
Man enjoys the great advantage of having a god endorse the code he 
writes; and since man exercises a sovereign authority over women it  
is especially fortunate that this authority has been vested in him by the 
Supreme Being. For the Jews, Mohammedans and Christians among 
others, man is master by divine right; the fear of God will therefore 
repress any impulse towards revolt in the downtrodden female.

Simone de Beauvoir

The study of women in world religions radically alters our under-
standing of religion: not only our understanding of who participates 
in religion, but also our understanding of what constitutes religious 
actions and how we read religious texts.

Serinity Young

RELIGION: THE “BIGGEST PROBLEM” FACING  
FEMINISM TODAY?

Speaking at the Makers Conference in February 2014, Gloria Steinem stated 
that religion is the “biggest problem” facing feminism today. According to 
Steinem: “What we don’t talk about enough is religion. I think that spiritu-
ality is one thing. But religion is just politics in the sky. I think we really 
have to talk about it. Because it gains power from silence” (quoted in 
Calloway-Hanauer, 2014).

Introduction

Michele A. Paludi
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xx Introduction

Steinem’s assertion that religion “gains power from silence” suggests 
we openly address sexism in religion’s treatment of women. In the name of 
religion women have been generally looked upon as the “other” or as second-
class participants in religious ritual. For example, the creation story de-
scribes God creating man “in His own image.” God then made Eve from 
Adam’s rib. Women are thus viewed as being made from men and second-
ary in relation to men (Doyle & Paludi, 1998). Individuals have used this 
version of the creation story to justify the idea of a husband’s dominance 
over his wife (Sapp, 1977). Eve is also portrayed as evil; she succumbs to 
temptation and guides Adam into sin. Eve is described as being primarily 
responsible for women’s as well as men’s expulsion from paradise. God 
curses Eve because of her act and foretells her sufferings and her subjuga-
tion to man: “Unto the woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow 
and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy de-
sire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee” (Gen. 3:16).

Other examples of ways religion has been anti-woman include:

Woman does not possess the image of God in herself but only when 
taken together with the male who is her head, so that the whole sub-
stance is one image. But when she is assigned the role as helpmate, a 
function that pertains to her alone, then she is not the image of God. 
But as far as the man is concerned, he is by himself alone the image of 
God just as fully and completely as when he and the woman are joined 
together into one. (Saint Augustine, Bishop of Hippo Regius, 354–430)

Woman is a misbegotten man and has a faulty and defective nature  
in comparison to his. Therefore she is unsure in herself. What she  
cannot get, she seeks to obtain through lying and diabolical decep-
tions. And so, to put it briefly, one must be on one’s guard with every 
woman, as if she were a poisonous snake and the horned devil. . . .Thus 
in evil and perverse doings woman is cleverer, that is, slyer, than 
man. Her feelings drive woman toward every evil, just as reason im-
pels man toward all good. (Saint Albertus Magnus, Dominican theo-
logian, 13th century)

The Holiness of God is not evidenced in women when they are brash, 
brassy, boisterous, brazen, head-strong, strong-willed, loud-mouthed, 
overly-talkative, having to have the last word, challenging, con-
trolling, manipulative, critical, conceited, arrogant, aggressive,  
assertive, strident, interruptive, undisciplined, insubordinate, disrup-
tive, dominating, domineering, or clamoring for power. Rather, 
women accept God’s holy order and character by being humbly and 
unobtrusively respectful and receptive in functional subordination to 
God, church leadership, and husbands. (James Fowler, Women in the 
Church, 1999)
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Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, that I was 
not born a woman. (Traditional Jewish prayer for men)

Furthermore, in traditional Chinese religious beliefs, the yin and yang 
are bipolar opposites: the yin (feminine) is believed to represent evil, igno-
rance, and darkness. The yang, however, which represents the masculine, 
is believed to represent goodness, intellect, and light (Pauwels, 1998). In 
Hinduism, women are defined in terms of their husbands. Thus, women 
who are not married or are widows do not have personal identities (Siegel, 
Choldin, & Orost, 1995). Buddhist monks believed women’s bodies are 
evil, lustful, and greedy. Consequently, women cannot become spiritually 
realized. The following passage from “The Tale of King Udayana of Valsa” 
describes Buddhists’ views toward women:

Women can be the cause of great suffering.
If desire is destroyed, there will be everlasting happiness.
The dead snake and dog are detestable.
But women are even more detestable than they are.

