
  [image: image]


  

  

  

  


  Why Women

  Believe in God


  

  

  

  


  Why Women

  Believe in God

  



  Liz Hodgkinson

  in conversation with sister Jayanti of the

  Brahma Kumaris.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  [image: image]

  Winchester, UK

  Washington, USA


  

  


  First published by Circle Books, 2012

  Circle Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach,

  Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK

  office1@jhpbooks.net

  www.johnhuntpublishing.com

  www.circle-books.com

  For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.

  Text copyright: Liz Hodgkinson 2012

  ISBN: 978 1 78099 221 1

  All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.

  The rights of Liz Hodgkinson as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

  Design: Stuart Davies

  Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  
    We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.

  


  

  


  Introduction

  



  It used to be said that a book with the word God in the title would never sell. If that was true once, it is certainly not true now. Over the past few years books about God, both pro and anti, have become international bestsellers.

  Two of the biggest successes in recent years have been no-holds-barred tomes on atheism: the uncompromisingly titled The God Delusion, by the Darwinist (and assiduous self-publicist) Richard Dawkins, and God Is Not Great, by the late Vanity Fair journalist Christopher Hitchens. Both of these books served to open up the God debate and encourage many people to think about subjects they had previously put firmly, and maybe permanently, on the back burner or, possibly, never thought about at all.

  In his book, Dawkins argues forcefully that nowadays, science has supplanted superstition and with it, any lingering irrational belief in an eternal, supernatural creator, at least among the intelligent sections of society. Indeed, Dawkins goes so far as to say that anybody who continues to believe in God in the face of total lack of evidence for his existence or intervention in human affairs, is preternaturally stupid. Indeed, he has said that he would like all atheists to be known as ‘brights’.

  Dawkins has even gone so far as to design a range of atheist jewelry, available on his website, as a counter to all the crucifixes and Stars of David that religious people often wear. Maybe he said to himself: why should God have all the good jewelry?

  Dawkins’ polemic was followed up by Hitchens’ entertainingly written diatribe, subtitled: How Religion Poisons Everything. Hitchens’ argument was that the knotty ethical dilemmas have been solved far better by great writers than by religion, and that if we want answers to life, the universe and everything, we should turn to literature rather than the scriptures. Religion, continues Hitchens, spoke its last intelligible or inspiring words a long time ago and now has nothing whatever to offer us. He also maintains that religion was spread not because it was the true word of God but by so-called holy wars and imperialism.

  Both of these books became international, angry bestsellers and then came another salvo, Reflections on the God Debate, by academic Terry Eagleton, writing from a Catholic and also, a Marxist, angle. This book was, if anything, even angrier and more entertaining than the Dawkins and Hitchens books.

  Eagleton puts these two writers into a composite he calls Ditchkins and questions the supremacy of science and the scientific method over other means of enquiry and debate. Eagleton says that the new priestly caste of scientists has pretty much supplanted the previous priestly caste of priests, but does not accord them the reverence that Dawkins metes out to them. Indeed, Eagleton refers to science students at university as ‘unspeakable yokels with dandruff on their collars’. He questions the Ditchkins notion that there is blind faith at one end of the scale and rational scientific evidence at the other, with nothing in between and argues that science and theology are simply not talking about the same things, so it is not very helpful to try and tie them together.

  Since these books appeared, the ever-intensifying God debate has widened to include theologians, scientists, politicians, writers and even actors and comedians. Richard Dawkins has started an ‘atheist’ summer camp for children as a corrective to the religious, Bible-based summer camps, and British buses in London have carried the slogan: There is probably no God.

  Brian Mountford, a vicar in Oxford, has added to the debate with his book, Christian Atheist, where he interviews people who wished they believed in God, and he makes the point that it is possible to follow Christian ethics without necessarily accepting the whole ‘belief’ package. David Bentley Hart, an American academic, has furthered the argument with his scholarly book, Atheist Delusions, which makes a strong case for Christianity, at least in its early stages, completely revolutionizing the world.

  And now we, the present authors, are venturing to throw our hats has into the ring by arguing for a return to female-led spirituality. After all, both the atheist thinkers and the religious apologists have constituted a kind of boys’ club where the protagonists throw mental, moral and scientific darts at each other, scoring points.

  So, who are we, and what are our qualifications for writing about God?

