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To my late father, Rev. Bruce Smith—


for teaching me the truth and showing me the way.


Your hands have made and fashioned me;


give me understanding that I may


learn your commandments.


Psalm 119:73


Almighty God, you see that we have no power of our own


to help ourselves: keep us both outwardly in our bodies


and inwardly in our souls so that we may be defended


from all ills that may befall the body and from all


evil thoughts that may assault and hurt the soul,


through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.


Collect for the Second Sunday in Lent
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A NOTE TO READERS


In my approach to referencing, I have followed the advice of the second edition of the SBL Handbook of Style and have not included the issue numbers (or the month and season information) of journal volumes in footnotes, except where a particular volume is not paginated consecutively. However, these details are included in the bibliography.


In order to minimize footnotes, where I have two or more quotes from the same source in the same paragraph, I have usually held off inserting a footnote until the final quote. I have then sought to make clear in the footnote the different page numbers from which the various quotes have come (e.g., Butler, Gender Trouble, 9, 34, 76).


In chapters 7–11, I have included a significant number of Hebrew and Greek words and phrases. However, for those not conversant with these languages, and with very few exceptions (and mostly in footnotes), I have given the English translation first (or, occasionally, a transliteration) and then put the Hebrew or Greek in brackets.


Readers will also note that I have alternated between speaking of transgender theory and trans theory. This is purely for variation—although it reflects the lack of terminological consistency in the broader literature on this subject. The key thing to note is that, in my usage, there is no difference in meaning between the two expressions.


At several points in the body of my argument, I have interacted with web articles or blog posts written by reputable theologians (e.g., Terrance Tiessen). While these publications are not peer-reviewed, the significance of their content made them either suitable for reference or (in Tiessen’s case) worthy of sustained engagement.









PART 1


SEX, GENDER, AND TRANSGENDER: SETTING THE SCENE







CHAPTER 1


THE CONTEMPORARY SEX AND GENDER CRISIS


Many people confuse sex with gender. Sex is biological, whereas gender is psychosocial. So if biology does not truly dictate gender or personality, then dichotomies of masculinity and femininity only serve to coerce or restrict the potential variety of ways of being human.1


—Holly Boswell


For transgenderism to be coherent, the society in which it occurs needs to place a decisive priority on the psychological over the physical in determining identity.2


—Carl R. Trueman


This book is an exercise in theo-anthropology and theo-ethics. Its primary purpose is to evaluate the central ontological claim of transgender theory: that the sexed body does not determine the gendered self. In so doing, it will also assess the moral and practical implication of this claim: that biological sex should not (or, at least, need not) ground gender identity, guide gender roles, and govern gender expression.


This, then, is not a book about the lived experience of those with gender incongruence (and the dysphoria it typically generates), or the pastoral care they typically require. Addressing such matters is vital, and I have written on this elsewhere.3 But in the pages that follow I seek to do something more foundational. This does not mean that it will be without benefit for those who are personally navigating gender conflicts—far from it! It simply means that, like Helen Joyce’s Trans, this is not so much “a book about trans people” but “a book about an idea.”4 Unlike Joyce, however, I aim to investigate this idea from an evangelical perspective—that is, one that regards the Bible as the written word of the Triune God.5


Accordingly, my evaluation of transgender theory will be primarily through a detailed theological exposition of Genesis 1 and 2 (chs. 7–9). I will then seek to show how the remainder of Scripture affirms the creational pattern (despite the disruption of the fall), reclaims it through the covenant of redemption (that culminates in the work of Christ and the Spirit), and indicates its restoration and transformation in the consummation (chs. 10–11). These chapters will comprise part 3 of the book.


In addition to this biblical evaluation, and as an important prelude to it, part 2 of the book (chs. 4–6) will provide a philosophical appraisal of trans theory via a historical analysis of the journey of sex and gender from 1949 to the present. While not definitive, this exercise will unearth the genealogy of trans theory (and, in the process, its relationship to and difference from queer theory) and highlight the main problems with its claims—at least from a critical realist perspective.


Before engaging in either of these assessments, however, part 1 is given over to several preliminary tasks. The first is to outline the controversy currently being generated (both outside and inside the church) by the transgender phenomenon and, in the process, to define trans theory (ch. 1); the second is to review the history of evangelical attempts to engage transgender questions (ch. 2); and the third is to explicate the evangelical theological method I will use in part 3 of the book (ch. 3).


I begin with a brief unpacking of what many have called “the transgender moment.”6







UNPACKING THE TRANSGENDER MOMENT







THE ADVENT OF “THE TRANSGENDER TIPPING POINT”


Cultural commentators are generally agreed that sometime toward the end of 2013 a “transgender tipping point” was reached in Western society.7 Sociologically speaking, a tipping point is a way of referring to the moment when a social or political (or, in this case, sexual) minority is able to change the thinking and/or behavior of the majority—a change that presupposes the weakening, if not the abandoning, of long-held attitudes, convictions, and practices.8 Such changes are often the result of the work of a small group of “committed agents who consistently proselytize the opposing opinion and are immune to influence.”9


So it is, in this case. Although impossible apart from other societal changes (e.g., changing attitudes to homosexuality), philosophical developments (e.g., the rise of queer theory),10 and technological advances (e.g., sex change procedures), it is well recognized that the revolution in cultural attitudes toward transgender experience and expression “has largely been the result of a targeted campaign by transgender activist organizations.”11 Nor is this simply the opinion of critics. American gender theorist, trans activist, and trans woman Susan Stryker is quite candid about the fact that the “deep but hard-to-define shifts” in how gender is now understood in mainstream Western culture are “the cumulative consequence of decades of activism.”12


The transgender moment is what lies on the other side of the transgender tipping point. Admittedly, the arrival of this moment was not entirely unforeseen. Early in 2008, an article appeared in Christianity Today with precisely this title.13 The following year, Kevin Vanhoozer mooted the idea that “Transsexuality may soon become the new homosexuality—the latest hot button dispute to send shock waves through society, the courts, and the church.” Again, his prediction was not overly prescient. As he was only too aware, ever since the 1980s the transgender cause has been positioning itself as “the next chapter in the civil rights movement.”14







THE ORIGINS OF “THE TRANSGENDER MOMENT”


Clearly, then, the transgender moment has been in the making for some decades. In fact, some have even traced its origins to the publication of a 1857 article, “The Man Who Thought Himself a Woman.”15 A more obvious starting point, however, is the launch of Transvestia: The Journal of the American Society for Equality in Dress in 1952.16 Even so, it was not until the development of queer theory and performative notions of gender in the late 1980s and early 1990s that a transgender movement can really be said to have begun in earnest. Gaining impetus from Judith Butler’s groundbreaking work Gender Trouble (1990) and finding expression in Kate Bornstein’s provocative Gender Outlaw (1994),17 this movement “emphasized the instability of gender boundaries, rejected the ‘binary’ of male and female, and tried in various ways to live outside, or beyond, or across, gender categories.”18


Whichever version best accounts for the rise of the transgender movement, it is beyond dispute that, since the 2013 tipping point, the transgender phenomenon has moved from the margins to the mainstream of Western cultural awareness and contemporary political concerns. As a consequence, society, the courts, and churches (as well as schools, sports, hospitals, universities, and the military) have felt its impact and have, indeed, all been playing catch-up.19







THE CONTROVERSY GENERATED BY “THE TRANSGENDER MOMENT”







Examples of resistance


The transgender moment has not been met with unequivocal enthusiasm or unqualified support, however. The “bathroom wars,” particularly in the United States, are one example of resistance.20 The more recent pushback against trans women in women’s sports is another.21 Mounting evidence that “social and peer contagion” is largely responsible for the escalation of instances of “Rapid Onset Gender Dysphoria” (ROGD) among teenagers is also raising urgent questions about the influence of trans activists and the validity of the view that “the only way to support a transgender identifying teen is to immediately accede to all requested changes, including potential medical intervention.”22 Finally, widespread concerns about the medical appropriateness of the “affirmative model of care” for treating gender dysphoric or gender nonconforming children and youth has not only led to the collapse of the major gender service for children in London,23 but also to a number of counter initiatives such as the formation of Genspect and the Clinical Advisory Network on Sex and Gender (CAN-SG).24







Gender-critical feminist reactions


Moreover, it is not just cultural, political, religious, and medical conservatives who have expressed concerns over the steady march of transgender rights. Opposition has also come from gender-critical feminists and other advocates of women’s rights.25 Behind this opposition lies a long history of feminist critique of transsexuality dating back to 1979 and the publication of Janice Raymond’s The Transsexual Empire. For Raymond, the issues are straightforward: “Maleness and femaleness are governed by certain chromosomes, and the subsequent history of being a chromosomal male or female.” For this reason, transsexual surgeries “violate a dynamic process of be-ing [sic] and becoming that includes the integrity of the body, the total person, and the society.” Consequently, sex-reassignment surgery (SRS) is, quite simply, the wrong solution to the problem of gender discontentment—a problem created by “a gender-defined society whose norms of masculinity and femininity generate the desire to be transsexed,” but one better solved by “morally mandating it out of existence.”26