Religions advocate both a status quo view of gender roles and provide 
support for society’s patriarchal views of gender differences, consequently 
endorsing gender discrimination (Zwissler, 2012). For example, while the 
Sri Lankan government provides male monks with housing, health care, 
food, and education, it provides no such assistance and opportunities to 
women monks, who are expected to meditate, serve as housekeepers to 
male monks, and sacrifice. In Saudi Arabia in 2012, a woman was beaten 
by her husband; she required hospitalization. His sentence was to memo-
rize sections of the Quran and quotes from Muhammad. In 2009, a judge 
in Saudi Arabia ruled that a husband beating a woman is justifiable if she 
spent too much money on clothing.

Religion has been used to justify marrying young girls to older men who 
rape them. The Yogi Vasistha states: “For fear of commencement of puberty 
let the father give his daughter in marriage while she is still going about 
naked. For if she remains at home after the marriageable age sin falls upon 
the father.” There are approximately 24 million child brides in India. Many 
girls are married off before the age of twelve. Girls are raped by their  
husbands, and many of the girls die during pregnancy because of their 
bodies not being physically mature to sustain a pregnancy. Dowry dis-
putes result in in-laws murdering the young girls. The Baudhayana states: 
“The girls should be given while she is still immature; even from an un-
worthy man she should not be withheld if she has attained womanhood.” 
And, according to the Angirasmriti, there is “no atonement” for men who 
have sex with a girl who began menstruating before marriage. Some texts 
indicate that the girl’s father and husband will “fall into hell” if she is 
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xxii Introduction

married after menarche and that their forefathers will be reincarnated as 
insects.

Empirical research in the social sciences has noted that religious de-
nominations that are more traditional in their theological teachings are 
more likely to discriminate against women’s successes in education and 
the workplace and at the same time support traditional roles for women 
(Rhodes, 1983). This theme is seen throughout the research on the psy-
chology of women, notably gender biases in language, gender biases in 
how media portrays women—especially feminist women—and gender 
biases in psychologists’ definition of a mentally healthy adult (see Kite, 
Deaux, & Haines, 2008). The male is perceived as normative; the female is 
a deviation from the norm.

CLINTON, WOODHULL, JOHNSON, AND WALLSTRÖM: 
TALKING ABOUT RELIGION AND BREAKING SILENCE  
ABOUT THE SUBJUGATION OF WOMEN

I decided it’s better to scream. Silence is the real crime against 
humanity.

Nadezhda Mandelstam

Religion is currently being used in discussions about Hillary Clinton’s 
presidency for the United States. For example, in a speech Clinton gave in 
April 2015, she noted:

Far too many women are still denied critical access to reproductive 
health care and safe childbirth. All the laws we’ve passed don’t count 
for much if they’re not enforced. . . . Rights have to exist in practice—
not just on paper. Laws have to be backed up with resources and 
political will. And deep-seated cultural codes, religious beliefs, and 
structural biases have to be changed.

Breaking silence by speaking out against the subjugation of women car-
ries with it great risk, however. Clinton has been “condemned” by David 
Ripley from Idaho Chooses Life. According to Ripley:

We have known for some time that abortion would be Hillary’s pri-
mary campaign message.  .  .  . What made this particular speech 
unique was Hillary’s bold declaration that God needed to get His act 
together on this whole abortion thing. It was past time to update the 
Ten Commandments.  .  .  . Now, of course, most of those “religious 
beliefs” are based upon clear teachings within Scripture that teach us 
to hold children precious, to sacrifice ourselves for others—and, 
above all, not to kill the innocent. What Clinton and her comrades on 
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the Left do not seem to understand is that our religious beliefs are 
not a matter of personal opinion, but, rather, one of submission to 
our Creator . . . Clinton is not the first self-proclaimed leader to shake 
a fist at the Almighty. One can presume that He is not particularly 
impressed; though His heart is undoubtedly grieved. . . . And we can 
all be grieved that a person of such arrogance stands a chance of be-
coming president over this great nation.

