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To Karin Ryan,

and the countless women and girls whose abuse and deprivation she strives to alleviate



INTRODUCTION
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All the elements in this book concerning prejudice, discrimination, war, violence, distorted interpretations of religious texts, physical and mental abuse, poverty, and disease fall disproportionately on women and girls.

I saw the ravages of racial prejudice as I grew up in the Deep South, when for a century the U.S. Supreme Court and all other political and social authorities accepted the premise that black people were, in some basic ways, inferior to white people. Even those in the dominant class who disagreed with this presumption remained relatively quiet and enjoyed the benefits of the prevailing system. Carefully selected Holy Scriptures were quoted to justify this discrimination in the name of God.

There is a similar system of discrimination, extending far beyond a small geographical region to the entire globe; it touches every nation, perpetuating and expanding the trafficking in human slaves, body mutilation, and even legitimized murder on a massive scale. This system is based on the presumption that men and boys are superior to women and girls, and it is supported by some male religious leaders who distort the Holy Bible, the Koran, and other sacred texts to perpetuate their claim that females are, in some basic ways, inferior to them, unqualified to serve God on equal terms. Many men disagree but remain quiet in order to enjoy the benefits of their dominant status. This false premise provides a justification for sexual discrimination in almost every realm of secular and religious life. Some men even cite this premise to justify physical punishment of women and girls.

Another factor contributing to the abuse of women and girls is an acceptance of violence, from unwarranted armed combat to excessive and biased punishment for those who violate the law. In too many cases, we use violence as a first rather than a last resort, so that even deadly violence has become commonplace.

My own experiences and the testimony of courageous women from all regions and all major religions have made it clear to me that as a result of these two factors there is a pervasive denial of equal rights to women, more than half of all human beings, and this discrimination results in tangible harm to all of us, male and female.

My wife, Rosalynn, and I have visited about 145 countries, and the nonprofit organization we founded, The Carter Center, has had active projects in more than half of them. We have had opportunities in recent years to interact directly among the people, often in remote villages in the jungles and deserts. We have learned a lot about their personal affairs, particularly that financial inequality has been growing more rapidly with each passing decade. This is true both between rich and poor countries and among citizens within them. In fact, the disparity in net worth and income in the United States has greatly increased since my time in the White House. By 2007 the income of the middle 60 percent of Americans had increased at a rate twice as high as that of the bottom 20 percent. And the rate of increase for the top 1 percent was over fifteen times higher, primarily because of the undue influence of wealthy people who invest in elections and later buy greater benefits for themselves in Washington and in state capitals. As the conservative columnist George Will writes, “Big government inevitably drives an upward distribution of wealth to those whose wealth, confidence and sophistication enable them to manipulate government.”

Yet although economic disparity is a great and growing problem, I have become convinced that the most serious and unaddressed worldwide challenge is the deprivation and abuse of women and girls, largely caused by a false interpretation of carefully selected religious texts and a growing tolerance of violence and warfare, unfortunately following the example set during my lifetime by the United States. In addition to the unconscionable human suffering, almost embarrassing to acknowledge, there is a devastating effect on economic prosperity caused by the loss of contributions of at least half the human beings on earth. This is not just a women’s issue. It is not confined to the poorest countries. It affects us all.

After focusing for a few years on the problem of gender discrimination through our human rights program at The Carter Center, I began to speak out more forcefully about it. Because of this, I was asked to address the Parliament of the World’s Religions, an audience of several thousand assembled in Australia in December 2009, about the vital role of religion in providing a foundation for countering the global scourge of gender abuse. My remarks represented the personal views of a Christian layman, a Bible teacher for more than seventy years, a former political leader.

