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Abstract

This study explored women’s spiritual experiences and the effects o f patriarchal 

religions on w om en’s lives. To understand how patriarchal beliefs affect women, a 

sample o f twenty-one women answered open-ended questions about their self

perceptions, images o f God, discrepancies between religious education and beliefs in 

feminist ideology, and views o f other women.

The participants’ experiences describe their spiritual self as Explorers, Adherents, or 

Liberated women. The research revealed that seventy-one percent o f the women 

categorized as Explorers had a discrepancy between their religious and feminist belief 

systems. To cope they used emotion focused/avoidance, problem-oriented/avoidance and 

problem-oriented/active coping strategies. Both the Adherent and Liberated women 

avoided discrepancies between belief systems.

Furthermore, the Adherent and Explorers’ religious role models were their mothers 

suggesting their religious beliefs were generational. Conversely, Liberated women found 

spiritual guidance in female ministers and other women in their lives. These women 

transcended generational patriarchal religious beliefs.
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INTRODUCTION

Research in the sociology o f religion consistently shows that in the United States, 

more women than men consider themselves religious (Bahr, Caplow, & Chadwick, 1983; 

de Vaus, 1982; de Vaus & McAllister, 1987). Several studies also reveal that as women 

increase in age their participation in religious activities and their relationship with God 

increases (Benson, 1991; Cornwall, 1989; Finney & Lee, 1977).

Carl Jung explained that the role o f religion is to give a meaning to the life o f human 

beings (Mollenkott, 1984). For some individuals partaking in a religion gives them 

comfort, support, and security (Gorsuch, Hood, & Spilka 1985). Studies show that as 

individuals age they look to religion in an effort to reduce anxieties (Finney & Lee,

1977).

Although religion can be a positive experience there are some disadvantages.

Lybeck and Neal (1995) warn that the church can be an influential institutional agent that 

farther exacerbates the silencing o f women. Literature suggests masculine concepts 

within a religion covertly prevent women from fully accepting religious contexts as well 

as deny women the “special joy” o f praying to someone like themselves (Anderson and 

Hopkins 1992; Ozorak 1996; Randour 1987; Rayburn 1992, Stone 1976). These findings 

present a paradox, since most religions are patriarchal in their traditions, beliefs, and 

images (Ruether, 1983). In patriarchal religions men are the religious leaders and they 

present G od’s message. In addition, images o f the Divine are represented by male 

images. Why are some women attracted to religions that are patriarchal in nature? Do 

patriarchal religions reinforce or silence women’s authentic self? Lastly, do women 

experience a discrepancy between beliefs in women’s equality and participation in a 

patriarchal faith? The aim o f this study is to assess the relationship between women’s 

self- development and religious upbringing in a patriarchal faith.

To explore this paradox the researcher interviewed twenty women raised in a 

religion with a patriarchal tradition. The questions focused on their self- image, 

conceptualization o f the Divine, discrepancies between feminist and religious ideology 

and views of other females.
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This chapter is presented in three sections. First, there are definitions o f terms and 

relevant literature. Second, I will argue and propose five research questions. Finally, the 

analysis segment indicates the various categorical analyses used

Women’s Spiritual Experiences 

Men and women have different perceptions on morality and experiences with gender 

role socialization (Gilligan, 1977). These differences may be important factors that 

influence their perceptions o f religion and spirituality. Most studies o f spiritual 

development simply reflect the views o f males within a certain religion or from their 

spiritual perspective (Randour, 1987). Anderson and Ftopkins (1981) criticize an 

overemphasis on definitions o f spirituality and its development by male interpreters, 

priests, rabbis, and ministers. Moreover, women’s experiences remain unheard. The 

force o f  religious institutions and their influence on women’s development has been 

largely ignored. Flow do women cope with being raised in a patriarchal religion? It is 

clear that men and women experience religion differently, thus we cannot learn how 

women develop spiritually and how religion shapes women’s conceptualization o f 

themselves from men.

Various studies show that for women there is a strong connection between 

spirituality and relationships (Anderson & Hopkins 1981; Lybeck & Neal 1995; Ozorak 

1996; Randour 1987). “To a woman, spirituality, or a life o f the Spirit, implies 

relationship in its very essence,” suggests Irene Claremont de Castillejo (1974, p. 87) in 

her book Knowing Woman: A Feminine Psychology. Anderson and Hopkins (1981) 

found that women describe relationships with God or the Divine as connections o f spirit 

and flesh. Carol Ochs also characterizes spirituality as the “process o f coming into 

relationship with reality” (Ochs, 1983, p. 13). However, some o f these researchers 

explain that this very need and desire of women to connect can create a risk o f only 

focusing on the needs and wants o f others.

Within each study women identify the development o f their spirituality as correlating 

with age and experience. Additionally, spirituality for some women varies from their 

traditional practice o f a specified organized religion to a more personal spiritual
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experience. Many times spirituality is depicted as something that comes from within 

them (Anderson & Hopkins, 1981). Thus, by examining the stories o f women’s spiritual 

and religious experiences there is a potential for a multitude o f descriptions and feelings 

toward self, coping, God, and spirituality.

In her research, Randour (1987) analyzed ninety-four interviews o f women who 

responded to a questionnaire requesting that they describe an important or memorable 

spiritual experience. Randour distributed questionnaires to women at conferences, in 

colleges, churches, to friends, family; religious groups, colleagues, and in turn, they 

passed the questionnaire on to their friends. Her sample consisted o f eighty Caucasian, 

nine black, two Asian, two Latvian women, and one Greek woman. The women 

represented a variety o f states within the United States, with one woman coming from 

overseas.

Randour (1987) used three theological categories to understand women’s stories and 

give better insight into her case studies: a new conception o f sin, the sex and nature o f 

God, and being-in-relationship. Most Christian religions identify sine as self- 

centeredness and pride. Her research suggests that this definition is more common to 

men’s experiences. She offers a separate definition o f sin for women, one that 

encompasses denying the self and abnegation o f responsibility. Her study indicates that 

w om en’s experiences are never free o f cultural definitions, and cultural pressures 

encourage women to deny their self for the sake o f others. She found that the Christian 

belief o f self-sacrifice and obedience is inappropriate for women. W omen’s sin is the 

opposite o f men’s, since they naturally deny the self for the sake o f others.

Another aspect o f spirituality that Randour (1987) points to is the image o f God and 

relationship. She suggests that the closeness o f a relationship with God is dependent on 

the image o f God one holds to be true. This is essential to understanding women’s 

spiritual experiences since women live in a world o f interpersonal relationships. She 

proposes that the concept o f God is linked with the psychological process o f self and 

object representation. In essence, Randour believes that how we speak o f God (male or 

female) affects not only our image o f the Divine, but also our self-perception.
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The third theological theme found in her study proposes is being in a relationship. 

Each o f the women interviewed emphasized the significance o f interpersonal 

relationships. W omen’s relationships are crucial to their understanding o f God. Many 

theorists suggest that connections with others influence women’s development and 

identity (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Chodorow 1989; Gilligan, 1977; Jack, 1991; Miller, 

1976). Since women naturally develop around relationships with others, Randour (1987) 

adds that societal and religious pressures are obstacles to understanding how to balance 

self and other. Thus, this imbalance creates a danger o f women neglecting themselves as 

they live in a society governed by cultural and theological teachings that educate women 

to place authority outside o f them. Authority is placed within males or in a male 

personified by God.

Randour’s (1987) qualitative approach to her research resulted in the classification o f 

w om en’s experiences. She found that the interviews fell under several themes. The 

emerging women theme describes women’s spiritual experiences as an exploration or 

discovery o f themselves.

The second theme that appeared in the interviews was somewhat different than the 

aforementioned. Unlike the emerging women, the selves conflict theme included 

women that were younger, under twenty-one years old. Those interviews focused on the 

struggle with their self-definition in relationships (Randour, 1987).

Resolute women, the third theme, consisted o f “older” women. These women had no 

problem balancing their relationships with others. They felt adamant in accepting their 

spiritual task (Randour, 1987). Their stories read with a traditional religious tone o f 

submission to a higher power.

The final theme departs completely from the foregoing three. Mystical women do 

not relate to God in contradistinction, but in relation to self. They see themselves as one 

with God. Dissimilar to the resolute women category, these women did not lose their 

power or authority. Instead, their God is one within them allowing the sacred within ones 

self
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Each woman in the study, with no regard to category, used a unique interpretation o f 

her experience with the Divine. They chose psychological and theological terms to 

describe what they experienced. Randour posits that the emerging selves and mystical 

women ignore the call to be self-sacrificial for the sake o f relationships.

Anderson and Hopkins (1981), through the use of a garden metaphor, also explained 

the stages o f spirituality women experience. So that the research could be free o f 

judgment and they would not find themselves evaluating the women’s experiences, 

Anderson and Hopkins chose to see the interviews as gardens o f flowers or vegetables, 

all o f which are unique. In their research Anderson and Hopkins asked thirty women 

across North America, who were recognized as spiritually inspirational in their 

community, to describe their first encounter with the Divine. The women chosen to 

participate in their study included a diverse sample o f women who lived in cloisters, 

medicine women, rabbis, ministers, mothers, artists, teachers, and community workers.

All participants were found from personal, professional and institutional 

recommendations.

The study was done in a nontraditional method o f open conversation using audio

recorded interviews. The interviews were transcribed and reviewed for patterns, 

metaphors, and common images o f the Divine. The researches wanted to find what image 

o f  God is revealed through women. Anderson and Hopkins located the first emerging 

theme in the women’s childhood experiences. Some women described a feeling or 

awareness o f something inside them discovered when they were children.

The second stage o f their research revealed that women go through a passage from 

being immature to responsibility. Many women spoke o f a spiritual transition when they 

left home for the first time. Anderson and Hopkins (1981) describe this process as very 

common. However, almost all the women interviewed mentioned that they made their 

connection with the sacred before they left home.

The women interviewed took various paths to acquire a direct relationship with the 

Divine. For some women the birth o f a child uncovered this relationship (Anderson & 

Hopkins, 1981). Giving birth can be a multidimensional experience that leads a woman
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to the Divine through her body. Another way to the Sacred is that o f traditional religious 

practices. In Anderson and Hopkins’ interviews they encountered women who went 

through the formal rite o f confirmation in the Catholic tradition. Their research led them 

to conclude that the process o f discovering the Sacred consists o f two distinct parts. The 

first part lies in the identification o f the Divine in an experience of the sacred. The 

second is the choice to continue to embody the Sacred into one’s life. They describe this 

procedure as “planting and cultivating” one’s own spiritual garden (Anderson & Hopkins, 

1981, p. 120). Lastly, the women interviewed suggested a separation between a woman’s 

spirituality and her spiritual body awareness, a separation that may be a result o f 

participation in a patriarchal religion. Most women felt that their sexuality interfered in 

their spirituality. Within most patriarchal religions women are viewed as a distraction 

and a temptress. These women may have learned that being a sexual being prevented 

them from having a relationship with a male God. The older women interviewed 

expressed that only recently had they uncovered that God was present in the ecstasy of 

sexual union.

Since most Christian religions are based on patriarchal belief system, some women 

feel unwelcome and excluded from religious practices. Ozorak (1996) interviewed sixty- 

one women between the ages o f eighteen and seventy-one to explore how their past and 

present religious beliefs affected their view of themselves. The participants were 

recruited from a relatively privileged population and were contacted through local 

churches. Most o f the women interviewed recognized that by hierarchical standards, 

organized religion does not treat women equal to men. However, most stated that they 

did not feel ostracized. Consequently, the women interviewed suggested that they were 

willing to cope with inequalities, since they had a strong connection and relationship 

within their religion, a trait that is highly significant in their faith experience. This study 

found that women depend heavily on cognitive reframing skills to cope with religious 

inequalities.

Similarly, a study by Lybeck and Neal (1995) selected fifteen females from a 

conservative faith and fifteen from an egalitarian faith, ages eighteen through thirty, to
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examine the concept o f the silencing women within religious circles. The sample was 

made up of mainly affluent women in the Midwest area that participated in churches o f 

more than one thousand parishioners. The participants were interviewed and asked a 

series o f questions regarding views o f God, themselves, their family, and feelings o f 

conflict and anger. Lybeck and Neal (1995) found that adolescent girls who participate 

in either conservative or egalitarian faith communities sacrifice themselves and their 

opinions to maintain relationships. Additionally, the researchers discovered that as 

women become older and participate in an egalitarian faith community, there is evidence 

o f regaining their voice. Although women regained their voice, many still perceived this 

as a weakness.

In Mulrenin’s (1998) research with five women ranging from ages 24-46, she 

explored women’s difficulty in praying to a male God. The women were all members of 

a patriarchal religion in the Judeo Christian traditions and represented a diverse sample o f 

backgrounds which included Roman Catholic, Methodist, Orthodox Jewish, Non- 

denominational Christian, and Anglican denominations. Through an analysis o f group 

discussions the study revealed three phases the women experienced.

The first phase focused on the women’s experience with growing up in a religious 

tradition where females were seen as less than males. Early on the women learned to 

separate themselves as sexual beings from their experiences as spiritual beings. 

Additionally, they found it difficult to pray to a male God when they approached prayer 

with a desire to connect with Him in a time o f great distress.

In the second phase Mulrenin found that the women experienced an awakening to the 

gender o f their God. This phase is described as a time that the women felt great turmoil 

and failed to receive comfort in their God, they realized the maleness o f their Divine 

images. This experience initiated a turning point in their relationship with the Divine. At 

this point the women refused to further participate in their traditional religious 

communities, images, and traditions.

In the third phase, forming an experientially based adult spirituality, four o f the 

women created their own spiritual relationships with God. This allowed the women to
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transform childhood experiences o f feeling inferior to males, into an image o f God that 

incorporated one’s own life experiences.

All o f the women in the study suggested that their childhood images o f God were too 

constrictive for their developing sense o f selves as adults. As these women broadened 

and explored their conceptualization o f their self they also expanded their image o f the 

Divine. The process o f discovering their self, led them to discard their original belief in 

God the Father or Jesus. In conclusion, Mulrenin found that difficulty in praying to a 

male image o f God is the catalyst to a woman’s awareness o f the socio-cultural 

importance o f gender and its influence on women’s psychospiritual development.

Views o f Spirituality

This study was specifically interested in women’s childhood experiences with 

patriarchal religions and the role it played in their lives. Consequently, it took the 

example o f gender and examined its role in the evolution o f a woman’s religious and 

personal spirituality. Here gender is defined through socially constructed meanings given 

to females.

Furthermore, this study examined women’s experiences with Christian religions with 

strong patriarchal beliefs and teachings. For this study, organized religion was defined as 

a faith and service in God or a Higher Being. It included an outlined set o f  beliefs, 

practices, rituals, and traditions. Religious beliefs are guidelines that dictate how one 

should live in accordance with the Divine and others.

Even though the focus o f this research is on patriarchal and Christian religions, I 

must note that Christianity is not a single, homogenous entity. Within Christianity there 

are several differences among denominations. For example, Catholicism and Quakerism 

are Christian faiths, both use the Bible as their principal text, but each differs greatly on 

other issues, such as gender roles and responsibilities (Sapiro, 1994).

For other Christians, a personal relationship with God does not include a rigid set o f 

beliefs or practices. In this research, personal spirituality is distinguished from organized 

religious spirituality. Personal spirituality is defined as a personal faith and relationship 

with God or an equivalent concept (e.g. the Divine, Higher Power, etc.). Many accept a
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personal faith in the Divine that is not restricted to a religion or an organized set o f 

beliefs.

A personal spirituality refers to an inner desire for self-transcendence and seeks truth 

and goodness (Conn, 1996). Since personal spirituality is specific to a person’s 

experience, it cannot necessarily be seen as solely religious (Luke, 1981). A personal 

spirituality is defined as an awareness and experience that led to a relationship with God. 

Experience is always very specific to each human and formed through the totality o f  a 

person’s life. This means that we must include the person’s gender, race, social class, 

psychological development, family history, and any other influences that could affect a 

person’s experience. In essence, one’s spirituality is shaped and deeply influenced by the 

totality o f their experiences.

Religion’s Influence on Gender Role Socialization 

In the Western culture, the institution of religion influences proper definitions o f 

what is considered to be male and female (Kraemer, 1992; Sapiro, 1994). Gender 

differences are a result o f religion’s role in promoting order and controlling forces that 

create disorder. To control women is to have authority over the power o f creation 

(Reineke, 1995). Reineke (1995, p.430) states that through “menstruation (potential for 

life), reproduction (successful or miscarried creation), and aging (movement toward 

death) women’s bodies symbolize the triumphs and tragedies o f existence.”

