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GENDER ISSUES 
By DIANE COLLIER 

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is 
neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 1 

T 
H E O L O G Y ,  W H I C H  S E E K S  TO A R T I C U L A T E  a n  u n d e r s t a n d -  

i n g  of the nature of God and God's relationship with the 
created world, has been as male-centred as the pavilion at 
Lord's. 2 However, the development of feminist theology over 

the last twenty years has positioned gender at the forefront of the 
academic debate. Men as well as women are beginning to recognize the 
significance of gender as a primary social construct which influences 
how we perceive ourselves both individually and in relation to others. 

This article examines the issues that are raised when we use a 
gendered perspective in an analysis of teenage spirituality. In order to 
do this I draw upon my own research which has included the interview- 
ing of churchgoing teenage girls about their faith and present one of 
these interviews as a case study. Although my own research is con- 
cemed with the Christian influences on the development of self- 
identity, the issues which are sketched out here are likely to be equally 
pertinent in any faith context. 

Gender, faith and adolescence: some theoretical difficulties 
If in Christ there is neither male nor female, can it be argued that the 

Christian faith is above gender issues? As it has recently been shown 
within the Church in debates about women's ministry and lesbian and 
gay issues, attitudes to gender issues cannot be ignored simply because 
they are complex and troublesome. The Church is a significant cultural 
force in forming attitudes, self-understanding and expectations of 
young men and women. Since this is so, in order fully to understand 
faith and spirituality in all its facets, the perspective of gender needs to 
be taken into account. As Elaine Graham remarks, gender is fundamen- 
tal to the experience of becoming an inculturated being, and we cannot 
deny its impact upon the structuring of our subjectivity, relationships, 
life-chances and practices. 3 

In essence, gender constnactions within Christianity originate in a 
concept of complementarity believed to be revealed in the creation 
myths of Genesis. In them both men and woman are created in God's 
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image, the creation of this image' being inextricably linked with the 
process of human procreation. However, at the Fall childbearing is 
deemed a punishment. Consequently the woman was considered to be 
in a position of subordination to the man, condemned by childbearing 
and its associated female sexuality. This Christian model of sexual 
identity and its essentialist position, which deems a person's female- 
ness or maleness to be an unchanging and 'natural' situation, has been 
extremely influential in Christian thinking and attitudes. 

A person's experience of maleness/masculinity or femaleness/ 
femininity may inform, to a greater or lesser extent, their belief 
patterns, moral codes or patterns of worship. In adolescence, where the 
physical, emotional and social changes tend to arrive at an alarming 
rate, the experiences of becoming an adult, gendered individual can 
have far-reaching implications for personal self-development. For 
some, this transitional period is a smooth and uncomplicated process, 
but others are not so fortunate. One woman recalls her teenage years in 
a Christian context: 'In adolescence the pain of living is very intense. 
There is no compromise when you are a teenager. Crises come thick 
and fast, and all situations appear to be of life and death. '4 

Given the premise that gender is a social construct, how can a 
gendered analysis and perspective inform our understanding of teenage 
spirituality? Unfortunately, the answer to this particular question 
remains largely unanswered. Whilst feminist theology has made great 
strides in the critique and reconstruction of texts and doctrines, there is 
a paucity of research in the area of gender, faith and adolescence which 
is only gradually being addressed. For instance, the two major 
approaches to the study of teenage spirituality, the social psychological 
approach pioneered by Francis and the faith development approach 
which enhances the work of Fowler, only touch briefly upon gender as 
an issue. Nevertheless, used as complements to each other, these two 
approaches are still vital to our understanding of gender, faith and 
young people. Francis' use of attitude scales and scientific research 
methods has provided useful statistical data, and various post-Fowler 
studies have begun to address the issues of gender. The findings of both 
these theoretical approaches are drawn upon during the course of this 
study. 

Case study: Wendy's story 
We~d~ ~s se, cet~tee~ ~ ~tt~ct]/i~g ~2~ t~e~ Sk Le~,~et~ at a Cath~H~ 

comprehensive school. She is an articulate and intelligent young 
woman. Her ambition is to be a doctor like her father and she wants to 
get married and raise a family. The eldest of  four children in a close 
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Catholic family, she spends her free time with her boyfriend. The 
gender issues raised by Wendy's story will be  analysed in the following 
six sections which place her experiences and views in the context of 
relevant theoretical research. 

Religious participation 
• Wendy is a regular attender at the morning Sunday mass at the 

city's Catholic church. She has forthright views on the mass which 
she believes is too rigid in terms of ritual and too morbid in 
atmosphere. For instance, she dislikes the use of incense and 
singing in Latin. 