I reminded the audience that in dealing with each other, we are guided by international agreements as well as our own moral values, most often derived from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Bible, the Koran, and other cherished texts that proclaim a commitment to justice and mercy, equality of treatment between men and women, and a duty to alleviate suffering. However, some selected scriptures are interpreted, almost exclusively by powerful male leaders within the Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, and other faiths, to proclaim the lower status of women and girls. This claim that women are inferior before God spreads to the secular world to justify gross and sustained acts of discrimination and violence against them. This includes unpunished rape and other sexual abuse, infanticide of newborn girls and abortion of female fetuses, a worldwide trafficking in women and girls, and so-called honor killings of innocent women who are raped, as well as the less violent but harmful practices of lower pay and fewer promotions for women and greater political advantages for men. I mentioned some notable achievements of women despite these handicaps and described struggles within my own religious faith. I called on believers, whether Protestant, Catholic, Coptic, Jew, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, or tribal, to study these violations of our basic moral values and to take corrective action.
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No matter what our faith may be, it is impossible to imagine a God who is unjust.

ZAINAH ANWAR,
FOUNDER OF SISTERS IN ISLAM, MALAYSIA

In the following pages I will outline how I learned more and more about these issues, as a child, a submarine officer, a farmer, and a church leader during the civil rights struggle, as a governor and a president, as a college professor, and in the global work of The Carter Center. During the nine decades of my life I have become increasingly aware of and concerned about the immense number of and largely ignored gender-based crimes. There are reasons for hope that some of these abuses can be ended when they become better known and understood. I hope that this book will help to expose these violations to a broader audience and marshal a more concerted effort to address this profound problem.

I will explore the links between religion-based assertions of male dominance over women, as well as the ways that our “culture of violence” contributes to the denial of women’s rights. I maintain that male dominance over women is a form of oppression that often leads to violence. We cannot make progress in advancing women’s rights if we do not examine these two underlying factors that contribute to the abuse of women.

In August 2013 I joined civil rights leaders and two other American presidents at the Lincoln Memorial to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech, delivered there in 1963. As I looked out on the crowd and thought about the book I was writing, my thoughts turned to a different speech that King made, in New York City four years later, about America’s war in Vietnam, in which my oldest son was serving. King asserted, “I knew that I could never again raise my voice against the violence of the oppressed in the ghettos without having first spoken clearly to the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today—my own government.” King went on to ask that we Americans broaden our view to look at human freedom as inextricably linked with our commitment to peace and nonviolence.

Using this same logic, it is not possible to address the rights of women, the human and civil rights struggle of our time, without looking at factors that encourage the acceptance of violence in our society—violence that inevitably affects women disproportionately. The problem is not only militarism in foreign policy but also the resort to lethal violence and excessive deprivation of freedom in our criminal justice system when rehabilitation alternatives could be pursued. Clearly, short-term political advantages that come with being “tough on criminals” or “tough on terrorism” do not offer solutions to issues like persistent crime, sexual violence, and global terrorism.

I realize that violence is not more prevalent today than in previous periods of human history, but there is a difference. We have seen visionary standards adopted by the global community that espouse peace and human rights, and the globalization of information ensures that the violation of these principles of nonviolence by a powerful and admired democracy tends to resonate throughout the world community. We should have advanced much further in the realization of women’s rights, given these international commitments to peace and the rule of law. Instead many of the gains made in advancing human rights since World War II are placed at risk by reliance on injury to others as a means to solve our problems.

We must not forget that there is always an underlying basis of moral and religious principles involved. In August 2013 Pope Francis stated quite simply that in addition to the idea that violence does not bring real solutions to societal problems, its use is contrary to the will of God: “Faith and violence are incompatible.” This powerful statement exalting peace and compassion is one on which all faiths can agree.

In June 2013 The Carter Center brought together religious leaders, scholars, and activists who are working to align religious life with the advancement of girls’ and women’s full equality. We called this a Human Rights Defenders Forum. Throughout this book I have inserted brief statements from some of these defenders that offer a rich array of ideas and perspectives on the subject.