Through the use o f Bible scriptures, some religions educate women to find the 

fulfillment o f their lives and purpose in serving men. In a time when people used the 

Bible as a text to learn to read, women and men were taught that a woman’s purpose was 

to be obedient to her husband, and to be fruitful: “ 1 will increase your labor and your 

pain, and in labor you shall bear children. You shall be eager for your husband’s, and he 

shall be your master” (Genesis 3:16).

Other examples are Christian religions that base their views on New and Old 

Testament Bible scriptures that disparage women. The roles o f women and men are 

divided into two distinct spheres by these religions, private and public. Many Bible 

passages often place women beneath men’s rule “For man did not originally spring from
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woman, but woman was made out o f man; and man was not created for woman’s sake, 

but woman for the sake o f  man” (1 Corinthians 11:8- 10). Patriarchal themes can be found 

in biblical scriptures that lead religious authorities to educate and reinforce oppressive 

conditions for women, “Wives, be subject to your husbands as to the Lord; for the man is 

the head o f the woman, just as Christ also is the head o f the Church. Christ is, indeed, the 

Savior body; but just as the church is subject to Christ, so must woman be to their 

husbands in everything” (Ephesians 5: 22-24). However, not every Christian faith 

regards these translations as true.

Further, exclusive male roles within religions perpetuate the myth that woman are 

not as close to God as men. Vatican documents, found in the Roman Catholic faith, 

concluded that women couldn’t be priests, because there must be a physical resemblance 

between a priest and Christ (Lindley, 1996). Mainline Protestant churches, contrary to 

Catholicism, have recently allowed women to be ordained as clergy. Between 1968 and 

1983 a shift occurred in church leadership, notably increasing the number o f women in 

conservative seminaries (Sharma, 1987). Although many Protestant churches allow 

women to be ministers, some, like the Lutheran faith, still believe that teaching the Word

Many Christian religions use sexuality as a tool to convey order and define women’s 

roles. This trend is seen particularly in the persons o f Eve and Mary. The Christian 

tradition taught a fear o f sexuality (Sloat, 1986; Reinke, 1995). One o f the most 

prevalent symbols and role models within the Christian tradition, especially in the Roman 

Catholic tradition, is Mary the mother o f Jesus (Goldenberg, 1979). She is unique from 

all women. Despite the conception and birth o f her child, she remains a virgin.

Theologians argue that Mary remained in tact before, during, and after the birth o f Jesus.

It is also believed that she never gave off odors and her body never physically decayed 

after death; she remained perfect even after death (Goldenberg, 1979). In addition, she 

obeyed a male God and her status derived from her son.

In the Roman Catholic tradition and other Christian traditions her purity unlike the 

sinful Eve who brought condemnation to humankind, replaces Eve’s actions as the “New
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Eve” (Abbot & Gallagher, 1966). In Vatican 11 documents Mary is considered a 

representation o f the order and purity o f the Catholic Church:

The Church herself is a virgin, who keeps whole and pure the fidelity she has 

pledged to her Spouse. Imitating the Mother o f her Lord, and by the power o f the 

Holy Spirit, she preserves with virginal purity an integral faith, a firm hope, and a 

sincere charity (Abbott & Gallagher, 1966, p.93).

Likewise, Pope Paul suggested in 1974 that the Church would never allow Mary equal 

deity to Jesus (Goldenberg, 1979). Religion has subtly implied that a woman must 

choose either to take on the role o f Mary, good and pure, or follow the example o f sinful 

Eve by reproducing children that will become future members of the Church (Sapiro,

1994).

The Christian church has historically recommended chastity for both men 

and women. The apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:6-6 describes marriage as a last 

resort and strongly encourages celibacy. Although chastity is prescribed to both 

genders, men and women are cautioned differently. For the most part, women 

carry the threat o f seducing a man, while the man is cautioned o f the dangers o f 

her sexuality (Proverbs 7:10).

Religious restrictions and prohibition of inappropriate sexual activity is a 

common form o f religious tactics to enforce gender roles. Behind female images 

such as Eve, Lillith, witches, and temptresses that are despised by previous 

generations there is a vision o f female power that is feared (Goldenberg, 1979).

A well-known period in history that focused primarily on women who deviated 

from religious norms and behavior was 1440 to 1770. During this time,

Christianity persecuted women accused o f practicing witchcraft (Sharma, 1987).

Through records o f the trials it is evident that there was a fear o f  female 

sexuality (Reinke, 1995).

Some religious followers interpret female sexuality as either in “G od’s 

way”, virginal, chaste, and motherly or as the evil temptress (Siegal, Choldin, &

Orost, 1995). This dualistic perception that some Christian religions encourage
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affects women’s perception o f themselves and their decisions. Moreover, it 

approves male controlled roles, defined by scripture and tradition, limited to 

wife, daughter, virgin, or the celibate nun (Reinke, 1995).

The Christian tradition also enforces dualistic perceptions through the exclusion o f 

female imagery. The Christian Trinity, composed of a three-part deity o f the Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit excludes any imagery of a female. In Christian theology, the Trinity is 

representative o f the relationship between God and humankind (Reinke, 1995). This 

concept affirms that the Divine, as seen in Christian theology, is exclusively male.

W omen’s spirituality in a patriarchal setting is often restricted. Although, recent 

biblical translations use masculine pronouns representing the Holy Spirit, the original 

scripture personified the Holy Spirit as a female called Sophia (Conn, 1996). Within the 

Jewish tradition, Wisdom was a female (Sophia) that revealed God to humans (Lacks, 

1980). In the gospel o f Luke, the Wisdom (Sophia) o f God brings humankind prophets 

(Luke 12:49-50). Despite proof o f early use o f female imagery Christian theologians 

restrict imagery to masculine, promoting dualistic presumptions that God is solely male. 

Views o f Patriarchy Within Religion

Some women use new interpretations o f sacred writings to revoke oppressive 

patriarchal traditions in religion (Clark & Richardson, 1977). In the nineteenth century, 

two sisters named Sara and Angelina Grimke, the Quaker sisters, believed that enforcing 

separate spheres for women and men and neglecting religious and political rights for 

women was un-Christian (Sapiro, 1994). Other religions, such as the Shakers, criticized 

the mannish character o f traditional Christianity and presented new teachings regarding 

the “Dual Christ” and “Our Father-Mother God” (Clark & Richardson, 1977 p. 164). 

Several feminists o f the time criticized religion and claimed it was misogynist. Elizabeth 

Cady Stanton, Matilda Joslyn Gage, and others created the Woman's Bible, as a criticism 

o f the Bible.

Another strategy women used to combat oppressive traditions were through honorary 

male status. Christian writings dated during the same time as the New Testament, but not 

included in the Bible, suggest that women took on honorary male statuses (Reinke, 1995).
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The records imply that celibate women took on various leadership positions in Christian 

communities. An example is the virgin Thecla, who was commissioned by the Apostle 

Paul (MacDonald, 1983). Accepting a life o f celibacy and adopting male attire gave her 

the opportunity to do ministry with the same authority as the men o f the time.

In search o f spirituality free from patriarchal authority, other women choose to 

develop a spiritual life within their own sphere. Women excluded from participation in 

religious rituals (Moslem women), created their own rituals independent from men.

Others exchange authority in their religion for authority at home. For example, in some 

sectors o f Judaism women approach the situation by dominating the home, while men are 

leaders o f religious life (Reinke, 1995).

These examples o f experiencing religion in a non-oppressive manner give us insight 

into the development o f nonsexist spiritual experiences. Regrettably, it is agreed that 

despite strong attempts to create equality for women within religions a strong resistance 

exists. Although these women have taken separate avenues to find equality in religion, 

they all demonstrate that organized religion is the most forceful institution that shapes 

and defines gender roles (Sharma, 1987).

Recognizing the Concept o f Patriarchy through Feminism

Feminism brought recognition to the patriarchal nature o f organized religion and 

other institutions. There are several facets to understanding women’s search for equality. 

Feminism consists o f five branches (Donelson, 1999). The variations o f these branches 

are separate lenses for viewing women’s experiences. The concept o f feminism includes 

liberal, cultural, radical feminists, separatists, and womanists.

Liberal feminists argue that if men and women receive equal opportunities and 

environments they would be perforin similarly (Donelson, 1999). Through socialization 

that teaches individuals to view women differently from men, women are not able to have 

the same opportunities as men. The intent o f liberal feminism is to observe the quantity 

and quality o f existing rights given to individuals. After reviewing the individual’s 

rights, it identifies where these rights are unequal towards women. Lastly, it strives to 

adjust the rights that appear unequal towards women to create equal opportunity for both
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genders (Sapiro, 1994). The main emphasis o f liberal feminism is to recognize that sexist 

ideology learned through socialization is the basis for the oppression o f women.

In contrast, cultural feminism center on the notion that men and women are naturally 

distinct from each other (Donelson, 1999). Cultural feminists embrace the attributes 

associated with women. They suggest that society undervalues qualities associated with 

women that should be seen as important. Cultural feminism recognizes that each woman 

is different, but that they may experience similar affects from the gender system in place 

within our society (Sapiro, 1994). This branch o f feminism unites women in the 

universal essence o f being a woman.

Radical feminism is the belief that societies are run through patriarchy. They believe 

men organize and lead societies for their own benefit. This facet o f feminism adheres to 

the belief that society encourages women to depend on men. Oppression o f women 

occurs through coercion. Men use “compulsory heterosexuality” or the bond o f love with 

a man to repress women into motherhood (Sapiro, 1994). Radical feminist believe that 

the unity among women against males is the only solution to women’s oppression. By 

uniting against male order, women will be able to look among themselves to discover 

their own interests, feelings, and culture. Most radical feminists believe that to free 

themselves women must abstain from becoming sexually involved with men, since men 

use sexuality to control women. For this reason, many radical feminists feel lesbians are 

the forerunners o f feminism (Donelson, 1999).

Radical feminists often disagree about how much separation among the sexes is 

necessary. A fourth area o f feminism is separatism. Separatism refers to the concept of 

women setting themselves apart from men sexually as well as from their patriarchal 

culture (Donelson, 1999). Separatists prescribe to the idea that if all institutions are 

patriarchal based then women cannot free themselves by working within them. Thus, 

separatism means rediscovering or creating a culture that is specifically focused on 

female virtues. Many separatists advocate creating their own organizations and 

institutions that strive to rediscover the lost and devalued aspects o f a woman’s culture 

(Sapiro, 1994).
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The fifth form o f feminism is womanism. Feminism affects women o f all race, 

nationalities, classes, ages, and sexual orientations. Although women share similarities in 

their struggles, there are some attributes such as race, class, age, and sexual orientation 

that cannot be overlooked. To include these aspects o f a woman, a fifth form o f 

feminism addresses these concerns. Womanism allows a woman to claim her culture in 

conjunction with feminism (Donelson, 1999). Often minority women face racial 

discrimination that causes them to hesitate to unite with white women who are unfamiliar 

with their experiences. However, the experience o f sexism gives women o f all ethnicities 

a common cause to unite against.

Therefore, there are several variations of women’s feminist beliefs systems.

Although feminist ideology ranges in various beliefs, the core understanding among 

feminists is that women are often treated unequally. Unequal treatment o f women is 

enforced and taught through various means, which include culture, education, and 

religious institutions.

Patriarchal Religions’ Impact on Women 

For the most part scholars have neglected religion as an influential factor in 

w om en’s psychological and social development. Research literature supports the 

argument that religious participation does influence women’s general initiative. Studies 

show that devoutness may contribute to women’s low levels o f motivation, social 

inequity, and diminished interest in a career (Chusmir & Koberg, 1988; Dhruvarajan, 

1990; Jones & McNamara, 1991; Morgan & Scazoni, 1987).

Dhruvarajan (1990) suggests that the Hindu religiosity o f provides

legitimacy for women’s roles to be assigned as subordinate to their husbands. His 

research showed that this religious ideology encourages women to be dependent upon 

others and results in women devaluing themselves. In the Hindu religion, men are 

believed to be pure, strong, and emotionally mature, whereas women are seen as ritually 

polluted, weak, and lacking in will power. Dhruvarajan (1990) states that women are 

isolated in powerless positions and the only way to relieve women o f this oppressive state 

is to create changes in policies and programs that promote gender equality.
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Using a sample o f two hundred and sixty-three single undergraduate students Jones 

and McNamara (1991) found that religious orientation puts significantly more emphasis 

on family than career. The study results concluded that individuals with high religious 

orientation have more conservative attitudes toward women’s roles. In this study, 

women were willing to economically depend on someone else during the years o f raising 

a child and take the consequences that may follow as a result o f her decision.

Similarly, Morgan and Scanzoni (1987) surveyed one hundred eighty senior women, 

from two land grant universities, to find whether there was a link between devoutness and 

plans for employment. After religious devoutness, sex-role attitudes, and desire for 

employment were measured and analyzed Morgan and Scanzoni (1987) found that 

devoutness indirectly influences women’s decision to not continue in the labor force after 

finishing college. Those women who were more devout favored traditional husband-wife 

roles that they believed were more beneficial to children. Thus, the devout women in this 

study chose to stay home with children and eschewed employment outside the home.

In contrast to religiosity’s negative effect on females, males appear to benefit from 

participation in religious communities. In a study conducted on one hundred thirty-two 

men and ninety-four women who considered themselves Hare Krishna, men scored 

higher on sense o f well-being than did men from the general population (Weiss, 1987). 

Conversely, Hare Krishna women scored lower on sense o f well-being and higher on 

levels o f distress than the general population.

In another study that centered on religion’s influence on well-being, Sorscher (1992) 

studied Jews’ identification with religious role models. Among the sample studied, 

women were six times more likely to identify with victims. Conversely, men were twice 

as likely to identify with intellectuals and four times more likely with leaders.

Lybek and Neal (1995) found that religious affiliations, conservative and 

egalitarian, contribute to a woman’s sense o f self-sacrifice for the sake o f preserving 

relationships. Their research concluded that women felt it was a weakness when they 

entered into an egalitarian faith and experienced a regaining of their voice. These studies
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continuously identify the negative influences religion can have on a woman’s 

conceptualization o f her self compared to men.

Men and women have different experiences o f religion (Nelson, Cheek, & Au,

1985). Several studies have found a relationship exists between devoutness and gender- 

role stereotyping (Caplow, Bane, & Chadwick, 1983; Hoge and Roozen 1979; Morgan 

and Scanzoni 1987). Since men are not depreciated in a patriarchal religion, their 

perception o f God and role within their church differs from women. Research indicates 

that women have more o f a personal relationship with the Divine and their religious 

community as a result o f  their identification with relationships (Anderson & Hopkins 

1981; Randour 1987; Rayburn 1992), Men, unlike women, focus on the judgmental and 

powerful image o f God as well as focus on personal autonomy (Nelson, Cheek, & Au, 

1985; Sered, 1987). These distinctions are argued to be a result o f socialization.

Gilligan (1977) argues that society socializes women to be nurturers and caretakers, 

thus defining themselves through relationships with others. On the other hand, society 

teaches men to value power and autonomy. Her research suggests these distinctions result 

in men and women having different perspectives o f morality. In her research, Gilligan 

(1977) found that women valued care and connection, while men placed importance on 

independence and objectivity as their greatest moral good.

The distinction in men and women’s perceptions of morality may affect women’s 

images and views o f religious obligations. Gilligan (1977) suggests women define 

themselves through their ability to nurture others. The fear o f losing relationships or 

nurturing others causes women to silence their true thoughts and emotions. Brown and 

Gilligan (1992) describe this “silencing” or “loss o f voice” in their research and explain 

that these concepts are essential to understanding women’s psychological development. 

Several studies describe issues o f voice. Loss of voice refers to a woman not being able 

to fully express her thoughts, emotions, or desires for the sake of preserving relationships. 

Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tartule (1986) interviewed one hundred thirty-five 

women and found that women often use the metaphor o f voice to explain their ethical and 

intellectual development. After being in relationships for several years these participants
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felt that they derived a sense o f self from the definitions others had given to them. The 

women described experiences o f being trapped by negative images society has given to 

women (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tartule, 1986).

Similarly, Jack (1991) found that voice is an indicator of self. In a longitudinal study 

o f twelve women suffering with depression, the study found that women tend to conform 

to perceived images and expectations to gain approval and protect their true self (Jack, 

1991). Among her interviews, she found recurrent struggles with speaking one’s 

feelings and thoughts. Additionally, her research revealed that expressing one’s emotions 

and thoughts is a component of creating, maintaining, and recreating one’s authentic self. 

Jack (1991) concluded that the silencing o f “I” correlated with women’s feeling o f losing 

their voice and symptoms o f depression. Lastly, the study discovered that society 

traditionally defines femininity in ways that encourage self-sacrifice and an urge to please 

others.