Many contemporary feminists agree with Raymond’s critique.27 Political philosopher Rebecca Reilly-Cooper, for example, argues that by conceiving of gender as a spectrum, queer theorists and trans activists have confused gender with personality. In her view, gender is the system of socially prescribed norms that (supposedly) correspond to the two sex classes—male and female—a system that is socially constructed, arbitrarily imposed, and oppressive of females. Reilly-Cooper’s solution “is not to reify gender by insisting on ever more gender categories that define the complexity of human personality in rigid and essentialist ways. The solution is to abolish gender altogether.”28


While other feminists do not go quite so far,29 and others still advocate for a more trans-inclusive approach,30 the responses of many trans activists to non-trans (i.e., gender-critical) feminists have often been visceral, personal, and intemperate.31 Consequently, those who question whether it is right that “someone born and raised male, who is therefore reasonably perceived as male, be included in spaces reserved for women—changing rooms, domestic violence shelters and prison wings”—are often accused of transphobia, cissexism, being a bigot or a “genderist” (akin to a “racist”), and even inciting hatred.32 As Julian Vigo reports, “when women dare to voice their concerns about transgenderism, they are called a TERF (trans exclusionary radical feminist), and face No Platforming, cyber-stalking, death and rape threats, and social scorn.”33 Such reactions have only strengthened the resolve of many to resist giving trans women “unrestricted access to protected spaces originally introduced to shield females from sexual violence from males.”34







An uncertain future


All of this suggests that the transgender moment is less secure and decisive than advocates might have hoped. Indeed, there is a tense (and increasingly ugly) culture war raging over the whole transgender question. Stryker, then, is right to see the transgender tipping point as being “more like the fulcrum of a teeter-totter, tipping backward as well as forward, than like a summit where, after a long upward climb, progress toward legal and social equality starts rolling effortlessly downhill.”35 Nevertheless, there is no denying a growing awareness of “transgender experience” (i.e., the mismatch that some people feel between their inner sense of self and the sex of their body) and the challenge that such experience poses for a world that, traditionally, has assumed a binary understanding of both sex and gender, and also a stable connection between them.


At a deeper level, the claims of many transgender theorists have raised a series of complex philosophical quandaries—ontological, epistemological, and ethical—that require urgent attention and exploration. For example: “Is the self prior to the institution of gender identity? Is sex the ‘hardware’ on which the program of gender is run, or is sex itself thoroughly cultural? If the self is irrevocably immersed in cultural gender, how is resistance to gender oppression possible at all?”36


These are just some of the more important questions raised by the transgender moment and, as we shall see, answers to them are highly contested.







MAPPING AND DEFINING “TRANSGENDER”







A COMPLEX AND CONFUSING HISTORY


Part of the difficulty in addressing the issues raised by the trans phenomenon has to do with differing definitions of the term “transgender.” To what particular claim or experience does this word refer? How is it best defined?


These are not simple questions to answer. Since the mid-1960s, “transgender” has had a rather complex and confusing history and, as Stryker acknowledges, “has meant many contradictory things at different times.”37 In one stream of contemporary usage, the term refers to those who experience “a disjunction between their physical sex and gender identity.”38 As such, “transgenderism” may be distinguished from both “transvestitism” (i.e., the practice of cross-dressing) and “transsexualism,” which “refers more specifically to people who have undertaken surgery or hormone therapy to make their bodies ‘fit’ their gender identities.”39 However, it is increasingly common for the category of “transgender” to embrace (and so replace) both transvestites and transsexuals.40


As a discrete term, “transgender” was coined in 1965 by John Oliven, a Columbia University psychiatrist. He applied it specifically to people who wished to live as the gender opposite to their sex but without surgically altering their bodies.41 As an alternative, in the December 1969 issue of Transvestia, Virginia Prince employed the term “transgenderal” (again, in contrast to transsexual). But this failed to catch on.42 By the mid-1970s, however, “transgenderist” was regularly functioning as a broad umbrella term, encompassing both transvestites and transsexuals, and also anyone in between.43


The first major challenge to this more elastic and expansive use of the term came from trans activist Holly Boswell in her 1991 article “The Transgender Alternative.” In it, she contends that being transgender should be seen as “a viable option between crossdresser and transsexual,” and that it is better to “view each of these three zones within the greater spectrum of gender.” She further argues that finding such “middle ground” is not unprecedented, claiming that “transgender” has “a firm foundation in the ancient tradition of androgyny.” Indeed, Boswell saw androgyny as “offering the broadest opportunity for psychological integration and evolution.”44







THE CURRENT CONSENSUS


Whatever the merits of defining transgender more narrowly, at the level of popular discourse it is becoming increasingly common for it to be applied to “the widest range of gender-variant practices and identities.”45 The way here was paved by the lesbian transgender activist and revolutionary communist Leslie Feinberg in her 1996 publication Transgender Warriors.46 While respectful of more restrictive applications of the term, for Feinberg, transgender is best defined as “an umbrella term to include everyone who challenges the boundaries of sex and gender.”47 Trans man Jay Prosser, similarly, sees it as covering “any form of what’s been dubbed a ‘gender outlaw.’ ”48 Some have gone even further. For Anne Finn Enke, the following array of persons all belong under the transgender umbrella: “FTM, MTF, gender queer, trans woman, trans man, butch queen, fem queen, tranny, transy, drag king, bi-gender, pan-gender, femme, butch, stud, two spirit, people with intersex conditions, androgynous, gender fluid, gender euphoric, third gender, and man and woman.”49


However, the problem with this degree of expansiveness (and particularly the inclusion of “man and woman”) is that the category is stretched beyond meaningfulness.50 Consequently, most of those currently engaged in transgender studies apply the term in a moderately expansive way; i.e., to those who “do not conform to prevailing expectations about gender.”51 In other words, transgender (or increasingly trans) now refers not only to those who experience and/or exhibit some degree of cross-gender or non-binary identification but also to “transsexuals, drag queens and kings, some butch lesbians, and (heterosexual) male cross dressers.”52 This breadth is often signaled by the addition of an asterisk: trans*. Consistent with this understanding, the American Psychological Association offers the following definition: “Transgender is an umbrella term for persons whose gender identity, gender expression, or behavior does not conform to that typically associated with the sex to which they were assigned at birth.… ‘Trans’ is sometimes used as shorthand for ‘transgender.’ ”53 Despite the dangers inherent in the description of sex as assigned (rather than recognized) at birth,54 it is this broader definition that has been adopted in this book.







ROGERS BRUBAKER’S TAXONOMY


As a way of encompassing the various groups covered by this definition, but without blurring the distinctions between them, American sociologist Rogers Brubaker distinguishes between three trans categories: the “trans of migration,” the “trans of between,” and the “trans of beyond.” He explains his taxonomy as follows:


The trans of migration involves moving from one established sex/gender category to another, often by surgically and hormonally transforming one’s body and formally changing one’s legal identity. The trans of between involves defining oneself with reference to the two established categories, without belonging entirely or unambiguously to either one, and without moving definitively from one to the other. The trans of beyond involves positioning oneself in a space that is not defined with reference to established categories. It is characterised by the claim to transcend existing categories—or to transcend categorization altogether.55


Brubaker’s categories are helpful for three reasons. First, they helpfully capture the three main identity groups that fall under the transgender umbrella while also signaling “the many, many different ways there are of being trans.”56 Second, they alert us to the complex imbrications of trans ideology and queer theory (a point to which we shall return). Third, they reveal that although the precise boundary between a number of the letters in the LGBTQQIAAP2S acronym is far from clear,57 this lack of clarity serves to highlight a crucial point of commonality: what those under the “T” umbrella share with those who identify as queer, questioning, androgynous, asexual, and two-spirit (and, we might add, non-binary) is a rejection of the idea that the sexed body reveals and determines the gendered self and, as a consequence, should ground gender identity, guide gender roles, and govern gender expression.







THE CENTRAL CLAIM OF TRANSGENDER THEORY







THE CONTENTION OF THIS BOOK


In this book I contend that at the heart of transgender theory lies the denial that the sexed body reveals and determines the gendered self. The accuracy of this contention is confirmed by Stryker, who avers that


the sex of the body … does not bear any necessary or predetermined relationship to the social category in which that body lives or to the identity and subjective sense of self of the person who lives in the world through that body. This assertion, drawn from the observation of human social, psychological, and biological variability, is political precisely because it contradicts the common belief that whether a person is a man or a woman in the social sense is fundamentally determined by bodily sex, which is self-apparent and can be clearly and unambiguously perceived.58


Here, in fact, Stryker offers two distinct denials. At the end of the citation, it is denied that bodily sex is “self-apparent.” Presumably, this is a reference to the reality of intersex conditions—i.e., medically identifiable developmental disorders in which “genetic sex (chromosomes) and phenotypic sex (genital appearance) do not match, or are somehow different from the ‘standard’ definition of male or female.”59 The significance of such conditions and the questions they raise will be discussed at various points in this book. At this point, however, it is sufficient to note that for more than 99.98 percent of human beings their sex, as either male or female, is “self-apparent.”60


The denial at the beginning of the citation, however, is not only entirely independent of the one at the end but is also far more radical. According to Stryker, the sex of a person’s body, even when it is unambiguously male or female, “does not bear any necessary or predetermined relationship” to either their social sex (how they present and perform in the world) or their psychological sex (how they perceive or believe themselves to be). In brief, the sexed body does not determine the gendered self.