1 | MY CHILDHOOD
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I grew up west of Plains, Georgia, in the relatively isolated rural community of Archery, where about fifty African American and two white families lived, ours and that of the foreman of a repair crew for the Seaboard Airline Railroad. Then and even now there is a spirit of chivalry in the South, and I was taught to respect all women. My mother, a registered nurse, was often away from home at all hours, especially when she was on private duty, serving in her patient’s home for twenty hours a day. She would come home at 10 o’clock at night, bathe, wash her uniform, leave a written list of chores and instructions for me and my sisters, and return to her patient at 2 A.M. When this was her schedule, my parents hired one or two black women to prepare meals for us and care for the house. Even in those times of racial segregation, my father ordained that we treat these women with deference and obedience, and I never knew of a time when they failed to deserve this high regard.

I stayed in the house as little as possible, preferring to be with my father working in the fields or the woods, at the barn or blacksmith shop, or with my friends on the creek and in the forest when there was no work to be done. I was immersed in an African American culture, with my black playmates and fellow field workers.

My heroine was Rachel Clark, whose husband, Jack, cared for my family’s livestock and farm equipment and who rang the farm bell an hour before daylight to rouse everyone for the day’s work. In Always a Reckoning, my first and longest poem is “Rachel.” I describe her as having “an aura like a queen” and never being called on by white people for menial personal service such as cooking, washing clothes, or doing housework. She and I were bonded in many ways, as she taught me how to fish, how to recognize trees, birds, and flowers, and how I should relate to God and to other people. Rachel was famous for picking more cotton and shaking and stacking more peanuts than anyone else, man or woman. There was a quiet but intense contest in the field each day at harvest time when pay was based on accomplishment, and she was always the best. This was a source of great prestige in our agricultural community. I would work beside her as she picked two rows of cotton to my one and sometimes helped me stay even with her as we moved back and forth across the field. I relished the nights I spent with Rachel and Jack, sleeping on a pallet on their floor. I was not aware of distinctions among people based on race or sex in those early and innocent days of my life.

My basic attitude toward women was not changed when I was only six years old and acquired my first knowledge of adult sexual and racial relationships on my daily visits to the nearby town of Plains. The peanut crop on our farm matured during summer vacations from school, and my father permitted me to go into the field, pull up a small wagonload of peanut plants by their roots, and haul them to our yard. There I plucked about ten pounds of the mature pods from the vines, drew a bucket of water from the well, carefully washed away the clinging dirt, and kept the green pods overnight in a pot of salty water. Early the next morning I boiled the peanuts, divided them into twenty small paper bags, and then toted them in a basket down the railroad track about two miles to Plains, where I sold them for a nickel a package.

I would arrive there early every morning for weeks, except Sundays, and go in and out of the grocery stores, blacksmith shops, stables, gas stations, the post office, and farm warehouses until my basket was empty. The traveling salesmen and other men ignored me as though I were a piece of furniture, and would gossip, tell dirty jokes, and give lurid accounts of their sexual exploits as though I were not there. Having been taught to respect my mother and all other women, I was surprised to learn which wives around the town were said to be unfaithful, which girls were “putting out,” how often the men went to the whorehouses in the nearby city of Albany, and how much it cost. What surprised me most was that many of these white men preferred black women, when other interracial social contact was completely taboo. These were things I never discussed with either of my parents.

I began to realize for the first time that I lived in a community where our Bible lessons were interpreted to accommodate the customs and ethical standards that were most convenient. There was no such thing as divorce because we lived by the admonition in Mark 10:7–9, “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh. So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together let man not put asunder.” It was well known, however, that some men were living with unmarried women and some with the wives of other men. My godmother, the head nurse at the hospital, was married to one man but lived with another, a senior medical doctor in town; they had a baby who was named after me. Two farmers who lived near each other swapped their entire families, wives and children, and so far as I know lived happily ever after without worrying about such details as marriage licenses.

I was caught up in an even more generic misinterpretation of the Holy Scriptures concerning racial inequality, which has affected my entire life. I came to realize that rationalization is a human trait, of which we are all guilty at times. I certainly do not like to admit that any of my deeply held beliefs are in error, and when any are challenged I seek every source of evidence to prove that I am right. The ultimate source of authenticity for my fellow religious believers was the Holy Bible, which provided the foundation for our Christian faith. The Hebrew text of the Bible, the New Testament, and the Koran, plus ancient interpretations, are complex combinations of history, biography, and the teachings and actions of those we revere. Many devout people consider these texts to be inerrant—incapable of containing error—despite the fact that some verses directly contradict others in the same holy book, and some ancient statements, such as descriptions of stars falling from the sky to the earth, are contrary to scientific knowledge. The overall messages or themes of the scriptures can be discerned, however, and they almost invariably espouse the moral and ethical values of peace, justice, compassion, forgiveness, and care for the destitute and those in need.