Many studies have described women as placing a great importance on relationships 

with others (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Gilligan, 1977; Jack, 1991; Miller, 1976). In a 

study comparing interviews o f nearly one hundred adolescent girls ages seven to 

eighteen, Brown and Gilligan (1992) found that relationships are essential to women’s 

development. They found that as they tracked the girls through their psychological 

development, from childhood to adolescence, the girls sacrificed themselves for the sake 

o f keeping relationships. Using interviews to better explain the psychological 

development among the girls, Brown and Gilligan (1992) identified that women struggle 

with authentic and idealized relationships.

Likewise, this study used open-ended interviews to examine women’s spiritual 

journeys and women’s effort to maintain other beliefs that are part o f their identity, while 

participating in a patriarchal faith. Often women will experience distress when they 

realize that her current beliefs in a patriarchal faith are inconsistent with other belief 

systems they possess. For instance, a woman that is a feminist and participates in a 

Christian faith may have conflicting beliefs.
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Discrepancies in Belief Systems 

Tension may arise for women who become aware o f inconsistencies between their 

religious beliefs and life decisions such as identification with feminism. This 

discrepancy between belief systems is described through the cognitive dissonance theory. 

The cognitive dissonance theory found in Leon Festinger’s (1957) research, suggests that 

an individual feels tension or dissonance when two thoughts or beliefs (cognitions) are 

psychologically inconsistent.

Cognitions pertain to knowledge, opinions, thoughts or beliefs about ones self, one’s 

behavior or one’s environment. They may consist o f specific details o f information or 

more general concepts (Wicklund & Brehem, 1976). In addition, the cognitions an 

individual owns may be absolutely clear or vague. Wicklund and Brehem (1976) state 

that cognitions about oneself, which can include knowledge o f one’s weight, awareness 

o f emotions, memories, and intentions. Similarly, cognitions about the world or setting 

around individuals can include recognition o f distance between towns, recognition o f 

daily events, and perceiving nature around them. A person has several cognitions. Most 

cognitions a person possess are neither consonant nor dissonant. For instance, some 

women may have cognitions about their role in a patriarchal religion and the existence o f 

rules they obey and believe as Christian women.

Consonance is the relationship between two cognitions that are in accordance with 

each other or consistent (Manis, 1971 & Festinger, 1957). Usually, possessing cognition 

A implies possessing cognition B. For instance, the first cognition is consonant with the 

second. Cultural mores, pressures to be logical, behavior commitments, experience and 

other factors disturb cognitions and contribute to psychological distress.

Dissonance exists when an individual observes that cognition A is inconsistent with 

cognition B (Wicklund & Brehem, 1976). Usually dissonance arises when new events 

happen or new information is recognized. Individuals commonly experience dissonance 

in everyday situations; after all, few situations are clear-cut (Festinger, 1957). Therefore, 

when an individual has difficulty reconciling the discrepancies in their beliefs, dissonance 

persists. For instance if a woman believes in pro-choice issues and participate in a faith
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that disapproves o f abortion, she may experience an inner conflict, or cognitive 

dissonance.

Festinger’s theory o f dissonance proposes two hypotheses: (1) psychological 

discomfort is present and will motivate an individual to reduce dissonance and achieve 

consonance and (2) when dissonance is present an individual will avoid information that 

could increase dissonance. Furthermore, the amount o f dissonance experienced relates to 

the importance o f the cognitions (Wicklund & Brehem, 1976). If the cognition is o f great 

value to the individual may experience higher levels o f cognitive dissonance.

Festinger’s dissonance theory (1957) argues that to reduce tensions that result from 

discrepancies in behavior and beliefs individuals must adjust their cognitions.

In some cases, an individual creates exceptions in order to rationalize the inconsistency of 

beliefs. Rarely do these individuals recognize that their thoughts are inconsistent. 

Festinger (1957) argues that not all individuals find successful ways to rationalize or 

explain their inconsistencies. Thus, they continue with inconsistent beliefs that create 

psychological discomfort.

Appraisal Process

Dissonance theory pertains to being aware of discrepancies between a behavior and 

an attitude. If  individuals sense an inconsistency in cognitions they feel tension, stress, or 

pressure to reduce the dissonance (Myers, 1996; Festinger, 1957). When these 

discrepancies arise the individual assesses the potential impact o f the stressful event. A 

primary appraisal is an evaluation o f an event (Taylor & Aspinwall, 1999; Lazarus,

1966). Lazarus & Folkman (1984) state that an appraisal is the process o f categorizing an 

encounter by its affect on an individual’s well-being. Women that adhere to a patriarchal 

religion and recognize feminist beliefs may appraise the situation to evaluate its affect on 

their lives. They may also evaluate whether or not new concepts such as feminism 

threaten their existing beliefs associated with Christianity.

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) propound two explanations as to why the concept o f 

appraisal is necessary. One is to understand individuals’ variations o f response to 

distress. Secondly, it is important because the appraisal process helps people distinguish
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between benign and dangerous situations. An appraisal reflects the dynamic relationship 

between a person with distinct attributes and an environment that must be interpreted 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

An individual’s evaluation of his or her coping options and resources is a secondary 

appraisal (Folkman, 1984). This type o f appraisal is essential in weighing options and 

answering what should I do? When a threat or challenge persist then further evaluation is 

necessary. A secondary appraisal is a complex evaluative process that reviews coping 

resources available to the individual. Coping resources include a person’s health, energy, 

positive beliefs, social support systems, and material objects (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 

For instance, a woman may rely on her religious beliefs, a Christian organization as a 

support system, or biblical scriptures to aid her in the evaluation process.

The third type o f appraisal process is reappraisal. Reappraisal refers to a changed 

appraisal based on receiving new information. New information obtained may lead an 

individual to change their perceptions or reinforce their cognitions. In essence, a 

reappraisal follows an earlier appraisal process and modifies it. This may occur through 

various ways. One example is taking a college course on the sociology o f genders that 

reveals or reinforces beliefs o f unequal treatment women experience in our society.

There are several personal and situational factors that influence an appraisal process. 

This research centers on two o f those factors: personal commitment and beliefs. Beliefs 

and commitments are essential to determining what is beneficial for an individual’s well

being and shaping their understanding o f an event (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

Commitment in this research refers to choices, values, and/or goals. Commitments 

also encompass the choices individuals make or are prepared to make to maintain 

relationships, objectives, or ideals. Commitments influence appraisal through many 

avenues. First, they direct a person away from threatening, challenging, or harmful 

situations. For instance, a woman that commits herself to participating in a patriarchal 

religion will partake in activities and organizations that promote her religious beliefs and 

avoid those that contradict the patriarchal beliefs she holds as true. Thus, it is likely that 

she would not participate in feminist organizations that encourage pro-choice beliefs,
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leadership in religious roles, and other activities that patriarchal religions do not 

advocate.

Another influence on appraisal processes, are beliefs. Beliefs refer to preexisting 

notions about reality that shape the understanding o f its meaning. Lazarus and Folkman 

(1984) describe them as a “perceptual lens” used to see things in the environment. For 

some individuals, religion influences their perceptions o f life choices and their setting. 

Bern (1970) also explains that primitive and higher-order beliefs exist. Primitive beliefs 

are those that a believer does not question such as biblical or religious beliefs learned in 

childhood. In contrast, we learn higher-order beliefs as we experience failure and learn to 

question external authorities (Bern, 1970).

Often individuals do not see beliefs as influential because they are implicit. Their 

effect becomes obvious when an individual rejects a belief or conversion occurs. When 

there is a shift in a person’s beliefs, their influence on the appraisal process is more 

obvious. As Bern’s research suggests, some women may become cognizant o f the 

influence o f patriarchal religions if they reject organized religion or convert to an 

egalitarian faith.

Coping

If the product o f an appraisal is threat then it arouses action tendencies known as 

coping strategies (Lazarus, 1966). Coping strategies represent how individuals respond 

to events or stressful circumstances (Taylor & Aspinwall, 1999; Hobfoll, Dunahoo, Ben- 

Porath, & Monnier, 1994). Lazarus and Folkman (1984) describe coping as a process 

with three components.

The initial component o f coping is an assessment o f an individual’s actual behaviors 

and thoughts versus what or how an individual usually conducts herself This refers to 

thoughts that are inconsistent with everyday behavior such as a religious woman 

questioning male leadership in her church. Secondly, a specific context o f the coping 

situation must be present. Lastly, a change in coping thoughts and behaviors exists. This 

process varies in length o f time from situation to situation. Although time may vary,
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Lazarus and Folkman (1984) state that in all cases an unfolding o f the event, shifting 

pattern o f cognitive appraisal and reappraisal, coping, and an emotional process occur.

Previous literature recognizes two general coping strategies: problem-solving coping 

and emotional-focused coping (Roth & Cohen, 1986; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Lazarus, 

1966). The former encompasses a behavioral response to a stressor whereas, the latter 

focuses on the emotional aspect o f a stressful event. Individuals commonly combat 

stressful situations with both o f these strategies (Taylor & Aspinwall, 1996).

Past studies found that within these general strategies lie several variations o f more 

specific coping strategies (Endler & Parker, 1990; Rohde, Tilson, Lewinsohn, Seeley, 

1990; Carver, Weintraub, & Scheier, 1989; Stone & Neale, 1984). To study various 

processes o f coping with stress, Carver, Weintraub, and Scheier, (1989) developed a 

multidimensional coping inventory. The inventory went through several stages that 

encompassed compiling a list, based on past research, o f coping strategies used by men 

and women, reorganizing the list with the results from a survey, and create a general 

inventory based on data collected. The researchers then distributed the inventory to 

several hundred participants. They found that active coping and planning as well as 

denial and behavioral disengagement correlated with individual personality qualities.

The final instrument developed assessed several distinct aspects of people’s active coping 

efforts. Carver, Weintraub, and Scheier (1989) reported that personality traits and coping 

dispositions both play roles in situational coping and are somewhat complementary.

Thus, a woman’s hesitant or assertive personality may contribute to her choice o f coping 

strategies.

Lastly, to study coping strategies and gender, Hobfoll, Dunahoo, Ben-Porath, and 

Monnier (1994) developed the Dual-Axis Model o f Coping based on previous personality 

and health coping research (Figure 1). They administered questionnaires to three 

hundred and eighty-eight participants. Their research aimed at investigating how men and 

women cope when both active-passive and pro-social-antisocial dimensions o f coping 

occur. The study revealed women employed more assertive actions in interpersonal
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situations and sought support more often than men (Hobfoll, Dunahoo, Ben-Porath, & 

Monnier, 1994)

Their research also indicated that active coping in conjunction with good social 

resources benefit an individual’s stress resistance. Hobfoll, Dunahoo, Ben-Porath, & 

Monnier (1994) examined and found that more men use an aggressive coping that leads 

them to push social support away. Thus, individuals who choose this type o f coping 

strategy may deal with a stressful event, but it may be overall unhealthier than the 

aforementioned method. Moreover, this research found that active pro-social coping 

styles are healthier choices o f coping strategies.

The model used in this research has two axes: pro-social versus antisocial and active 

versus passive (Hobfoll, Dunahoo, Ben-Porath, & Monnier, 1994). Each dimension 

represents general coping skills used by individuals that include demure/social yielding, 

pro-social/ active, passive-aggressive, and aggressive-combative. This model provides an 

understanding o f how individuals cope as well as acknowledged that coping usually 

incorporates a social component.

Rationale

This study examines a specific aspect of religion, whether being raised in a 

patriarchal religion influences a woman’s view o f herself and other women. For the 

purpose o f examining the socializing forces o f religious institutions, this study focused on 

patriarchal religions within the Christian tradition. Examining women’s spiritual 

journeys and their religious education on women’s roles may be important in the 

investigation o f women’s psychological development and coping strategies. The 

following research questions will be examined: 1) in what ways do women describe their 

religious and female self, 2) what are women’s conceptualizations o f the Divine, 3) do 

women see a discrepancy in their current beliefs and childhood religions education 4) if 

women do experience a discrepancy in beliefs how do they cope with them, and 5) how 

do women raised in patriarchal religions see other women9

Religious institutions have greatly impacted women’s lives and are worthy o f further 

investigation. The research conducted in women’s spiritual experience has excluded
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Figure 1

Dual-Axis Model o f Coping (Hobfoll. Dunahoo. Ben-Porath. & Monnier. 1994)
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several important factors that still need to be explored. Within each o f the 

aforementioned studies the researchers have included samples that are composed o f 

mostly affluent, Caucasian, urban women. These studies focus on a limited number of 

women. M ost samples reflected the experiences o f women considered spiritual leaders 

within their community or actively affiliated in a leadership role within their church. 

Research is needed on everyday women who participate in a religion, but do not hold an 

esteemed position within their faith community. Studies have not fully examined the 

narratives o f these women, thus the results o f previous studies may be skewed.

Additionally, past studies have neglected to look at women’s religious upbringing 

and its affect on women’s development of their identity. Several studies only present 

information on women’s current religious experiences and their identification to God, but 

do not center on past influences on current perceptions o f themselves or other women. 

M ost research in this area under examines how a woman understands who she is in 

conjunction with religious beliefs they were taught in childhood. Previous studies do not 

focus on a comparison o f past religious experience to present beliefs about self, God, and 

preserving her self within a patriarchal faith. Among the studies mentioned, none ask 

women about their preserving religious beliefs, believing in feminist ideology, and 

coping with these two beliefs systems.

Furthermore, the aforementioned studies did not examine why women continue to 

participate in patriarchal religions or their decision to change faiths. By examining 

childhood religious education and memories, there may be a better understanding o f the 

relationship between women’s participation in a patriarchal faith and formation o f 

identity, spiritual journeys, and coping resources.

Lastly, there has been little research on women’s religious upbringing and the 

participation in feminist activities. The research does not examine women’s ways o f 

coping with beliefs that hinder women’s equality. Further research is needed to explore 

why women participate in a religion with patriarchal beliefs.

Research has typically focused on education and family life as influential socializing 

agents. Although these factors are influential, there is little inquiry on religion as
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dominant force in the socialization o f gender roles. Even though it strongly impacts 

wom en’s spiritual, emotional, and psychological lives, religion’s affect on women’s 

spirituality is under examined. A faith community can help individuals build a healthy 

view o f women. Likewise, it can be detrimental to a woman’s self-development and 

psychological well-being.

There are substantial differences among Christian religions, but each has certain 

beliefs about women’s roles. These beliefs and teachings are essential to a Christian 

w om an’s understanding o f herself and other women. Some women are pressured to 

sacrifice their authentic self to preserve religious beliefs.

The relationship between religion and women’s oppressive roles has been well 

documented. In some cases, women feel a struggle between who they are and what they 

are told to be by their faith community. This inner conflict between two beliefs often 

transforms into various forms o f distress or cognitive dissonance.

In addition, although religious participation can bring great fulfillment to many 

women, obligatory roles prescribed in conservative religions heighten women’s risks for 

stress and depression (Belle, 1982). Often in gender roles assigned to women in 

patriarchal religions encourage women to respond to the needs o f others. The response to 

other’s needs at times competes with a woman’s need to care for her own psychological 

development. In the struggle to resist losing their authentic self, women often experience 

psychological turmoil (Debold, Wislon, & Malave, 1993).

Family and employment roles are important factors in women’s mental health.

Religion indirectly influences these areas o f women’s lives by teaching women the role 

o f a good wife, mother, and follower. Jack (1991) found that clinically depressed 

married women struggled with being a good wife and a good woman. The women 

described a need to please their husband, even if it meant denying their identity. They 

felt a pull in two separate directions.

Other research shows that women experience resistance to losing their authentic self. 

When coping resources are limited and if the cognitive dissonance present in a woman’s 

life is not resolved it can be fatal. Zimmerman (1991) examined the suicides o f three

36
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girls. The girls were attempting to overcome traditional roles taught to them by their 

mothers. To gain their own identity meant losing connection with their mothers. Suicide 

became their coping strategy. The girls felt that this was a way to preserve a relationship 

with their mother on their terms. Unfortunately, suicide among girls trying to resist 

losing their voice is common (Zimmerman, 1991). Women torn in two directions often 

take measures to resist losing their authentic identity. This resistance can be seen in 

many forms o f coping strategies, distress, and psychic numbing.

In summary, these studies show that women benefit psychologically by avoiding an 

inconsistency between two beliefs systems. To prevent cognitive dissonance women 

must not feel restricted to adhere to religious teachings that conflict with other beliefs 

about themselves. Restricted family roles, unequal treatment and status are risk factors 

for depression (McGrath, Keita, Strickland, & Russo, 1990). In addition, we are left to 

question whether conservative religious beliefs are in fact promoting women’s loss o f self 

and pushing them into roles that can be unhealthy. Women are twice as likely than men 

to suffer from depression and many risk factors are related to gender role associations 

(Nolen-Hoeksema, 1987).

Thus, it is important to examine strong forces of socialization such as religion. 