PARSING TRANS THEORY


So, if not sex, then what determines the gendered self? According to trans woman Julia Serano, the answer is one’s subconscious sex—which can be inferred from a person’s “intuition that there is something ‘wrong’ with the sex they were assigned at birth” or “that they should have been born as or wish they could be the other sex.”61 More commonly, this is referred to as gender identity, which (in a similarly subjective way) the preamble of the Yogyakarta Principles defines as


each person’s deeply felt internal and individual experience of gender, which may or may not correspond with the sex assigned at birth, including the personal sense of the body (which may involve, if freely chosen, modification of bodily appearance or function by medical, surgical or other means) and other expressions of gender, including dress, speech and mannerisms.62


Not surprisingly, what I am calling transgender theory (or more often just trans theory) others refer to as gender identity theory or gender-identity ideology, or just gender theory or gender ideology.63 In each case, however, the theory is essentially the same and, according to Kathleen Stock’s analysis, can be broken down into four main axioms: (1) everyone has an inner gender identity; (2) not everyone’s gender identity matches their biological sex; (3) gender identity, not sex, is what determines whether you are a man or a woman (or neither); and (4) human societies are obliged to recognize and legally protect gender identity, not biological sex.64


If, for the sake of argument, we grant the validity of the first two axioms, we still need to ask what gender identity is, where it comes from, why it does not always align with sex, and why axioms 3 and 4 should follow. To answer these questions, Stock considers four possible explanatory models: the “stick of rock” model (in which “gender identity is a fundamental part of the self, and determines who you ‘really are’ ”65); the medical model (in which a misaligned gender identity—or, at least, the dysphoria it typically generates—is considered to be a psychiatric disorder); the queer theory model (which emphasizes the performative nature of gender and “the impermanence and fluidity of gender identity”); and the identification model (in which a misaligned gender identity is a result of a strong psychological identification with either a particular member of the opposite sex or the sex itself “as a general object or ideal”66).


While people who identify as transgender may adopt any (or none, or a combination) of these models, transgender theory is committed to the “stick of rock” (or “real me”) model. As the third of the Yogyakarta Principles expresses, “Each person’s self-defined … gender identity is integral to their personality.”67 In short, biology is no longer destiny; gender identity is. As Helen Joyce explains, “It is innate and ineffable: something like a sexed soul.”68 Consequently, a person’s “strong yearning to be of a different sex, or disaffection for [their] own sexed body, or attempts to pass as the opposite sex, and so on, are treated as expressions or evidence of [their] innate gender identity.”69 Furthermore, given the experiential reality of axiom 2—that not everyone’s gender identity matches their biological sex—this would seem to provide prima facie evidence that gender identity, whatever its origin, is not infallibly determined by biological sex.







TROUBLING TRANS THEORY


However, none of this suggests that axiom 3—that gender identity, and not biological sex, determines whether one is a man or woman—is true. For even if gender identity was innate and immutable, biological sex can make precisely the same claim.70 So why should gender identity trump sex, psychology biology, or subjectivity objectivity, particularly when there is strong evidence that trans identities are neither innate nor immutable?71 Furthermore, as the work of Lisa Littman (and others) has exposed, gender identity (particularly, but not only, in teenage girls) is both highly malleable and easily manipulable, and so is susceptible to a range of social influences.72 But when it comes to sex and the distinctions between the sexes, these, by their very nature, are “not likely to be at all amenable to social engineering, no matter how much some people want it to be.”73


There is, then, no reason why gender identity, rather than biological sex, should determine whether a person is a man or woman.74 Axiom 3 is simply an assertion that rests on the assumption that “the body is not of primary relevance to gender identity” and then, on this basis, “excludes bodily considerations from the definition of what it means to be a man or a woman.” The problem, however, as Carl Trueman espies, is that this is “a circular argument. Its conclusion is already contained in its premise.”75 Moreover, this is far from the only problem to trouble trans theory, as we shall see. And yet, despite such obstacles, the idea that trans women are women (by virtue of their self-declaration) is fast embedding itself in the social imagination of Western society.76







TWO VERSIONS OF TRANS THEORY


The increasing prevalence of the notion of gender self-identification—that is, that a person’s legal sex is determined by their declared gender identity without any medical diagnosis or intervention—has created two distinct versions of trans theory, both of which can be distinguished from feminist non-trans theory and queer theory.


TABLE 1: NON-TRANS, TRANS, &AMP; QUEER THEORIES CONTRASTED






	Type of Theory


	Sex is


	Gender is







	Non-Trans Theory


	Determined by biology


	Socially constructed upon sex







	Soft Trans Theory


	Determined by biology


	Determined by gender identity







	Hard Trans Theory


	Determined by gender identity


	Determined by gender identity






	Queer Theory


	Determined by gender


	Performatively constituted








The common conviction that unites both forms of trans theory is that gender is determined by gender identity (not by biological sex). But for soft trans theory, sex remains biologically determined. This is what gives rise to the experience of gender incongruence, and usually to a diagnosis of gender dysphoria (GD), and often creates the desire to alter the body to bring it into line with the mind.


According to hard trans theory, however, the sex of a person’s body is determined by their gender identity. The body requires no reshaping, therefore, only reclassifying. This means that if a person’s gender identity is female, then their whole body is female. This is why the trans-inclusive feminist philosopher Katharine Jenkins can insist that “some women do have penises,”77 and others that “some men menstruate.”78 It is also why principle 3 of the Yogyakarta Principles states, “No one shall be forced to undergo medical procedures, including sex reassignment surgery, sterilisation or hormonal therapy, as a requirement for legal recognition of their gender identity.”79


In sum, hard trans theory claims that gender incongruence is not necessary to be trans; self-identification is all that is required. Consequently, many non-dysphoric people now identify as trans “for a variety of political to social to emotional reasons.”80







A QUESTION IN NEED OF URGENT RESOLUTION







THE PURPOSE AND IMPETUS OF THIS BOOK


As significant as the distinction between soft and hard trans theory is for society, it is important to note that both versions of the theory contain a common core: a denial of the view that the sexed body determines the gendered self and so should ground gender identity, guide gender roles, and govern gender expression.


The purpose of this book is to evaluate both the indicative (that the sexed body does not determine the gendered self) and the imperative (that it ought not, or at least need not, ground gender identity, guide gender roles, and govern gender expression) inherent in this denial, and to do so from an evangelical theological perspective.


The impetus for this book stems not only from the fact that this negative claim—that sex neither signifies nor determines gender—has generated a major social, political, and medical crisis in many Western societies, but also because it has provoked intense discussion, considerable confusion, and, often, deep division in many Christian churches, dioceses, and denominations. Perhaps not surprisingly, this is also the case among those who claim the label “evangelical.”81







THE PROBLEM OF EVANGELICAL DIVISION


The depth and seriousness of intra-evangelical division was highlighted by the wide range of responses to the release of the 2017 “Nashville Statement: A Coalition for Biblical Sexuality.”82 In the course of fulfilling its aim to bring biblical clarity to a broad range of issues concerning human sexuality, the statement offered the following five affirmations concerning transgender claims: first, “that divinely ordained differences between male and female reflect God’s original creation design and are meant for human good and human flourishing” (Art. 4); second, “that the differences between male and female reproductive structures are integral to God’s design for self-conception as male or female” (Art. 5); third, “that self-conception as male or female should be defined by God’s holy purposes in creation and redemption as revealed in Scripture” (Art. 7); fourth, “that it is sinful to approve of … transgenderism and that such approval constitutes an essential departure from Christian faithfulness and witness” (Art. 10); and fifth, “that the grace of God in Christ enables sinners to forsake transgender self-conceptions and by divine forbearance to accept the God-ordained link between one’s biological sex and one’s self-conception as male or female” (Art. 13).


The statement also contains the following five denials that likewise bear on transgender questions: first, it denies that differences between male and female “are a result of the Fall or are a tragedy to be overcome” (Art. 4); second, it denies “that physical anomalies or psychological conditions nullify the God-appointed link between biological sex and self-conception as male or female” (Art. 5); third, it denies that adopting a “transgender self-conception is consistent with God’s holy purposes in creation and redemption” (Art. 7); fourth, it denies that the approval of transgender ideology “is a matter of moral indifference about which otherwise faithful Christians should agree to disagree” (Art. 10); and fifth, it denies that “that the grace of God in Christ sanctions self-conceptions that are at odds with God’s revealed will” (Art. 13).


