Can we call God ‘Mother'?
In using maternal metaphors for God alongside the
paternal ones, we embrace the fullness of God’s
love for us.
By Katherine Attanasi

Most Christians are familiar with referring to God as Father, but can we call
God “Mother”? Many places in the Bible and Christian tradition as well as
theological voices answer this question affirmatively: God can be referred
to as “Mother.” In fact, every recent pope since John Paul I has made some
reference to the value of understanding God like a mother.
The Bible does not shy away from using female imagery—particularly
related to birth and motherhood—to describe God. Isaiah 42:14 speaks of
God “cry[ing] out like a woman in labor” with gasps and pants. Similarly,
Isaiah 46:3–4 describes God as having carried the house of Jacob “from the

womb.” In Numbers 11:12, Moses tells God that having birthed Israel, God
(not Moses) should “carry [the nation] in your bosom, as a nurse carries a
sucking child” to the Promised Land. In Isaiah 66:13, the Lord tells
Jerusalem, “As a mother comforts her child, so I will comfort you.”
The biblical text uses images from motherhood to describe Jesus as well.
Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem evokes a mother’s comfort and concern. He
says, “How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen
gathers her brood under her wings” (Luke 13:34 and Matt. 23:37).
Early Christian authors also speak of the maternal nature of God. Julian of
Norwich, a medieval English mystic, describes God as both Father and
Mother: “God rejoices that he is our Father, and God rejoices that he is our
Mother.” Anselm of Canterbury depicts Christ as a mother in a devotional
prayer. For Anselm, Christ is “the great mother” who brought forth sons
through his death and who comforts the frightened with his gentleness.
Describing God using characteristically feminine terms can elucidate
important aspects of God’s nature. Feminist theologian Sallie McFague
claims that maternal images of God “giving birth, nursing, comforting, and
caring” highlight humanity’s complete reliance on God. Moreover,
recognizing human dependence on God for both spiritual and natural birth
(and growth) is central to Christian history and experience.
God’s creation of humans—male and female—in God’s own image
signifies that God is the fullness of masculinity and femininity; God
transcends gender binaries and constructions. According to feminist
theologian Elizabeth Johnson, women’s creation in God’s image means that
women’s realities offer helpful metaphors for describing “divine mystery.”
Understanding God as “Mother” and drawing on the maternal images of
God found in scripture and Christian tradition illuminate important aspects
of God’s character. We are reminded that although there are limits to every
metaphor, God’s love, comfort, and care know no bounds.
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