The statistics from the 1989 Church Census reveal that 25 per cent of 
the total church population in England are under the age of 15 and 7 per 
cent are aged between 15 and 19 years of age, roughly split 50:50 men 
and women - a substantial element of each congregation. 5 Although 
Wendy cites force of habit as her reason for continuing to go to church, 
in my research I found that the overwhelming response was that girls 
continued to go to church because the mother went and there was 
family pressure to do so. Family influence can obviously have an 
enormous effect on a child's churchgoing, but the interesting statistic 
here is that almost two-thirds of young people who stop going to 
church are boys. One explanation for this may come through an 
analysis of role expectations and learned sex roles in the socialization 
of children. Generally it is the mother who is the primary carer and has 
responsibility for religious training and development. Since mothers 
are more religiously active than fathers, religion more visibly relates to 
the mother's role. Nancy Chodorow has revealed how the quality of the 
mother-daughter relationship creates the psychological preconditions 
necessary for the 'reproduction' of leamed behaviour in the next 
generation. It is expected that girls will be more religiously active and 
express their religiosity in a situation where their mothers exhibit these 
characteristics. It could also be argued that when the effect of gender 
on personality traits is examined, girls are shown to be prone to more 
feelings of guilt and therefore are more likely than boys to continue 
with their church-going. 

Religious activity 
• Wendy is a member of the church choir which practises on a Friday 

night (much to her annoyance as this is her going-out night!). 
• She reads in church when asked. Of this she says, 'It gives me 

something to do and stops me from thinking too much about not 
wanting to be there'. 
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• Her main difficulty lies in the fact that there are no girl altar-servers 
at her church. Wendy was so exasperated by this that she twice 
wrote to the pope about it, but nothing came of her petitioning. 
When asked about the relevance of the services to her life, she 
argues that they could be made more relevant if they were 
presented in a different way and the pomposity was eradicated. 

o At the moment she says that the main reason why she goes to 
church is through habit. 

o Wendy does not pray regularly and neither does she read the Bible. 

In terms of religious activity, Wendy's personal experiences comple- 
ment Leslie Francis' 1984 study which proved the often-voiced com- 
plaint that the tasks which girls are asked to carry out in church are 
different from those given to the boys. 6 His statistics show that serving 
after-service coffee is an overwhelmingly female task (30 per cent of 
girls present compared to 13 per cent of boys present), as is Sunday 
School teaching (four times more likely), whilst altar-serving shows a 
totally male bias (28 per cent to 4 per cent). Although other activities 
remain relatively gender-free, the effect on Wendy of the discrimina- 
tion in altar-serving has given rise to feelings of negativity regarding 
her church. Frustration and a suppressed anger on this issue go beyond 
lack of opportunity and actually could be said to be harmful to her 
spiritual being. In Francis' survey, girls were shown to be more likely 
to pray every day than boys (48 per cent to 38 per cent), so Wendy's 
non-activity can be regarded as quite unusual. 

Concepts of God 
o Her religious beliefs are very important to Wendy and they are 

something which she thinks about a great deal. She feels that her 
beliefs give her a different outlook on life from her non-practising 
friends, sometimes creating friction among her peer group. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, given her scientific leanings, Wendy 
senses a purpose to life and that God is in some way guiding her. As 
she says, we are not ' . . .  plodding round on this earth just to take 
up grass space'. In her view, everything happens for a reason and 
someone must have answers to what that reason is. Following this 
argument, Wendy's conclusion is that there must be a God. 
In terms of how she visualizes the divine, she has this to say: 

I prefer the Holy Spirit kind of image, not the old man with the 
white frock on. Imagine a block of air which you could walk 
through and you felt scared on the outside, but when you walked 
in you felt safe. That's how I picture God, that little block of 
space. 
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In general,  research has shown that girls' attitudes toward the 
Christian faith tend to be more positive than boys',  with interestingly 
little gender-bias regarding statements as to the divinity of Jesus, life 
after death, or Christ's physical resurrection. 7 Experiential questions 
are, of their very nature, more difficult to quantify and assess and are 
perhaps not as suited to a closed-question approach adopted by social 
psychologists. Notwithstanding these difficulties, it has been suggested 
that religiosity among girls is of a more personal nature than the 
religiosity of boys. s 

However, there are clear gender differences in Tamminen's study 
which indicate that girls report that they experience God's nearness, 

• God's guidance and answers given to prayers more often than boys. In 
Francis' 1984 study, 89 per cent of the teenagers questioned reported 
having experienced God's guidance in their lives in some respect, 
although Francis does not split this statistic according to gender. Girls 
tend to emphasize God more as a giver of security and forgiveness 
whereas boys refer to God more as stern or frightening. 9 Although 
Wendy's concept of the Holy Spirit appears to b e a n  illustration of this, 
studies by Francis in the British context do not add to this analysis. 

