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Introduction 
 

In 2011, the Latimer Trust (“an evangelical think-tank dedicated to providing biblical 

input and a considered response to significant issues within the Christian community and 

elsewhere” – see http://www.latimertrust.org/index.php/about/12-welcome) sponsored 

the production of a document entitled The Church, Women Bishops and Provision: The 

Integrity of Orthodox Objection to Women Bishops. According to its authors, the text had 

arisen from a symposium commissioned by members of the Church of England’s General 

Synod who did not feel that the theological arguments surrounding the consecration of 

women as bishops had been properly examined.  

 This paper is an attempt to engage with The Church, Women Bishops and Provision, 

and to show how its authors assume a particular model of theological anthropology which is 

problematized by the existence of physical intersex conditions. Drawing on work by the 

Anglican priest and gynaecologist John Hare, I will argue that the authors of the document 

do not take into account the complexity of human sex in physical terms, and that there are 

therefore questions raised by intersex which they do not answer. Indeed, I will suggest that 

this means that the continued objection to the ordination of women to the episcopate on 

the grounds that the authors give needs to be re-examined. Those who commissioned the 

production of The Church, Women Bishops and Provision say that they have varying views 

about whether or not women should be made bishops, but all agree that there should 

continue to be a framework within the Church of England to make provision for those who 

do not accept their ministry (Beckwith et al 2011: 1). However, although the authors say 

that the text’s purpose “is not to argue against those who are in favour of women bishops”, 

it is also important that the authors’ assumptions about gender are set out right at the 

beginning: “In this debate, there is finally no middle ground. We will argue that it is not 

possible to affirm gender distinctions and, at the same time, implement complete 

interchangeability of gender functions” (Beckwith et al 2011: 2). It is this model of sex and 

gender which, I will show here, requires fresh examination in the light of intersex.  

 It is also important to say at the outset that, whilst the authors seem to be drawing 

their support for what it means to be male and female mainly from Scripture (and, in 

particular, from the “orders of creation” early in Genesis), I will be suggesting that there are 
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other types of evidence about human sex which might be taken into account, not least the 

bodies of intersex people themselves. 

 

Intersex and Difference 

 

“Intersexuality has not been properly addressed within recent ethical discussions about 

sexuality. One consequence of this omission has been that the rigid and polarized view that 

humans are clearly and discretely either male or female has gone unchallenged … 

Alternatively, we could accept that sexual anatomy, physiology, psychology and orientation 

is a wide and varied field, with clustering of the majority around the two points of 

conventional male and female but by no means confined to these.” (Hare 2007: 110-111) 

 

What is intersex? 

It is estimated that about 1 in every 2,500 people is born with some kind of physical 

intersex condition. It is difficult to give a more exact number for several reasons: first, what 

actually constitutes an intersex condition is contested. There is a broad agreement that 

intersex conditions are those where there is some kind of physical ambiguity of the genitalia 

(for example, genitals which appear somewhere in between those expected of a typical 

male or female), or where there is a “mismatch” between the genitalia and other physical 

characteristics (for example, an individual who has typical female genitalia including a vulva 

and vagina, but who also has testes rather than ovaries, and XY rather than XX 

chromosomes). Second, intersex conditions are not always diagnosed at birth, and follow-up 

studies of children with intersex conditions have been patchy. Third, in the recent past it 

was common for parents and carers to be advised not to tell anyone if the child in their care 

had an intersex condition, as it was felt that this would compromise the security of the 

child’s gender identity as they grew up. (For fuller discussions of intersex, including 

frequency, causes and treatment protocols, see Preves 2003 and Karkazis 2008. For an 

account of the broader theological and ethical implications of the existence and treatment 

of intersex, see Cornwall 2010.)  



 

 

3 | P a g e  

 

Nonetheless, in the mid-1990s, a significant number of people expressed 

unhappiness with their medical treatment and challenged the then-standard protocol of 

early surgery to “correct” the unusual genitalia of babies and young children with intersex 

conditions. As a result of lobbying by intersex advocacy groups, medical protocols began to 

be re-examined, and in many quarters it is now more common to do delayed or less invasive 

surgery, and to encourage parents to talk to doctors, teachers, relatives and others about 

how best to support their child.  