  One of us, Jayanti, is supremely qualified, having talked about little else for the past 40 years. She is a senior member of the Brahma Kumaris, the only spiritual organization of any significant size to be run and led by women. Starting in India in the 1930s, with just a handful of young women, it now has a presence in 130 countries.

  I, like Christopher Hitchens, come from a British national newspaper background and am here to be persuaded, by the best evidence and arguments that can be mustered for God’s existence and intervention in the world – or not, as the case may be.

  Jayanti was born in India but educated at British schools and London University. Since the age of 19, she has dedicated herself to spiritual practice and has lived the life of a modern nun by renouncing any kind of personal life, and spending much time in meditation and contemplation.

  I, by contrast, have unashamedly dedicated my life to Mammon, having lived a secular life to the full with a big career, several relationships, a marriage, children and many different homes. I am also a lover of fashion, fine food, interiors, films, books, cinema and theatre. As one of my sons succinctly put it: “Mum would always rather have her nails done than ponder the eternal verities.”

  However, on many important issues Jayanti and I, who have been friends for over 30 years, agree with each other. We are both in accord, for instance – and who could not be – that in all the major religions, Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, women have been shamefully marginalized and repressed, treated as second class citizens all the way. In all the main world religions, men have been placed far above women. Even in pagan myths and legends, the head, overall God is always a man, or the male principle.

  And in Middle Eastern religions, the angels and archangels, Gabriel, Raphael, Michael and so on, plus the heavenly hosts of cherubim and seraphim, are all understood to be male. The leading prophets, Abraham, Jesus and Mohammed, are male as well. Never in the whole history of religion, has God called upon a female to interpret His word to the rest of the world.

  Religions have always repressed women and stamped down on any notion of equality, so one of the first dilemmas we ponder is: why should intelligent, educated women of today give spirituality any credence?

  Jayanti and I also agree that it was not until secularization in the twentieth century, when religions began to lose their stranglehold, that women began to be educated in any significant numbers and were gradually accorded equal rights with men.

  Another factor is that it was not until the demise of religion that rigid class structures in society began to be dismantled. The French and Russian Revolutions secularized and equalized society by getting rid of the Kings, Queens, Czars and Czarinas. Turkey became a secular state under Kemal Ataturk and the rise of the proletariat and the demise of the aristocracy in many countries, including India, was part and parcel of the formation of a Godless or should we say, secular, society.

  In the days when religions held powerful sway, it was not just women, but certain men who were considered inferior to others. India had its rigid caste system, Russia had serfs and in other parts of the world, slavery was not only allowed but encouraged, by many religions. Imperialism brought Christianity and Islam to many parts of the world, in order to subjugate the ‘subject’ races. It was not until the 1950s and 60s, when secularization was far advanced in the world, that the concept of equal rights for all races began to take hold.

  So far, so good. Secularization has brought about much equality and loosening of class structures and gender differences. Yet at the same time as secularization has advanced, so have pockets of fundamentalism and also, as it seems, has rampant greed and dishonesty been unleashed, on a scale never known before.

  The secular age has been characterized by many things but the spread of love, kindness, compassion, truth, justice, respect for others, and altruism, have not been amongst them. Indeed, the virtues traditionally expounded by all religions, at least at their core, have been remarkably absent from the secular society. Instead of becoming unselfish, we have become more selfish than ever. Maybe we have been influenced by a previous book by Richard Dawkins and also a bestseller in its day, The Selfish Gene.

  The secular wars fought in the twentieth century have been more violent, more bloody than any previous ones fought in the name of religion, and a new thing has happened, in that civilians are now involved as much as the armed forces.

  There is now more cruelty, more violence, more drug taking, more family breakdown, more murders, more serial killings, than at any time in history, and this is affecting ever more people. In Tudor times, according to historian John Bellamy, premeditated murder hardly ever happened. Nowadays, novels about planned crimes and murder, known as ‘thrillers’ are among the most popular and widely read genres in the world. At the cinema, films are becoming ever more violent. Indeed, the more violent the film, the greater, often, is its box office success. Pornography is widely available, and small children can easily access hardcore porn on the internet.

  There is more devastation of the planet than ever before and thanks to advances in science, we now have the means for a total holocaust, with many more weapons of mass destruction than in 1945, when the first atomic bombs were dropped.

  Many of our treasured institutions have been revealed to be greedy, abusive, self-seeking and rotten to the core. Journalist Charlie Booker, writing in the British newspaper The Guardian in July 2009, had this to say:

  You can’t move for toppling institutions. Television, the economy, the police, the House of Commons and, most recently, the press – all revealed to be jam-packed with liars and bastards and graspers and bullies and turds.