We can forget or ignore these principles if their violation is to our social, economic, or political benefit. I experienced this for almost three decades of my life, when I was part of an American society that espoused the “separate but equal” ruling of the U.S. Supreme Court. Although it was apparent to everyone that the practical application emphasized separate rather than equal, the legal system of racial segregation prevailed until the civil rights laws were adopted in the mid-1960s.

The segregation laws were observed throughout Georgia, the rest of the Deep South, and to some degree in all other states, and in my early years I never knew them to be questioned. It is difficult now for me to believe that no serious objections were raised when my only friends and playmates and their families went to a different church than ours, attended inferior schools, and could not vote or serve on a jury. When one of my black friends and I went to a movie in the county seat we rode in separate cars on the passenger train and sat at separate levels in the theater. These were practices in which I was complicit. Distinguished religious leaders visited our Plains Baptist Church on occasion to preach sermons based on selected scriptures about how it was God’s will that the races be separated, and they even mentioned with pride how far we had progressed since slavery had ended in the United States—although forced servitude was obviously condoned by the biblical texts they quoted.

I have a hazy memory of the first time I was conscious of segregation in my own life, when I was about fourteen, and later I wrote a poem about it called “The Pasture Gate.” I was returning with two friends from working in the field, and when we got to the gate between our barn lot and the pasture they stood back to let me go through first. I thought there might be a wire to trip me—we frequently played such pranks on each other—but later I surmised that their parents had told them that, as we were now older, we were no longer to treat each other as equals.

Not yet seriously questioned or rejected by many secular and religious leaders is a parallel dependence on selected verses of scripture to justify a belief that, even or especially in the eyes of God, women and girls are inferior to their husbands and brothers.
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If women are equal in the eyes of God, why are we not equal in the eyes of men?

ZAINAH ANWAR,
FOUNDER OF SISTERS IN ISLAM, MALAYSIA

There has long been a distinction in societal attitudes toward men and women who engage in extramarital sex. In the summer 2013 issue of Christian Ethics Today is an article by a young Canadian woman who, at nineteen, was a devout unmarried Christian, stigmatized by her pastor when he learned she had participated in a sexual act. Before an assembly of young people, this spiritual leader decided to teach her a lesson by analogy; he passed around a glass of water and had each person spit in it, then asked, “Now who wants to drink this?” Now happily married and with three children, her declaration that she is not “damaged goods” and unworthy of a decent husband is intended to reassure the four out of five evangelical Christian women who have had sex before marriage that they are acceptable in the eyes of God and should not be defamed.

I read her statement with some discomfort, but with a realization that it was both true and helpful. My hometown was and still is deeply religious. We have eleven churches to serve a total population of fewer than eight hundred, and they are still the centers of our social life. When I was a teenager it was rare for boys and girls to sleep together unless it was assumed by them and their families that they were soon to be married. There were just two or three girls who were known to be willing to depart from these standards, but it was considered normal among boys to take advantage of any sexual opportunity. Rosalynn and I were deeply in love, and we decided to wait until after our wedding to consummate our marriage. It would have been completely out of character for her to do otherwise, but I was always reluctant to let other young men know that I was a virgin, feeling that it was somehow a reflection on my manhood.

I have come to realize that societal standards—at least in the Western world—are much different from what I knew as a youth, but there is still a sharp difference between those that apply to boys and those that apply to girls. I still believe that abstinence is the best choice for both, but condemnation and disgrace are not appropriate, and there should not be any distinctions in rules of behavior for males and females.