Importantly, intersex is at root not an issue of human sexuality. It should not be 

confused with homosexuality (sexual attraction to people of the same sex as oneself) or 

transgender (feelings that one’s gender identity does not match one’s physical sex). 

Nonetheless, the fact that intersex exists means that theological anthropologies which do 

inform notions of sex and gender, and which assume that everyone is clearly and 

unambiguously male or female, rest on incomplete evidence.  

 

Evangelical accounts of maleness and femaleness 

Many evangelical theological beliefs about human sex and gender are grounded in 

the belief that there is an ontological difference between males and females – a difference 

in their very being and existence, and the cosmic significance thereof. For example, argues 

John Piper, “The Bible reveals the nature of masculinity and femininity by describing diverse 

responsibilities for man and women while rooting these differing responsibilities in creation, 

not convention … Differentiated roles were corrupted, not created, by the fall. They were 

created by God” (Piper 2006: 35). In similar vein, Andreas J. Köstenberger and David W. 

Jones say,  

 

“The man and the woman are jointly charged with ruling the earth representatively for God, 

yet they are not to do so androgynously or as ‘unisex’ creatures, but each as fulfilling their 

God-ordained, gender-specific roles. Indeed … it is only when men and women embrace 

their God-ordained roles that they will be truly fulfilled and that God’s creational wisdom 

will be fully displayed and exalted.” (Köstenberger and Jones 2010: 26) 
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Even more explicitly, Dennis P. Hollinger asserts, “Being male and female is less a 

designation of functions, and more a designation of humanity’s twofold ontological way of 

being” (Hollinger 2009: 74). As a second step, such anthropologies assume that it is always 

possible to know who is male and who is female, and that gender should supervene on sex. 

This can be seen in documents like the Evangelical Alliance’s 2000 report on transsexuality, 

which says, “The doctrine of creation with the story of Adam and Eve, and the insistence 

that ‘male and female he created them’, shows that our sexual identity is part of the 

‘givenness’ of how we have been made” (Evangelical Alliance 2000: 48). Later, the 

document states that a marital relationship involving a transgender person should not be 

considered a real marriage, because “it is really contracted between two partners of the 

same sex, one of whom has opted to adopt a gender identity that is at variance with their 

biological sex. Such a relationship might justifiably be viewed … as a deceptive 

representation of an apparent heterosexual relationship. This is arguably more subtle and 

devious than an overt homosexual relationship” (Evangelical Alliance 2000: 49-50). To fail to 

concede that one’s gender rests in one’s biological sex is, in this account, a kind of alienation 

from the truth about oneself (Evangelical Alliance 2000: 63). In other words, someone who 

identifies as a man must always be physically male, and someone who identifies as a woman 

must always be physically female. Everyone is really, in truth, either male or female, and if 

there is any ambiguity about this, it is simply because something is obscuring this genuine, 

basic fact about a given individual.  

 

Implications of intersex 

The ascription of different roles to men and women, then, in the Church, the family 

or elsewhere, depends on knowing that someone is male or female. John Hare notes that 

the Church of England’s own ethical teaching and discipline on human sexuality “depends … 

on the ability to define and recognize two sexes, male and female; to assign appropriate 

roles to each; and to define their appropriate behaviour” (Hare 2007: 99). But how easy is it 

to know who is male and who is female in the first place? Hare summarizes,  
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“The existence of intersexuality confounds the tidy categories that some Christian ethicists 

and church leaders work with and challenges us all to think more deeply about the God-

given nature of our sexuality … The condition of intersexuality … draws our attention to the 

complexity and diversity involved in the development of human sexuality.” (Hare 2007: 99) 

 

He criticizes the Church of England bishops for failing to engage properly with intersex in 

Some Issues in Human Sexuality, saying, “Such an omission speaks powerfully of an agenda 

dominated by the particular dynamics of an internal church debate rather than one that 

seeks to speak to the diversity of actual human experience and the challenges that humans 

face” (Hare 2007: 99). Hare believes that intersex has profound implications for the Church’s 

debates on gender. He sums up the main questions raised as follows: 

  

“Can the rigid division of humanity into male and female still be upheld? 

If the Church is to make certain roles gender dependent, and declare that those who cross 

these barriers commit sin, how are these genders to be determined? 