  Right now, all our faith has poured out of the old institutions and there’s nowhere left to put it. We need new institutions to believe in, and fast.

  Whatever the truth or otherwise of the Ditchkins stance, nobody can argue with any of the above. It is self-evident and every day seems to bring news of new awfulness on a scale unknown before. Banks are losing billions of dollars of customers’ money, systematic child abuse has been uncovered in many sections of the Catholic priesthood and the British mother of parliaments, long respected in the rest of the world, has been shown to consist of politicians with their hands deeply and firmly in the public purse.

  In 2011, the earth itself rebelled, with earthquakes, hurricanes, tsunamis, floods and other natural disasters never before witnessed on such a scale, or following on so fast from one another.

  So will God, having been brushed aside for so long, now reveal himself (or herself) and usher in a new Golden Age such as poets since classical times have predicted? Or will the unstoppable greed, selfishness and violence that characterizes our present age lead to mass destruction?

  Or, alternatively, can we, as Ditchkins asserts, bring in the age of gold without recourse to a supernatural, non-material being?

  One thing is certain: we can no longer leave it to men. It is now time for women to take their rightful place and to lead, rather than follow. The means and methods by which this can be achieved and by which we can bring back values in society, are described in this book. We also outline how and why women have been marginalized by old-style religions, and why a return to traditional faiths can never be the answer.

  Finally, we will describe a new concept of God that does not depend on either evolutionary or creationist theory, but which provides a brand-new, workable, way of looking at things and moving forward with strength and optimism.

  It is a concept based on the female, or feminine, principle of harmony and connectedness, rather than the masculine principle of divide, rule and conquer. The old ways no longer serve us and as the seventeenth-century poet John Dryden wrote: Tis well an old age was out/And time to begin a new.

  Because many of the concepts and ideas propounded in this book will be startling and unfamiliar, we have used a Question and Answer format. This will enable me, as the ‘ordinary reader’ and sometimes, devil’s advocate, to ask the awkward questions and Jayanti to answer them from a spiritual, feminine perspective.


  

  


  
Chapter One

  

  Women and Religion

  



  The late Finnish lawyer, Helvi Sipila, champion of women’s rights at the United Nations, was fond of saying that although half the world was ‘found’ by Christopher Columbus in 1492, it took the world another 500 years to ‘find’ the other half – women.

  According to Silipa, women were discovered, for all practical purposes, in Mexico in 1975, when the UN’s first International Year for Women was held, and this sparked off the UN Decade for Women in 1976. From that date, definite targets began to be set to secure equal access for women to education, employment, promotion, political participation, healthcare, housing, nutrition and contraception.

  It is now unarguably the case that those countries where women are found at high levels in government, industry and the professions, such as Scandinavia, are the most advanced in the world. By contrast, the most backward and uncivilised states are all controlled by men.

  So why did it take so long and need such a special effort for the world to recognise women as people in their own right? After all, or so one assumes, women have been around just as long as men.

  Step forward, religion, and hang your head in shame.

  One of the most distressing aspects of organised religion, and in particular the five main world religions of Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, is the way they have without exception marginalised and oppressed women throughout the ages. Since the inception of these religions, women have been considered inferior to men and not worthy of the same treatment. For centuries this was seen as the natural order of things, enshrined in Holy Writ and therefore the word of God.

  It was not even questioned until very late in the world’s history.

  There has never been any gender equality in any of the main religions or their many offshoots, and probably never will be while these religions continue to wield any power or influence. Even nowadays, every time an evangelical or fundamentalist branch of a particular religion surfaces or gains power, women are instantly relegated back to secondary, subordinate positions. We have seen this with the Taliban and other terrorist groups operating in the name of religion, where girls’ schools have been closed down or bombed, and women ordered back in to the burqa, on pain of death, and even punished for being raped.

  There was also, in July 2009, a shameful case in the Sudan where 13 women were arrested for wearing trousers in a restaurant, and sentenced to 10 lashes and a £65 fine each for ‘indecent dress’. Ten of the women accepted the sentence, but three challenged it and brought the case to court, when it became an international incident. The so-called decency laws are supposed to originate in the Koran, but one of the women, journalist and UN worker Lubna Hussein, said, “It is not about religion. It is about men treating women badly.” Although the Sudanese ambassador in London wrote to newspapers saying that the women were not being punished for indecent dress but for loud and lewd behaviour, their barbaric punishment indicates the low esteem in which women are held in that country.