Perhaps, religion can provide the female with positive reinforcements o f self- image and 

coping resources to deal with discrepancies between feminist and religious beliefs. For 

many women either rejection o f an organized faith or entering into an egalitarian faith 

aids them to sustain their true self. Research shows that some women experience mental 

health benefits only after they enter into a feminist spirituality (Kimmel & Kazanis,

1995). Similarly, by investigating religion and women’s spirituality we can explore the 

potential benefits o f emotional healing and other therapeutic solutions for women that 

have a discrepancy in personal beliefs and religious obligations.
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METHODS

This section contains a description o f the methods used in the study. The researcher 

provides an overview o f the interview process, descriptions o f the data collected, data 

preparation, and analysis process.

Participants

To recruit women for this study, the researcher contacted various pastors, leaders, 

and members o f a faith community and asked their permission for the researcher to 

advertise in the Sunday bulletin or make an announcement after the service in order to 

recruit volunteers. The advertisement gave a brief description of the study and included a 

contact name and number. The researcher recruited other volunteers through the 

participants’ recommendations.

The research sample consisted o f (N=21) twenty-one females. All participants were 

at least 18 years old and o f various ethnic backgrounds. All but one o f the interviews 

fulfilled the criteria o f being raised in a patriarchal religion. The researcher excluded all 

leaders, such as ministers or directors of a religious community, from the research. The 

women participated in the study based upon their desire and interest to volunteer in this 

study. Participants completed a consent form (see Appendix C).

Participants in this study identified themselves by age, education level, marriage 

status, employment status, ethnicity, current faith community, and childhood religion 

(Table 1). Participants ranged from ages eighteen to seventy-two. The average age of 

the participants’ was thirty-nine. The participants’ average education was two years of 

college. In addition, fifty-two percent were married, while twenty-nine percent stated 

they were single. The remainder o f the sample was either divorced or widowed. A total 

o f seventy-six percent were employed either part time or full time. Lastly, seventy-one 

percent o f the sample was Caucasian, nineteen percent o f the sample was African 

American, and the remaining ten percent was Hispanic.

Table 2 reports the participants’ current faith community. Nineteen percent o f the 

women reported that they no longer participant in a faith community, whereas fourteen
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Table 1

Participants’ Background Characteristics
Age (average years) 18-72 39

Education (average years) 12+2

Ethnicity

African American 4

Hispanic 2

Caucasian 15

Marital Status

Never Married 6

Married 1 1

Divorced or Widowed 4

Employment Status

Unemployed 8

Part time 4

Full time 8

Retired 1

Note. N=21



Table 2
Participants’ Childhood and Current Religion 
Childhood Religion

Combination 1

Evangelical Christian 2

Independent Bible 1

Jehovah Witness 1

Lutheran 1

Methodist 1

Nazarene 1

None 1

Northern Baptist 1

Pentecostal 1

Protestant (Army) 1

Roman Catholic 8

Southern Baptist 1

Current Faith Community
Evangelical Christian 5

Episcopalian 1

Baptist 1

Methodist 1

Mormon 1

None 4

Pentecostal 1

Quaker 1

Roman Catholic 1

Southern Baptist 1

Unitarian 1

Bible Church 1

Note. N=21
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percent chose to enter into an egalitarian faith. The remaining sixty-seven percent 

continue to participate in a patriarchal faith.

The researcher accepted phone calls from the volunteers. The final sample was 

chosen from the first twenty women to fit the criteria listed above (at least 18 years o f 

age, raised in a patriarchal religion, and not a minister or director o f the parish). The 

researcher set a date and time for the interview during the initial phone call.

There were twenty-two interviews recorded including those used in the pilot study. 

The researcher used twenty-one interviews due to audio recording difficulties in one 

interview.

Interview Procedures

Qualitative interviewing encompasses an array of questions that aid in identifying 

complex themes such as self-image or why people have chosen certain religious values 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Rubin & Rubin, 1995). How one chooses to interview is 

dependent upon what the researcher is trying to hear. Qualitative research was used in 

this study since there is an emphasis on the processes and meanings o f women’s 

spirituality that cannot be found through measurement in quantity, intensity, or frequency 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1998).

Each participant was individually interviewed once during the 2000 spring semester. 

The researcher contacted the participant by phone or via e-mail. A time and date was set 

for the interview during the initial contact. Each interview did not exceed 50 minutes in 

length. The participants were interviewed in a private setting located either at the 

participants’ workplace, home, or a neutral location such as the library The researcher 

used a semi-structured interview format that included a series o f open-ended questions. 

The participant elaborated on two main questions and the researcher provided probes to 

aid the interviewee clarify her answer (Appendix A). The researcher used the probes as a 

conversational guide to help the participants focus on the main themes addressed in the 

research. The interview questions focused on their spiritual journey, views o f self, image 

o f God, religious education, feminist ideology, and perceptions of other women. A pilot
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study aided in the development o f the final questionnaire used. Each individual interview 

was tape recorded with the permission o f the participant.

At the beginning o f the interview the researcher gave a brief description o f the study 

and interview process. The researcher answered questions about the study and interview. 

The following verbal instructions preceded each visit: “This study will look at how 

religion affects women’s self-development. For the next 45 minutes, I will be asking you 

questions about your experiences, feelings, and memories o f your spiritual journey as a 

woman. Please answer the questions to the best o f your ability. There are no wrong 

answers. All your answers will remain confidential. 1 appreciate your participation in 

this research.”

All participants were given a written informed consent (Appendix D) with a brief 

description o f the study. The primary researcher explained each section o f the informed 

consent. Participants were not interviewed unless they signed a consent form. All 

records (audiocassettes, interview notes, and consent forms) were kept in a confidential 

area, in a locked file cabinet. Additionally, individual recorded interviews and notes 

were only available to the researcher. Names were not used.

Data Preparation. Coding. & Analysis

Initially, I decided to listen to the tape-recorded interviews and take notes of the 

responses. This process was ineffective. 1 felt 1 was not able to grasp the statements in 

full context. Thus, to fully identify the essential themes found in the women’s narratives,

I chose to transcribe each narrative verbatim to preserve the true nature o f the 

participants’ experiences and thoughts. I used a transcriber machine with an audio 

cassette deck to transcribe the interviews.

I printed all o f the transcripts and coded them according to a method adapted from 

Brown, Gilligan, and Roger’s (1988) pervious research. The coding represented various 

discourse themes, referred to as lenses. Brown, Gilligan, and Rogers (1988) refer to each 

reading as looking through a different “interpretive lens.” Each lens brought into focus a 

certain theme or aspect o f the narrative. The narratives were coded then read in their 

entirety with each lens. This allowed the researcher to listen for one specific theme at a
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time. Statements relevant to the lens being used per reading were highlighted with 

different colored markers. The colors represented self (yellow), view o f God (green), 

feminist ideology (blue), views o f  other women (red), and religious education (orange). A 

statement may have different meanings depending on the lens used.

Table 3 lists each o f the lenses and analysis used in identifying the themes. Each 

lens has a table identifying the themes found under that particular lens. The lens o f 

discrepancy has an additional figure to explain complex findings. Each theme has the 

percentage o f responses per group o f women corresponding to that theme.

The initial review o f the narratives was read in context. This gave the researcher a sense 

o f the story being told by the narrator. During the review, the researcher looked for clues 

to meaning within the narrator’s psychic process (Brown, Gilligan, & Rogers, 1988).

The researcher documented recurrent words, images, metaphors, emotional resonance, 

shifts in meaning, inconsistencies, as well as shifts in narrative (1st, 2nd, 3rd person voice). 

The goal in the initial reading was to understand the context o f the narrator’s voice and 

her story.

The second review focused on the self or “I” in the narration. The researcher 

searched for words, phrases, or descriptions the participant had o f herself. This lens 

helped center on the participants’ views on relationships with others, God, and with her 

religion.

The third theme the researcher identified from the narratives was the voice o f 

childhood religious education and its affect on her identification o f women’s roles. Here 

the primary researcher searched for indications of religious education that contributed to 

the interviewee’s present beliefs of herself, her roles, and o f other women. This review 

included an examination the participant’s sentiments on feminist ideals. For example, 

how did the narrator feel about traditional roles in the church and did they feel women 

should participate in traditional male roles.
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Table 3

General Summary o f Interpretative Lenses

•In Context. The narrative was reviewed to gain general understanding o f the 

narrative.

•The “Self’. The narrative was reviewed for descriptions o f how the 

participant described herself.

•Lens o f Discrepancy. The third review was listened to through the lens o f 

childhood religious education. In addition it will identify feminist views and 

participation in feminist activities (e.g. pro-choice, birth control, divorce, 

traditionally male career, etc.)

•View o f God. The fourth focus is on the participants’ view o f God

•Lens o f Other. The fifth and final review will be examined for views o f 

other women.
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Fourthly, the researcher listened to the narration to identify any information that 

pertained to the narrators’ images or interpretations of the Divine. The fifth and final 

review focused on examining how the participants perceived other women. The review 

searched for women’s perceptions o f females as religious role models, educators o f 

religious doctrine, and as fellow individuals.

The researcher analyzed the interviews to identify any naturally occurring themes. 

Next, the researcher analyzed the narratives to find themes that pertained to the lenses 

and categorized accordingly. After each review, the categorized statements were 

transferred to worksheets, included in Appendix C. The researcher interpreted the final 

data. Interpretations were largely a result o f the researcher’s overall views and insights 

gained from the relevant statements that pertained to that particular lens. In addition, to 

gain a better understanding of the coping strategies used by the participants I further 

analyzed the lens o f discrepancy. After reviewing the responses o f the participants’ 

methods o f coping with discrepant beliefs in feminism and religion, 1 categorized the 

various coping strategies. I developed a coping strategy model according to a variation 

o f  the Dual-Axis Model o f Coping used in Hobfoll, Dunahoo, Ben-Porath, and M onnier’s 

(1994) research (Figure 2).



Figure 2

Dual-Axis Coping Strategies Model Modified
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Focused

Avoidance
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RESULTS

Conceptualizations of Spiritual and Female Self

The lens o f  self analyzed the relationship between being raised in a patriarchal 

religion and self. It also answered the first research question. In what ways do women 

describe their religious and female self? 1 found three essential categories among the 

participants. Although described individually, the three categories represent the 

narratives as a whole and in context o f the participants’ spiritual journeys. The 

experiences o f the women participants can be described in terms o f the tension between 

their spirituality and their views o f feminism. The categories are Explorers, Adherents, 

and Liberated women (seen in Table 4).

Explorers

The Explorers ranging from ages 26-42, spoke of an inner exploration o f their 

spiritual selves. They elaborate on experiences that focused on learning about themselves 

in conjunction with learning about the role o f spirituality in their life. There was a 

constant theme o f discovering their strength through traumatic experiences in their lives. 

In addition, they spoke searching and questioning their religion and spiritual selves.

The participants also identified with a struggle between preserving their personal 

beliefs and trusting in their faith. These women gave accounts o f experiences that 

impacted the discovery o f their spiritual identity and an awakening to the gender o f the 

Divine. They spoke o f struggling with preserving religious beliefs, questioning the 

Divine’s existence, and healing. One woman spoke o f questioning her faith in God and 

leaving an abusive marriage. The woman recalled her struggle in an abusive marriage 

and G od’s role in her life:

As a teenager I recognized people who had faith or belief in a Higher Power 

tended to be more successful. Not only with material things but also with health, 

happiness, and family. 1 could really see that division. 1 really wanted that. In 

married life I was suffering a lot in a horrible relationship. 1 kept asking God to 

bring that success to me for praying. He never did. 1 then cursed Him. There 

was no God; I really doubted Him and myself.



Table 4

Percentages o f Responses o f Descriptions o f Spiritual Self

Explorers 33% 

Adherent 29%

Liberated 38%

Note. N=21
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These women described events that led them to become stronger as women and in their 

spirituality. Many women in this category experienced a life-changing event. One 

woman experienced a horrible car accident that nearly killed her. She was not sure if she 

would ever be able to dance again. She explained that this accident made her discover 

unknown parts o f her identity that were part o f her spirituality. As she came to terms 

with her painful experience she stated her concerns at the time, about her future,

O f course I was going to walk. I just worried about dancing because dancing for 

me, that was part o f my spirituality. It was expressing myself and I felt beautiful 

dancing. It was also part of exploring my sexuality and body awareness. And it 

kind o f crystallized who I was and what I was.

Two o f the women in this category expressed a spiritual transition when they 

dealt with the loss o f a child either by miscarriage or an abortion. The process o f 

discovering themselves and their spirituality was part o f dealing with motherhood 

I asked this participant to describe herself The participant explained that her 

identity was related to her experience of having a second child and the abortion o f 

her first child. She explained to me that she changed spiritually and grew as a 

person when she experienced the cycles o f parenting:

When I got pregnant with my second child, my oldest I went through a crisis 

pregnancy. They asked me how did 1 deal with this one7 I asked what do you 

mean? My God is going to be my judge not you. 1 did what I had to do. I wrote 

down the pros and cons. 1 did a lot of prayer before 1 made the decision. It was 

not a quick decision. 1 can still remember the exact day and time 1 went. It was 

not a mistake. You know I wasn’t ready for it. Not being ready was not the only 

reason, but there were a lot o f issues at the time that 1 thought it was the best thing 

to do for my body and myself. I needed that extra support and if I could not have 

a partner around to help me through the birth 1 knew it would not be a successful 

pregnancy. I wanted someone to make a commitment with me. 1 could never go 

to confession after that. 1 couldn’t do it. 1 went through a healing process with 

this girl I met. It all worked out. She was still a practicing Catholic and I wasn’t.
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She told me she met her husband in nursing school and they decided together.

She said that it still hurt her to this day, because they were married and could have 

done it together. Stuff like that, the cycles of losing a child and parenting gave 

me a lot o f strength and comfort. My spirituality grew.

Another woman spoke o f her grief with a miscarriage. She explained her anger towards 

God and questioning the Divine’s gender. She also stated that this experience caused her 

conflict with finding a religion that supported her identification with feminism. Part o f 

her spirituality and identity was to be a strong feminist as well as find a religion that 

accepts her as strong and equal to men.

Not all Explorers spoke o f physical struggles to find themselves and spirituality. 

Understanding her need for an education and contradicting her religion’s strict rules for 

women, became a self-forming and spiritual moment for one woman Having been raised 

in the Jehovah Witness faith she recalled,

There was one thing I didn’t like about the church and it was their discouragement 

o f pursuing a college education. Now that I am in college 1 know why now. 

Because the more you learn the more you start to question things. I have had the 

dinosaur, evolution versus creation question since 1 can remember. It is not that I 

don’t believe in God but you try to rationalize. You know they were finding 

dinosaurs and stuff. I remember when 1 was growing up, 1 really ignored it 

because I didn’t want to really know anything about them. 1 just figured they 

were all fakes and 1 didn’t want to know anything about it. If 1 would have never 

come to college I probably would have stayed kind o f in that mentality. So that 

was a struggle trying to rationalize between the two. But then 1 kind o f wrapped 

it all up in a ball and said 1 don’t have any answers and I still believe in God 

All o f Explorers spoke o f experiences in which they have learned about themselves 

and their spirituality through experiencing a crisis in their life. They transformed their 

struggles with a debilitating accident, an abusive marriage, motherhood, and with 

religious teachings into the process of discovering a deeper sense o f  self and their 

spirituality.
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Adherents

These women are all younger than the previous group ranging in ages 18-28. 

Although they have gone through struggles in life, they are deeply devoted to God and 

Biblical scriptures. These women have absolute satisfaction in worshipping and adhering 

to their spiritual calling. They describe themselves as “instructed in the ways o f God” and 

identified with traditional Christian concepts. In addition, they all identified with 

themselves as nurturers and caretakers, as intended by God. Their role in life is different 

compared to a male’s. One woman described it as, “having equal relationships with God 

and o f equal worth, but we have different roles here on earth.”

Although these women were steadfast in their conviction to living a Christian life, 

they do speak o f difficulties in fulfilling their expectations. Each woman spoke o f the 

importance o f nurturing a relationship with Christ as opposed to being religiously 

affiliated. Trusting God and “learning to listen to God” formed the foundation o f  their 

faith. This woman spoke o f her need to totally surrender herself to a Christian lifestyle. 

She recalled,

I ’m learning how to listen to God, how to be quiet and still. 1 am learning to find 

solitude in knowing that it doesn’t matter what you do. Recently I read the book 

o f Ecclesiastes, the last verse puts everything in perspective. It doesn’t matter if 

you fail and flunk out o f all your classes; God is all that matters and He will do 

something with your life. I ’m struggling. Just completely trusting. I like to do 

things the way I like to do them and 1 shouldn’t.