As my evaluation of trans theory will in due course reveal, I stand in firm agreement with the Nashville Statement. My purpose here, however, is not to defend it but to note the broad spectrum of evangelical responses to it. At one end were those who praised it for its mix of clarity and compassion,83 while at the other were those who denounced it as “tone-deaf” and claimed it would result in further “suffering, rejection, shame, and despair” for LGBTQ people.84 And then there were those who positioned themselves somewhere in the middle and sought to be more evenhanded.85







THE REALITY OF EVANGELICAL CONFUSION


One of the main reasons for this lack of evangelical unanimity is that the term “evangelical” is becoming increasingly elastic.86 Consequently, professed evangelicals often have widely differing conceptions of biblical inspiration, different convictions about biblical authority, different approaches to biblical hermeneutics, and different views regarding how the Bible addresses contemporary ethical questions.87


Furthermore, for the last quarter-century or more, many evangelicals have tended to be less culturally conservative and more world affirming.88 In a reversal of the old aphorism “as goes the church, so goes society,” the reality now tends to be as goes society, so goes the church. Consequently, the fact that Western nations are “increasingly influenced by the promise that human flourishing can come by what is styled as sexual liberation and the overthrowing of historic Christianity’s witness to God’s purpose in making us as sexual beings—even making us as male and female”89—is unsettling the convictions of many evangelicals.







CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS


The net effect of the developments described in this chapter is that many churches have found themselves unready for, confused by, and (in some cases) deeply divided over “the transgender moment.” This is not helped by the fact that evangelical scholars, for the most part, are still in the early stages of grappling with the theological, ethical, and pastoral issues raised by transgender experience and, in particular, trans theory. Indeed, as we shall see in the next chapter, there is still only a relatively small number of in-depth, exegetical, and theological evaluations of trans theory from an evangelical perspective.90


This does not mean that no significant steps have been taken in this direction. In fact, the evangelical literature addressing transgender questions, which dates from the early 1980s, is laden with valuable insights and, in the main, provides a firm foundation on which to build. The task of the next chapter, then, is to present a brief survey and summary of the more notable contributions to this body of literature.







CHAPTER 2


EVANGELICALS AND TRANSGENDER QUESTIONS


Only with the corrective lens of Scripture can we discern what is normative in the tangled mass of psychological and sociological data on sexual mores in different cultures.1


—Albert M. Wolters


The Bible begins by drawing certain global distinctions, including those between the Creator and the creation, the heavens and the earth, humans and all other creatures, male and female. We must do more than restate propositions … to learn the wisdom implied in these distinctions. We must rather adopt a habit of judging that respects these distinctions in whatever language, conceptuality, and culture we happen to be speaking, thinking, and living.2


—Kevin J. Vanhoozer


The purpose of this chapter is to present a brief survey and summary of the more notable attempts by evangelicals to address transgender questions. Before we get underway, however, two additional comments are necessary.


First, the scope of the literature reviewed in this chapter is deliberately narrow. I will not be surveying works that address transgender questions from a non-evangelical perspective (many of these will be engaged with in chs. 7–11). Neither will I refer to the vast body of secular writing on the subject (much of this literature will be explored in chs. 4–6). My purpose, rather, is to register the main evangelical attempts to engage with transgender questions and, in the process, gain a clear appreciation of the current state of play in the world of evangelical thought.


Second, to give the (admittedly elastic) term “evangelical” a simple and stable point of reference, I will use it in line with the theological affirmations contained in the “Doctrinal Basis” of the Evangelical Theological Society (as stated in article III of the society’s constitution), to which all members must subscribe annually. The affirmations are two: (1) “The Bible alone, and the Bible in its entirety, is the Word of God written and is therefore inerrant in the autographs”; and (2) “God is a Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, each an uncreated person, one in essence, equal in power and glory.”3







OLIVER O’DONOVAN, TRANSSEXUALISM AND CHRISTIAN MARRIAGE


The story of evangelical attempts to engage transgender questions begins in 1982, when the British ethicist Oliver O’Donovan produced a small booklet titled Transsexualism and Christian Marriage.4 This carefully argued account of the implications of sex change for marriage defends the thesis that a person who is “unambiguously a member of one biological sex cannot then become a member of the other.” This leads to the conclusion that the marriage of a man and a trans woman (or vice versa), from a Christian perspective, would “not be the union of a man and a woman” but a same-sex union, and for that reason would “not be a marriage at all.”5


O’Donovan considers two cases against this conclusion. The psychological case argues that, since biological sex cannot be considered on its own, the person who believes they are (or should be) the opposite sex should be seen as ambiguously sexed. The case fails, however, for it ignores the fact that a person’s true sexed identity is biologically (not psychologically) determined and cannot, therefore, “be modified by surgical artifice.” The social case argues that public acceptance of a transsexual’s gender does not depend on their real sex but on their social role. But this case also fails, for it requires the public affirmation of an illusion.6


For O’Donovan, sexed identity is a divine gift revealed by the “non-negotiable biological datum” of our bodies. It cannot be changed, therefore; “it can only be either welcomed or resented.”7 While he does not explore how the problem of gender incongruence may best be addressed, O’Donovan is clear that SRS goes beyond the bounds of what it is legitimate for humans to do with their bodies.







DAVID HORTON, CHANGING CHANNELS?


In 1994, English evangelical David Horton also produced a small booklet in the Grove series titled Changing Channels? A Christian Response to the Transvestite and Transsexual.8 The question driving Horton’s booklet is this: “So is the transvestite, who periodically crosses the gender divide, and the transsexual who identifies with the opposite gender role, part of a breakdown in our social order, or merely a reminder of the variety that has always existed among men and women?”9


In answering this question, Horton rejects O’Donovan’s contention that “we should not think of gender as a spectrum,” despite conceding that “his ‘bi-morphic’ model” is in line with Genesis 1:27. In support, Horton draws attention to the possibility of various biological explanations for trans phenomena (e.g., “Brain Sex”) and, despite admitting that the “question of cause remains unclear,” contends “that there are people who are psychologically intersex, as well as those with an in-between physiology.”10


As to the Bible’s “clear condemnation of transvestitism” in Deuteronomy 22:5, Horton believes that this is either “aimed at women who wished to infiltrate the assembly of Israel, or like so much of the Law of Moses, condemns an aspect of Canaanite fertility worship.” His conclusion, then, is that the “psychologically intersexed” are not a result of “a breakdown in our social order,” but “a reminder of the variety that has always existed among men and women.”11 Consequently, anything that helps a person achieve a sense of unity—be it cross-dressing or SRS—is ethically acceptable.







THE EVANGELICAL ALLIANCE, TRANSSEXUALITY


In 2000, the Evangelical Alliance in the UK produced Transsexuality: A Report by the Evangelical Alliance Policy Commission.12 It addresses both current and historical contexts, medical and legal considerations, theological and ethical perspectives, and practical and pastoral issues. Its biblical chapter, however, is brief (a mere ten pages in total) and, while offering a helpful outline of “The Perspective of Scripture,” contains little detailed exegesis or sustained commentary.13


The report’s main argument is that it is the duty of every Christian to live in obedience to God and that natal gender (i.e., biological sex) should be seen as a clear indication of God’s will. Wise pastoral care, therefore, “will seek gently to restore the skewed perception of a transsexual person to a biblical view of maleness and femaleness.” However, the report also acknowledges that the “pathway of growth, sanctification and change can be expected to be slow and painful” and that “struggle and relapse can be anticipated.” It is also honest about the difficulties faced by “people who have determined to restore their birth sex identity as a consequence of biblical conviction.”14


The report concludes with nine “Affirmations and Recommendations,” which the authors believe “summarise a sensible and mainstream evangelical Christian response to transsexuality.” Of particular significance is the statement contained in “Affirmation 2”—that “God creates human beings as either male or female” and that, as a consequence, “authentic change from a person’s given sex is not possible and an ongoing transsexual lifestyle is incompatible with God’s will as revealed in Scripture and in creation.” For this reason, the report recommends against “gender reassignment surgery as a normal valid option for people suffering from gender dysphoria.”15







MARK YARHOUSE, UNDERSTANDING GENDER DYSPHORIA


Since the arrival of the transgender moment in 2013, a number of significant treatments of trans issues have also been produced by American evangelicals. The first of these is Understanding Gender Dysphoria by psychologist Mark Yarhouse.16 Yarhouse’s book is particularly helpful in describing the nature, prevalence, prevention, and treatment of GD, and in mapping out the main lines of a pastorally sensitive Christian response to the phenomenon.17