If a person has an ambiguous gender should that person be permitted to choose what 

gender to adopt, or to remain ambiguous? 

Do these factors have any relevance to the debate over same-sex relationships?” (Hare 2007: 

105) 

 

Those who oppose the ordination of women to the episcopate – as well as those 

who continue to avow that women should not or cannot be ordained priests at all – 

maintain that there is something ontologically different about women and men which 

means that, because of the very nature of their being, women cannot perform some or all of 

the roles appropriate to men. These arguments arise in both Anglo- and Roman-Catholic 

contexts, where the concern is for priesthood specifically more than it is general beliefs 

about human gender roles. The contention is that there is something about Jesus’ 

sacerdotal capacity which is grounded in his maleness, and that those who serve as priests – 

those who, in some sense, stand in Christ’s place as a conduit of his ministry – must 

therefore also be male in order to mediate him effectively. As well as relating specifically to 
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Christ, this argument also assumes a more general account of authority as resting in 

maleness. For example, Beckwith et al say,  

 

“Family and Church reflect an asymmetrical understanding of equality that deals with 

questions of power, direction and nurture, in a model of relationships that reflects the 

Trinity. This is not diversity that makes everything in all respects equal, but a plurality that 

recognizes different roles. There is a distinction between the authority of direction and the 

authority of domination. In the family, the authority of the male is the authority of direction, 

not of power. This is mirrored in the Church, in the giving to the male of the apostolic 

responsibility for directing what is to be taught.” (Beckwith et al 2011: 4; note that the 

original extended passage appears in italics.) 

 

However, those who hold to the kind of anthropology outlined above may assume 

too stable a model of sex and gender, given the existence of intersex. For the moment, I 

want to leave aside debates about transgender, and about whether or not the gender 

identity of someone whose physical sex is unambiguously male or female is also bound to 

an expression of gender which “fits” this sex. Discussions of transgender are not 

unimportant, but to discuss intersex and transgender in the same breath can risk conflating 

them in the discourse, or contrasting them in potentially problematic ways (see Cornwall 

2009). Importantly, then, there is something specific about intersex which seems to disrupt 

the stability of the male-masculine-man, female-feminine-woman model, by showing that 

there are intersex individuals who identify as “typical” women and men despite having 

physical features normally identified with people of another gender. As soon as this stability 

has been disrupted, it is necessary to ask how stable the purported ontological difference 

between males and females actually is – and how stable the teachings about priesthood 

which supervene on it are. Furthermore, argues John Hare, 

 

“The existence of intersexual states means that we cannot with integrity accept the division 

of the human race into ‘pure’ lines of male and female, conforming in all ways 

(chromosomes, anatomy, physiology, hormones, psychology) to one or other pattern. 

Nature, and by implication God, has provided much more variety than that.” (Hare 2007: 

110) 
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Intersex and uncertainty 

Most people assume that it is always possible to tell whether someone is male or 

female – if not from their initial appearance, then at least from a medical examination. 

However, there are people with intersex conditions who are not clearly male or female as 

maleness and femaleness are usually defined – or who have physical characteristics 

associated with both males and females. Definitions of what actually renders someone male 

or female have changed over time and are not necessarily as unwavering as we might 

suppose. Even since as recently as the nineteenth century, the “gold standard” of what is 

deemed to make someone male or female has variously been their gonads (testes or 

ovaries), their genital appearance, their sense of being masculine or feminine, their 

chromosomes, the levels of particular hormones in their body, and (often) some 

combination thereof. At present, the emphasis is on gametes (sex cells) – people who 

produce small gametes (i.e. sperm) are considered male, and those who produce large 

gametes (i.e. eggs) are considered female. In practice, however, we still tend to go on a 

variety of markers. It is important to note that intersex people may have unusual 

combinations of these characteristics. There are people who have one testis and one ovary, 

or a single structure called an ovotestis which contains ovarian and testicular tissue. There 

are people whose chromosomes are XXY rather than XX or XY, or who have a mixture of XX 

and XY cells in their bodies. There are people who have both a large phallus which looks 

more like a penis than a clitoris, and a vaginal opening. There are people whose genitalia are 

so unusual that they do not bear much resemblance to typical male or female genitalia at all.  