  This particular incident happened to come to international attention, but it is by no means an isolated occurrence. Throughout the ages, men have taken it upon themselves to dictate suitable dress and behaviour for women in the name of religion, yet it has never happened the other way round.

  In her book She For God, an overview of the way women have been treated and regarded in Christianity, Katharine Moore writes that at the time of Christ, women in the so-called civilized world were little better than slaves. And although there were a few redoubtable female characters depicted in the Old Testament of the Bible, such as Ruth, Judith, Esther and Naomi, and also in Greek tragedy, these people, whether real or fictional, had little or no influence on the low status of women generally. In Judaism, the law was taught only to boys and few Jewish girls were even taught how to read.

  In a court of law, no Jewish woman was ever considered to be a reliable witness.

  In classical times, Aristotle believed women were basically slaves and inferior to men in moral, physical and intellectual power. It was even doubtful, in many traditions, as to whether women possessed souls or were properly human. In Roman law, the woman was always in the power of a man, whether father, husband or brother, and she had no rights over her own children. This law was to persist in the West until the end of the nineteenth century, when theories about mother/child bonding began to have influence, after which mothers were usually awarded custody.

  Although women played a significant part in the spread of early Christianity, this did not last long and they were soon supplanted by men in every position of power and influence. Early female Christians could be martyrs and thrown to the lions, but were never allowed to be priests or take holy orders. When the Normans conquered Britain, they did not allow women to inherit property, a law that remains in place to this day, at least where great estates are concerned. Women were never allowed to be Queens or Heads of State in any European country, except by default when there was no male heir. With the rise of Puritanism and Protestantism, the denigration of women increased, and the many witchcraft trials all over Europe found mainly women guilty of being witches. It was very rare that a man was burned at the stake as a witch.

  By Victorian times, the status of women had sunk even lower, if possible, than before and the patriarchal family unit assumed more importance than ever. One remembers the great nineteenth-century writer Charles Dickens, the champion of the downtrodden, drawing up a Deed of Separation between himself and his wife Catherine, after she had borne him ten children, and banishing her from his and their children’s lives. And there was absolutely nothing she could have done about it; he held all the power and she had none. This is not an isolated incident, but just one of the more famous examples of the way women could be discarded by their husbands.

  By this time, the education of girls was practically non-existent, although there were at this time, paradoxically, many female missionaries and women hymn writers coming to the fore. Hymns written by Mrs Cecil Alexander (All Things Bright and Beautiful; There is a Green Hill Far Away) by Christina Rossetti (In the Deep Midwinter), by Julia Ward Howe (The Battle Hymn of the Republic) and by Eleanor Farjeon (Morning Has Broken –and no you at the back there, it was NOT written by Cat Stevens) have become world-famous.

  Many hymns written by women have a tenderness and universal appeal which is not found so frequently in hymns written by men, and show that women have a deep and abiding appreciation of the spiritual, once allowed to express it.

  But generally speaking and with very few exceptions, women were not accorded any real importance by religion, and this was encoded and enforced in civil and criminal law. Until very recently, most of a country’s laws governing behaviour were based on religious laws taken from the scriptures.

  It was not until some brave women unconnected with religion started to say: Hey, wait a minute; what about us, that things began to change, very slowly and painfully at first, and gradually, the entrenched order which had militated against all women for so many centuries, began to be questioned.

  The first women who dared to raise a voice in protest at their secondary status, the suffragettes and early educationalists at the end of the nineteenth century were shouted down for being ‘unfeminine’, even by women, and had a mighty struggle to have a voice, let alone any power or access to education, the professions or earning their own living. Queen Victoria famously inveighed against ‘women’s rights’ which were just beginning to be asserted towards the end of her long reign. Women were often far from being champions of other women, although it is mainly thanks to campaigning females that women were gradually allowed to train as doctors, lawyers and academics, and stand for election in Parliament.

  These early feminists had a long way to go – maybe nobody appreciated just how far - and the battle is far from over, as inequality continues to be deeply embedded in every single society, thanks to the baleful influence of traditional religions, all of which have had men at their head and a largely or entirely male priesthood. Even in 2012, every single head of a traditional religion is a man. A religious programme on British television shown in August 2009 interviewed the heads of the five main religions operating in the UK – Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism and Hinduism – and every one was a man. Where are the female representatives of these world religions? Even nowadays, pretty much nowhere.

