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WHY ARE WOMEN MORE RELIGIOUS THAN MEN?

Gender disparity in religion is not a feature of our time alone – it has been recorded in many ages, many traditions and many cultures. It was present in the varied religions of ancient Greece and ancient Rome; the early Christians were mostly women; it was the same in medieval Europe. A recent survey of the world’s major faiths, covering 57 nations, and embracing the United States, most European states, Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, Japan, China, India, South Africa and Turkey, led to the conclusion: ‘The gender differences hold up everywhere, even in religions that are very male centred, such as Orthodox Judaism; this is not some fragile finding, and the fact that it shows up in so many cultures says something.’
 Paraphrasing Rodney Stark and Alan Miller (below), ‘Women are more religious than men by virtually every measure in virtually every culture.’
There is no satisfactory explanation. A university sociology lecturer carried out (yet another) study in 1994, on why women usually predominate in the pews in Christian churches.
 She reviewed earlier research, decided that the gender disparity was increasing rather than decreasing in contemporary Western society, but she could offer no objective explanation. Like most other researchers, she had her own theory, but she accepted that it was only her personal conclusion and not a scientific answer. She suggested that because women have closer proximity than men to birth and death, it made them ask more questions than men about the meaning of life. ‘Very few women give birth without any reflection about the mysteries of creation and very few people watch someone die (especially a close relative) without any thought at all about why that person lived or what might happen to them after death.… women are still disproportionately involved in the caring roles of our society, in the care of the elderly and dying as well as in the nurture of children. Is it all that surprising, in consequence, that the nature of their religiosity is coloured by such experiences?’

Others have gone along the same line, adding that where women are not employed work outside the home, they have more free time to engage in religious activities.
 However, other studies show that career women are just as religious as those who stay at home, and both are far more religious than their male peers or spouses.
 

Others seek an explanation in relationships. Women have a stronger orientation toward relationships – inter-dependence – and since authentic faith is the quality of one’s relationship with God and with others, women are therefore more religious than men. In a survey about experience of God, women scored higher than men on peace, trust, joy, being loved and giving love, while men scored higher on doubt, anxiety and fear. That survey concluded that the female personality defines itself more in terms of connection and continuity with others, while the masculine personality does so more in terms of separation and discontinuity. Women also experience healthy guilt more frequently; fifteen per cent of the men surveyed said they never felt guilt, but only four per cent of women said so. The male model is generally based on logical, hierarchical judgment while for a woman, compassion in the sense of feeling with others is the norm. Men fear being caught in the web and women fear being stranded at the edge. Men’s social orientation is positional while women’s is personal.

Others claim that men and women have different cognitive orientations – a difference that is in large part genetic. The Myers-Briggs personality test demonstrates that men are more Thinking, and women are more Feeling. Men are more inclined to want hard proof that religious claims are true, while women are more willing to take religious teachings on faith.
 

However, a professor of sociology and comparative religion at the University of Washington suggested in 2002 that researchers have been asking the wrong question. Instead of asking why women are more religious than men, they should have been asking why men are less religious than women: ‘When you turn the question around, the evidence points to physiology, not socialization … lower rates of male religiousness is a form of risk-taking behaviour just as criminality is, and men are far more likely to commit crimes than women.
 

Norrie Wilson, a youth leader in Charlotte Chapel, made a good point in his ‘Ready for Anything’ report on his own summer activities in 2007: ‘In the United Kingdom, there is a big imbalance between young men and young women in Christian work and in the church in general. Why that is so is a matter for discussion elsewhere, other than to ask whether we have made the Christian life too comfortable and risk free. Young men like a challenge, they like to be daring, they make mistakes, they like to win and most of all they admire strength and confidence. Our camp was the only one (out of four) that had any male leaders.’

There are numerous learned books and articles on the subject. The brief comments above are nothing more than some ideas jotted down by the writer, but it is a fact that consistently over the two hundred years of the Chapel’s story, more women than men have been baptized and received into membership.
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