
1 
 

In this paper, I will argue that according to the nature of gender identity in light of the 

Trinity, it is not only a grievous wrong to view and treat women as commodities, but it expressly 

goes against the desire that God as a relational Trinity has for His created beings.  This subject is 

important to me personally for several reasons.  One, my gender in and of itself makes the study 

of women and faith of utmost interest.  I have long been a Christian and have had quite the time 

reconciling my gender to my faith, frequently being made to feel as if I am less than my male 

counterparts through the wrong theological method of gendering the Trinity.  While in the 

United States, the problem of treating women as commodities is not even half as prevalent as it is 

in many other countries (especially third world and developing nations), the attitude that many 

men, and many Christian men specifically, have toward women is nothing short of demeaning, 

wrongly placed and tends toward viewing women as property instead of as equals.  Much of it 

becomes an undercurrent, found in the language we use about God, about gender, about identity 

in the Trinity, and it undermines the inherent value of the female gender. 

In particular, this necessity for this topic became even more personal to me when, during 

a class in Bible College, I was told by a fellow classmate that I shouldn‟t be upset about the 

Proverbs 31 woman because I only had to live up to her, whereas he as a male had to live up to 

Jesus.  I had never had someone take away my Savior before because of my gender, and no one 

ever should have that happen. 

Two, I desire for men and women to be equals in faith, to have equal access to the Trinity 

without barriers.  The Trinity itself is relational, and as such, so should we be.  For this to 

happen, there needs to be a better understanding of gender identity.  I would like to be a part of 

the solution in this widespread misunderstanding. 
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Three, I do not believe that women were ever intended to be treated as less than equals, 

but throughout traditional understandings of the Bible and culture, they are frequently treated as 

property and commodities.  Even in the country we live in, as developed as we believe we are, 

there is still the implication that women are commodities for the express use of the men in their 

lives.  One can find this in attitudes about the roles of women, what women are allowed to do, 

how women should be in subjection to men.  All of these things, and more, set up the idea that 

men are in control of women, that men have some sort of ownership over women.  This is plainly 

false. 

In what follows, I will first develop a (brief) Trinitarian understanding of gender identity, 

primarily relying on Miroslav Volf‟s work from his book Exclusion and Embrace.  I will then 

delineate the implications for gender identity within the framework of consumerism.  Finally, I 

will address the inherent wrongness of continuing to allow women to be viewed and treated as 

commodities within this framework. 

 The Trinity has long been the subject of debate in the Church, going back to the 

beginning when the Church Fathers were trying to define the nature of the Trinity.  This 

definition is integral to this paper, as it is the foundation for every conclusion which will follow.  

Historically, the terms designated for the Trinity and the Persons in the Trinity are “one ousia, 

three hypostases.”
1
  The term ousia, taken from the Greek participle of ἐιμι, has the meaning of 

“being.”  The term hypostasis, taken from the Greek word ὑποστασισ, means the “quality of 

having actual existence.”
2
  This definition in no way assigns God human status; rather He 
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transcends humanity.  So the terms we use for God, that is, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, cannot 

mean the same thing (in regard to the first two) as they do on earth.  As one scholar writes, 

 God‟s self-revelation takes into account our human speaking, hearing and knowing. 

Therefore, there is an anthropomorphic component but it is not generated by us 

independently of God. It is not part of a cultural inheritance from the past that we may 

replace as we choose. Rather it is what God himself has adapted and defined in his 

unique self-revelation to us. Humankind has been created for fellowship with God, made 

in his image, rather than the other way around, we do not make God in our own image. 

Therefore all authentic knowledge of God points back to and is grounded in the Creator-

creature relationship. Thus theomorphism is prior to and provides the context for any 

anthropomorphism. God always transcends the anthropomorphic elements that he uses in 

self-revelation, yet at the same time he shines through them.
3
 

 

So it becomes important to allow and use the terms/names God has given Himself, yet without 

re-defining them in anthropocentric designations.   