2 | COMMITMENT TO PEACE AND WOMEN’S RIGHTS
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I was serving as an officer in the U.S. Navy during the latter days of World War II and the first years of peace and was fascinated, even then, with political affairs. I followed closely the formation of the United Nations and kept a copy of its Charter and by-laws on the ship with me. There was a consensus among political leaders and the general public of all nations that the time had come for an end to devastating wars and a common commitment to seek peaceful alternatives to inevitable disputes. The dominant players and permanent members of the United Nations Security Council were the five major nations that had been victorious and were determined to establish insurmountable impediments to armed conflict and to ensure that Germany, Japan, and Italy, the defeated aggressors, would be pacified. The stated purpose of the United Nations was “to promote cooperation in security, economic development, social progress, human rights, civil liberties, political freedom, democracy, and lasting world peace.” Leaders also considered it imperative to take common action to prevent a repetition of horrible human rights crimes, most notably the Holocaust and the deaths of millions of others who could not escape the consequences of ethnic or racial hatred.

During those halcyon days these same leaders moved to provide a permanent international foundation of justice and equality for all people. The United Nations Charter committed all member states to promote “universal respect for, and observance of, human rights and fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.” The next step was more specific, and, with special leadership in the American delegation from former first lady Eleanor Roosevelt, the organization produced the thirty simple and clear articles that fulfilled the bold and challenging expectations of the Charter.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was ratified in 1948 by a vote of 48 to 0. There were eight abstentions, including from the Soviet bloc, which objected to the right of citizens (especially Jews) to emigrate from their home country, and South Africa, whose all-white apartheid government did not consider black people deserving of equal status. It is significant that there were no objections raised to the guarantee of equal rights for women and girls, except that Saudi Arabia, which also abstained, opposed the provision guaranteeing equality within marriage. Eight Islamic governments voted in favor of the Declaration. There is no possibility that these same commitments could be made today, as memories of the devastation of world war have faded, the five permanent members are often at odds and no longer as dominant, and there is more polarization within regions and individual countries.

It is helpful to examine the document in some detail to understand the universal commitment to equal status between men and women in all walks of life. The full text can be found on the Internet. Every word applies to women as well as men, but I have excerpted and emphasized phrases that apply directly to the subject of this book. Some of them are surprising in their specificity and relevance now.

PREAMBLE. Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world, . . .

Whereas the peoples of the United Nations have in the Charter reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person and in the equal rights of men and women and have determined to promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom . . .

Article 1. All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.

Article 2. Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, color, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.

Article 4. No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms.

Article 5. No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.

Article 16. (1) Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race, nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to found a family. They are entitled to equal rights as to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution.

(2) Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the intending spouses.

Article 21. (3) The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this shall be expressed in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent free voting procedures.

Article 23. (2) Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal work.

Article 25. (2) Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. All children, whether born in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social protection.

Article 26. (1) Everyone has the right to education. (3) Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children.

These were clear and unequivocal commitments made by the world’s leaders to be binding in perpetuity. It is shameful that these solemn international agreements, later ratified by national legislative bodies, are being violated so blatantly. Some people may even find them outdated and naïve. It must be presumed that even the authors of the Declaration realized at the time that many of the world’s religious leaders, who remained remarkably silent, did then and always would exempt themselves and their compliant followers from the granting of these guaranteed equal rights to women and girls.
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War and violence against women not only have similar social, cultural, and religious supports, they are mutually reinforcing. These supports allow societies to tolerate conditions in which a third of women and girls can be treated violently, without mass outcry and rebellion. When we challenge the attitudes and norms that enable violence against women, we also are helping to confront the conditions that support war.

REV. DR. SUSAN BROOKS THISTLETHWAITE, PROFESSOR OF THEOLOGY AND FORMER PRESIDENT, CHICAGO THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY

It is a tragedy that this declaration of guaranteed equal rights for all people has not been realized and that there has also been a general and growing acceptance of warfare and violence instead of peace. The concept of the United Nations Security Council as the primary arbiter of disputes and of individual nations resorting to armed combat only as a last resort and to protect themselves has been subverted by divisions among the five permanent members, each of whom has strong regional alliances and interests and a veto over any final decision.