Similar to the woman whose surrender to God was challenging, other women described 

Christianity as a continual process. One woman explained,

My relationship with God is a lot better since 1 have been saved because there are 

several stages. It is just like having a companion and being married. You have to 

work on any relationship. It has gotten better but it can be a whole lot better. It 

is a continual process. You have to have the desire to want Him. It is just like a 

friendship you have to work on.
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The same woman shared her struggle with maintaining her faith She spoke o f her plea to 

God to help her not return to her “old ways.” She stated,

I have to watch myself even now, cause 1 still have a lot o f traits I shouldn’t have.

I am trying to ask God to help me look forward and not back. It has helped me 

grow as a woman. Before I was pitiful.

H er faith and surrender to God led her to new strengths. She spoke o f several changes 

such as a renewed confidence, self-esteem, and a new job. She reported,

My mind is more open now. It was not open then. 1 was not confident then. 1 

had a low self-esteem. 1 was not as upfront as 1 am now and not as outspoken. 1 

was not as intelligent. I mean it was all there, it just took God to bring it all out.

It took me to give my life to Him so that He could bring it all out. When you go 

to Him, His light shines through us. There is a big difference between the old me 

and the new me.

Unlike the other women in this study, the Adherents felt close to a male concept o f 

God and did have negative feelings towards the decision to surrender themselves to Him. 

Abnegation to God was a central part o f their self- conceptualization. Their identity was 

based on serving God and finding happiness in living His word. This thought was 

reiterated in this woman’s narrative,

I think women need to stay in the role God gave them. So yes it has affected the 

way I am. My husband and I have a unique way to minister. He is the leader in 

dealing with issues. I am the leader o f compassion and caring. .

Lastly, these women described themselves in terms o f relationships to others.

They believed their purpose in life was to serve others. Seldom did this group 

speak o f focusing on themselves, but instead held the role of mother, wife, or 

daughter. This woman explains:

How would I describe myself? Probably as a person who loves learning and sees a 

major purpose on earth is to make myself better and make life better for other 

people in whatever ways I can help them 1 was a mother for many years but now
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I am kind o f letting that go. I am getting to do things for myself for a change, so 

it is kind o f a nice big change.

Liberated

The third theme found in the lens o f self was women as Liberated. All o f these women 

were over the age o f 45. These women spoke o f themselves as part of God and fully 

accepting their imperfections and good attributes. For example, when asked how do you 

describe yourself, one woman stated,

Getting older and I don’t worry too much physically how 1 look. 1 mean I am 

overweight and I don’t worry about it too much. That is why 1 chose to live in 

Alaska they don’t worry about appearances up here and things are functional 

rather than fashionable.

They spoke o f a sense of liberation from what others think about them or o f what 

religion preaches is the correct way to be. The women’s narratives had recurrent themes 

o f independence, balance, content, and having purpose in life. Spirituality was an 

integration o f who they were and these women referred to themselves as free o f religious 

obligations. One woman spoke o f discovering her spirituality by looking within herself, 

The turn in my life was when 1 met Jean. She changed my life forever. She 

taught me something about religion; she showed me a totally different light. She 

taught me if you follow your heart you can discover a whole lot o f things. 

Another woman spoke o f experiencing spirituality, as she looked inward. Her self

conceptualization was in relation to God. She remembered the time she discovered that 

all she had to do was look inward to find God,

I had a wonderful minister in college. He became Dean o f Harvard Divinity 

School later and he helped me in my spiritual journey. 1 always projected my 

feelings, o f was God out there somewhere? He (the minister) was the one that 

told me to look inward, and not worry about feeling God or experiencing God 

outside o f myself. He said you know God isn’t out there God is inside. I started 

to think o f God in a whole different way.
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Unlike the previous narrative, another woman’s description o f her spiritual 

experiences focused on nature and being in tuned with her natural surroundings.

Although she did not look inward to discover the Divine, she did pay close attention to 

her intuition that told her o f a spiritual presence in nature. She recalled,

I wouldn’t describe myself as spiritual because it means an organized religion and 

it is not me. The wilderness is a spiritual experience. When we did Elder-Hostels 

in Russia there was shamanness on the cruise. She was the cruise director too.

We climbed up this mountain. We get to the top o f the mountain and they believe 

in animism there so, when we were on this mountain we saw this tree. The tree 

had cloth strips wrapped around it that people had placed there with prayers and 

things to think about. She started a fire and we threw vodka in the fire and bread 

and meat. She began a prayer and it was translated for us and it said the trees are 

so happy we have come to see them, the flowers blossom and open their arms for 

us and thank our souls for coming. This was exactly what 1 had been thinking.

My spirituality was what she described. 1 responded to that ceremony.

For many o f the Liberated women, the presence o f the Divine was not in a 

religion or in organized beliefs but in a continual way o f life. These women 

found that spirituality was part o f who they were. They felt interconnected with 

other individuals or nature and demonstrate humanitarian behaviors towards them.

One woman explained that spirituality was nurturing another human’s essence.

She explained,

I was created a human so 1 don’t believe that 1 am expected to know something 

that 1 can’t know. The most important thing to me is to be honest and true to 

myself. 1 have all my life been interested in spiritual things and 1 even started to 

write a book that I never completed on the role o f spirituality in love relationship.

I feel that the most important thing you can do for your partner is to nurture that 

person’s soul, whatever you call that soul and if a partner doesn’t nurture my soul 

then that is not love. You can almost define that as love, whether it is with a 

partner, a child, a friend, that if you nurture their essence their true self then that is
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love. I didn’t feel the Catholic Church did that for me in fact it violated and tried 

to squish me into a system I couldn’t live with. So 1 felt the Catholic Church 

wasn’t nurturing my true essence and I have come to believe that that is the 

important part o f spirituality.

She did not name a Higher Power, but instead focused on her abilities to “nurture 

someone’s true essence.” Likewise, some Liberated women spoke o f  an 

awareness o f their own actions as part o f  spirituality. Whether it is through 

humanitarian actions or a feeling of all o f  us connecting with each other as a form 

o f  spirituality. Liberated women saw beyond the traditional concepts o f God and 

religious spirituality. This woman summed the feelings o f  this group as she 

described her spiritual interconnection with others,

I believe in spirituality, I have come to wonder if there is an actual being, a God 

being that does that or are we all interconnected? I do believe we are all, as 

human beings interconnected. 1 guess you can call me Jungian. We are all 

interconnected and there is a spiritual quality to that that we can’t ignore. It is 

very powerful and if you try to ignore it you can’t. To me that is a very good 

feeling. I guess to me spirituality and God are in that place o f the connection 

between beings. It is also how you care about each other and take care o f  each 

other and that kind o f thing. 1 never understood just sitting and contemplating 

God in the abstract, that doesn’t mean anything to me.

Each of the women’s narratives described their role in life and in spirituality in a 

unique manner. The group of women under the categories o f  Explorers and Liberated 

referred to relinquishing traditional views o f spirituality and learning new facets about 

their identity as women. The latter group, Liberated women, completely rejects the need 

for organized beliefs and traditions, and recognize themselves as part o f  spirituality.

They also accepted themselves fully. These two groups o f women redefined spirituality 

and rejected traditional ideology of  sacrificing themselves for the sake o f  others.

In contrast, the Adherents struggled with preserving themselves while trying to 

“serve and wait on God.” This group was composed of women who accepted traditional
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theological views o f  God and Biblical prescriptions to submit to His will. These women 

identified themselves in relation to others. They felt their role in life was to care for 

others. Although they spoke o f their shortcomings and need to be more faithful, they felt 

that Christianity has brought them happiness and improved their lives.

Perceptions of Images of the Divine 

The second research question explored women’s conceptualizations o f the Divine. The 

women described their image of the Divine and how it changed over the years. For many 

the image o f God dramatically changed or expanded from what they initially believed 

God represented. Regardless of whether they revised or maintained their view of God, 

the representation they chose to portray the Divine reflected their perceptions o f  their role 

in life and the world around them. Table 5 illustrates the women’s perceptions, by 

spiritual path, o f the Divine’s gender.

Explorers

Forty-three percent o f  this group viewed God as a male. The women who described 

God as a male also saw Him as a creator, friend, and omnipotent. One participant 

remarked that her image God was the same as in childhood; for her He was above all and 

all knowing. I asked her what was her image of  the Divine and she answered:

I guess physically the typical picture that you see Otherwise God is probably 

something that is in the clouds. He is someone above everyone else. He made 

everybody. I do think He has everything predetermined, you know you are put 

here for a reason and all that. Superior, He has everything under control. My 

image o f  God has not changed. I have always seen Him above everybody.

Another woman described a personal relationship with God as well as an image o f  a 

creator:

When I was young I thought the aurora was God. It was a moving physical thing. 

I didn’t know it was a relationship. My visions before were very supernatural, 

now they are more realistic. To me my relationship with God is a job and I have 

been taking many days off! Today He is real and 1 feel Him today. He was with 

me yesterday after school. I know He is my Creator and a friend.



Table 5

Percentages o f Responses bv Spiritual Self o f  Gender Images o f  God

Explorers Adherents Liberated

Male 43% 50%

Genderless 43% 50% 100%

Female 14%

Note. Explorers n=7, Adherents n=6, and Liberated n=8



58

Similarly, forty-three percent perceived their image of the Divine as genderless, but they 

also explained that it was possible the Divine was a female. For instance, this participant 

stated that she was open to the idea o f  a female image o f the Divine. When asked if the 

Divine could be a female she responded:

It could be. I am open to the idea that there is a male and female, but for me 

myself it doesn’t have a gender. Because he made both of us in His image, so He 

could be one or the other. I don’t really know. 1 look at it, as He hasn’t revealed 

to me what He is. Even though 1 use the He a lot I view Him as the Universal 

being.

Although they learned to believe God was a male, they spoke o f  viewing God in 

terms o f  having both female and male characteristics. This woman explained that her 

image o f  God changed when she experienced the loss o f her unborn child:

When I was little 1 pictured God as a man, someone like Charlton Hesston.

Today 1 still refer to God as a He, but 1 see God more today as a big cloud of 

spirit. So yes it has changed. 1 still refer to God as a He. It is interesting because 

a lot o f  times I go back and forth. Last year when I had my miscarriage I said that 

God could only be a man to do something like this. If God were a woman She 

would not let such pain be inflicted on somebody. 1 think I see so much of  a 

balance between the masculine and feminine characteristics in God, but 1 still 

refer to him as a He. 1 think it is because o f habit and growing up in a religion 

where there was no question God was a He. 1 don’t see God as having a gender 

because I see too much a balance between feminine and masculine traits.

Their images o f  the Divine also included descriptions o f  an unseen spirit. One woman 

explained that God was a spirit and more importantly someone she can turn to in time of 

need:

Now I don’t really see Jesus as the Jesus you see in different pictures. 1 don’t 

view God that way. I view them more as spirit beings that just can’t be seen. 1 

really don’t ’ have a face for them that has changed. He is more o f  a confidant. If I 

am having problems that is who 1 talk to.
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Lastly, only one participant believed in a female image of the Divine. This 

participant had a unique belief system in comparison to the other women. She believed 

in both male and female deities. God the Father represented the image she was raised 

with, while the Goddess was her intuitive confidant. She explained her belief in two 

deities:

I find myself really looking at the Goddess the Mother as something 1 was feeling. 

Instead o f thinking so much to find Her, I need to know myself better to 

understand Her. I once explained to someone that God was someone 1 talked to. 

When I spoke to Him I had to put my thought into words even silently in my head 

or say it out loud. With the Goddess She just knew. My friend said so is God the 

Father an intellectual being, whereas the Goddess is more emotional. 1 said no. 

God is more a separate being outside o f me, but also part o f  my soul, where the 

Goddess I don’t need words necessarily. Like sometimes 1 don’t need words with 

you because it is more intuitive. When two women look at each other they just 

know, you don’t need words.

Adherents

Fifty percent o f this sample perceived the image o f God to be solely male. The 

Adherents spoke o f God in terms of a father figure and a provider. Their descriptions 

were biblically based and adhered to their religion’s teachings:

He is a He. There could not have been an immaculate conception if it was a 

woman. The Bible says He not it or what. 1 have always believed God takes the 

form of a man. God is in the world because He created it. And He is the Father. 

My image o f the Father is our Father and He is Father God. We have to come to 

Him as children not as in the sense o f mind of a child, but we should come as 

children. We are His children by creating us. Once you are born you are His 

child.

Similarly, another participant described God the Father as a comforter who she turned to 

for support:
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I see God as a comforter. One of my favorite songs states that Jesus is only for 

the weak and the faint of heart. Seeing him as a comforter is important because 

you realize you can’t do it all, even though we try. He is the comforter and a 

Father. I get a mental image o f  sitting in His lap while He is reading me a book.

The other fifty percent o f the Adherents stated that they viewed God as genderless. 

However, these women described their image of God as a father and in referred to Him in 

masculine terms. For example, this participant stated that God was genderless, yet she 

gave a lengthy explanation about why God was biblically described as a male:

I think God is spirit. He doesn’t have a physical body and doesn’t have genitalia.

I don’t know if that is what defines having a gender. 1 do think there is a reason 

why he is described in the Bible, as being male. He is always described as he. 1 

think it is because, obviously I have thought about this stuff a lot, well in men and 

women in relationships on earth generally men are the initiators and women are 

the receivers. This is just like our bodies are built. We carry the children and 

they are the ones that get it started. That is how 1 think of  God. In a way, it is 

saying that we can run after Him all day long but we couldn’t reach Him because 

o f having sin in our life. God is holy and can’t abide where there is sin. So He is 

the one that has to initiate and reach out to us. That is why I think o f  Him as 

male.

Like the previous participant, this woman described the Divine as a father, yet when 

asked if God had a gender she stated He did not:

He has always been a provider, caretaker, protector, and Father figure. He is my 

best friend. There is the whole picture o f  the Trinity, three in one. I taught 

Sunday school. The father is the provider, Jesus is the best friend. I feel him 

walking with me or sitting at the computer lab hanging out with me.

She continued,

God is bigger than a gender. God is so masculine that men are feminine 

compared to him. When he created humans, it took male and female to make him 

in his image. I think it is a silly debate to talk about whether God is male or



61

female because He is neither. He is bigger than any of that. He has the protective 

nature o f  the man, and the nurturing part of the female. That is why it takes two 

parents to portray what God is like to their children, the nurturer and 

disciplinarian. He is everything.

By far, the most common descriptions of the Divine were that o f a father figure and 

a comforter. All the participants within this group used masculine descriptions and 

referred to God as “He” throughout the interview. Additionally, everyone in this group 

refuted the idea o f  a female image o f the Divine. This participant sums the sentiment of a 

Goddess represented by this group:

It is ridiculous. You know God chose to portray Himself as male. I don’t think 

we have the right to say, no God you should be female instead. We should see 

Him, as He wants to be seen.

Liberated

One hundred percent of Liberated women described God as a genderless entity or 

power. In addition, some felt that the Divine was part o f  their inner self. They described 

the Divine as transcending gender. The Liberated women recalled learning that God was 

a male. Despite their religious education, these women explained that God was beyond 

gender. They spoke o f gender only as a means of procreation and not an identification 

that God needs. One respondent explained this view:

I think gender is a very mammalian or animal thing. Maybe there is something

more to gender, again who am 1 to say. 1 know some Unitarians that believe by 

making God a woman the world would be a better place and I disagree. We are 

talking of something much larger than gender.

Another participant responded similarly. She stated that God to her was a spirit and 

naturally that did not encompass identification with a gender. She explained that gender 

had nothing to do with believing in God. Following a lifestyle o f humanitarian actions 

towards others was more important to her. She stated:

You know I don’t think it would bother me male or female, as long as the actions

were consistent. How can you put a male or female on God? You can kid around
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about Him or Her. I don’t think God has a gender it is a concept I never think of 

God as male or female, it is not a concrete thing. For me it is a way to be rather 

than a person.

Each woman in this group spoke o f  a supernatural sense o f spirituality and 

none denied the existence o f  this feeling. Many times the women spoke o f  a 

sense o f  love and not a Divine being. When asked if God had a gender this 

participant replied,

No. If you study scripture the early Hebrews had a word for God and it was a 

feminine pronoun. No, I don’t think so. Gender is for sex. The purpose o f  gender 

is procreation. God doesn’t need to procreate. 1 think God is a spirit o f  Love and 

there is no gender.

All o f the Liberated women believed in the possibility o f a female goddess.

Even though this group believed in a genderless image of the Divine they 

explained that God did display female characteristics much like their own:

Sometimes 1 refer to her as feminine. As a mother 1 was involved in the creation 

of human beings, raising them, developing them. That is still part of creating. If 

God is a big light and we are part o f it, God could truly be a woman. Not to be 

funny. Look at nature the female gives life. They nurture. We ask God to forgive 

and guide us and other feminine things.