This is contrary to what many feminist scholars would like to see.  Many feminists 

postulate that Christians ought to employ both masculine and feminine terms for God, or to 

simply use androgynous terminology.  The argument is that using masculine terms couches God 

in maleness, which then lends itself, especially within a hierarchical system of the Trinity, to the 

oppression of women.
4
  And within the oppression of women, even more particularly in a 

consumerist context, women are treated as commodities for the use of men and society at large.  

Therefore, the focus must be adjusted, as Miroslav Volf writes, “…if the highest reality could be 

spoken of only in masculine metaphors, men would be more like God and therefore superior to 

women; similarly, if the feminine metaphors for God were intrinsically inappropriate or inferior 
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to masculine metaphors, women would then be more unlike God and therefore inferior to men.”
5
  

Moreover, he writes,  

…I take it for granted that men are women are “equally saved, equally Spirit-filled and 

equally sent,”…. My question is, rather, gender identity and difference.  Does the gender 

of God language, which says much about whether men and women are inferior, superior, 

or equal to one another, say anything about what it means to be male or female?
6
   

 

Volf answers his question with an emphatic no.  He does not think that any language about God 

should be used in order to create gender identity.  Volf argues that in order to use God as a 

paradigm of masculinity, one would have to put maleness onto God, who is beyond gender, and 

then use the human projection to support the paradigm.
7
  Most expressly, he writes, “Nothing in 

God is specifically feminine; nothing in God is specifically masculine; therefore nothing in our 

notions of God entails duties or prerogatives specific to one gender; all duties and prerogatives 

entailed in our notions of God are duties and prerogatives of both genders.”
8
  Volf then couches 

his discussion of gender identity in the sexed body, within the constraints of culture.
9
  Therefore, 

it is not as if there are not differences in gender, but that they are found within individual cultures 

and times. 

 So then, according to Volf, is there any value in using God for discussions on gender 

identity?  He says yes, “provided we direct attention not to the one God but to the three persons 

of that one God and concentrate on the relations between the three persons and on the 
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construction of their identity rather than on their „gender.‟”
10

  The Trinity has the quality of 

“complete openness,” which Volf defines in the following way: 

First, complete openness entails complete self-giving.  The Son gives himself to the 

Father from whom he receives his whole being; and he gives himself to humanity to 

whom he mediates the Father.  Second, the complete openness entails complete presence 

of the other in the self.  The Father is so much present in the Son that the Son “coincides 

with the Father;” the Son nowhere stands on his own; his “I” is that of the Father.
11

 

 

The key to focus on is the idea of the “complete presence of the other in the self.”  This is the 

basis for Volf‟s definitions of gender identity and embrace within the constructs of gender 

identity.  He explains, “The Father is the Father not only because he is distinct from the Son and 

the Spirit, but also because through the power of self-giving the Son and the Spirit dwell in him.  

The same is true of the Son and of the Spirit.”
12

  Using this model for gender relations and 

identity, the out flowing is that male is male in relation to and distinct from female, and vice a 

versa.  More succinctly, “To be a woman means to be a human being of the female sex who is 

„not without man‟; to be a man means to be a human being of the male sex who is „not without 

woman.‟”
13

  One cannot be a man without woman and one cannot be a woman without man.  

And if one needs more persuasion, consider this: “Why should I embrace the other?  The answer 

is simple: because the others are part of my own true identity….  For I am created to reflect the 

personality of the triune God.”
14

  One can easily see where oppression and commodification of 

women becomes a truly grievous wrong, against both women and men.  
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Basing the reciprocity and interpersonal relations, even in brief, of the Trinity as a 

foundation for gender identity will lead to sound conclusions of the interplay of genders in a 

consumerist context.  Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen writes, “So, like God, both men and women 

are intrinsically social.  Christians, unlike the philosopher Thomas Hobbes, can never say that 

people are at root individualists who grudgingly enter into a „social contract‟ with others merely 

to advance their own private interests.”
15

  To do so would reduce humanity and the imago dei in 

which we were all created to mere commodities.  What then happens is what Soong-Chan Rah 

warns about: “…human life is reduced to a consumable value based upon material worth above 

and beyond any spiritual worth.”
16

  When humans are reduced to commodities, it is the 

marginalized sectors who are affected the most, those without the means to protect themselves.  