Religion is used against Clinton as a fear tactic to divert votes from her. 
It is used to denigrate her. Paludi (in production) noted that this modern-
day criticism of women politicians is reminiscent of what Victoria Woodhull 
experienced in 1872. She was the first woman candidate for the United 
States presidency. She campaigned on a platform that included women’s 
suffrage, nationalization of railroads, an eight-hour workday, abolition of 
the death penalty, and welfare for the poor (Greenspan, 2013). On election 
day, the local newspaper published an article authored by Woodhull in 
which she criticized Henry Ward Beecher. She received backlash and was 
arrested for sending obscene material in the mail. She had stated that 
Beecher was an adulterer. She also had stated that a Wall Street trader se-
duced adolescent girls after giving them alcohol. Woodhull was arrested 
and spent election day in jail. She was eventually found to be not guilty. 
However, she endured severe criticism in the press for speaking out against 
violence against women and women’s rights in general. Harriet Beecher 
Stowe referred to Woodhull as a “vile jailbird and impudent witch” (re-
ported in Greenspan, 2013, p. 2). She was depicted in cartoons by Thomas 
Nast as “Mrs. Satan” (reported in Greenspan, 2013, p. 2).

Fast forward to August 2015, when the first Republican debate for can-
didates for Presidency in 2016 was held. Women’s issues were again rele-
gated to the bottom of concerns for the candidates. Chapin (2015) expressed 
her concern over the theme of the debate with respect to women:

.  .  . all the Republican candidates were running to be president of  
the Republic of Gilead, with Carly Fiorina in the role of Aunt Lydia. 
For those unfamiliar with the reference, the Republic of Gilead is  
a dystopian future U.S., as envisioned by writer Margaret Atwood  
in her book The Handmaid’s Tale. Society is strictly segregated by  
class and gender roles, and social status is assigned by fertility and 
sexual productivity. “Aunts” collaborate in the oppression of other 
women. Abortion is banned, women are chattel and men are in 
charge.

Which is pretty much how the Republican candidates on stage see 
American women and reproductive rights. Florida Sen. Marco Rubio 
had to actually correct himself to say he opposed a rape and incest 
exception for abortion. Because now, in the Republican Party, forcing 
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xxiv Introduction

sexual assault victims to carry a resulting pregnancy to term is stan-
dard. (p. 1)

One of the Republican candidates at this first debate, Donald Trump, 
was asked by reporter Megyn Kelly about derogatory comments he has 
made toward women. In response to Ms. Kelly’s question, Mr. Trump re-
ferred to her as a “bimbo.” He also stated, “You could see there was blood 
coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her—wherever” (Campbell, 
2015, p. 1). This statement has been interpreted as being a sexist reference 
to Ms. Kelly menstruating. Ms. Kelly subsequently received death threats 
by supporters of Mr. Trump. His views on women were further addressed 
in an interview about abortion (see Santoro, 2011, p. 1):

Guthrie: “Is there a right to privacy in the Constitution?”
Trump: “I guess there is, I guess there is. And why, just out of curios-
ity, why do you ask that question?”

When pressed to explain how his position on the right to privacy 
“squares” with his anti-abortion position, Trump responded: “Well, 
that’s a pretty strange way of getting to pro-life. I mean, it’s a very 
unique way of asking about pro-life. What does that have to do with 
privacy? How are you equating pro-life with privacy?”

Guthrie asked, “Well, you know about the Roe v. Wade decision?” 
Trump responded, “Yes, right, sure. Look, I am pro-life. I’ve said it. 
I’m very strong there.”

Pro-life? Obviously these examples suggest not pro-women’s lives.
Sonia Johnson also broke silence by addressing sexism in religion  

as well. She openly supported the Equal Rights Amendment in 1977. 
Johnson was a Mormon. In 1979, Johnson delivered a speech at the annual 
conference of the American Psychological Association entitled “Patriarchal 
Panic: Sexual Politics in the Mormon Church.” In her presentation, 
Johnson denounced the lobbying efforts in which the Church of the Latter 
Day Saints was engaging to prevent the passage of the Equal Rights 
Amendment. According to Johnson:

I receive phone calls and letters from Mormon women all over the 
country and each has a story or two to tell: how two Mormon women 
in one meeting independently stood and spoke of their Mother in 
Heaven, how they met afterwards and wept together in joy at having 
found and named Her; how a courageous Mormon woman is pre-
paring to make the first public demand for priesthood. The time has 
come .  .  . for women to insist upon full religious enfranchisement. 
This statement is the Mormon woman’s equivalent of the shot heard 
around the world! Our patriarchy may be The Last Unmitigated but 
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 Introduction xxv

is no longer unchallenged. A multitude of Mormon women are 
through asking permission. We are waking up and growing up and 
in our waking and growing can be heard distinctly the death rattle of 
the patriarchy.

