
In the past few months, popular news articles 
have drawn public attention to biological 
conditions known as intersexuality, especially 
in the context of the Olympics, where athletes 
undergo sex testing to verify their eligibility 
to compete as females.1 In recent years, 
books on intersexuality have emerged from 
the disciplines of sociology (Fausto-Sterling, 
Kessler, Preeves, Davis), philosophy (Feder), 
history (Dreger), and medicine (Karkazis). 
There have even been compelling fictional 
accounts, including Middlesex by Jeffrey 
Eugenides, Annabel by Kathleen Winter, 
and Double Exposure by Bridget Birdsall. 
Theologians, however, have written very few 
books on the subject. Consequently, Intersex, 
Theology, and the Bible: Troubling Bodies 
in Church, Text, and Society is a welcome 
collection of essays that gives insight into 
a neglected area in Christian discourse. The 
handful of theologians concerned with the 
significance of intersex include the book’s 
editor, Susannah Cornwall, who, along with 
contributors Megan DeFranza and Patricia 
Beattie Young, provides the theological 
backbone to the text’s search for meaning 
and strategies of pastoral care.

Born of a 2013 multidisciplinary con-  
fer ence on intersexuality in Manchester, UK, 
Intersex, Theology, and the Bible collects 
perspectives and research from Christian 
theologians, ethicists, a medical doctor, and 
a sociologist. Their diverse views reflect the 
conflicting conclusions scholars are reaching 
about intersexuality. The book is divided 
into three parts: (1) biblical approaches, 
(2) pastoral and practical approaches, and 
(3) theological approaches. Reading like a 
lively academic panel discussion, its seven 
chapters are a superb example of the four 
classical sources of knowledge: Scripture, 
Tradition, experience, and science. While 
each author weighs these sources differently, 
the synergy and dialogue of their collective 

effort raise precisely the kinds of questions 
that theological inquiry is meant to provoke. 

The book carefully considers the experience 
of people with intersex conditions during the 
twentieth century, when unnecessary infant 
surgeries contributed to the silence of inter-
sex voices and a cycle of shame and secrecy. 
Intersex activist Emi Koyama bluntly con-
fronts the presumption that fuels this cycle: 
“Recognize that you are not the experts about 
intersex people, intersexuality, or what it means 
to be intersexed; intersex people are” (124). All 
the authors do a great service to people with 
intersex conditions, theologians, and pastoral 
caregivers by turning up the volume of intersex 
voices, which are initiating inquiry into what 
was once terra incognita in Christian theology.

Another strength of Intersex, Theology, 
and the Bible is the clear historical and 
medical information it presents. Cornwall’s 
introduction distinguishes intersex conditions 
from transgenderism and sexual orientation, 
phenomena that are often conflated with 
intersexuality. Congenital, but not always 
observable at birth, intersex conditions, such 
as androgen-insensitivity syndrome (AIS), 
make it difficult to determine if a person is 
male or female. Typically, a person’s chromo- 
somes, gonads, and body all correspond to 
either male or female. In the case of intersex 
conditions, such as congenital adrenal hyper-
plasia (CAH), which occurs in one in ten 
thousand to one in eighteen thousand people, 
and AIS, which occurs in about one in twenty 
thousand, at least one of these three indica-
tors does not match the others, illustrating 
that biological sex is not always as cut and 
dried as “XY equals male” and “XX equals 
female.” For instance, individuals with AIS 
possess male XY chromosomes and a female 
phenotype, with the exception of ovaries.

The book’s most salient point is that inter-
sex conditions never diminish a  person’s 
full human dignity or affect an   i ndividual’s 
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status as a child of God made in his image. 
The importance of this truth cannot be down-
played. People with intersex conditions have 
suffered mightily and been physically and 
emotionally scarred by the belief that they 
must be fixed. With the exception of a cer-
tain type of CAH, most intersex conditions 
do not require immediate infant surgery, but 
individuals and families who face, or have 
faced, this situation do need special care and  
compassion. Realizing the need for meaning 
and healing in the fractured human experi-
ence is the book’s great accomplishment. 
As Beattie Jung writes in the final chapter, 
“Intersex on Earth as It Is in Heaven,” “our 
world is ‘east of Eden’” where “life is not 
just finite but fractured and faulted” (177).

Beattie Jung’s concluding chapter is a gem 
of good, old-fashioned speculative theology. 
As a religion holding that God became a 
human being, Christianity prizes the human 
body as the locus of the Incarnation and 
Resurrection. Given this, Beattie Jung won-
ders if there will be intersex in heaven. She 
lays out three possibilities, each reflecting 
upon Galatians 3:28: “There is neither male 
nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 
First, in Heaven, we are neutered, “neither one 
nor the other.” Second, our biological sex is 
abolished through an androgynous synthe-
sis, “both one and the other.” Third, we are 
“affirmed as complementary,” not without the 
other (180). Although it is uncertain if we can 
really draw any conclusions about our future 
glorified bodies as both/neither/mixed, Beattie 
Jung’s new and engaging questions are a tour 
de force that challenge simplistic views about 
the body and the mystery of the hereafter.