  If we take a look at one of the most fundamental aspects of any society, legal arrangements for the pairing of males and females, we will find that the institution of marriage, which joins men and women together in both a religious and a secular contract, has never been an equal compact between the two sexes.

  Instead, the woman has always been treated as the lesser, inferior half of the coupling, to be subsumed into the male half of the partnership. On marriage, the woman has, in very many societies, been effectively buried alive, and never allowed to leave the house, at least on her own. Laws and customs have put her in a moated grange as secure as any prison. Many religions have hailed marriage as a sacrament and in the Church of England in particular, the marriage service is enshrined in the Book of Common Prayer. But it has always been a sacrament which has instantly put the woman in the inferior position.

  Just to give a few examples: on marriage a woman has widely been expected to take the man’s surname and lose her own. Although in England and America this was never an actual law, it was a custom so strong that women had to fight – and still do have to fight – to retain their ‘own’ names after marriage. Most did not, until very recently, keep their own surnames but were content to be known by their husband’s surname, as this implied increased status.

  In Victorian times, many female novelists felt they had to go by male names in order to get published and noticed – George Eliot in the UK and George Sand in France are famous examples – and other female novelists went by their husband’s names; Mrs Henry Wood being a prime example.

  Indeed, so famous in her lifetime did Mrs Henry Wood become that her unknown husband used to introduce himself in public gatherings as ‘Mr Mrs Henry Wood.’

  Again, in most societies the spinster, divorcee, widow or otherwise unmarried or unattached woman has had a lesser status than her married sister, and in some societies to be unmarried was almost a sin in itself.

  In many Eastern societies, it was actually impossible for a woman not to be married. There was no such thing as a single woman, as all girls were forced into an arranged marriage at the age of 13 or 14 or even younger, even if the marriage was not actually consummated until later. It will be remembered that Mahatma Gandhi was married by arrangement at the age of 13; his bride was the same age. If there were not enough men to go round then several women could be legally married to the same man, and for very rich men there was the tradition of the harem; again, few if any women have ever had a ‘harem’ of men at their exclusive disposal.

  And woe betide any member of the harem who disobeyed her husband. Polygamy has a present-day echo in the practices of some Mormons but again, few if any Mormon women have more than one husband. However you dress them up, marriage laws come down to the basic fact of men being in charge of women. The wedding dress symbolises a sacrificial lamb; a notion many modern women would dispute when they order their expensive meringues, but it is there all the same.

  This extract from the American magazine Good Housekeeping of May 13,1955 says it all:

  Have dinner ready. Plan ahead, even the night before, to have a delicious meal ready, on time, for his return. This is a way of letting him know that you have been thinking about him and are concerned about his needs. Most men are hungry when they come home and the prospect of a good meal (especially his favourite dish) is part of the warm welcome needed.

  Gather up schoolbooks, toys, paper etc and then run a dustcloth over the tables.

  Be happy to see him.

  Greet him with a warm smile and show sincerity in your desire to please him.,

  Listen to him. You may have a dozen important things to tell him, but the moment of his arrival is not the time. Let him talk first – remember, his topics of conversation are more important than yours.

  Don’t complain if he’s late home for dinner or even if he stays out all night. Count this as minor compared to what he might have gone through that day.

  Arrange his pillow and offer to take off his shoes. Speak in a low, soothing and pleasant voice.

  Don’t ask him questions about his actions or question his judgment or integrity. Remember, he is the master of the house and as such will always exercise his will with fairness and truthfulness. You have no right to question him.

  A good wife always knows her place.

  Come in, Betty Friedan!

  Another aspect of the traditional, embedded inequality of marriage was the frequent huge disparity of ages. Again in Eastern and Middle Eastern societies, it was not at all unusual for girls or 13 or 14 to be married to a man in his 40s or 50s; it hardly ever happened the other way round. The half-English Jehan Sadat was married at 15, yes, 15, to Anwar el-Sadat, who became Egypt’s Head of State. He was in his thirties and had been married before. Until fairly recently, nobody questioned the concept of the child bride. The idea here, whether stated or implied, was to put the woman into a forced and inescapable situation before she had grown up or known any other life, so that she could not then become dissatisfied.
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