Sonia Johnson’s speech led the Mormon Church to excommunicate her. 
During her “trial,” Johnson was accused of having “publicly taught that 
the Church is dedicated to imposing the Prophet’s moral directives upon 
all Americans; when it is the doctrine of the Church that all people are free 
to choose for themselves those moral directives dictated by their own con-
sciences” (Benson, 2005).

In March 2015, Sweden’s foreign minister, Margot Wallström, denounced 
the way Saudi Arabia subjugates women. Wallström was referring to how 
women cannot travel, cannot conduct official business, or marry without 
men’s permission. She also referred to the practice of young girls marrying 
old men who rape them. As Cohen (2015) noted, Wallström was “telling no 
more than the truth.” She has been experiencing a backlash, however, for 
discussing misogynist behavior. Cohen (2015) agrees with Steinem when he 
stated:

. . . the rights of women always come last. To be sure, there are Twitter 
storms about sexist men and media feeding frenzies whenever a 
public figure uses “inappropriate language.” But when a politician 
tries to campaign for the rights of women suffering under a brutally 
misogynistic clerical culture she isn’t cheered on but met with an 
embarrassed and hugely revealing silence. (p. 3)

CHRIST’S TEACHINGS vS. ORGANIZATION OF RELIGIONS

In 2014, President Jimmy Carter published his book, A Call to Action: 
Women, Religion, Violence, and Power. President Carter discusses that his 
decision to leave the Southern Baptist Convention was a direct result  
of their 2012 vote that women must be subservient to their husbands, a 
ruling he states is contradictory to his commitment to gender equality. 
President Carter is still a Baptist and attends a Baptist church where his 
wife is a Deacon and a woman serves as Pastor.

As President Carter discusses, Jesus brought forth an entirely different 
view of women, one which caused great consternation among the Pharisees 
and also his disciples. A passage that illustrates Jesus’s view of women in-
volves Mary and Martha.

In the course of their journey he came to a village, and a woman 
named Martha welcomed him into her house. She had a sister called 
Mary, who sat down at the Lord’s feet and listened to him speaking. 
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xxvi Introduction

Now Martha who was distracted with all the serving said, “Lord,  
do you not care that my sister is leaving me to do the serving all  
by myself? Please tell her to help me.” But the Lord answered: 
“Martha, Martha,” he said, “you worry and fret about so many 
things, and yet few are needed, indeed only one. It is Mary who  
has chosen the better part; it is not to be taken from her.” (Luke 
10:38–42)

In this passage Jesus established a view of women unacceptable in Jewish 
society. Swidler (1971) actually referred to Jesus as the first feminist. Jesus 
viewed women as equal to men in terms of learning and education. He 
asked women to learn the message of the New Gospel and share it just as 
he commanded of men. According to Parvey (1974):

The inclusion of this story about Jesus, unique to Luke’s gospel, is 
the keystone of the changed status of women that it reflects. While 
previously the learning of Scriptures was limited to men, now it  
is opened to women. The story of Mary and Martha enabled  
women to choose. Mary departed from her ascribed role and was 
commended by Jesus for so doing. This meant that other women 
were encouraged to choose this new alternative: to be allowed,  
as were the young men, to learn the Scriptures at the feet of a rabbi. 
(p. 141)

Despite the fact Jesus was egalitarian in his treatment of women and 
men, this perspective was not shared by his disciples. The Christian church 
fell into a misogynous pattern. Many religious scholars have cited the 
teachings of St. Paul as contributing to the anti-woman approach taken by 
Christianity (Parvey, 1974). While St. Paul was preaching in Corinth he 
found that women were acting in ways that went against Jewish tradition 
and thus causing some rift in the congregation. To admonish these women, 
he wrote:

As in all of the churches of the saints, the women should keep silence 
in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be 
subordinate, as even the law says. (1 Cor. 14:34–35)

St. Paul also asserted that man “is the image and glory of God; the woman 
is the glory of the man” (1 Cor. 11:7).