It might be argued that such people do not disrupt the fact that most people are 

easily categorized as male or female. Indeed, argues Hollinger,  

 

“Natural sexual conditions and anomalies in no way undermine the creational norms. All 

distortions in the world are to be judged against the divine creational givens. In a fallen 

world there will be chaos and confusion that extends even to human sexuality. But the 

normative structure toward which God calls humanity is not the fallenness of nature; it is, 

rather, God’s created designs.” (Hollinger 2009: 84) 
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But the “anomaly” of intersex – which at a conservative estimate affects roughly as many 

people as a condition like cystic fibrosis or Crohn’s disease – might call into question the 

system in its totality. Hare remarks, “It could, of course, be argued that such cases are the 

‘exceptions that prove the rule’. Conversely, it could equally be argued that such cases are 

illustrative and reveal something lacking in our understanding of sex that draws us towards 

making clearer distinctions than reality permits” (Hare 2007: 107). If maleness cannot with 

any degree of certainty be pinned to a particular physical appearance, or if there are people 

with XX chromosomes and people with XY chromosomes who might both be defined as 

female according to their circumstances, then the “certainty” of even apparently 

unambiguous bodies comes into question. Most people will never undergo chromosomal 

analysis, for example – but, if they did, a surprisingly high number would find that their 

bodies contained both cells with XX chromosomes and cells with XY chromosomes. For the 

majority of such people, having a mixture of chromosomes has no impact on their lives – 

and yet it calls into question exactly what it is that makes males and females different from 

each other, and where the lines between them are, and should be, drawn.  

One of the more common conditions which falls under the intersex umbrella is called 

Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome, or AIS. Most developing foetuses with AIS have XY 

chromosomes and would therefore normally be expected to develop into males. However, 

because their bodies are unable to respond to testosterone and other androgens (male-

related hormones), they do not develop male genitalia. Instead of a penis and scrotum, 

children with AIS are born with typical female genitalia: a clitoris, labia, and vaginal opening 

(though the vagina itself might be shorter than usual as there is no uterus at the top of it). 

They do not have ovaries, and will not start to menstruate or grow body hair at puberty, 

though they do develop breasts and hips along typical female lines. Because of their physical 

appearance as unremarkably feminine, almost all children with AIS are brought up as girls 

and continue to identify as women in their adult life. Many marry and, although they cannot 

carry children themselves, might become adoptive mothers. The question which is 

important to the present debate on sex and authority is whether there is something 
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ontologically different about a woman with AIS, who has testes1 and XY chromosomes, and 

a woman without AIS, who has ovaries and XX chromosomes, on the grounds of their 

physical sex characteristics. 

Some people might argue that the salient fact is not that the woman with AIS has XY 

chromosomes and has no uterus or ovaries, but that she has a vagina and is able to have 

penetrative sex with a male partner (though this might be difficult for some women with AIS 

because of their short vaginas). But this seems to set up a problematic model in which 

humans are only fully sexed as male or female if they are using their genitalia in 

appropriately male or female ways – which would erode the fully-sexed status of 

homosexual people, not to mention those who from choice, vocation or circumstance 

remain celibate.  

If the salient fact is that the heterosexual woman with AIS is living out a feminine 

role (that is, that she identifies as a woman, dresses and behaves accordingly, has sexual 

relationships with men, and, as far as anyone not acquainted with her intimate medical 

history is aware, is a normal unremarkable woman), this suggests that the authors consider 

gender roles more primary or ontologically significant than physical sexes in every case. By 

this logic, however, the lived gender of transgender people would be considered more 

fundamental and irreducible than their physical sex. However, many evangelicals have 

publicly opposed the legitimacy of transgender, or the priority of gender identity over 

physical anatomy (see e.g. O’Donovan 1982; Evangelical Alliance 2000; Evangelical Alliance 

2006).  