In terms of biblical and theological engagement with the issues raised by GD (the subject of his second chapter), Yarhouse begins by addressing some “frequently cited biblical passages” (e.g., 1 Cor 6:9–10; Deut 22:5; 23:1; Matt 19:12 and Acts 8:26–39). He then proceeds to examine “the four acts of the biblical drama: creation, fall, redemption and glorification” before outlining “three different frameworks for understanding gender identity concerns”: integrity, disability, and diversity. However, his treatment of the relevant biblical texts is disappointingly brief (a mere four and a half pages). Moreover, while he believes that the texts cited (esp. Deut 22:5) reveal that “cross-dressing for the purposes of deconstructing sex and gender should be a concern to the Christian,” he concludes that it is difficult to get much more from these texts “without doing a fair amount of hermeneutical gymnastics.”18


Yarhouse spends ten and a half pages thinking about “sexuality and gender in the context of God’s redemptive plan for creation.”19 The results are certainly more fruitful, particularly due to his interactions with Christopher Roberts and Oliver O’Donovan’s explorations of the teleology of human sexual difference.20 Ethically, however, Yarhouse believes that “gender dysphoria is not the same as homosexuality.” By this he means that in contrast to its condemnation of homosexual acts, the Bible does not clearly censure gender transitioning. Therefore, while he believes that the best way for the gender-dysphoric to resolve their distress is “in keeping with their birth sex,” he does not rule out the possibility of Christians undergoing cross-hormonal treatment and sex reassignment surgery.21







VAUGHAN ROBERTS, TRANSGENDER


The year after Yarhouse’s book appeared, English evangelical Anglican Vaughan Roberts produced Transgender,22 which seeks to provide an accessible introduction to the transgender phenomenon from a Christian perspective, as well as a useful starting point for constructive and compassionate conversation both inside and outside the church.


In chapters 3–5, Roberts explores the relevance of the Bible’s teaching to a number of the complex questions surrounding the issue of gender identity, especially the experience of GD. His aim is to “hold our questions up to the big story of the Bible: the story of creation, fall, redemption and eternity” in order to “understand what the Bible has to say on our subject.”23 Roberts ably fulfills this aim, but the book’s brevity (at just seventy-four pages) means that his exposition and application of the Bible’s teaching is necessarily cursory. Nevertheless, his conclusions are both clear and compassionate: “We are created but fallen. We are made but marred. And those who experience gender dysphoria, along with all of us, are both victims of the fall, and therefore to be sympathised with, and also, to some degree, sinners with disordered hearts who need to be both forgiven and rescued.”24


In his final chapter, Roberts pushes further into the realm of implications, providing succinct but helpful answers to a range of important pastoral questions. His overriding concern, however, is that all people come to know the liberating truth about who they truly are through the gospel of Jesus Christ.25







ANDREW WALKER, GOD AND THE TRANSGENDER DEBATE


Arguing a similar case to Roberts but doing so at greater length (174 pages), Andrew Walker’s God and the Transgender Debate was first published in 2017.26 Building on the declared assumption that “the Bible is God’s Word,” Walker’s ultimate purpose is “to let God’s voice be heard.” Before turning to the Bible’s teaching, however, he first takes time to explain “How We Got to Where We Are” (ch. 2) and also to unpack “The Language” (ch. 3) of “the gender-identity revolution.”27


In chapters 5–7, Walker steps his way through the Bible’s story line and, in subsequent chapters, applies its teaching to the questions raised by gender incongruence. His foundational insight is that, because our bodies matter, their sex is “not arbitrary; it is intentional.” Consequently, any attempt to deny or disguise one’s sex is an attempt “to nullify God’s revelation both in nature and in Scripture.” For this reason, adopting a trans identity is “not compatible with following Christ.”28 But while the path of discipleship may not be easy for the gender dysphoric, Walker affirms that the gospel is good news for trans-identified people, and that Scripture is more than able to equip the church for the task of loving and bearing witness to the transgender community.29


The book concludes with a helpful chapter on “Speaking to Children” (ch. 11) and a “Tough Questions” section (ch. 12)—which deals with a range of issues including restrooms, pronouns, and the difference between transgender experience and intersex conditions. Because of the breadth of Walker’s coverage, he is not able to engage in a detailed exegesis of the relevant biblical texts or an in-depth treatment of the key theological issues, but that is not his purpose. His purpose is to introduce “what God has to say about sex and gender in his word” and to commend “a compassionate grace-and-truth response” to an often-heated debate.30







MARTIN DAVIE, TRANSGENDER LITURGIES


Martin Davie’s Transgender Liturgies was written in response to a 2015 motion passed by the Blackburn Diocesan Synod of the Church of England.31 The motion not only asserted that trans-identified people “be welcomed and affirmed in their parish church,” but called upon the House of Bishops “to consider whether some nationally commended liturgical materials might be prepared to mark a person’s gender transition.”32


Davie’s first chapter “explains in more detail what the motion proposes and the theological implications of passing it”—the chief one being “that someone can be a woman with male biology and vice versa.”33 Via an exposition of the arguments of three trans-affirming authors (Christina Beardsley, Chris Dowd, and Justin Tanis34), chapter 2 sets out the case in support of the claim that some people have “a self or spirit that is of one sex and a body that is another.”35 Chapter 3 then offers an incisive biblical and theological critique of this case, and concludes that “we have been created by God as part of a dimorphic sexual structure within which human beings exist as embodied creatures who are determined by their biology as either male or female.”36 Chapter 4 then sets out an alternative approach for the care and nurture of transgender people, and the final chapter argues that it would be a mistake to support the Blackburn motion.37


Davie’s study is a model of careful evangelical scholarship. He engages fairly with the trans-affirming case while providing a clear and compelling critique of its weaknesses. His exposition of key scriptural texts (e.g., Gen 1:26–27; Deut 22:5; Gal 3:28), while concise, displays both theological depth and philosophical insight. His grasp of the medical issues and scientific arguments, as well as the pastoral implications of his conclusions, is likewise judicious and thoughtful. I intend to build on his work.







J. ALAN BRANCH, AFFIRMING GOD’S IMAGE38


With the goal of joining “conviction and compassion in an evaluation of transgenderism,” J. Alan Branch’s Affirming God’s Image: Addressing the Transgender Question with Science and Scripture is a wide-ranging investigation of the transgender phenomenon.39 While Branch is convinced that a transgender identity is “completely inconsistent with Christian ethics,” he is also concerned that “a Christian response should always be expressed with a tone of mercy.”40


The theological heart of Branch’s argument is found in chapter 3. Here he briefly examines the meaning of humanity’s creation in the divine image as male and female, the impact of the fall, and the reality of disorders of sex development. He also explores the Old Testament’s teaching on the importance of gender-appropriate distinctions (e.g., Deut 22:5), Jesus’s teaching about eunuchs (Matt 19:12), and the apostolic reaffirmations of sex-based gender roles (e.g., Eph 5:21–33; Col 3:18–21; 1 Pet 3:1–7). In regard to the body and soul relationship, Branch concludes that because “we are a body-soul unity,” the claim “to have the soul of one gender trapped in the body of another gender” is “a false claim based on an inadequate understanding of Christian anthropology.”41


In his final chapter, Branch addresses a range of pastoral challenges, including pronoun use, bathroom use, how to support parents with a gender dysphoric child, and how to counsel someone who has undergone gender reassignment surgery and has now come to faith in Christ.42 Like Davie’s book, Affirming God’s Image offers a model of thoughtful evangelical ethical reflection with a keen pastoral edge. In terms of the balance between scientific investigation and scriptural exploration, however, it is (deliberately) weighted toward the first. This again highlights the need for the kind of in-depth exegetical study and theological analysis that I am seeking to provide.







SHARON JAMES, GENDER IDEOLOGY43


The purpose of Sharon James’s Gender Ideology: What Do Christians Need to Know? is to provide a brief critical analysis of contemporary gender ideology, or what the book elsewhere calls “gender theory.” After initial chapters on “The Global Sexual Revolution” and “ ‘Can we really Change Sex?’ and other FAQs,” chapter 3 identifies and critiques four false claims entailed in gender theory,44 followed by several examples of “misleading vocabulary” that seek to bolster gender theory.45 She concludes this chapter by highlighting a range of contradictions in gender theory.46


Having provided an answer to the historical question, “Where Did ‘Gender Theory’ Come From?” (ch. 4), chapter 5 turns in a more overtly theological direction. Here, James registers some important biblical insights—for example, that gender confusion “is a tragic outworking of living in a world ‘groaning’ because of the effects of sin (Rom. 8:19–22).” At the same time, she is emphatic that “God specifically designs and determines our body. It reflects His intent.”47 She also highlights the implications of Jesus being raised as a man and as the firstfruits (i.e., the one who guarantees our bodily resurrection). Consequently, “when we disparage the physical body, we disparage Christ.”48


The book’s penultimate chapter, “The ‘Transgendering’ of Children,” includes helpful discussions of both child-onset GD and ROGD and an answer to the question, “What can parents do?”49 The final chapter argues that gender theory shows a profound disrespect for the natural ecology of human beings, the Hippocratic commitment of medical professionals, the vulnerability of children, the rights of parents, the safety of women and girls, freedom of speech, those who detransition and, ultimately, God himself. As will become evident as my own evaluation proceeds, I am in strong agreement with James’s critique of gender theory. But because of the book’s brevity, it cannot provide what I hope to provide: a more substantial scriptural basis for its conclusions.