More than any other nation, the United States has been almost constantly involved in armed conflict and, through military alliances, has used war as a means of resolving international and local disputes. Since the birth of the United Nations, we have seen American forces involved in combat in Afghanistan, Bosnia, Cambodia, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Greece, Grenada, Haiti, Iraq, Korea, Kosovo, Kuwait, Laos, Lebanon, Libya, Nicaragua, Panama, Serbia, Somalia, and Vietnam, and more recently with lethal attacks in Pakistan, Somalia, Yemen, and other sovereign nations. There were no “boots on the ground” in some of these countries; instead we have used high-altitude bombers or remote-control drones. In these cases we rarely acknowledge the tremendous loss of life and prolonged suffering among people in the combat zones, even after our involvement in the conflict is ended.

Some of these military actions may have been justified in the defense of our nation or its vital interests, but the tragedy is that their easy adoption, sometimes without the consent or knowledge of the public or most members of Congress, has made the resort to violence a natural and even popular facet of foreign policy. Some devout Christians have been in the forefront of advocating warfare even when the choice was hotly debated among the general public. “An eye for an eye” has become more important to them than the teachings of Jesus as the Prince of Peace.

When America is questioned about its military involvement throughout the world, the increasingly natural and common answer is, “We need to show our strength and resolve and to take military action when necessary to achieve our goals.” Without debating the political need, peaceful alternatives, or the ultimate success or failure of these military adventures, the previously firm commitment to peace and human rights by the United Nations and its strongest member has been largely abandoned. Our neglect of these obligations increases the suffering of the innocent and defenseless.

I am grateful to see our withdrawal of U.S. forces from Iraq, but we are negotiating now to retain between eight thousand and twelve thousand NATO troops in Afghanistan until 2024. The primary impediment to an agreement is our insistence that these troops be immune from prosecution under Afghan law for any crimes they may commit. If the troops remain, their peacekeeping role should be combined with a concerted effort by the United Nations and others to negotiate amicable settlement of disputes.



3 | THE BIBLE AND GENDER EQUALITY
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The relegation of women to an inferior or circumscribed status by many religious leaders is one of the primary reasons for the promotion and perpetuation of sexual abuse. If potential male exploiters of women are led to believe that their victim is considered inferior or “different” even by God, they can presume that it must be permissible to take advantage of their superior male status. It is crucial that devout believers abandon the premise that their faith mandates sexual discrimination. Islamic scholars assure me that there is no justification for this discrimination in the Koran, but there are specific verses in the Holy Bible that can be interpreted on either side of the issue, and some ascendant male leaders in all faiths take advantage of the interpretation most beneficial to them. There are now about 7 billion people in the world, and more than 2 billion are Christians. Since many fundamental beliefs about human relationships are common to all major religions, I will assess this issue at some length, from a Christian’s point of view.

I have been quite active in my local church and in the Southern Baptist Convention, both before and after I held public office. Like my father before me, I am a deacon and a Bible teacher and have volunteered as a layman to work as a missionary in several states to explain my Christian faith and invite people to become followers of Jesus Christ as their personal savior. These have been some of the most gratifying experiences of my life. I began teaching Bible lessons when I was eighteen years old, as a midshipman at Annapolis. I continued to do so as a farmer, governor, and president, and still fulfill this pleasant duty in my church in Plains whenever I am home on Sundays, about thirty-five times a year. There are usually several hundred visitors who come to hear me teach, representing most of the states and often ten or twenty foreign countries. About a fifth are Baptists; the others are mostly Protestants and Catholics, but there are also some Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, and others who do not profess a religious affiliation or belief. I try to apply the lesson texts, about equally divided between the New Testament and the Hebrew text, to modern-day circumstances and events, and encourage open discussion between me and the audience. At times there are disagreements, and I learn a lot about different points of view concerning issues that divide believers.