The important question is what definition of maleness the authors of The Church, 

Women Bishops and Provision are using, and what it is in which they believe that maleness 

inheres. This is not stated in the document, perhaps because it is taken for granted that 

maleness and femaleness are simply obvious. However, it is important to know just what is 

it about maleness which makes it discrete and distinct from femaleness to the extent that it 

conveys the capacity for authority and governance – in the episcopate or elsewhere – in a 

                                                           
1 Many girls with AIS have their testes removed from their bodies during childhood or adolescence, 
since there is some evidence that undescended testes are at increased risk of becoming cancerous - 
but others retain their testes throughout their lives.  
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way that femaleness, or for that matter any kind of non-maleness, does not. This matters 

because intersex disturbs the discreteness of maleness and femaleness, and might therefore 

also disturb the gendered roles which are pinned to them. Intersex raises questions which 

deserve consideration – not just about itself, but about broader issues of human sex and 

gender as they pertain to ecclesial roles. For example, would the authors accept the 

consecration of a woman priest with AIS as a bishop because there are certain aspects of 

her body which are usually associated with males rather than females (because – going by 

chromosomes alone – she is male)? If not – and if the Church of England is not going to go 

down the route of chromosomal analysis and hormone testing for all its prospective bishops 

as the International Olympic Committee used to do with athletes – the “crux” of maleness 

must lie elsewhere. Hare comments, “If, as some argue, it is impossible for a woman to be 

ordained priest or bishop and validly act as eucharistic president, we are entitled to ask 

what part of being a woman renders ordination invalid” (Hare 2007: 107). The fact that 

maleness and femaleness in The Church, Women Bishops and Provision are considered so 

self-evident that they do not require definition suggests that the authors do not consider 

human sex something which can be doubted. However, the existence of intersex, and the 

uncertainty it raises in some respects about polarized, either-or accounts of human 

maleness and femaleness, means that anthropologies grounded in fixed, polar models of 

human sex are anthropologies only of some humans. In order to be comprehensive, 

theological anthropologies should take account of all the evidence available. Not taking 

account of intersex, then, might lead to problems for arguments grounded in 

anthropologies of clear, fixed, polarized maleness and femaleness. I outline some of these 

problems below, and suggest that they might be of relevance in the debate on the 

consecration of women as bishops. 

 

Sex, authority and the “creation order” 

The scriptural witness 

The authors are very concerned about the “creation order”, which they see as 

instituted in Genesis 1 and confirmed in Matthew 19:4 and Mark 10:6. Such emphasis on 

the orders of creation is distinctively Protestant, and affirms belief in structures of sex, 
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family, statehood and so on which are ordained by God and are universally true regardless 

of local circumstance. The authors argue that Jesus does not overturn but upholds this 

creation order as it pertains to male-female relationships, and that, whilst he is willing to 

question the subordinate place of children in his society, he does not undermine “the place 

of women in relation to men in marriage” as set up by the creation order (Beckwith et al 

2011: 11). By holding that Jesus turns over what is “merely a cultural custom” (11) – that is, 

the place of children – and contrasting it with his failure similarly to question the place of 

women, the authors make clear their belief that the “creation order” is not similarly a 

cultural custom.  

However, there are at least two oddnesses here. First, the authors do not 

acknowledge the argument that Jesus in fact does profoundly challenge contemporaneous 

norms and assumptions about male-female relationships, in marriage and elsewhere – not 

least through his own encounters with women as an unmarried man, and via his teaching on 

divorce which Adrian Thatcher and others have suggested is designed to place 

disempowered women on a more equal footing with men (Thatcher 1999: 257). The 

encounter with Mary of Bethany is noted but then played down (Beckwith et al 2011: 49); 

furthermore, the authors point to Jesus’ appointment of only male apostles, and Paul’s 

endorsement of male headship, as continuingly significant (2011: 50), but do not 

acknowledge Paul’s mentions of the apostle Junia and the other women who led New 

Testament churches.  

Second, there is too uncritical a reading of the Bible’s own anthropology. The 

authors are keen to reject the idea that the Church should accept whatever are the latest 

fashionable ideas afoot in the secular culture. There are good theological grounds for 

attesting that the Church’s capacity to critique and query cultural norms is part of its 

prophetic mission. Crucially, however, this process of critique and querying is two-way. If 

the theological anthropologies with which the Church is working turn out to be grounded in 

a model of sex and gender which simply does not make ongoing sense in light of 

contemporary knowledge about the science of sex and gender, then theological 

anthropologies grounded too uncritically in a biblical “creation order” alone (even assuming 

that this “order” is the only way to interpret the texts) are problematized. Importantly, this 
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is not to diminish the significance of the Scriptural witness or to erode its capacity to 

critique and stand over against human ideologies. Rather, it is to observe that faithful 

readers of the Bible do not all interpret the texts in the same way, and that readings which 

seem obvious or self-evident in one generation are not necessarily obvious or self-evident to 

others. Indeed, to refuse Scripture the ability to dialogue with cultural change might be 

understood as rendering it static and actually undermining its dynamism. Hare comments 

that intersex “is a salutary reminder that in the process of ethical discernment, close 

attention must be paid to the scientific and medical evidence – where it is available” (Hare 

2007: 99). 