OWEN STRACHAN & GAVIN PEACOCK, WHAT DOES THE BIBLE TEACH ABOUT TRANSGENDERISM?


Owen Strachan and Gavin Peacock’s What Does the Bible Teach About Transgenderism? goes some way toward supplying what is lacking in James’s book. Indeed, as “a work of theology aimed at everyday transformation,” its “first goal is to give biblical clarity on this subject.”50 Thus, while noting the public accessibility of general revelation and the way in which “the human body points to divine design,” the authors are at pains to stress the need for special revelation (preserved in the form of Scripture) to truly understand God’s mind on gender and identity. It is Scripture, then, that not only confirms that our body “tells us who we are: either a boy or a girl, a man or a woman,” but “expressly forbids what some call ‘gender bending.’ ”51


Turning to Genesis 1–2, the authors observe that there are “men and women in the world because God desired that two sexes would bear His image and glorify His name together.” The historic fall, however, spoils the harmony of this partnership. One consequence of this is that they now “regard their bodies as a problem.… Now they must cover themselves.” Herein lies the root of all attempts to separate body and soul, and the drive to “create our own identity.” The opposition of Deuteronomy 22:5 to any “presentation of an opposite sex identity” likewise reveals gender transitioning to be “a new term for an old sin.”52 The authors thus conclude by issuing a call to their readers “to reject cross-gender thinking, desiring, feeling, and acting.”53


There is a refreshing straightforwardness to Strachan and Peacock’s treatment of transgender issues. There is also much biblical wisdom to be found in their outline of the related subjects of sex, sexuality, temptation, and sanctification. The popular nature of the book, however, means that the authors do not quite deliver on their promise to sketch a “comprehensive biblical picture.”54 Although they identify (and in varying degrees engage with) the main biblical texts that require attention, they do not plumb the depths of these passages or answer the objections of those who use the same texts to make a very different case.55







PRESTON SPRINKLE, EMBODIED56


Of all the evangelical attempts to engage transgender questions, Preston Sprinkle’s Embodied: Transgender Identities, the Church & What the Bible Has to Say is, arguably, the most thorough. The book not only addresses the cultural, medical, psychological, and social angles of the transgender phenomenon, but contains several chapters of biblical exposition of the relevant texts and theological exploration of the key issues. Commendably, Sprinkle sets the work in a decidedly pastoral frame and endeavors to maintain a compassionate tone throughout.


In the book’s early chapters, Sprinkle attends to matters of definition and the broad range of possible meanings that attach to the label “trans*.”58 His biblical exploration starts by stressing the importance not only of human physicality but of the fact that “we bear God’s image as male and female.” He thus affirms Phyllis Bird’s insight that biological sex is “an essential datum in any attempt to define the human being and the nature of humankind.”59 For Sprinkle, this explains why “Jesus views Genesis 1–2 as normative,” why Paul “correlates the body with personhood,” why “Scripture prohibits cross-sex behavior,” and why “sex difference probably remains after the resurrection.” It is also the reason why, according to Scripture, “men and women should maintain distinctions in how they present themselves” (e.g., Deut 22:5; 1 Cor 11:2–16).60


One of the strengths of Sprinkle’s book is his willingness to address several trans-affirming interpretations of Scripture. For instance, in response to the idea that “the binaries of Genesis 1 are polar ends of a spectrum, allowing for hybrids and variations in between,” he points out that we “simply don’t encounter humans identified as something other than male or female in Scripture.” He likewise answers the curious claim that Jesus’s reference to “eunuchs from birth” means that “a person’s internal sense of self is more definitive than their biological sex when there is incongruence between the two.” Regarding the view that a person can have a female soul in a male body (or vice versa), Sprinkle suggests that the only way an affirmative case can be made is either by assuming an unbiblical form of substance dualism or by “relying on modern, stereotypical assumptions about what constitutes femaleness and maleness.”61


However, when it comes to the question of whether intersex is caused by the fall, he (oddly and, to my mind, needlessly) declares himself to be agnostic.62 Nevertheless, Sprinkle is clear that trans* and intersex are “two different ontological realities” that “shouldn’t be quickly mapped onto each other.” He is likewise unequivocal in his conviction that there are “good biblical and ethical reasons why a disciple of Jesus should not transition.”63


The remainder of Embodied deals with a range of relevant questions and is completed by an important appendix on “Suicidality and Trans* People,” which is both compassionate and judicious.64 The book combines the strengths of the various evangelical attempts to address the transgender phenomenon in the last decade. It thus provides a further model of responsible biblical scholarship and substantial theological analysis.







CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS


In 2003, the Church of England’s House of Bishops’ Report, Some Issues in Human Sexuality, observed that “the amount of literature generated by the Christian debate about transsexualism has so far been quite small.”65 Twenty-one years on, this is no longer the case—especially if we consider contributions from non-affirming Catholic authors66 and non-evangelical trans-affirming authors.67 Moreover, in addition to the works just reviewed, evangelicals have produced short booklets,68 contributed chapters to books,69 published numerous articles,70 and produced several broader treatments of human sexuality that address the transgender question.71 Additionally, evangelical dioceses, denominations, and conventions have also written a range of policy and position statements.72


Nevertheless, in many of the works reviewed, three things are often lacking: first, a detailed exploration of the meaning and implications of the key biblical texts that speak to transgender claims; second, a thorough theological analysis of the relationship between identity and embodiment; and third, a careful engagement with the trans-affirming literature. This is not a criticism of these works, particularly as most of them do not intend to provide these things. Nor is it to deny that each of them, at different points and in differing degrees, makes a valuable contribution to the exegetical, theological, and hermeneutical task. It is simply to observe that with a few notable exceptions (e.g., Sprinkle’s Embodied), the contributions are either brief or address a wider range of questions or are written for a broad audience.


There is, then, a significant gap in evangelical scholarship regarding the relationship between identity and embodiment as it relates to the transgender phenomenon. There is likewise an urgent need for a more rigorous biblical and theological engagement with the central claim of trans theory that the sexed body does not signify the gendered self. For while the literature reviewed in this chapter generally concludes (sometimes by arguing, sometimes by assuming) that sexed embodiment is intended to ground gender identity, this needs to be examined more thoroughly and established more securely.


Moreover, there is a further need to resolve some of the tensions observed in this chapter, such as that between Horton and O’Donovan over whether gender is a spectrum and between Yarhouse and Sprinkle over the ethics of transitioning. Finally, the case being made by trans-affirming authors, that “transgendered individuals are an integral part of creation, a creation that God declared was good,”73 needs to be thoughtfully and carefully answered.


In order to prepare the ground for the work of biblical and theological exposition, however, I first need to explain and defend the theological method I will employ in part 3. This is the task of the following chapter.







CHAPTER 3


EVANGELICAL THEOLOGICAL METHOD


Since then we are to discourse of the things of God, let us assume that God has full knowledge of Himself, and bow with humble reverence to His words. For He whom we can know only through his own utterances is a fitting witness concerning himself.1


—Hilary of Poitiers


Theological anthropology is an implicit and derivative, not explicit and foundational, doctrine. We only reach the stage of theological anthropology when we affirm that man is a being who has to do with God, or rather, when we affirm that God is the one who has to do with human being.2


—Kevin J. Vanhoozer


The transgender phenomenon could legitimately be approached from a range of different perspectives, each requiring its own methodology.


First, it could be approached from a sociopolitical perspective—as a feature of contemporary (mostly Western) societies that has various personal and cultural expressions, social causes and political outworkings. Second, it could be approached from a psycho-medical perspective—as a condition that has generally been regarded as a psychiatric disorder with agreed diagnostic criteria and is increasingly being treated medically by cross-sex hormone therapy (CHT) and SRS. Third, it could be approached from a historico-philosophical perspective—as a late twentieth century ideology that has a particular genealogy, assumes a particular metaphysic, and promotes a particular worldview. Fourth, it could be approached from a theo-anthropological perspective—as a claim about the ontology of (some of) those made in God’s image, which requires understanding and evaluation in the light of divine revelation. Finally, as an extension of the theo-anthropological perspective, it could be approached from a theo-ethical perspective—in order to ascertain the will of God for those who experience gender incongruence and what it might mean for them to live in a manner that is glorifying to God, and good for themselves and others.


