention, cite, or refer to any feminist work but simply declared:
[S]ome interpreters count this picture among the maternal images of God in the Old
Testament. There is, however, nothing in the text itself to compel that reading. Indeed,
understanding God here as gentle father (with the text, I believe) may be an even stronger
way to break gender stereotype than seeing God here as mother.120
In his view, “there is nothing in the text iself” that invited interpreters to move beyond
male-dominated images of God. Although Gaiser dealt mostly with Hos. 11:2-3, he also
attempted to build his case by referring to v. 9c, declaring:
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God is described as a parent, but not as a mortal. God is a father, but not a ‘man.’ God is
personal, but not a human person: vyaiê-al{w> ‘ykinOa’( laeÛ yKiä - “for God am I, and no ‘ish” (v. 9),
that is, no man, no mortal, no male human being, no human person, no human husband. In
describing the relationship between God and Israel, only the image of the loving father will
do—but it too will fail, for God cannot be captured in that image.121
Gaiser insisted on a generic translation of ‘îš despite considerable scholarship to the
contrary, which he simply ignored. He asserted that v. 9c has to be translated as, “for I am
God and no mortal.”122 To Gaiser, Hosea addresses the contrast between God and humans,
and so preachers are taught that this verse reveals “the very heart of God.” Accordingly,
Gaiser decreed that this verse is about God and “God’s own sense of who God is for the
sake of the world.” It provides insight into who the biblical God is today:123 God is totally
other to humanity.
Gaiser did not worry that his exclusive translation for God might be a possible deterrent to
contemporary people’s willingness to listen to the “gospel.” Some Christian Right
interpreters considered this possibility, as for instance Mark Strauss who asked: “The
important question is whether English masculine generics like ‘man,’ ‘he’ and ‘brother’
convey the same inclusive sense as their Hebrew and Greek counterparts and so represent
the best translation…” Strauss recognized that in contemporary English “masculine generic
terms are used today with much less frequency than in the past.”124 Yet this insight did not
hinder Gaise from upholding his translation of Hos. 11:9c as if it were not contested.
The question, then, is whether it is not the role of biblical translators to give ordinary
readers the tools to understand the complexities involved in translating a biblical passage
such as Hos. 11:9c. In the case of Gaiser’s discussion, readers do not come to understand
that various translation options exist and why they are contestable in today’s culturaltheological contexts. Consequently, many Bible readers hardly know that alternatives exist
to exclusive Bible translations; theyhave not heard of translation studies, and they usually
feel undereducated in making translation decisions. They also do not know much about the
advances made by feminist biblical interpreters during the past forty years. A study of Hos.
11:9c offers manifold discussion points in this regard and illustrates the different and
conflicting translation options. Clearly, then, more is at stake than the literalist-linguistic
translation of the verse. An understanding of a translator’s hermeneutical interests is
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necessary to decide whether God is seen as refusing to behave like a male or whether God
is contrasted to humankind. Who are the translators, what are their hermeneutical
convictions, and why do they translate the way they do? For sure, the translation of the
Bible does not take place in neutral terrain. It really never has.
Translating the “Word of God” in Multiple Social Locations and with Theo-Political
Power: Toward a Conclusion
The mapping of the controversies over inclusive Bible translations shows that indeed much
is at stake. Not only does it matter who the translators are, what hermeneutical convictions
they hold, and how they engage the socio-political and theo-cultural issues of their
contexts; the controversies also illustrate the ongoing divisions about gender and other
structures of oppression when people translate and thus interpret biblical literatures.
Unfortunately, they often do not consider the larger scholarly contexts, such as translation
studies, when they translate the Bible. Yet a field like translation studies has much to
contribute to the controversies over inclusive Bible translations, especially since the debates
focus so much on the viability and legitimacy of the translations. The lack of attention to
related academic fields is unfortunate, and so this article began with a brief outline of recent
developments in translation studies that highlighted Venuti’s work on the benefits of
foreignization.
The article also outlined several inclusive Bible translations and their reception since the
1990s. The survey showed that issues of theo-political power, institutionalized assumptions
about authority, and religious dogmas are at the heart of the controversies, although
individual verses and questions of grammar and vocabulary usually obfuscate the deeper
causes for the fervor, antagonism, and denunciation characteristic of many responses to
inclusive Bibles.
Finally, the article illustrated the translation debacle with a closer look at Hos. 11:9c. This
verse is particularly interesting because opponents of inclusive Bible translations argue for
inclusive, i.e. gender-neutral, language. The insistence on gender-neutrality made feminist
interpreters suspicious and they demonstrated that the generic translation of Hos. 11:9c
conceals male vocabulary in the Hebrew text. Interestingly, in this particular case the turn
toward gender neutrality serves androcentric interpreters to make a particular theological
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argument that proves the point of translation theorists: translations are products of the
cultural context in which they are made.
In conclusion, the controversies about inclusive Bible translations are less about literalistlinguistic differences that emerge in the nitty-gritty task of translating texts than about
profound theo-cultural and socio-political disagreements. Inclusive Bible translations
challenge established religious-institutional identities and practices that favor
androcentrism and other structures of domination. Consequently, resistance to these
translations is strong from both religious and secular powers and authorities. Demanding
real-life changes toward socio-political and economic equality and justice, the translations
remind readers of the promise that sacred texts hold: that an experience with the divine, as
described in these texts, leads to changed human life on planet earth not driven by
exploitation, greed, and oppression but by justice, peace, and the integrity of creation.
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