Intersex, Theology, and the Bible describes 
how complicated the human body can be. 
Like its subject, the book is not without its 
own weaknesses and gray areas. In particular, 
several authors conclude that a dimorphic 
view of sex is a sociocultural construct rather 
than a truth rooted in biological reality. In 
his chapter, “Hermaphrodites, Eunuchs, and 
Intersex People: The Witness of Medical 
Science in Biblical Times and Today,” John 
Hare states this thesis clearly: “The human 
race is a rainbow, not simply two blocks, one 
of pink and one of blue” (93).

While intersex conditions make it difficult 
to determine sex at birth, it may be premature 
to conclude that sex is not ultimately binary. 
When continuing this conversation, two 
other questions should be considered. First, 
is evolution guiding us toward or away from 
binary sex? It seems that there is a tremen-
dous evolutionary push toward male and 
female bodies, without which procreation 
would be impossible, rather than away from 
them. Further study of biology may clarify 
this. Second, how do intersex people view 
themselves? Additional interviews and 
increased attention to the intersex experience 
will provide more data from which to draw 
conclusions. From our current level of knowl-
edge, might it be more plausible to conclude 
that people with intersex conditions show that 
there is more variety within the categories of 
male and female than to conclude that inter-
sex represent something outside the binary? 

In his chapter on pastoral approaches, Kerry 
cites a study by Tony Briffa, a former mayor 
of Hobson’s Bay, Victoria, Australia who 
states that “5–10 percent of intersex indiv- 
iduals have issues with their gender  
assignment” (132). Briffa suggests that a per-
son’s gender identity crisis is not caused by 
his intersex condition, but “is a direct result 
of earlier inappropriate medical treatment.”2 
Speaking from his experience as a person 
with partial AIS, Briffa states, “I am not male 
or female, but both.”3 Intersex conditions 
do show that, even in adulthood, sex is not 
always clear or reducible to gonads and chro-
mosomes. While this five to to ten percent of 
intersex individuals who experience gender 
issues present difficult social, theological, 
and pastoral questions, they still tend to view 
themselves in relation to male and female, 
rather than a tertium quid or third gender.

Intersex conditions are mysterious from a 
medical and theological standpoint, and the 
conversation between Christianity and inter-
sex is still young. This text presents abundant, 
thoughtful insights for those working in med-
icine, education, pastoral care, and sociology. 
There is a spirit of celebration and hope 
that we can attend to the body’s unexpected 
diversity rather than hastily fixing or fitting 
it into prevailing social attitudes. Intersex, 
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What is dignity? Does it exist or not? Is it 
intrinsic or extrinsic to persons? Universal 
and constant, or relative? Culturally bound or 
independent of time and place? Can dignity 
be defined? Can it be adequately grounded 
only in a religious conception, or can there 
be a broad secular understanding available to  
everyone? These are only a few of the ques-
tions raised in Human Dignity and Bioethics: 
From Worldviews to the Public Square, a 
book that can serve as a model for respectful 
dialogue on this contested issue.

Stephen Dilley, associate professor of 
philosophy at St. Edward’s University, and 
Nathan Palpant, senior research fellow at the 
University of Washington’s Institute for Stem 
Cell Research and Regenerative Medicine, 
present contributions that touch on several 
major aspects of the bioethical tradition. 
Well written and balanced, this collection 
offers multiple views on the nature of human 
dignity and its role in bioethics. 

The book is divided into three sections: 
(1) “The Source and Meaning of Human 
Dignity in Worldview Context” examines 
various perspectives on dignity; (2) “The 
Politics, Law, and Science of Human Dignity” 
considers law and policy and concludes with 

the influence of Darwin’s work on conceptu-
alizations of dignity, and (3) “The Rhetoric 
of Human Dignity in Bioethics” turns the 
reader’s focus to specific issues, including 
reproductive technologies, human embryonic 
stem cell research, end-of-life issues, and 
psychotropic drugs.

In the book’s introduction, “Human  
Dignity in the Throes?,” the editors lay out 
some fundamental ethical issues: “In the end, 
this volume faces hard questions. Is dignity a 
vacuous notion? Or is it an inviolable feature 
of human nature? How do the nature, scope, 
and meaning(s) of human dignity change 
when contextualized in postmodern, natural-
istic, or theistic worldviews, respectively? Is 
dignity a crucial ethical concept that ought 
to govern bioethical policy? Or is it simply a 
distraction that is best cast aside? ” (7).

The essays that follow present cogent 
responses to these questions, and for most of 
the authors in this volume, the answer to the 
question about the existence and importance 
of dignity is a formidable yes.

David Calhoun’s “Human Exceptionalism 
and the Imago Dei: The Tradition of Human 
Dignity” traces the concept of dignity from 
the ancient world to the present, showing how 

Theology, and the Bible begins to fill a gap in 
Christianity’s reflection on God’s plan for our 
bodies, and is a significant step toward asking 
the initial questions in a vital conversation 
that is just warming up.
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