While the final two perspectives are my ultimate concern in this book (and so will govern the theological exposition of Scripture in chs. 7–11), the others must not be lost from view. The first, as seen in chapter 1, illumines the present context in which the questions about identity and embodiment are being raised, while also stressing their urgency. The second, which I will touch on briefly in chapter 6, highlights the need to clarify the nature of transgender experience and the appropriateness of different approaches to the treatment of GD. And the third, as we shall see in some detail in chapters 4–6, will not only help to map the intellectual history that has led to contemporary trans theory but will also provide us with a number of the conceptual categories and conceptual tools that enable it to be both articulated and evaluated.


However, as we shall see in this chapter, the primary reason why the theo-anthropological and theo-ethical perspectives must be our ultimate concern has to do with their unique authority and ability: authority over all the other perspectives and ability to correct or confirm insights gleaned from them. For a theo-perspective is divine perspective, and “the word of our God will stand forever” (Isa 40:8).







FOUNDATIONS FOR EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY







DEPENDENCE ON DIVINE REVELATION


The primacy of the theo-anthropological and theo-ethical tasks is a direct implication of one of the basic tenets of traditional Christian theism: all human knowledge is necessarily dependent on divine revelation.3 In fact, because he is the one who “gives to all mankind life and breath and everything” (Acts 17:25), “we are no less dependent on God for our knowledge than we are for our existence.”4 Moreover, this dependence is not simply a consequence of the fall; it “is part of what it means to be a creature rather than the Creator.”5 Consequently, epistemology cannot begin with the human knower but must begin with God, the source of all true knowledge (so Augustine).6 Practically speaking, this means that “the starting point of inquiry for the Christian is not self-consciousness, but awareness of the reality of God, who is creator and redeemer of all things. Not ‘I think, therefore I am,’ but ‘God is, therefore we are.’ ”7


Added to the fact of human dependence is the reality of divine transcendence; for “God is incomprehensible in His transcendence and voluntary hiddenness, and therefore is unknown to man unless He makes Himself known to him.”8 This rules out any notion of divine discovery, as if it were possible “to ascend to heaven by our own reason, will, and works.”9 Rather, as the Christian tradition from Irenaeus through Hilary to Calvin and Barth has repeatedly affirmed, “God is known through God and through God alone.”10 This is why the proper human response to divine revelation is to adopt the posture of a humble hearer and grateful receiver (Deut 5:1; Ps 85:8; Isa 1:2; Heb 12:28).







THE PRIMACY OF THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD


Divine revelation generates a responsibility not merely to think God’s thoughts after him but to seek first the knowledge of God, rather than knowledge of ourselves. For, as Calvin writes, “it is certain that man never achieves a clear knowledge of himself unless he has first looked upon God’s face, and then descends from contemplating him to scrutinize himself.”11 This is why the whole enterprise of systematic theology aims to provide, first, “a conceptual articulation of Christian claims about God” and, second, an articulation of “everything else in relation to God.”12


Moreover, it is also clear that no theology can truly be called Christian theology unless it is a faithful and disciplined discourse about the God of the Christian gospel—the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.13 Indeed, as the New Testament affirms (Matt 11:27; John 14:6–7; 1 Cor 12:3; 1 John 4:13–15), we may only finally know this God by “sharing in the knowledge of the Son by the Father and of the Father by the Son, and the testimony he gives us of himself through his Spirit.”14


Therefore, while the area of this book’s inquiry is primarily anthropological, it cannot help but be theological, christological, and pneumatological. For true knowledge of the creature is contingent on true knowledge of the Triune Creator (hence the need for theo-anthropology), with Christ constituting the revelatory center of our knowledge of God by the power of the Holy Spirit.15 Colin Gunton expresses the point well: “We cannot understand our likeness to God apart from our continuing relation with God, through Christ and the perfecting Spirit.”16


None of this diminishes the fact that there is an interrelationship between knowledge of God and knowledge of ourselves, nor does it deny the existence of a flexible pedagogical order between the two (as Calvin saw).17 However, it does affirm an irreversible ontological order. Human beings are made in the image of the Triune Creator, not the other way around (Gen 1:26–27).18 This is why “without knowledge of God there is no knowledge of self.”19







THE SOURCES OF DIVINE SELF-DISCLOSURE


Having established that “the fundamental starting point for the systematized knowledge of God and his world must be God’s self-disclosure,”20 it is necessary briefly to clarify the sources or media through which this self-disclosure comes.


Christian theology has traditionally distinguished between general revelation (i.e., God’s self-disclosure in his works) and special revelation (i.e., God’s self-disclosure in his words). The differences between the two are several and significant, but for practical purposes may be summarized as follows: the former plays a vital but limited and (due to the noetic effects of sin) largely ineffective role in making God known, whereas the latter not only interprets the former but contains a clearer, more detailed and (by the power of the Holy Spirit) effective means of divine self-revelation. This contrast does not negate the value of general revelation; it simply highlights the need for the oracula Dei (the words of God) to illumine and interpret the opera Dei (the works of God). For while there is “an interdependence between the oracula Dei and the opera Dei,” writes T. H. L. Parker, “with the primacy given decisively to the Word of God. The universe is a dark mystery to us unless the lumen verbi shines upon it.”21


Furthermore, while the words by which God has revealed his nature, character, promises, and purposes have been spoken by his prophets “at many times and in various ways” (Heb 1:1), “in these last days” they have been “spoken to us by his Son” (Heb. 1:2)—the one whom John’s Gospel calls “the Word” (John 1:1, 14), who is both “God’s eternal Fellow” (for “the Word was with God”) and “God’s own Self” (for “the Word was God”).22 In short, special revelation comes to its culmination in Jesus Christ and the gospel that bears witness to him. As F. F. Bruce has memorably put it: “The story of divine revelation is a story of progression up to Christ. But there is no progression beyond Him.”23 Therefore, while special revelation is inescapably verbal (as it always involves words), as well as being irreducibly personal (so Emil Brunner) and necessarily historical (so Wolfhart Pannenberg), it is finally Christological (so Karl Barth).24


Furthermore, because Christ is both Son of God and Son of Man (or, in Chalcedonian thought, one person with both divine and human natures in hypostatic union), “His deity encloses humanity in itself.”25 In other words, “in Jesus Christ, as He is attested in the Holy Scripture, genuine deity includes in itself genuine humanity.”26 Consequently, writes Barth, theology


must occupy itself neither with God in Himself nor with man in himself but with the man-encountering God and the God-encountering man and with their dialogue and history, in which their communion takes place and comes to its fulfilment. For this reason theology can think and speak only as it looks at Jesus Christ and from the vantage point of what He is.27


The significance of this christological insight for theo-anthropology will be explored later in this book. The point here is this: not only is true knowledge of God obtained through Christ alone (2 Cor 4:6), but also true knowledge of creation (in general) and humanity (in particular). As Gunton writes: “Knowledge of general revelation is the fruit of the gospel, christologically centred as that is. Without that, we do not see the world for what it truly is.”28







THE AUTHORITY AND NECESSITY OF SCRIPTURE


In terms of our access to special revelation, I stand with the central Christian tradition of the last two millennia in accepting Scripture’s self-testimony as to its own inspired character and divine authority (e.g., 2 Tim 3:16–17). This means that the Bible is far more than a human witness to divine revelation; it is “revelation itself in human words.”29 In terms of access, then, “the locus of God’s special revelation is the Bible, the sixty-six canonical books, reliable and truthful as originally given.”30 As D. A. Carson writes, “Although it is entirely proper to speak of God’s disclosing himself to us in the events and people of Scripture, and supremely in the person of his Son, in practice this forces us back to Scripture, the written revelation of God, for we have little or no access to the events and people apart from Scripture.”31


This highlights two aspects of what in classical Reformed thought is referred to as the necessity of Scripture. The first is that we can only have assured knowledge of God and his purposes if we have his special revelation in an objective, written, and reliable form.32 This, according to the Westminster Confession of Faith, is why God committed his word “wholly unto writing”; that is, “for the better preserving and propagating of the truth, and for the more sure establishment and comfort of the Church” (I.1). The necessity of Scripture, then, is not of an absolute kind, but is “consequent upon certain decisions of God.”33 That is, it is God who has made Scripture necessary for his people. The epistemological implication of this is that “the gospel of God is not given to us directly but comes to us through the Bible and through the church proclamation, insofar as this proclamation rests upon the Bible.”34 Similarly, in terms of Christian ethics, the only way to arrive at a sure and certain knowledge of God’s will is through the study of Scripture.


Second, if the objective, written form of special revelation is found in Scripture alone, then what applies to theology (knowledge of God) applies also to theo-anthropology (knowledge of those made in God’s image); that is, Scripture is also necessary for us to gain true knowledge of ourselves. As a result, theological anthropology is “the attempt to think through the meaning of the human story, as it unfolds from Genesis through the Gospels to the Apocalypse and as it is lived out before, with and by God.”35 In short, we need the Bible to teach us the truth about ourselves.