In the context of this paper, that group is women.   

 Consumerism has been, by and large, a neutral term in our society to indicate the societal 

approach of the purchasing of goods and services as a way of life.  However, originally, “the 

English word „consume‟ has its origins in the French consumer and farther back is rooted in the 

Latin consumere, meaning to devour, waste, exhaust. Its English usage (consume, consumer, 

consumption) was negative, with consumption being popularly employed to describe 

tuberculosis.”
17

  This negative association with consumerism becomes more evident when we 

consider the following: “Whether or not it is self-evident that all people are created equal, it is 

self-evident to many today that all people are created to exist as solitary individuals who shop 
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and sell.”
18

  We then find our identity through our consumption, through our activities as 

consumers, which leads to more consumption to keep a coherent self-identity.
19

  As we become 

consumers, we come into the practice of consuming each other, rather than sharing relationally 

with each other.
20

  And as men continue to objectify women, in the sex trade, as wives, as 

mothers, as a gender less than men, men are becoming consumers of women, consuming the 

identity of women for their own personal benefit.
21

  This is not how it should be. 

 That men continue to use women and to make them into commodities goes against the 

very nature of who both men and women are made to be.  Volf writes, 

First, human beings exist in an irreducible duality of genders with equal dignity.  Man is 

not a fullness and woman is not a lack; man does not command whereas woman obeys; 

they both command and both obey; they are both full and both lacking.  Second, the 

construction of gender identities on the basis of sexed bodies goes both ways—from men 

to women and from women to men….  Third, the very identity of each gender may not be 

“without the other”; the identity of each encompasses in its own way the identity of the 

other and both identities are fashioned and refashioned in relation to one another.  

Finally, all of this—the affirmation of the equality of genders, the symmetry in 

construction of gender identities, and the presence of the other in the self—all of this is 

kept in motion by self-giving love.
22

 

 

Man cannot be defined without woman, and woman cannot be defined without man.  And within 

the framework of a relational and egalitarian Trinity, one knows that equality must be in place.  
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It is possible to have an unhealthy identity, such as is found in consumer models.  But this is a 

model that will eventually destroy both genders.  That is not to say that there will no longer be 

gender, but that what men and women should be as image bearers of a relational God will no 

longer be evident.  A final word from Volf: “Nietzsche suggested that woman was created out of 

„a rib of man‟s God, his ideal.‟”  Instead, consider “what the process of the mutual „creation‟ of 

men and women would look like if we assume that we are to be „created‟ out of a „rib‟ of the 

triune God and the „wounded side‟ of the Crucified.”
23

  The implications are stunning and 

involve a great deal of sacrifice on both sides, but especially on the side of men in order to begin 

to allow women the room to give and take in gender identity as both genders were designed to 

do. 

 The change from a consumerist view of gender relations to a Trinitarian view of gender 

relations is not going to happen overnight.  But it will start with reconstructing thought patterns.  

There absolutely must be better and more prevalent education on how a relational Trinity adjusts 

our own views of gender identity and inter-relationships.  Instead of consuming women, men 

need to enter into interdependent relationships where each gender is sharing with one another.  

As long as we allow consumerism to prevail in our personal lives and in the Church, we will 

never have proper gender relations.  Women must be seen as equal partners in faith and in life.  

This is not merely a cry from women, but a cry from the heart of God, as He desires for men and 

women to live in interdependence, rather than in consumerist independence. 
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