The authors of The Church, Women Bishops and Provision hold to a characteristically 

high account of Scripture, saying, 

 

“The orders of creation refer to the God-ordained arrangements for relationships within the 

creation, such as the relationships in a family, between the rulers of creation and the rest of 

creation, between the rulers and the ruled, between the state and the people. The orders of 

creation cannot be correctly identified by human investigation, but need to be discovered in 

the teaching of scripture.” (Beckwith et al 2011: 11) 

 

But different readers have made different discoveries from reading the same Scriptures. 

Scripture is not read and interpreted in exactly the same way in every time and place; even 

the most “clear” and “evident” meanings of scripture are contingent on the concerns and 

reading norms of particular times. For example, Ken Stone, in his 2005 exploration of food 

and sex in queer biblical interpretation, notes that, while Christians today read Genesis 1 

and 2 as being very evidently about human gender relations, and consider them 

foundational on issues surrounding marriage and sexuality, Christians at other points in 

history have understood these chapters’ main thrust as being about food and eating 

practices, not gender or sex at all (Stone 2005: 43). It is therefore not surprising that, even 

when groups of Christians agree that a particular text might be of relevance for debates on 

human sex and gender, the conclusions they draw differ enormously.  
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Rereading the Bible 

The difficulty with assuming that the opening chapters of Genesis give 

unproblematic wisdom about the orders of creation is that they have not been interpreted 

the same way across Christian history. Furthermore, as Hare notes, Christians reading at 

different times have been influenced not simply by the Bible in itself, but by the Bible read 

in light of “contemporary cultural knowledge and scientific understandings of maleness and 

femaleness” (Hare 2007: 105). Thus, he adds, “throughout much of the Christian era, this 

text from Genesis was supplemented by Aristotle’s understanding which, in effect, 

conceived of females as ‘deficient’ or ‘lesser’ males” (Hare 2007: 105). If Christians today do 

not similarly draw on wisdom from present-day advances in understanding about human 

gender and sex development, they therefore risk regurgitating an archaic anthropology 

which does not do justice to the Bible’s interactions with this generation’s best science. 

Anthropologies grounded in a less polarized model of maleness and femaleness have 

also drawn on these chapters, as well as other scriptural evidence surrounding, for example, 

the acceptance of eunuchs (people who by accident or design had non-standard genital 

anatomy and performed roles which were in some ways beyond the accepted bounds of 

their genders). In fact, it is also possible to read the creation accounts differently: male and 

female are made in God’s image, but this does not necessarily mean that only male and 

female are made in God’s image. Sally Gross notes that, in one rabbinic tradition, the primal 

human was believed to be androgynous, and sexual differentiation came about only later 

(Gross 1999: 71).  

 Furthermore, as I suggested above, the biblical witness is not the only evidence 

available to us about what it is to be a human male or female. The authors might argue that 

Scripture should be given primacy over other forms of evidence, because it is in Scripture 

that the revelation of God is made plain. However, as we have already seen, Scripture is 

interpreted differently by different readers, and even “plain meanings” are coloured by our 

own expectations of what the text might say. This does not mean that the Bible should be 

read as saying whatever one wants it to say, or as unproblematically working in accord with 

any human ideology whatsoever – but it does mean that conclusions drawn from one 

particular strand or tradition of biblical reading must be tested against the revelation of 
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Scripture in its entirety, as well as via reason and the promptings of the Spirit. The decision 

to count biblical texts as the primary (or only) source for theologies about the nature and 

significance of sexed human bodies may warrant further justification if it means that the 

evidence of sexed human bodies themselves – and especially bodies which are sexed in 

unusual ways – is not taken into consideration. 