So how can we assess these differences? Daphne Hampson argues 
that a transcendent monotheism and God conceived as 'male' have had 
the effect of consolidating a certain construal of gender and gender 
relations, giving male power the ultimate sanction, lO From the psycho- 
analytical perspective, Freud's argument that God is a projection of our 
human father figure has • been widely discussed, but the relationship 
between God and the idea of parents was not illuminated by Tam- 
minen's study. Studies in European Catholic countries have shown that 
the influence of the mother-image is more frequently and strongly felt 
by boys and the father-image by women and by girls.  11 Another study, 
noted by Jacobs, has indicated that for adolescent boys the idea of God 
is more strongly marked by the concept of the  Holy Virgin than by 
Christ, but the opposite is true of girls. Interestingly, Wendy's visualiz- 
ation of God as non-personal confutes these findings and alerts us to 
the possible difficulties in generalizing from contradictory research. 

Personal morality 
® For Wendy the major impact of her beliefs appears to be in the area 

of sexual morality. She believes that the ideal is for sex to be kept 
for within marriage, not from any particular religious conviction 
but from seeing how early sexual activity in non-stable relation- 
ships has 'messed people up'.  Although she has endured some 
friction over her beliefs she now feels that she is respected for her 
strong Views. 
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o When asked about homosexuality, Wendy was at her most unde- 
cided. Whilst remaining unsure, she commented that men and 
women are 'made for each other' in the obvious biological way. 

Wendy's firmly held views regarding various aspects of sexual 
morality can be commented on from both a Christian and a secular 
perspective. From the Christian, and in particular the Catholic, stand- 
point sexual ethics retain a high profile amongst churchgoing young 
women. Whether in church youth groups, at home or at school, there 
are constant and lively discussions on issues such as abortion and 
contraception, homosexuality and sex outside marriage. So it is per-  
haps not surprising that Wendy is highly sensitive to these debates. In 
addition, this is one area of teenage life where there may be conflicts 
arising between the traditional Christian perspective of women's sexu- 
ality (generally one of misunderstanding and suspicion) and secular 
attitudes. 

From the secular perspective, our understanding of personal moral 
development and its relation to gender issues has been greatly 
enhanced by the work of Carol Gilligan, who has shown that young 
women approach moral reasoning differently from young men. 

Both Piaget and Kohlberg have been extremely influential in terms 
of our understanding of moral development, although Kohlberg has 
been criticized for being gender-blind in his theorizing. Carol Gilligan 
fundamentally revised his moral development model by arguing that 
women's moral judgement is more contextual and relational than 
men's. Noting the disparity between women's experience and the 
representations of human development found in models such as Erik- 
son's and Kohlberg's, she argues that a woman's different voice does 
not necessarily mean an inferior one. GiUigan identifies the fusion of 
identity and intimacy for women: an identity defined in the context of a 
relationship and judged by a standard of responsibility and care. These 
findings show that for young men and women, although the moral 
dilemma may be the same, it is approached from different perspectives. 

Faith development and personal identity 
o Wendy is constantly questioning and analysing her religious beliefs 

and the practices of her church; even at the age of thirteen she 
wanted answers to theological questions such as transubstantiation. 

® She firmly locates authority within the self and does not grant the 
Church or its representatives any higher authority. 

o Whilst staying firm to many Christian values, such as respect for 
the family as an institution, Wendy also holds secular values. 
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The faith development approach to gender issues in teenage spiritu- 
ality can enhance our understanding of the links between adolescent 
development and faith development. In respect of identity formation, 
adolescence is a time of progression through states of confusion and 
insecurity to the ultimate integration of the personality into a new 
identity. This can be a time of conscious searching, of  rebellion, or a 
less dramatic process of identification. The questioning of religious 
beliefs is one element of this process. 

James Fowler, in his Stages of  faith, describes a process in ado- 
lescence of growing separation and individuation and a shift from 
external to internal authority. This would appear to be illustrated by 
Wendy's story. However, recent studies show that women's faith can be 
seen more in terms of an 'holistic relationality'.12 Devor, in a rework- 
ing of Fowler, proposes a pattern of development through ongoing 
relationship and responsibility, with separation occurring in the context 
of relationship. 

In Michael Jacobs' model of  faith development, adolescent indepen- 
dence is associated with what he terms 'co-operation and competition'. 
In this stage of individuative-reflective faith, authority is relocated 
within the self and Christian values are often replaced with equally 
conventional secular value systems. Wendy's account shows that the 
questioning of traditional beliefs in order to increase understanding is a 
part of  the growing-up process. The way that churches handle this 
questioning can have serious consequences for the individual con- 
cerned, as we shall see in the next section. 