Another individual in this group reiterated this sentiment as she stated that it made sense 

that if someone creates life then she must be a woman:

No, it seems more logical to me that if God had a gender it would be female, 

because females create life. When 1 was a kid yes God had a gender, it always 

kind o f bothered me. God the Father didn’t sound quite right to me and that there 

was no female in the Trinity, it was the Holy Ghost. 1 was conscious o f  that.

Discrepancies in Belief Systems

The lens o f  discrepancy examined whether or not women have discrepancies 

between feminist and religious belief systems (Table 6). It also investigated what coping 

strategies the participants used when a discrepancy existed. The role o f  religious
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Table 6

Percentages o f  Responses bv Spiritual Self of Discrepancies in Belief

Systems

Explorers Adherent Liberated

Discrepancy 71%

No Discrepancy 29% 100% 100%

Note. Explorers n=7, Adherents n=6, and Liberated n=8
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education in a woman’s life can play an important role in learning about women’s roles 

and purpose in society. The introduction to religious education often encompasses what 

role you must take on as a follower o f  God and as a woman. For many of  the women in 

this study there was a discrepancy between preserving their religious beliefs and choosing 

to be a feminist. Moreover, they appraised their beliefs and found a discrepancy. For 

some this discrepancy resulted in cognitive dissonance. Through the use o f  coping 

strategies these women moved to avoid or remove cognitive dissonance and stress related 

to the inconsistency of their beliefs.

The lens o f  discrepancy also analyzed the variations o f  ways in which participants 

coped. As suggested in previous research, the proposed model has two axes: active 

versus passive and emotion focused versus problem oriented Problem oriented/active 

efforts refer to attempts to do something active to alleviate stressful circumstances. 

Conversely, emotion focused/active involves efforts to accept or manage emotions. 

Passivity as seen in this research, is labeled as avoidance. Avoidance occurs when an 

individual does nothing either emotionally or otherwise. Active refers to pursuing a 

behavior or an emotion.

Explorers

Seventy-one percent o f the Explorers expressed a discrepancy between their 

religious beliefs and feminism. There was a conflict between acceptance o f  their 

religious and feminist beliefs. Some women spoke o f participating in a patriarchal faith 

that advocated pro-life issues, men as religious leaders, women not getting a higher 

education, creationism, and wives being subservient to their husbands. Although the 

women participated in a religion that had theses views, they disagreed with them. Most 

o f the women with a discrepancy in belief systems called themselves either a baby 

feminist or a feminist and felt that their religion’s views were in opposition to their 

feminist ideology or other personal beliefs.

Coping Strategies. The Explorer women with discrepancies chose various coping 

strategies (Figure 2). Forty-three percent of the Explorers chose a problem 

orient ed/active coping strategy. In comparison, fourteen percent chose to use a problem
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Figure 3

Dual-Axis Coping Strategies Model Modified

Problem
Oriented

43%

14%

Avoidance

Active

14%

Emotion
Focused



66

oriented/avoidant coping strategy. Similarly, fourteen percent o f the Explorers used an 

emotion focused/avoidant strategy. Participants that used the problem oriented/active 

coping strategy focused on acting in a way that resolved the inconsistency in their belief 

systems. Explorers (43%) who chose this method of coping remedied their 

inconsistencies by behaving in opposition to their religion’s teachings in their life. For 

instance, one woman disagreed with her religion’s teachings on wives serving their 

husbands and women not working outside the home. She remedied the situation by 

marrying a man that felt a marriage is a partnership and women do not need to serve their 

husbands.

He (the minister) says if a marriage fails it is because the woman didn’t try hard 

enough. I don’t think it is all up to the woman’s or the man’s fault Sometimes it 

is about miscommunication. 1 think a woman should be strong and a man should 

not be scared o f  it. Men should not be threatened by it. 1 have been in 

relationships where the man has said that 1 was going to leave him because he 

thought I wanted more in life. I was like what? It isn’t about who makes more 

money in the household. All 1 want is to better myself and the people around me. 

I found a person that accepts that; my spouse is like that.

Another participant believed women should get a higher education, even though her 

religion disagreed with this view. She decided to enter college despite her religious 

background. She realized that she was not evil or a sinner for getting a higher education. 

Her decision to go to college helped her alleviate her discrepancy in belief systems.

I think it is important for women to have an education. So for along time I 

struggled with that; whether I should come back to school or not. Finally 1 

decided to. I had to really struggle with the decision, because 1 felt that maybe 1 

was doing something wrong. 1 thought 1 was going against some predetermined 

will o f  God by going to school. 1 decided that I don’t really think God thinks it is 

wrong to peruse and education.

A third woman expressed her way of  coping by stating that she often engages in open 

discussions with her family about religious teachings. She used a problem
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oriented/active coping strategy by speaking to her sister about her disagreement with her 

religion’s views o f women.

My sister has actually surprised our own family. She was very much a wild child. 

Her husband and she have settled down now to do values of God. When 1 see her 

we go to church together I tend to tune things out. We had a big argument the 

scripture at the service talked about women covering their heads all the time and 

if they didn’t they were sinners. The minister was speaking very clearly about the 

subject. I was thinking how outdated this is. My sister said that we you can’t 

take the passage seriously but then I said these passages are what you live your 

live by and if you don’t take these passages seriously then you aren’t talking your 

faith seriously. It is very difficult for me b/c 1 see myself as a feminist and 

trudging forward against men and it is very difficult to find faith in something that 

says that 1 am not on equal footing with me. It has been hard to find a good faith. 

In terms o f  motherhood 1 find it difficult to find faith in something that says if you 

have female children they are not going to be on equal footing. I want to have a 

strong faith in God but at the same time it is hard to balance that with me feminist 

perspective and where I want to be in life.

Other Explorers (14%) chose a problem oriented/avoidance coping strategy. 

Avoidance in this research referred to evading a situation or an emotion. By avoiding 

conversations about pro-life issues this woman behaved in a way that relieved her 

distress. This participant chose to evade situations and individuals that disagreed wither 

pro-choice beliefs.

I am pro-choice and the church is pro-life. For me it is a personal choice and that 

is all I can say about it. 1 try not to engage in a conversation about that whether or 

not it is part o f the service or church groups. 1 try not to give my opinion because 

it isn’t consistent with every one else’s.

Lastly, 14 % chose an emotion focused/avoidant way to cope. The participant that 

used this coping strategy spoke o f her disagreement with her religion’s views but avoided
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or did not display an emotional reaction. She managed her emotions by not reacting to 

her discontentment:

No, there are things in the church that 1 don’t agree with. One specifically is 

abortion. I think it should be a woman’s choice if she should or shouldn’t do it. 

Maybe that is because I didn’t go to a Catholic school. 1 don’t think it should be 

outlawed by the government or anything.

Explorers with No Discrepancies. In contrast, 29% of the Explorer women showed 

no discrepancy in their beliefs. One woman explained that Catholicism made her deny 

herself so she chose to leave the faith and became a Unitarian:

I had found a baby bird that had fallen out o f the Martin house and it was this 

ugly, naked, repulsive baby bird. It barely had a fringe o f  feather on its crown, 

kind of like an old monk. I remember trying to feed it. 1 kept feeding and feeding 

it to make it live. And watching the movie o f  Jesus Christ and the bird died in my 

hands. I was crying from the movie and 1 was crying for this baby bird, and my 

parents weren’t home so I was alone. That was a very powerful experience to 

have something so helpless die and nothing you could do can make a difference. 

Catholicism is a lot like that. There isn’t much you can do to make a difference. 

To me it often can feel that way because some of the Christian teachings do not 

accept your shortcoming or your sins. Catholics pray for something better, to be 

better, because someone else has the power to make things better. That really 

parallels the message o f socialization of women in America. Women are passive 

to accept circumstances, to hope for something better from someone who has 

more power, which is a masculine God.

A Methodist woman explained that she never felt her religion was bias towards women. 

She explained that her religion never treated men and women differently. She also stated 

that women are equal and that there is no problem with listening to their husband’s 

suggestions. When asked if she believed in feminism she explained:

For the most part 1 do totally believe that women should have equal opportunity, 

equal everything as men. 1 don’t think men are so superior that women shouldn’t
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be given equal pay for the same job or whatever. So in that aspect yes I do 

believe in it. I don’t agree that men should have no say in what women do. I 

know some women don’t want that. If  a woman is not married then it is okay, but 

if you are married I think your husband should have some say. You should take 

what he has to say into consideration in whatever decision you make. I don’t 

think women should totally go out on their own and figure out everything. 

Adherent

One hundred percent o f the adherent group displayed no signs of discrepancies.

They were all committed to their religious beliefs and denied feminism or interpreted 

feminism in a way that was consistent with their religious beliefs. This participant 

clearly rejected the concept of feminism:

Woman ought to be feminine. If you are referring to the feminist movement 

whereas “we want our rights” then No! I have all the rights I want, 1 have it made. 

I ’m staying at home, I ’m enjoying helping the women in the church, and I love 

caring for my husband. I cook then he doesn’t have to. I’ve got it made. No I’ve 

never wanted to be a feminist and say that 1 wanted to rule the world. No never.

Some of the participants in this group rejected the term feminist because o f the 

negative connotations associated with the word. This woman expressed her concern with 

being called a feminist:

I believe that we should have the equal right to do the things we do, but I feel 

weary to call myself a feminist. The ones 1 have seen tend to want women to 

have a higher status than men and 1 disagree with that.

Although some of these women rejected feminism, they did believe that woman are of 

equal worth to men. They explained that their religion teaches them that women are 

equal to men in God’s eyes but have different roles to fulfill. They described women as 

precious and valuable. This woman explained:

I am the leader o f compassion and caring. I think that is what God wants. I don’t 

have any problems being a woman. There are some women who believe men are 

trodding on them if they don’t have my rights. We have plenty o f  rights,
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especially in a Christian nation because, 1 have read a lot, 1 have seen how women 

are suffering in other so-called “religions” in other countries. Women are highly 

oppressed there. But when women see Christ and accept G od’s role then the men 

accept it. Women are cherished. There is a Bible verse that states women are the 

weaker vessel and a lot of women get bristled with that. We need to know we are 

reading translations so that word really means weaker in the sense o f fragile and 

precious. They are precious and costly like an expensive vase. It is a whole 

different idea than they are weaker and inferior. That isn’t what it means at all.

We are precious and cherished. My husband does that. If both people put God 

first like He wants you to then you will have a good relationship. 1 have no 

aspirations to be President o f the United States or anything else. 1 don’t think that 

is for women. God wants men.

Other participants defined feminism in a way that coordinated well with their religious 

beliefs. Thus, they were able to accept the concept o f  feminism and preserve their 

religious beliefs without creating cognitive dissonance:

It depends on which way. I consider myself a feminist in that 1 think women are 

just as good as men. 1 believe we are very different than men, not just 

physiologically. I am feminist in the sense that I believe we have power. We 

have been given specific powers and roles by God. We have a place to be. 

Liberated

One hundred percent o f  the Liberated women showed no signs o f discrepancy 

between beliefs. There are several avenues these women took to avoid cognitive 

dissonance. The women in this group chose one or more o f the following methods: they 

rejected organized religion, entered into an egalitarian faith, or denied feminism.

Eighty-eight percent o f the Liberated women chose to reject their childhood religion. 

Each o f  these women explained that at some point in their lives they chose to leave their 

church. Thirty-eight percent o f Liberated women chose to call themselves a feminist and 

entered into an egalitarian faith. This woman explained that she was proud to be called a 

feminist:
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1 am a flaming feminist! It is a good thing. Being a feminist tells me that my feet 

are firmly planted on the ground. If you aren’t one, you are going by someone’s 

edict. If  you feel good about yourself, you are truly a feminist.

Another woman although hesitant, expressed her interest in women’s rights:

I don’t know I fight for feminine rights and equality. 1 guess I am, but not a 

militant feminist. I guess the word itself isn’t bad, it just means you are going to 

fight for women’s rights, which is fine because the men aren’t going to do it.

Similarly, 38% of the Liberated women chose to deny both organized religion and 

feminism. These women felt that they saw equality as global and believed in both men 

and women’s equality:

That is a tough one because the word has become so distorted. I hate to say I am 

a feminist because it seems to be that I am saying women are special or 

something. If  I say that, then what about am I a maleist9 If 1 am a feminist then I 

am a maleist. That is the whole point o f  a person being true to the person’s soul, 

it doesn’t matter if you’re a male or female that is irrelevant. You should be true 

to who you are. 1 hate to structure it as feminist. 1 believe in equality o f human 

beings, to be true to human beings, little children, elderly, it doesn’t matter you 

need to honor their essence. So then feminism and machismo is no longer 

relevant.

Correspondingly, this woman gave a similar answer:

I guess I don’t consider myself a feminist but if you look at my views they are 

very similar to the feminist viewpoint. 1 guess I just feel very strongly that people 

need to accept other people and help other people. 1 do help in a lot o f  feminist 

causes but I also help in a lot o f amnesty international causes and in other 

organizations. I guess I just don’t think that I have a sign on my head that say s 

feminist. I would hope that 1 have a sign on my head that says compassionate 

human being. I just don’t want to limit myself to just that. That is just part of 

what I am; it is not the only thing that 1 am.
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Lastly, 25% chose to preserve their religious beliefs and deny feminism. Although 

they deny being a feminist, they stated that they believed in women’s equality. Like 

some of the other participants these women had their own interpretations o f feminism 

that was consistent with their religious beliefs:

No not in the definition that has become politically and socially common. I was 

never a feminist, but I felt that 1 was always an independent woman. 1 didn’t need 

to do that because my family allowed me to do that. My husband allowed me to 

do that. 1 never had to fight for that, so it used to puzzle me. 1 met women that 

left their homes and their children and 1 just couldn’t understand why feminists do 

that. I am not going to leave my family. It isn’t right, not anymore than a man 

leaving his family. You asked me if 1 was a feminist. No, not politically. 1 tend 

not to be a take action person but 1 certainly back women’s issues and would have 

backed women’s right to vote in those days. 1 back women’s right to an education 

and to move up into job positions. 1 have a very good friend that was an engineer 

that graduated from Stanford University and she could not get up the career 

ladder. At that time it wasn’t common. She left the field in disgust and got a law 

degree. So sure I back those kinds o f  things and 1 back equal pay for equal work 

and that kind o f thing but 1 have never been out on the front lines.

Perceptions o f  Other Women 

The lens o f other examined how do women raised in patriarchal religions see other 

women. The perceptions the participants’ possessed of other women represented four 

categories: role models, critical of other women, value women, or perception o f women 

not affected by their religion (Table 4).

Explorers

Each of the Explorers interviewed (100%) stated that a woman had been their 

religious role model. Fifty-seven percent of Explorers said their mother was the person 

that guided their religious education. Most o f the women stated that their mother was 

responsible for taking the children to religious services, but their father seemed to be 

more distant when it came to religious matters.
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Table 7

Percentages o f Responses bv Spiritual Self of Views of Other Women

Explorers Adherent Liberated

Role Models
100% 83% 63%

Critical o f  Women 43% 67%

Value Women 33% 13%

No Affect 57% 88%

Note. Explorers n=7, Adherents n=6, and Liberated n=8
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It was primarily my mother. She was the one passing on religious traditions. She 

insisted we went to church; it was her carrying on the instruction. My father 

wasn’t really part o f  it and I don’t think he always attended services. So 1 didn’t 

feel it was a commitment on his part and it was something that was always more a 

woman’s thing, even though at church there was a male priest and all male 

dominated. But because my mother was a very strong influence in my life, 1 have 

to say that religion and spiritually was felt by women. Maybe men taught it but 

women felt it.

Another woman spoke of  a similar experience and viewpoint:

My religious role model was my mother. She went through a lot for her religion, 

the religion she chose for us. Relatives didn’t take to it kindly because she didn’t 

celebrate holidays. She took a lot of grief for that and my grandmother didn’t like 

her. My dad’s mom didn’t like her. Everybody thought she was strange and all 

kinds o f things, so I imagine there had to be a lot o f pressure for her to live this 

way. She had to have strong convictions. I don’t know what religion my dad’s 

family was. My dad didn’t even go to church and if he did he went with us.

Although some of the women did not identify their mother as their role model they 

did look to other women for spiritual guidance. Twenty-nine percent stated their 

grandmothers were their role models, while fourteen percent looked to a religious figure 

such Mother Teresa.

Forty-three percent o f  this group also viewed other women critically. The women 

expressed concern about judging others. Although they mention Christianity being a 

factor, most state it is a personality factor and not a result o f religion. When asked how 

her views of  other women were affected this woman remarked:

One of the things that is hard to not do, is judge. I can be judgmental. 1 think it is 

part o f  my personality but 1 have to watch it. I think a lot o f  Christian women 

have a tough time not judging other people, because they think they are better for 

being Christian. They are, but in a better place. It isn’t something you have to
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tell others. It isn’t our job to convert people. Judging is a big problem with these 

women.