THE NATURE OF THE THEOLOGICAL TASK


The theological task involves building on this scriptural foundation in two ways. First, by exploring (what Augustine called) scientia—the science of God. This refers to the “disciplined activity in which the church reflects on the nature, will, and ways of the Creator.”36 Second, by seeking (what Augustine again called) sapientia—the wisdom of God. This involves understanding that “the definite purpose of theology is the formation of God’s life and character in human believers and communities.”37


In sum, the task of theology is twofold: (1) to grow in knowledge of God, his ways, and his will (orthodoxy-a); and (2) to grow in knowledge of ourselves, our needs, and our responsibilities (orthodoxy-b). The purpose of such growth is likewise twofold: (1) to love God and others truly (orthokardia), and (2) to live faithfully and wisely in his world (orthopraxis). In short, theology is scientia in the service of sapientia.







DOING EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY







SOLA SCRIPTURA in practice


Given the nature and purpose of the theo-anthropological and theo-ethical tasks, and the authoritative role that special revelation plays in accomplishing them, it is essential that Scripture be allowed to govern and guide, illumine and evaluate, confirm and correct the interpretation and application of all other sources of knowledge. Only in this way can the Bible function effectively as the “fundamental, regulative ‘control belief’ for theology.”38 For, as Donald Bloesch writes: “Theology is not an analysis of the vagaries of universal religious experience nor an exploration of the possibility of meaning in a meaningless world but an exposition of the particularities of Scripture that bring meaning to the otherwise desolate landscape of human existence.”39


Implicit in such an understanding is the idea that while “Christian theology may include more (but certainly not less) in its subject matter than the fundamental datum of Christian revelation, … whatever further data are introduced it is the Christian revelation that must utterly control the discourse.”40 That is, all rational deductions, philosophical speculations, empirical findings, and experiential perceptions (e.g., information gleaned from both the hard and soft sciences) must, ultimately, be understood and assessed in the light of the knowledge of both God and ourselves revealed in Scripture.


This does not mean that the relationship between (say) theology and science is such that, at the slightest sign of the tension, the latter needs to be dragooned into slick harmonization with the former. Rather both of God’s books, at least in the first instance, should be read on their own terms. Better, then, is the perspectival approach of C. Stephen Evans, which acknowledges both “the possibility of a plurality of different descriptions of an object” and also “the different functions and purposes of the biblical and scientific accounts.”41 This creates space for interdisciplinary dialogue and mutual interrogation. Moreover, rather than leading to a false amalgam or forced compromise, it tends to produce complementation—an outcome where the essential components of the different sources of knowledge enrich and illumine each other.42


Nevertheless, there is more to be said. For not only do questions regarding the correct interpretation and integration of scientific data remain, but the magisterial role of Scripture needs to be honored in the relationship.43 That is, sola Scriptura must operate in practice, not just in theory—the norma normans (the ruling norm) exercising its hermeneutical authority over the norma normata (the ruled norms).44 This means that, when engaging theologically with an issue about which the Bible says little directly or nothing explicitly (e.g., trans theory or gender incongruence),


the control must be with Scripture, even though the substance may largely derive from other sources. In other words, Christian theology properly addresses more than those subjects explicitly treated in Scripture, but where it does so it remains Christian theology only where the truths of Scripture have a bearing on the subject and remain uncompromised.45







THE DISCIPLINES OF THEOLOGY


Furthermore, if the task of theology is to be undertaken responsibly, the written form of special revelation must be engaged with in ways that are respectful of its nature, content, and form. This not only requires us to take seriously the dual authorship of Scripture, but also Augustine’s insight that in “speaking through a man, [God] speaks as a man” (Deus per hominem more homino loquitur).46 This means that the parts will need to be interpreted in an appropriate manner (i.e., in their literary-historical contexts) and the whole understood both with an appreciation of the unfolding nature of biblical revelation and in relation to its central theme and focus, Jesus Christ.47


Systematic theology, then, will necessarily be grounded in biblical exegesis and guided by biblical theology.48 Furthermore, all three disciplines will need to be informed by historical theology (which, in my view, includes contemporary insights) and likewise bear fruit in pastoral theology (which encompasses worship, ethics, and mission). What follows is a brief description of each of these disciplines.







Biblical exegesis


By “biblical exegesis” I mean the philological and historical analysis of the final form of the text of Scripture. Traditionally, this has been referred to as grammatico-historical exegesis and has generally been understood to involve an examination of a text’s literary form, historical background, cultural setting, and authorial purpose.49 Others prefer to speak of literary approaches to the text, as this foregrounds the need for genre sensitivity and affirms that the Bible is much more than “a theological outline with proof texts.”50 Combining these insights and emphases, Carson writes:


Responsible exegesis will certainly resort to linguistic analysis, both lexis (analysis of the vocabulary) and syntax (analysis of the way words are related to each other). But it will also analyze the text at the level of the clause, the level of the sentence, the level of the discourse, and the level of the genre. It will seek to be sensitive to idiom, literary technique, metaphor, and lines of argument. It will ask how truth is conveyed in the rich plethora of literary genres found in the Bible.51







Biblical theology


“Biblical theology” is a term that has been used in a number of ways.52 Writing in the Reformed tradition, Geerhardus Vos describes it as occupying a position “between Exegesis and Systematic Theology” and defines it as “that branch of Exegetical Theology which deals with the process of the self-revelation of God deposited in the Bible.”53 In a similar vein, I use it to refer to an approach to biblical interpretation that “proceeds with historical and literary sensitivity and seeks to analyse and synthesise the Bible’s teaching about God and his relations to the world on its own terms, maintaining sight of the Bible’s overarching narrative and Christocentric focus.”54 Biblical theology, then, not only assists interpreters in reading all of Scripture “with Christian eyes,” but also functions as a bridging discipline, linking exegesis with systematic theology.55







Systematic theology


Systematic theology may be defined as “a rational and orderly account of the content of Christian belief.”56 It differs from biblical theology not by being less concerned with either the text or arc of Scripture, but because its primary principle of arranging the biblical material is logical rather than historical. As Vos explains: “Systematic Theology takes the Bible as a completed whole and endeavours to exhibit its total teaching in an orderly, systematic form.”57 In this sense, systematic theology is best seen as a culminating discipline, whereas biblical theology is a mediating discipline. And yet, each requires the other. For in discerning what “the total redemptive and revealing activity of God means for us now,” it is vital to recognize that while “all texts do not stand in the same relationship to us now … in view of the unity of revelation they do stand in some identifiable relationship to all other texts and therefore to us.”58







Pastoral theology


The concern for scientia (true knowledge) to issue in sapientia (wise living) gives rise to a fourth discipline: pastoral theology. This is because the final aim of systematic theology, like that of Scripture itself, “is practical and functional, not purely speculative.”59 Consequently, pastoral theology is not so much a separate discipline as that aspect of the theological task that helps us to see how and in what ways Scripture is “profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness” (2 Tim 3:16–17). It is worth noting, however, that when it comes to contemporary issues (like transgender questions), the application of Scripture will be found sometimes at the surface level of the text and other times “at the principial level underlying the passage (with the surface situation or command applying mainly to the ancient setting).”60







Historical theology


Consistent with the Reformed tradition, I regard historical theology as the study of the history of Christian thought.61 As such, it includes “not only dogmas or doctrines but ethics and the Christian reflection upon other problems both of thought and society.”62 Historical theology, then, is a broad-ranging discipline that inevitably serves the other theological disciplines—even if not always to the same degree. While essentially descriptive (explaining what the church has believed) rather than prescriptive (advising what the church should believe), it also acts as a helpful check on the other disciplines, reminding interpreters that “one never steps outside the hermeneutical circle, simply exegetes Scripture, and discovers its doctrines in abstraction from a communal history of interpretation.”63 For this reason, I will take a number of historical theological soundings in later chapters of this book.







Disciplines in dialogue


Evangelicals have often viewed the relationship between the theological disciplines in a linear fashion—that is, exegesis leads to biblical theology, biblical theology to systematic theology, and systematic theology to pastoral theology. This is not altogether wrong, especially in view of the priority that is rightly given to exegesis.64 However, no exegete comes to the task as a tabula rasa; rather, “the systematic theology one has adopted up to any particular point in the exegetical process exerts profound influence on the exegesis itself.”65 Thus, the lines of dialogue run in all directions. As Carson writes:


Although in terms of authority status there needs to be an outward-tracing line from Scripture through exegesis towards biblical theology to systematic theology (with historical theology providing some guidance along the way), in reality various “back loops” are generated, each discipline influencing the others, and few disciplines influencing the others more than systematic theology, precisely because it is so worldview forming.66


This dynamic is not inherently problematic—indeed, it is unavoidable. Nevertheless, evangelical interpreters should appreciate it, and always be open to revisiting their exegesis and, where necessary, revising their systematic theological conclusions.
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