 

Other sources of knowledge 

 The authors might counter by suggesting that the Bible points to the way human 

beings are supposed to be sexed – and, that if this is in fact not true of all human beings, this 

is unfortunate but does not disturb the model of ideal maleness and femaleness in its 

entirety. Intersex people have in the past sometimes been figured as unfortunate, people 

who through no fault of their own bear the marks of a fallen creation. However, this is once 

again to assume that Scripture does in fact attest in enough detail about what maleness and 

femaleness are. Moreover, to assume that we as readers can tell unproblematically what 

does and does not constitute “good” or “perfect” bodiliness might be deemed rather 

arrogant. Theologians interested in disability, like John M. Hull and Hannah Lewis, have 

suggested that the biblical texts were written by – and have mostly been interpreted by – 

able people, and therefore contain an able person’s bias about what constitutes goodness 

or normality for a body (see e.g. Hull 2001, 2003; Lewis 2007). Divine inspiration is mediated 

by particularities of embodiment, and a disabled person’s interpretation of their experience 

of God may differ from that of an able person. Crucially, however, Hull, Lewis and others 

argue that this does not make the able person’s interpretation better or more perfect. 

Rather, each interpretation represents a different aspect of human relationship with God, 

and each helps to give a fuller picture of what it is to be a human who exists in relation to 

God. Similarly, it might be argued that biblical texts interpreted mostly by unambiguously-

sexed people inevitably endorse unambiguously-sexed male and female bodies as good 

bodies – but that assuming only clearly-sexed bodies are good bodies might thereby be 

erasing a whole set of other human experience about what it means to be a sexed person in 

relation to God. 

In a further argument, the authors say,  
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“By broadening the episcopate as well as the presbyterate to women, the Church invites 

even more strongly the assumption that it was merely a matter of cultural contingency that 

the flesh assumed by the Great Shepherd and the Bridegroom of the Church was male. On 

this basis, it then becomes possible to speculate about an ‘essential’ Jesus abstracted from 

maleness, or even to recast Christ as the female ‘Christa’. In either case the door is opened 

to the modern forms of ancient Christological heresies which distance us from the Christ of 

the gospels.” (Beckwith et al 2011: 36; note that the original extended passage appears in 

italics.) 

 

But in actual fact, it is not possible to assert with any degree of certainty that Jesus was 

male as we now define maleness. There is no way of knowing for sure that Jesus did not 

have one of the intersex conditions which would give him a body which appeared externally 

to be unremarkably male, but which might nonetheless have had some “hidden” female 

physical features. He might have had ovarian as well as testicular tissue in his body. He 

might, in common with many people who are unaware of the fact, have had a mixture of XX 

and XY cells. Indeed, as several scholars have pointed out with their tongues both in and out 

of their cheeks, if the doctrine of the Virgin Birth is taken as scientific fact, then Jesus 

certainly had no male human element to introduce a Y chromosome into his DNA, and all his 

genetic material would have been identical with that of his mother (that is, female) (see e.g. 

Mollenkott 2002, 2007: 115-7). There is simply no way of telling at this juncture whether 

Jesus was an unremarkably male human being, or someone with an intersex condition who 

had a male morphology as far as the eye could see but may or may not also have had XX 

chromosomes or some female internal anatomy. The fact that, as far as we know, Jesus 

never married, fathered children or engaged in sexual intercourse, of course, makes his 

“undisputable” maleness even less certain.  

The point is whether all this conjecture and appeal to statistical improbability “from 

below” matters. I would argue that it does matter if Jesus’ undisputed maleness is deemed 

crucial to his Christness, to his sacerdotal function and the sacerdotal function of the priests 

and bishops who minister in his stead – which the authors of The Church, Women Bishops 

and Provision insist is the case. But that Jesus was male is simply a best guess – a kind of 
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sexual docetism2 on which ecclesiological truth and essentialist ontology is now being made 

to rest. It is no accident, maintain the authors, that Jesus was male: his authority required 

(and bishops’ authority continues to require) physical maleness (Beckwith et al 2011: 45), 

because of the “creation order” in which it is given to males to have governance over what 

is taught. However, since we cannot know for sure that Jesus was male – since we do not 

have a body to examine and analyze – it can only be that Jesus’ masculine gender role, 

rather than his male sex, is having to bear the weight of all this authority. Even leaving aside 

the issue of transgender, intersex shows that pinning gender identities on sex characteristics 

does not always “work” unproblematically – so the question is whether, in the case of 

women bishops, it is their sexes or their genders which are significant. “If the Church is to 

make certain roles gender dependent”, says Hare, “how are these genders to be 

determined?” (Hare 2007: 106) 