This woman also felt she was too critical of other women. She responded, “I judge other 

women even if I shouldn’t. I have a yardstick to measure women’s actions.”

While this was true for a portion of the Explorers, 57% remarked that their religious 

education was irrelevant to how they view women. They acknowledged that at one point 

religion may have influenced their views, but experience has helped form new positive 

opinions. In addition, they have grown and developed more positive perceptions of 

women:

I don’t think the faith 1 was taught affected the way 1 see women because my 

perception of myself and other women has grown and been more noticeable in the 

last three or four years than it ever was before. What 1 perceive women to be is 

far different than what is was ten years ago.

Adherents

Eighty-three percent o f  Adherents stated that a woman was their most significant 

religious role model. Only one participant stated that she looked towards books by 

female authors for religious guidance. In most cases, the woman that influenced their 

religious life was their mother. This woman explained the impact her mother had on her 

religious life:

Definitely, my mother. My father was my role model too, but more my mother 

because we spent more time together. She always tells me I’m like her. 

Genuineness, efficiency, availability, living faith in the daily walk. Making God 

part o f your daily life.

In addition to mothers, the Adherent women interviewed mentioned female biblical 

characters and Bible instructors. One interviewee explained:

I want to be a nurturer and care giving. I would like to think I have taken on that 

role, like my mom. My mom is my religious role model. If I can be like her then 

that would be a very good thing. From the Bible, my religious role model is 

Naomi. People talk about her as being the complainer, but she lost her husband
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and her two sons and lived on her own. She was such a gracious and wise and 

great woman that both of her daughters-in laws wanted to stay with her even 

though their husbands were dead. One of  them ended up going home, but the 

other loved her so much because o f  what she was. She stayed with her, even 

though they were destitute. She must have been some kind o f person.

Adherent women also stated they criticized other women. Sixty-seven percent o f this 

group felt they were too critical o f  other women. They expressed concern with judging 

women by their religious standards:

I think I judge people way too much. 1 see the biblical standard and then 

comment on those who 1 don’t think are living it. But then 1 have to remember 

that I am not either.

This participant also explained that she is even more critical o f fellow Christian women:

I think I see them based on what 1 grew up with. When 1 see someone who claims 

to be a Christian I tend to be more critical o f them compared to women who don’t 

claim to be Christians. I feel there is a standard they should be at Obviously 

everyone has their own problems and 1 am nowhere near perfect so 1 can’t expect 

anyone else to be. But a Christian woman who is living with a man or a Christian 

woman who is really caiel to their animals or really neglectful, 1 am offended by 

that. Those who don’t claim to be Christians, if they didn’t learn that and don’t 

have Christ’s love in their life then 1 really can’t expect as much out o f them.

While many o f  the women in this group felt they criticized other women, 33% 

percent felt that they learned to value individuals through their religion. They expressed 

feeling happy to be women and saw them and people in general as valuable. This 

respondent explained how religion affected how she viewed women,

The same way I see people in general. Made in the image o f  God and very 

valuable.

Another woman described her view of women as evolving from childhood to adulthood. 

She explained that through religious literature she learned to see women’s abilities to
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nurture and care for other as valuable. Through religious literature she gained a new 

perspective on women.

I don’t know if this directly answers the question, but 1 remember when I was 

growing up or just in high school 1 never wanted to be called a woman. I didn’t 

mind being called a girl but it just seemed like a different distinction between 

women and girl. I remember specifically on the plane when we were flying o 

India, this was the year after I graduated from high school that I was reading a 

book that was called Let Me Be A Woman, it is by Elizabeth Elliot and it was a 

really good book. After I read the book it was like a changing point in my life. 

Okay I can be a woman. What she talked about in the book was more about what 

it means to be a woman who loves Christ. To be a Christian and to know what 

your roles are as a woman. She is really big on not having leadership roles. 1 

guess like before I thought they just would put us in a box and stick us outside 

and the way she explained it from a gentle perspective. She said look these are 

your gifts you are here, your relationship with God is worth just as much as men’s 

and also the gifts women have as nurturing and so on.

Liberated

Sixty-three percent o f the Liberated women acknowledged a female as being their 

religious role model. Furthermore, 38% percent looked to either a male minister, 

literature, or did not have a religious role model. Unlike the previous women, Liberated 

women did not identify their mother as their religious role model. Many o f  the women 

found religious direction in nuns or female ministers. This woman recalled her religious 

role model:

The turn in my life was when 1 met Jean, she changed my life forever. She 

taught me something about religion. She showed me how to see it in a totally 

different light. She taught me if you follow your heart you can discover a whole 

lot o f things. I was raised with so many rules and regulations but with Jean 1 was 

taught to discard those rules and look at religion differently. She gave me the 

inspiration to persevere myself after the divorce. She brought a different
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dimension to the ministry. Women tend to be more healing than men who use fire 

and brimstone. Only a woman can do this. She taught me how to go through life 

and forgive myself. To see that I’m not perfect.

Another woman stated that she found spiritual direction in the nuns that were her 

teachers:

I had nuns that I really admired as women because they were independent and 

they were educated. They were really down to earth. They did not spout religion 

out all the time, they acted it. That is what impresses me about people. You 

believe something then you act that way. You don’t believe something then act a 

different way. I think there were probably two nuns that made an impression on 

me when I was in school, 1 think that was one o f the reasons was because they 

acted out what they believed. I still remember them. To this day I remember and 

not because they hit me either. 1 remember them because 1 liked them, surprise, 

surprise. I actually named my daughter Jessica after one o f  them, after Sister 

Jessie. She was an incredible woman and I thought if I give my child that name 

maybe that would be an incredible child.

This group did not describe being critical o f  other women. Instead, 88% of 

the group expressed that religion did not influence their perceptions o f other 

women. The group agreed that their views of  other women were based on life 

experiences and through other means. Many described being impacted by the 

strong women in their lives, such as their mother or their religious role model.

This participant stated:

I don’t know. I like women very much, but 1 don’t know if that is because I grew 

up with so many strong women. My mother’s friends were also very strong. My 

religion would teach me that they are not as worthy, and 1 obviously don’t think 

that.

A second participant briefly responded:
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I look at women in different ways, but I don’t think it is because o f my religious 

up bringing. I went to an all girls’ school, so 1 didn’t deal with a lot o f  the issues 

others dealt with. It was kind o f  affirming to go to an all girls school.

In addition, 13% o f  the Liberated women felt that their current religion gave them a 

positive perception of other women. They stated that their new egalitarian religion 

influenced them to value women. For instance, one interviewee who converted to the 

Episcopalian faith expressed that her religious role model impacted her perceptions of 

whether or not women have a spiritual connection. Her previous view of women was 

influenced by the Catholic faith she stated that she was taught to see women as second 

class citizens with no rights. When asked if her perception of women had changed she 

stated:

Yes, absolutely. For the simple reason that women can touch each other readily. 

There is a natural, spiritual thing that you don’t find in men but do in women My 

interpretation is that it is a spiritual thing.

A Quaker woman also expressed that her religious upbringing affected her view of other 

women:

It has helped me. My spirituality has showed me respect for all people so I think 

it helps me to see women with respect and that they should have respect for 

themselves. I know God loves them as much as He loves the men.

These women felt that their new faith had more of an impact on their perceptions o f  other 

women than their childhood religion.
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DISCUSSION

The main finding o f this study is that patriarchal religions do affect women’s 

authentic self and women’s spiritual journeys. Women adopt belief systems through a 

variety o f ways. For instance, religion, schools, and our families all teach us certain rules 

and beliefs about the world we live in. For example, women are taught what is right from 

wrong and gender roles in church. Often, women do not have an opportunity to create 

their own beliefs, but agree to believe and have faith in those beliefs taught to them. In 

time, these beliefs become part of their identity and their truth. This research found that 

often women adopt their religious beliefs as part o f their personal belief systems. Even 

when women who reject a patriarchal faith, the teachings they learned as children are 

ingrained into their identity.

Further, some women when presented with new beliefs, such as feminism, that 

contradict their religious ideology feel an inner conflict or struggle to rationalize between 

the two. Women who are absolutely committed to a patriarchal faith are not as prone to 

struggle with conflicting beliefs systems, because they view situations from the religious 

perspective they learned in childhood. Analysis revealed that many women with 

divergent beliefs systems cope with the resultant tension through problem oriented/active, 

problem oriented/avoidant or emotion focused/avoidant coping strategies.

Women choose different paths to spirituality and choose to either accept or reject the 

definitions their religion taught them about their female self. The participants’ 

descriptions o f  their spiritual self were categorized as: Explorers, Adherents, or 

Liberated. Explorer women spoke o f  discovering their strengths and parts o f their 

identity through experiencing traumatic events in their lives, such as an abortion, a 

miscarriage, an almost fatal car accident, or other events. Their experiences and 

challenges made them question the existence o f the Divine. In addition, their traumatic 

experiences made them question their religious beliefs learned in childhood. Lastly, they 

reported becoming more aware o f  women’s issues through their experiences.

Adherent women described themselves as devoted and committed to their faith in 

God. This group represented the youngest portion o f  the sample. They ranged from ages
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18 to 28. These women spoke of struggling to live a godly life. They described feeling 

that they were not as good of Christians as they had hoped. Despite describing their 

shortcomings as Christians, they felt that they found confidence, happiness, and wisdom 

as a result o f  their relationship with Christ.

Lastly, Liberated women were all over the age of 45. They spoke in terms of  full 

acceptance o f  themselves. Their narratives had themes of independence, balance, self

acceptance, and satisfaction. They also spoke o f  spirituality as an integration of 

themselves. Most o f these women felt they had no religious obligations. Although, some 

participated in a religion, they did not feel constricted by religious teachings, roles, or 

dogma.

As expected, life experiences and age determined the women’s views o f their 

spiritual selves (Learn, 1996). It appeared, that the amount o f life experience influenced 

how the women viewed their relationship with spirituality and their female self

perceptions. The youngest women in this study, Adherent women, described a deep 

devotion to Christianity’s teachings o f  gender roles. They focused on striving to be 

obedient to godly ways o f life. The Explorers, who ranged from ages 26 to 42, spoke of 

themselves in terms of  learning who they were through challenges in life. Their 

experiences played a role in questioning their childhood religion and searching for a 

personal spirituality. The Liberated women, unlike the others had many life experiences, 

relationships, education, and other influences that helped them form positive opinions of 

themselves.

One explanation for the participants’ views might relate to age. First, the older one 

becomes the less one feels pressured to adhere to childhood teachings and familial 

pressures (Learn, 1996). Secondly, life experiences, relationships, and education increase 

knowledge of feminist beliefs and other belief systems that encourage women to explore 

new areas o f  themselves.

The Explorers and Liberated women reported questioning religious beliefs most 

when experiencing a traumatic event. In contrast, the Adherent women did not report 

experiencing a life-changing event. They referred to themselves as deeply devoted to
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their faith. These results are consistent with past research in which women described an 

event or a process as the greatest challenge and source for developing who they were as 

people, and self (Randour, 1987).

Although the women’s movement and feminism have a long history, many women 

had not folly explored feminist theory or their role in it. Feminism is like a tree that has 

many branches or varieties o f  feminists and issues. The interviews revealed that some 

participants were just beginning to discover how religion impacts women’s issues and 

their self-perceptions.

Many of the women reported experiencing doubts and questioning their religious 

beliefs when they faced motherhood, an abortion, divorce, or lost an opportunity as a 

result o f  sexism. Their doubts led them to develop new areas o f themselves and their 

spirituality. Thus, many o f  the Explorers and Liberated women chose to leave an 

organized religion or entered into an egalitarian faith. This finding is similar to Lybeck 

and Neal’s (1995) study in which women who entered into an egalitarian faith, as 

opposed to participating in a conservative faith, felt that they regained their voice and it 

reflected on their spirituality.

Many of  the women felt that their beliefs in feminism also influenced how they 

viewed the Divine. Ironically, the participants viewed women as more religious than 

men yet they believed in a male God. Those who rejected an organized religion or 

questioned their faith were more likely to view the Divine as a female or genderless.

The analysis with the lens of God showed that almost half o f the Explorers viewed 

God as a male. They referred to God as a creator, all-knowing, powerful being. Further, 

they saw Him as a friend in times of struggle Interestingly, many showed an awakening 

to the gender o f  God. As a result of experiencing a traumatic event, they some felt 

animosity or a disconnection with a male image o f  God. They felt a male image of  God 

was not understanding o f  a female’s experiences. On the other hand, almost half of 

Explorers saw the Divine as genderless. They explained that God had both male and 

female characteristics. The female characteristics represented comforting, forgiving, 

nurturing side o f God. The masculine side o f  God was represented as a creator and father
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figure. Most o f these women were open to the notion o f  a female Goddess, but it was 

always in conjunction with a male deity.

All o f  the Liberated women stated that their image o f the Divine was genderless. 

Unlike the aforementioned group these women felt God transcended gender. They 

described the Divine as a power, an entity, a connection with others, or an inner strength, 

even though in childhood they learned God was a male. All of these women stated the 

Divine could be a female because like them God created life.

The Adherent group was divided into two opinions about the gender o f  God. Half 

believed God was solely a male since biblical scriptures state that God takes on the form 

o f  a man. Their descriptions o f  God were all based on the Bible and their religion’s 

teachings. The other half stated God was genderless. Although they stated God was 

genderless, they gave lengthy explanations to why God is often referred to as a male in 

the Bible. All o f the women in this group refuted the idea o f a female Goddess because it 

was not supported in the Bible. In addition, they explained that they were not attracted to 

Christianity as a religion, but to an intimate relationship with Christ. They disliked to be 

called religious because their faith was a continual lifestyle and in a relationship with the 

Divine not within a religion. Thus, the image o f  the Divine for the Adherent women was 

a relational being, despite gender.

These results revealed a connection between their image o f  the Divine and their self

perception. Most o f the women who viewed the Divine as genderless described 

themselves as strong, independent, and content with themselves. In addition, those 

women who described themselves as feminists were more open to the possibility o f a 

female Goddess, even though they did not currently worship one

As shown in previous studies, women view the Divine as a relational being (Ozorak, 

1996; Lybeck & Neal, 1995; Rayburn, 1992; Randour, 1987; Anderson & Hopkins,

1981). Participants related to the Divine on a personal level that surpassed religious 

beliefs. Most o f  the women who participated in a patriarchal religion stated that they 

preferred being called a Christian. They stated that they are in a special relationship with 

Christ, not a religious organization.



84

Further, the study revealed that women see the Divine as a friend and confidant; few 

solely saw the Divine as a powerful ruler. Women’s view of the Divine as relational may 

explain the paradox of  why women join patriarchal religions. Their view of the Divine is 

not necessarily a representation of the dogma taught to women by a patriarchal faith. 

Their perceptions o f  the Divine revealed that women perceive the Divine based on a 

personal relationship with spirituality not on religious education.

In addition, participants reported that as a result o f life experiences, change in 

religious affiliation, or rejection o f organized religions their image o f the Divine changed. 

The images changed from traditional concepts of a superior, powerful male figure to a 

genderless, more relational, confidant. Research studies indicate reasons for this change. 

A study by Mulrenin (1998) showed after years o f religious involvement and questioning 

their faith women find it difficult to pray to a masculine image of God. This experience 

involves the following phases: growing up in a religious tradition, awakening to the 

gender o f God, and forming spirituality based on their own terms. Like this research, 

some women in this study, as they matured and went through several life experiences 

questioned the gender o f  the Divine and formed spiritualities they felt were more 

consistent with their beliefs.

As women awaken to a new image of the Divine or are exposed to new belief 

systems either through a feminist course, exposure to an organization, through a 

relationship, or another means they may experience cognitive dissonance. This study 

revealed that the majority o f Explorer women described an internal struggle with 

religious and feminist beliefs. Their internal struggle or cognitive dissonance caused 

them to evaluate their coping resources (Myers, 1996; Taylor & Aspinwall, 1996; 

Festinger, 1957). The women reviewed their internal coping resources as well as external 

resources such as support systems, religious teachings, education and other sources. 

Similarly, Ozorak (1996) found that women use cognitive, behavioral, and avoidance 

techniques to understand perceived gender inequalities in their faith

Often conflict arises over maintaining their authentic self and preserving religious 

beliefs (Lybeck & Neal, 1995, Gilligan & Brown, 1992). To resolve this conflict the
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participants with discrepancies in belief systems used three forms of  coping strategies: 

emotion focused/avoidant, problem oriented/avoidant, and problem oriented/active. 