These points of contention are not between Muslim and Christian, Catholic and Protestant, or Baptist and Episcopal, but are almost always within our own individual faiths or denominations. The schism among Baptists is one example. There have always been theological disputes, but now the most contentious are those that involve everyday life. In the time of the early Christian Church followers questioned whether it was acceptable to eat meat that had been offered to idols, if one had to become a circumcised Jew first before accepting Christ as savior, which apostle spoke with the most authority, and whether Jesus could be both human and divine. Now the debates are more about the status of homosexuals, the use of contraceptives, when it is permissible to resort to abortion, and if some verses in the Bible can be in error or applicable only to the time when they were written. One of the most prevalent and divisive issues is whether or not women are equal to men in the eyes of God.

After intense debates leading up to the annual Southern Baptist assembly in 2000, the newly chosen leaders and a majority of voting delegates made several decisions that caused me concern, relating to the interpretation of the scriptures. I had no doubt about the sincerity and good intentions of the participants, but my wife and I began to question whether our beliefs were compatible with those adopted and later mandated by the Convention. The change that was most troubling to us was an emphasis on a few specific Bible verses about the status of women and how they would be applied in practical terms, including one that called for wives to be “submissive” to their husbands. Let me quote the passage:

Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, be subject to your husbands as you are to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife just as Christ is the head of the church, the body of which he is the Savior. Just as the church is subject to Christ, so also wives ought to be in everything to their husbands. Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, in order to make her holy by cleansing her with the washing of water by the word, so as to present the church in splendor, without a spot or wrinkle or anything of the kind—yes, so that she may be holy and without blemish. In the same way, husbands should love their wives as they do their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. For no one ever hates his own body, but he nourishes and tenderly cares for it, just as Christ does for the church, because we are members of his body. For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two will become one flesh. This is a great mystery, and I am applying it to Christ and the church. Each of you, however, should love his wife as himself, and a wife should respect her husband. (Ephesians 5:21–33)

It seems to me that the first sentence introduces a balanced and equal relationship in marriage, but I understand how male supremacists base their claim on some selected phrases.

When I was a child, the most revered Baptist was Lottie Moon, who had been one of our early missionaries to China. She gave much of her food to poor people and died of starvation. Even now, the financial contribution of Baptist congregations for evangelistic work in foreign countries is given in the name of this woman. In every sense of the word, she was the leader in evangelism, a fundamental commitment of my faith. Although a number of female Baptist pastors had been called by local congregations to serve their churches for many years, in 2000 official actions of the more conservative Southern Baptist Convention leaders soon made it clear that Southern Baptist women would no longer be serving as deacons, pastors, or chaplains in the armed forces, or even as professors in some Convention seminaries if there were male students in the classroom. I felt that another ancient principle was being violated with this decision: the premise that each local Baptist congregation was autonomous and that a majority of those voting in conference had the authority to decide who could join as members and who would serve God as lay leaders or the church’s pastor.

Rosalynn and I decided to end our relationship with the denomination to which I had been loyal during the first seventy years of my life, but to remain active in our local Baptist church congregation, which was more traditional in its beliefs. For the same reasons, a substantial number of individual Baptists and entire church congregations made the same decision. There is an obvious need and desire among Baptists to resolve these disagreements, and some progress has been made, but one of the most obvious and persistent differences is whether to accept women in positions of leadership if they are elected by a local congregation. In our own Maranatha Baptist Church we enjoy having both a man and a woman as pastors, and at this time half our elected deacons (including the chair) are women.

Later I will describe how people of other faiths disagree on this issue, but let me first explain why, in my opinion, Jesus Christ was the greatest liberator of women in a society where they had been considered throughout biblical history to be inferior. Even wives and widows of prominent and revered men had few legal rights. It is well known to those familiar with the Bible that, to enhance his own well-being, the patriarch Abraham gave away his wife, Sarah, to live in the harem of the pharaoh of Egypt and later attempted to give her to the heathen king Abimelech, claiming both times that she was not his wife but his sister. Men could possess multiple women (King Solomon had three hundred wives and seven hundred concubines), but a woman could be punished by stoning to death if she had more than one sex partner.
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