 

Conclusion 

A central question considered in the document is whether the consecration of women as 

bishops is mere capitulation to the norms of the age, rather than faithfulness to the 

constancy of God as revealed in and to the Church. The authors say, 

 

“Claims that the consecration of women as bishops is a form of obedience to the Holy Spirit 

need … to be scrutinized very carefully, not only because of the implicit claim that the Holy 

Spirit seems to have allowed the Church to continue in a fundamental error for many 

centuries, but also because it would be naïve in the extreme not to consider the possibility 

that we may have a form of ideological entryism on our hands.” (Beckwith et al 2011: 17; 

note that the original extended passage appears in italics.) 

 
However, this makes the Holy Spirit’s apparent failure to prick the consciences of the 

faithful sound much more sinister than it needs to. After all, it could be countered that the 

Holy Spirit similarly omitted to stir the Church at large to act on slavery, racism, homophobia 

and other horrors until relatively recently. A different reading, however, might be that the 

                                                           
2 I am grateful to Peter Scott for this phraseology. 
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Holy Spirit all through time has acted to make a minority of people prophets who, in 

dialogue with the mores and assumptions of their times, come to believe that divine 

promptings for justice mean that certain norms can no longer be justified. Crucially, then, it 

is of no particular discredit to the Church if it has not until now begun to appreciate the 

implications of the existence of intersex for models of theological anthropology and the 

ontologies implicit in them. Indeed, society in the main has been similarly unaware of the 

implications of intersex – and it has at times been the Church itself which has stood in the 

prophetic role in terms of querying accepted categories of gender and sex. What might be 

of discredit to the Church, however – and what might compromise its vocation to privilege 

and serve those who are marginalized and treated unjustly – would be omitting to re-

examine its beliefs about human maleness and femaleness, and teachings about what it 

means to serve the Church as human men and women, in light of what is now known of 

intersex. 

The authors claim that their issue is not the question of whether or not woman 

should become bishops, but what the provision will be for those who will not recognize their 

episcopacy. But the second question would not be a problem without the first. It is my hope 

that what I have set out here demonstrates that intersex poses profound questions to any 

theological anthropology which assumes stable, fixed maleness or femaleness for each and 

every individual – and for the doctrines and practices grounded therein. The ontological 

difference of male and female bodies, and the ontological difference of male and female 

bishops, rests in The Church, Women Bishops and Provision on a model which does not take 

account of all the available information. Discounting the evidence of intersex risks excluding 

intersex people from signification, from the Church’s understanding of itself as a body 

comprising multiple human bodies. Moreover, it represents a missed opportunity to re-

examine the scriptural witness in dialogue with a broader understanding of the fullness of 

human sexed embodiment.  

 Those who argue for a polarized model of maleness and femaleness sometimes 

argue that not to do so would be to make humans all the same, and that this would do a 

disservice to the full personhood of women, as it would erode what is distinctively precious 

and God-reflecting about femininity (“Egalitarianism devalues God’s creation design and 
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redemptive calling of women. It fails to do justice to the distinctions that exist between the 

sexes” – Duncan and Stinson 2006: x). However, whilst this valuing of particularity is positive, 

it would be ironic if it led to the exclusion of another kind of particularity – that is, intersex 

particularity. To argue that intersex embodiment might also be a specific and good part of 

God’s creation, and that intersex reflects God’s image, is not to undermine the argument 

that maleness and femaleness also reflect God’s image. Whilst many have argued that 

women reflect specific attributes of God in a way that men do not – and that there are 

specific and particular roles appropriate to women, of which serving as bishops is not one – 

the question is whether the anthropologies in which such statements are grounded also fail 

to do justice to the distinctions between the sexes – all human sexes, including intersex. 

Furthermore, the existence of intersex bodies raises broader questions about the way in 

which the scriptural witness is interpreted in this debate: do the creation accounts in 

Genesis tell contemporary readers all they need to know about what it means to be sexed, 

or should other evidence, including the evidence of bodies which do not fit into the 

polarized model, also be taken into account?    
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