The masculine bias that exists in religious scholarship has omitted 
women from religion despite the fact that women have played prominent 
roles in the founding and practicing of religions (Doyle & Paludi, 1998,  
p. 209). Setta (1989) and Carroll (1992) noted that women have been at-
tracted to “Mary cults.” According to Setta (1989, p. 86):
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Women were allowed full participation in such cults and worshipped 
Mary as God. Mary cults, such as the Marinites and Collyridians, 
began as early as the second century and continue . . . In part, they 
developed in response to the absence of the feminine and female in 
the expression of Christianity.

Several women are mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles (e.g., Acts 
13:50, 17:4). For example, Tabitha is believed to have been a disciple 
(Parvey, 1974). In the scriptures she is introduced as “a certain disciple 
named Tabitha, which by interpretation is called Dorcus” (9:36). She has 
been described as a model to the community; as someone who dedicated 
her time to producing garments for poor individuals. When she died, her 
body was laid out in an “upper chamber.” This is significant since the “up-
per chamber” was the scene of the Last Supper; a quiet place that is  
believed to promote contact with God. Tabitha was raised from the dead 
by Peter, the first miracle performed by an apostle of Jesus. According to 
Parvey (1974):

To be recorded by a fellow disciple, she must have been considered 
indispensable to the congregation. Her exact status remains un-
known but that she was much more than merely one of the many 
followers is clear from the story about her. (p. 145)

FEMINISM AS “LIFE RAFT”

I think feminism is about the spirit.
Jane Fonda

Listen to your heart.
Listen to your instincts.
Listen to inner voice.
It is your true self.
It will guide you to make the right choices.

Lailah Gifty Akita

Our Inner Lives, a project of feminist.com, recently had a question submit-
ted to them by Amilynn:

My name is Amilynn and I am 16 years old. I have just recently dis-
covered the concept of feminism although I now realize it has been 
present, but taken for granted, in my everyday life. I have read bits 
and pieces of feminist literature and feel as if I am starting to under-
stand feminism and it excites me. . . . I do, however, have a question 
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xxviii Introduction

that has prevented me from moving forward with a feminist mental-
ity. I have been raised in a very loving Christian home. My parents 
have instilled in me since birth a very strong sense of morals and 
belief in God and Jesus Christ. My issue is that Christianity is a very 
paternalistic religion, and emphasizes the power of the male gender. 
In the Bible it states that men are to be spiritual leaders over women, 
and that women should submit to their husbands. Also God is obvi-
ously portrayed as being a male, and no females have made as great 
of an impact as any male has in the Bible. . . . I do not want to submit 
to any man. I want to live my life to fulfill my passions and goals, 
and not to have to compromise any of that for men. But I also do not 
want to have to choose between my beliefs and feminism. Is there  
a way I can incorporate one into another? I do not know how to deal 
with the clashing of two belief systems.

Amilynn’s question has been asked by many feminists who hold strong 
religious beliefs. There is no easy answer to this question; however, I be-
lieve we have an obligation to address the issue for the next generation of 
feminists. And that is why I wanted to co-edit this volume on feminism 
and religion. Contributors to this text share WATER’s commitment to reli-
gious and spiritual practices related to feminism. WATER is the Women’s 
Alliance for Theology, Ethics, and Ritual. This organization was founded 
by Mary Hunt and Diann Neu in 1983. The programs offered by WATER 
include spiritual counseling, teleconferences on spirituality, and resources 
for religious scholars. Hunt informed Ms. Magazine about WATER’s goals 
(see Dove-Viebahn, 2012):

Our common goal is to empower women to make choices about and 
contributions to their own spirituality as they engage in justice 
work. . . . Both feminism and spirituality focus on important quality 
of life issues . . .While postmodernity is well on the way to jettison-
ing patriarchal religions (albeit not fast enough), there is still a wide-
spread hunger for spiritual nourishment, for making sense of the 
world’s complexities. Religions do that, not by their dogmas or doc-
trines, but by the mere fact of connecting people who want to ask 
questions together and try out various answers. (Dove-Viebahn, 
2012, p. 1)

It is my hope that this book will serve as a “life raft” (Klonis, Endo, Crosby, 
& Worell, 1997) for women and men who do not want to choose between 
their faith and feminism. This volume breaks the silence surrounding  
religion and women. We don’t have to choose. And, we can value a diver-
sity of forms of religious expressions, including spirituality in ourselves 
and in others. To me, that is truly feminist.
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