Almost half o f Explorer women acted to correct discrepancies by acting against their 

religion’s teachings. They used a problem oriented/active strategy. In contrast, one 

woman spoke o f  avoiding conversations that she disagreed with concerning religious 

teachings. She used a problem oriented/avoidant strategy. Lastly, one participant clearly 

disagreed with her religion’s teachings but did not display an emotional reaction, thus 

resorting to an emotion focused/avoidant strategy. These forms of  strategies are similar 

to those found in past studies (Hobfoll, Dunahoo, Ben-Prath, & Monnier, 1994; Endler & 

Parker, 1990; Taylor, Wood, & Lichtman, 1983).

Some participants chose to either act against beliefs by openly discussing their 

discontent with individuals, while other chose to avoid conversations about controversial 

issues. These women used their social support, education, and other resources to cope 

with the inconsistent beliefs. Likewise, research by Stone and Neale (1984) revealed that 

women use social support and religion as coping resources more often than men. In 

addition, women who perceived themselves as more assertive were more likely to use 

problem oriented/active strategies. Previous research indicates that personality 

characteristics relate to coping strategy preferences (Carver, Weintraub, & Scheier,

1989); the present results are consistent with that trend. The women that chose to use 

problem oriented/active ways of coping described themselves as assertive and strong 

women.

Another significant finding was that commitment to a religion and biblical beliefs 

influenced the Adherent women’s appraisal process, leading them to avoid cognitive 

dissonance. As found in past studies the Adherent women looked at other areas o f their 

faith to find consistency with beliefs on women’s equality (Wills, 1981). For instance, 

they referred to scriptures that describe women as the weaker vessel. These women 

interpreted the scripture to mean that women are precious and delicate like a valuable 

vase, not weak.
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Adherent women, described as committed to a religion and the Bible, were more 

prone to interpret feminism in a way that was acceptable with their religious beliefs or 

rejected the concept. For some Adherent women, their interpretations o f feminism led 

them to avoid any discrepancies in their belief systems. Some Adherent women chose to 

view feminism as seeing women as equal but with different abilities than men. These 

findings lend support to the literature that states personal factors such as commitment and 

beliefs influence the appraisal process positively (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; King & 

Sorrentino, 1983; Bern, 1970).

Commitment to a patriarchal religion plays a significant role in several areas o f a 

woman’s life. The study revealed that religion also affects how one perceives other 

females. Women with strong religious beliefs reported feeling that they negatively 

judged other women by their religious standards. Forty-three percent of Explorer women 

and sixty-seven percent o f  adherent stated that they negatively judged other women with 

religious or personal standards. Although, they spoke o f  judging women by religious 

standards, most commented that their personality was the strongest factor influencing 

their actions. Many participants did not recognize a connection between religion and its 

influence on judging other females. Instead, the participants attributed their critical 

perception to their personality. This suggested that some of the women learned religious 

definitions o f  what a woman is and her role. The participants adapted these beliefs and 

then incorporated them into their personal belief system. Thus, their religious teachings 

became their own personal truth.

Further, almost all o f  the women interviewed reported that a woman was their 

religious role model. Regardless o f whether they continued to participate in their 

childhood faith, most o f the women recalled that their mother taught them the traditions 

and teachings o f  a patriarchal faith. This may be a result o f  women’s socialization. Past 

literature explains that often women are pressured by society and religious institutions to 

carry on their faith (Hoge & Carroll, 1978). This finding was not true for the Liberated 

women.
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The Liberated women’s religious role models consisted o f female ministers, nuns, 

and other independent women in their lives. The results suggested that the Liberated 

women transcended generational religious guidance and instead looked to women who 

rejected patriarchal beliefs or represented independence. Although they transcended 

general teachings o f  patriarchal religious beliefs, some stated that at times their old 

beliefs resurface in their action or emotions. This suggested that their religious beliefs 

were deeply ingrained into their personal belief systems. The women stated that they 

were aware o f acting out religious teachings unconsciously at times. Additionally, the 

Liberated women’s identification with feminist beliefs and religious role models that 

transcended patriarchal religious teachings allowed them to have broader views of 

women’s abilities as females, religious leaders, and of women’s spiritual connection to 

each other.

A synthesis o f the results reveals an underlying theory o f  women coping with the 

tension between religion and feminism (Figure 3). In essence, the participants were 

aware o f  two belief systems, feminism and religion. They then appraised their beliefs 

concerning these ideologies. Their appraisal process determined either a discrepancy or 

consistent cognitions. If a woman did not have a discrepancy in belief systems she chose 

one o f  the following actions: rejected a patriarchal faith, rejected feminism, or interpreted 

feminism in a way that was consistent wither patriarchal faith. Consequently they 

avoided cognitive dissonance. On the other hand, women who recognized a discrepancy 

in their belief systems, such as believing in both the efficacy o f patriarchal religious and 

feminist ideologies experienced cognitive dissonance. If a discrepancy existed the 

women appraised their coping resources and chose a method of coping. The majority of 

Explorer women chose to use a coping strategy to resolve the discrepancy in their beliefs. 

For instance, they used problem oriented/active, problem oriented/avoidant, or emotion 

focused/avoidant coping methods. The use of one of these coping strategies eventually 

led them to remove cognitive dissonance. Thus the study revealed, women often process 

beliefs in religion and feminism and avoid or remove cognitive dissonance by using a 

coping method. Furthermore, this study revealed that it is possible that all
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women experience discrepancies in religious and feminist beliefs and use a coping 

strategy to remove cognitive dissonance at some point in their life. Often this process is 

implicit and is only noticed when they reject their original religious belief systems.

Despite these findings, there are several limitations that need to be explained. First, 

the number o f  participants in the research was small. The number o f  participants as well 

as non-random sampling limited the generalizability of the results. The participants may 

not be a true representation of the general population. Likewise, this theory may not 

pertain to other non-Western religions. Second, most o f  the participants were white 

women; few minority women participated. Thus, the relationship between culture, 

ethnicity, and religious beliefs on women’s roles could not be adequately analyzed.

Another concern with this research was this was an exploratory study with a sample 

was not evenly distributed by age. A sample with participants all in the same age group 

or with age groups evenly distributed might have revealed different results. Similarly, 

other variables such as family background, education, and economic status were not 

analyzed. This study is also limited because the participants may have answered the 

questions according to what they thought the researcher wanted to hear. Consequently, 

the participants may not have given their true opinions. Finally, only one person coded 

the narratives. To ensure interrater reliability more than one researcher should have 

reviewed the findings and coded the narrative with the respective lenses.

Conversely, women’s spirituality has been under examined and any effort has its 

benefit. The results o f this research suggest there are several possibilities for future 

research. First a replication of this study with a wider variety of women in a diverse 

context is warranted. Second, researchers need to conduct more longitudinal studies on 

women’s experiences o f  cognitive dissonance, appraisal, and coping strategies in relation 

to religious commitment and feminist ideals. For instance, more studies need to examine 

if women change coping strategies over time.

Furthermore, researchers should focus on understanding how experiences with 

human relationships affect the way a woman interprets her spiritual journey and 

reappraises her belief systems. Research in appraisal processes that involve religious



90

commitment and biblical beliefs is also under investigated. Studies in long- term affects 

o f  conflicting religious and feminist beliefs on women’s mental health should be 

examined. Lastly, it would be beneficial to compare whether men experience the same 

type of dissonance and if they use similar coping strategies in their spiritual journeys.

However, the results o f this study do call attention to the struggles among women 

who are devoted to a patriarchal religion and have feminist ideals. The current results 

suggest that more attention is needed on the root o f women’s psychological distress 

related to appraisal processes, cognitive dissonance, and coping strategies. Dissimilar to 

past research, this study explored patriarchal religion’s influence on women’s perceptions 

o f  other women, discrepancies and coping processes o f  women with inconsistent 

religious and feminist beliefs, and examined everyday women’s spiritual journeys. In 

addition, this research gave insight into how religious and feminist belief systems affect 

how women see themselves.

These two ideologies greatly influence how women perceive themselves as females. 

Counselors should consider, interventions to prevent cognitive dissonance by teaching 

women to listen to their authentic selves. Some interventions might include challenging 

religious institutions that advocate traditional women’s roles to offer more ways to 

validate and encourage women to search for ways to resist negative influences on their 

authentic self. Religious institutions must ask themselves how they can support women’s 

emotional and psychological growth within their theological belief systems.

Additionally, women’s organizations must recognize that many Adherent women do 

not necessarily see themselves as inferior to men. Some devoted women do not feel 

displeased with the roles given to them by their faith. They simply believe in a cultural 

feminist perspective. Many devoted women feel that certain naturally occurring 

attributes women possess, such as nurturing, relational, and care giving, are not valued by 

society.

Feminist organizations should also intervene by providing more research on 

women’s spiritual experiences, by conducting studies and documenting women’s spiritual 

journeys. They should document why women are attracted to patriarchal religions and
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what causes them to enter into egalitarian faiths. In addition more literature is needed on 

the influence o f  religious belief systems on women’s spiritual, emotional, and 

psychological development. This type o f research may be missing pieces to larger 

underlying themes in women’s development and may help women realize they are not 

alone in their search for a spirituality that fits their belief systems.

Experiences o f  distress are different for each woman who is struggling with her 

beliefs on feminism and religion. Research indicates that when women suppress parts of 

themselves they perceive as important it can leave them vulnerable to psychological 

distress such as anxiety, depression, and other problems (Lybeck & Neal, 1995). 

Psychologists and other mental health professionals need to consider that many women 

feel they have lost parts o f  their identity as a result o f childhood education. Some forms 

o f  women’s spirituality and religious teachings are positive factors in women’s mental 

health, while others may cause distress for some women (Hunt, 1995). Feminist 

psychospiritual models o f therapy and intervention could be helpful for women who 

value spirituality in their lives and are experiencing distress as a result o f discrepancies in 

their beliefs (Mollenknott, 1984).

Knowledge o f these strategies is important to all women for several reasons. First, it 

gives individuals an understanding o f women’s experiences with spirituality, a topic that 

has been neglected. Secondly, it provides the theory that patriarchal beliefs and feminist 

ideology can cause a woman to experience cognitive dissonance. It also provides 

suggestions for resisting cognitive dissonance that may cause psychological distress such 

as coping resources and strategies. Lastly, it reveals that women cope and appraise 

discrepancies in belief systems differently.

Additionally, this research recognizes the impact that communities have on self- 

development. Religious communities are instrumental in educating women about their 

identity and roles. Community psychologists should develop and evaluate support 

programs for women who are experiencing a separation from their religious communities. 

Many women with discrepant belief systems seek support groups that educate them on 

coping with this type o f  distress. In addition, they should focus on researching religious
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communities’ efforts to help women preserve their identity. In conclusion, feminist 

organizations, religious institutions, and mental health professionals should work together 

to understand, learn, and research how to help women listen to their inner sources of 

knowledge and use that information to cope with inconsistent beliefs and preserve their 

authentic self.
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Questions, General Study

Coded #:________________

Age:________________

Education:__________

Ethnicity:___________

Marital status:___________

Employment status:__________

Current faith community:______________

Religion raised in:____________

Reason for Leaving Religious Community: __________

Main Questions:

Briefly describe the history o f your spiritual journey.

How has your religious upbringing (in th e _______  tradition) affected your views of

yourself as a woman?

1. Self 

Probes:

Would you define yourself as religious?

How do you describe yourself?

How would a friend describe you?

How would God describe you?

If  you and a friend disagree about something how would you resolve it9

2. Role o f Religion 

Probes:

Do you remember particular teachings (in childhood religion) about women?

What has your religion taught you about women’s roles in the church9 

In society? Compared to men?
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What beliefs on women’s roles from your religious upbringing do you adhere to? Why? 

Would you raise your daughter with these teachings?

3. God & Image 

Probes:

How would you describe your image of the Divine?

Present and past?

Do you believe God has a gender?

What is your opinion on a female Goddess?

What is your opinion o f a male God?

4. Feminist Views 

Probes:

What is a religious woman?

How has your religious upbringing affected how you see other women9 

Do you believe there is a special connection among women?

What are your views o f  women who do not adhere to traditional definitions o f  being 

feminine?

Do you consider your self a feminist?

Historically, Patriarchal religions have been said to oppress women Despite, this belief 

why do you think more women than men participate in these religions9
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APPENDIX B 

Interview Questions, Pilot Study

Coded #:________________

Age:________________

Education:__________

Ethnicity:___________

Marital status:___________

Employment status:__________

Current faith community:______________

Religion raised in:____________

Other:__________________

Main Questions:

Briefly describe the history o f  your spiritual journey.

H ow has your religious upbringing (in th e _______  tradition) affected your views of

yourself as a woman?

1. Self 

Probes:

What words would you use to describe yourself?

Would you define yourself as religious?

Have your views o f  yourself as a woman changed?

2. Role o f Religion 

Probes:

Do you remember particular teachings (in childhood religion) about women9 

What has your religion taught you about women’s roles in the church?

In society? Compared to men?
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What beliefs on women’s roles from your religious upbringing do you adhere to? Why?

3. God & Image 

Probes:

How would you describe your relationship with God in the past?

Present?

Describe your spirituality?

4. Feminist Views 

Probes:

What is a religious woman?

How has religion shaped who you are as a woman9
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APPENDIX C 

Analysis Worksheet

Transcript #______________ Researcher’s Name______________

FIR S T  R E V IE W -U N D E R ST A N D IN G  TH E STORY

Notes for the first review. (E.g. general content, repeated words and themes, 

contradictions, and key images, and metaphors) Interpretation:

SECOND REV IEW — SELF

How is self-described? Interpretation:

TH IR D  REV IEW — Childhood Religious Education

What action does the self-take in dealing with her past religious education (i.e. how does 

she deal with being brought up in a male dominated religion, what does this say about 

self and self in relationship)? Interpretation:
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FO U R T H  REV IEW — VIEW  OF G O D /G O D ’S VIEW O F SELF

Descriptions o f God; God’s view of self as a woman. Interpretation:

F IF T H  R E V IE W — FEM IN IST PERSPECTIV E

Description o f feminist ideology. What actions does she participate in? (I.e. birth control, 

divorce, equality beliefs, and religious roles etc.)

SUM M A RY  O F TH E NARRATIVE
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Appendix D 

Consent Form

The principle investigator, Bertha E. Rodarte, is conducting this study as part of her 

thesis requirement for the MA in Community Psychology Program at the University of 

Alaska Fairbanks. The goal o f  the study is to evaluate the relationship between religion 

and women’s self-development.

I am being asked to participate in a research study conducted by a graduate student in 

the Community Psychology Department. This form is designed to provide information 

about the proposed research. The principal investigator will describe this study to me and 

answer any questions asked. If 1 have any questions about the informed consent process 

or the study, I should contact Dr. Charles Geist, Institutional Review Board Chair at 

(907) 474-7792.

This research will involve a forty-five minute interview The responses given during 

the interview will be recorded and kept confidential The participant’s identity will not 

be disclosed, other than to the researcher. If I decide to participate in this study, 1 will 

sign this “informed consent” form and the principal investigator will interview me once 

during the spring semester o f 2000. The interview will be conducted in a private setting.

The confidentiality o f  my records will be protected to the extent provided by law. 1 

understand that my name will not be used in any reporting o f  these results, the researcher 

will use coded three digit numbers and that the data reported will not use names. All tape 

recordings and transcripts will be kept locked in a secured filing cabinet. The consent 

form will also be kept with other confidential materials in a locked file cabinet. If I 

desire, I may obtain a copy of this form at any time.

rasm uson lib ra ry
U n iv e r s it y  o f  a l a s k a  Fa ir b a n k s
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I also understand that I have the right to withdraw from the research at any time 

without penalty. If this is to occur I will contact Bertha E. Rodarte at (907) 457-5009. 1 

may also contact the Institutional Review Board.

I agree to complete all questions and written material when requested. I also reserve 

the right to obtain a copy of the results o f  the study if 1 so choose. If I have any questions 

regarding my rights as a subject, I can contact Dr, Charles Geist, Institutional Review 

Board Chair, at (907) 474-7792.

Participant’s Printed Name Dale

The Principle Investigator has explained the nature and purpose i f  the above-described procedure and the 

benefits and risks involved in this research protocol.

Participant Signature Date

I  have been informed o f  the aforementioned procedure and risks. I have also received a copy o f  a 

description o f  this procedure. I give permission for my participation in the described study.

Researcher’s Signature Date

Researcher’s Name: Bertha E. Rodarte Phone: 907-457-5009 

E-mail: ftbgr@uaf.edu

Advisor’s Name: Dr. Kelly Hazel Phone: 907-474-7007 

E-mail: ffkh@uaf.edu

mailto:ftbgr@uaf.edu
mailto:ffkh@uaf.edu
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