
This week’s reflections are offered by the Rev’d Dominic Holroyd-Thomas, Curate in the Welwyn 

Team. Over the next six days, Dominic will be exploring the life and writings of Julian of Norwich. 

 

Thursday 

 

Gender Trouble  

 

'Just because I am a woman, must I therefore believe that I must not tell you about the goodness of 

God?’ – Mother Julian 

 

One of Julian’s great achievements is how she managed to permeate the male-dominated 

theological sphere in a time when women were othered even more so than in the present day.  Yet, 

despite what we may see as her literary (and theological) ‘success’, we do not know her real name. 

Instead, she took the name of a male saint – the patron of the church her cell adjoined. She was a 

pioneer and a radical, and did not fear to write to the Pope in such strong terms as ‘I want’ and ‘I 

demand’. Even by today’s standards, this might be judged as a poor and rude way to address the 

pontiff, let alone by a woman in the 14th century.  

 
Julian had to be careful. The attitude towards women exercising 'apostolic authority' were even 

more likely to be seen as suspect and potentially heretical.  This resulted in Julian's realisation that 

she had to portray herself very carefully. Her modest self-presentation can be found in chapter six of 

her short text, where she writes: "But God forbid that you should say or assume that I am a teacher, 

for that is not what I mean, nor did I ever mean it; for I am a woman, ignorant, weak and frail." 

 

Julian understood God as ‘Mother’. But, perhaps unlike some theologians of today, Julian does not 

use the imagery of God as mother solely to invoke a response, nor to simply engage with the 

personhood of Jesus. For Julian, it is much deeper than this. Julian juxtaposes the popular masculine 

understanding of God to further reveal the true nature and purpose of God, especially in relation to 

the Trinity.  In doing this, Julian is rubbing up against the very Church which sought (seeks) to 

subjugate the role of women, and, therefore, our understanding as to the personhood of God is 

coloured by the language we use.   

 

The modern-day works of theorists such as Judith Butler perpetuate the view that gender is 

performative, and that social constructs all work to produce masculine and feminine identities.  

Through her writings, we witness Julian breaking down these societal constructs, proving herself, 

and other women, as able to teach about the quality of God through her desire to encourage a new 

understanding of God's character.   
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