The Church as a community and its attitude to young people 
• What effect does belonging to her church have on Wendy as an 

individual? Wendy is ambivalent about the Church and its auth- 
ority. Whilst not avoiding help from the Church she would not 
actively seek it as she  does not invest the Church with any 
particular or higher authority. 

• Wendy's experience of the Church's attitude to her as an individual 
has not been a comfortable one. Apart from the issues of girl altar- 
servers, when she was 13 she asked advice from her priest on the 
issue of transubstantiation and was responded to in a flippant and 
dismissive manner. The experience of this patronizing attitude has 
remained with her and adds to the tarnished view which she has of 
the Church's attitude to young people. 

The church community both reflects and reinforces the gender 
constructions prevalent in wider society, and in some situations it 
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challenges them. Although Wendy does not invest her Church with a 
higher authority, she is being influenced by the roles, attitudes and 
behaviour exhibited within it. Sterotypical images are acquired uncon- 
sciously, without our immediate knowledge or consent. The 'acqui- 
sition' of gender stereotypes is a process which begins early in life, 
usually before the age of five, and its completion takes place during 
adolescence. 13 In psychological terms, stereotypes such as those which 
define men as aggressive, active and rational and women as gentle, 
sensitive and passive are reinforced and promoted within the Christian 
tradition which has advocated an essentialist position regarding gender 
roles. There are very few gender-fair or gender-free images to counter- 
balance them, a situation which has been remarked upon by Christian 
feminists in a religious context. 

Gender stereotypes also inform ethical positions and we have to 
consider the implications of self-sacrificing roles for women and active 
aggressive characteristics for men. Indeed, men are now confronting 
their own demons in the form of the crisis of intimacy; in adolescent 
boys the macho image can have a serious detrimental effect on health 
and emotional well-being. 14 The idea of complementarity, of men and 
women being equal but different, is not in itself repressive, but its long 
history of patriarchal interpretation has meant the justification of an 
attitude of intolerance for women and men who want to break out of  
the Christian mould. 

Gender differences not only organize an individual's perception 
about themselves and others, but also enable the structuring of interper- 
sonal behaviour. Social psychologists suggest that when people interact 
with one another, they use gender as the trigger to provide the 
appropriate response. Using this approach it can be argued that gender 
identity is not a static, unchanging presence but can best be described 
in terms of process rather than possession. Gender is not just something 
we have but something we do. Similarly, the claim at the heart of faith 
development theory is that there is a development through childhood 
and adulthood in our way of being in faith, a5 In a religious context, 
young people 'do' gender in their interaction within groups in the 
church community, such as youth groups, or in roles which they take 
for themselves within the Church. Sociologists argue that adolescence 
is a particularly crucial period for the construction of an individual's 

repertoire is role change, both in the form of new role demands and the 
increase in expectations within a certain role. As Wendy has found, 
another major difficulty for a young person can be role conflict where 



G E N D E R  I S S U E S  105  

different expectations may be inherent in the various roles which the 
adolescent may be pressurized to resolve. For instance, the roles of 
daughter, churchgoer and girl-friend may not be entirely compatible, 
and churches and church leaders can often make unconscious, unrealis- 
tic demands on young people, especially in the realm of sexual 
morality. 

The significance of gender to the understanding of young people's 
spirituality cannot be understated. In terms of a developing self- 
identity, gender ideologies in a religious context can have powerful and 
far-reaching social and psychological consequences, and many have 
yet to be examined as issues in their own right. Wendy's story has 
highlighted some key gender issues which are common to all young 
people. These issues relate to religious participation and activity, 
concepts of God, personal religiosity and moral reasoning, and the 

°churches' attitude to faith development. A l l  of these subjects raise 
further arguments regarding religious stereotyping and socialization 
processes. Traditional Christian models of gender relations can have 
negative as well as positive effects and young people are well aware of 
the contradictory nature of many of the debates which have brought 
these issues into the open. With so many young people leaving the 
Christian community, a critical reassessment of gender issues and 
teenage spirituality is both crucial and long overdue. 
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God is a jigsaw 

O 
NE OF THE IMAGES I have of God is as a jigsaw. This 
is because God is made up of many pieces that fit 
together to make a complete picture, or in this case, 
a complete being. God is also like a jigsaw because a 

jigsaw is something built up in your own time and at your own 
speed. If you want to stop you can, because the work you have 
already done will not be undone. You can always come back 
and continue to buff& 

Chrissie 
Australia 




