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IN CONSERVATIVE CHRISTIAN
WOMEN'S LIVES (NEW)

Rebecca Barrett-Fox is a professor of sociology at Arkansas State University, where
she directs women and gender scudies. Her research focuses on conservative Chris-
tian movements in the United States, particularly che links between gender, sex,
theology, and politics. She is the author of God Hates: Westboro Baptist Church, Ameri-
can Nationalism, and the Religious Right (University Press of Kansas, 2016), as well as

numerous articles about religion, politics, and hate groups. The following piece was

written specifically for this collection.

Hannah (who shared her story over a course of inter-
views but requested that her real name and identi-
fying information not be shared) hoists her toddler
daughter into the swing on the playground as her
older daughter climbs the slide. Her friend Rachel
should arrive soon with her own preschoolers, and
Hannah is anxious. Rachel is pregnant again, as
Hannah should be now, too—except that her third
pregnancy ended a month ago in the stillbirth of a
yearned-for baby boy. She attends a two hundred—

person  independent fundamentalist church—a
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congregation that interprets the Bible literally and
espouses conservative political and social views and
has no official ties to any other church. She loves her
church and values the intergenerational mentoring
of other women. They model for her Proverbs 3
womanhood, a template of femininity drawn from
a Biblical passage describing the ideal wife and
mother as both beautiful and hardworking, Broadly
rejecting what they see as government interferenfe’
they homeschool their own many children. Despit¢
their busy lives, after her stillbirth, members of the
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church provided several weeks worth of meals and

pabysitting for the girls so t}mt Hannah and her hus-

pand could focus on the funeral. Now, Hannah is

pot Sure she can bear to see Rachel. She is blessed to

have Quiverful] friends—families who believe that

any form of birth control is a sin. As Psalm 127:4-5

o the King James Version (KJV) of the Bible states,

“As arfows are in the hand of a mighty man; so are

children of the youth. Happy is the man that hath

his quiver full of them.” However, she sometimes

feels that the other wives in her church have made

childbearing a competition—one in which a still-

birth is a sign of failure. She worries that her feel-

ings may be rooted in jealousy and resolves to devote
more prayer to the issue.

For conservative and fundamentalist Christians
like Hannah, gender identities and roles are in-
formed by orthodoxy (“right belief”), which tells
participants what they should felieve about gender,
éx, and sexuality. and orthopraxis (“right practice”),
which tells them what they should #p. Hannah'’s be-
IieFs about fertility shape her hopes about childbear-
ing; her beliefs about gender shape her ideas about

mothering. Though many women find such con-
straints oppressive, others find them empowering—

a paradox that has often puzzled observers. In You
Can Be the Wife of @ Happy Husband, self-help author
and motivational speaker Darien B. Cooper explains
the liberating effects of constraints that she experi-
enced in her own life-long marriage to her husband,
saying, "Submission never means that our person-
alities, abilities, talents, or individuality should be
buried. Rather, they are to be directed so they can
be maximized and reflect the goodness and glory of
God” (Cooper 23). Though there are many varieties
of conservative Christianity, each stresses submis-
sion of the individual’s life to the will of God, a will

that is committed to gender complementarianism—the

idea that God created everyone with a sex that aligns

with a masculine or feminine gender and that God
values and loves men and women equally but has
Created them for different roles (Council on Biblical
Manhood and Womanhood). Strife, unhappiness,
and inequality are not the result of gender distinc-
tions but of people’s fight against them. Christian

gender manuals, such as The Total Woman, The Power
of a Praying Wife, Raising a Modern-Day Knight, and
Wild at Heart: Discovering the Secrets of @ Man'’s Soul,
stress that marital harmony comes from embrac-
ing the limitations that conservative belief places
on our lives and then excelling within those limits.
While the details of orthopraxis vary among conset-
vative Christian groups, three domains of womenﬁs
lives, explored in this essay, ar¢ the targets Oiiih'
g—ia:ls control: sexuality, bodies, and marriage and

reproduction.

SEXUALITY

As the sexual revolution began to reshape mainstream
American culture, many conservative Christians,
such as Tim and Beverly LaHaye in The Act of Mar-
riage (1976), argued for sexual passion in marriage.

In their handbook, the LaHayes explained how new
couples could achieve sexual pleasure——including
orgasms for the bride, an explicit recognition that
women deserve sexual pleasure. More recently, some
conservative churches have tried pro-sex program-
ming. Sermon series about sex’s importance, along
with ad campaigns promoting these series, are espe-
cially popular in nondenominational megachurches
known for recruiting new members. Books such as
Holy Sex! and Intended for Pleasure suggest that sex
is created by God for human pleasure, not just pro-
creation, and that heterosexual married partners
have a mutual obligation to have great sex. Pastor Ed
Young and his wife Lisa encourage a seven-day “sex-
periment” (also the title of their book) in which con-
gregants commit to having sex every day for a week.
Pastor Mark Driscoll, coauthor with his wife Grace
Driscoll of Rea! Marriage, has gone further, listing all
the kinds of sex that the figures in the Bible's Song of
Solomon had that Christians, too, should be having:
fellatio, cunnilingus, “sacred stripping” (erotic dance
for one’s partner alone), and outdoor sex.

Yet these explicit commands for Christians to
have sex are still presented within the narrow con-
fines of married monogamous heterosexuality.
Hebrews 13:4 of the KJV admonishes that “marriage
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be held in honor by all, and the bed undefiled” and
warns that that “fornicators and adulterers God will
judge.” This verse is often used to explain that only
heterosexual, cisgender marital sex is honorable; even
if LGBTQ+ people are legally married, sex is sinfull.
Additionally, among more conservative groups, di-
vorce is sinful (though being the victim of a divorce
is not), and any remarriage, even between opposite-
sex partners, may be considered adultery.

Within conservative Christian culture, as in secu-
lar culture, women are seen as less interested in sex’s
physical aspects and more interested in emotional
connection, whereas men are depicted as primar-
ily interested in physical sensation. Explains Juli
Slattery of Focus on the Family, a conservative Chris-
tian media organization:

A woman's sexual desire is far more connected to

emotions than her husband’s sex drive is.

A man can experience sexual arousal apart from any
emorional acrachment. He can look at a naked woman
and feel intense physical desire for her, while a# he
same time he may be completely devoted to and in love
with his wife. For most women, this just doesn’t com-

pute. (para. 5)

Christian gender manuals consistently frame sex
as resulting from emotional connection for women
and causing emotional connection for men—giving
women, who control access to sex, an inherent power
advantage. In this view, men do not seek emotional
connection to women, though women need emotional
connection for sex. In contrast, because men are at-
tracted to women's physical bodies, men are inher-
ently tempted by women. Indeed, writers often coach
men on how to express, within a range of acceptable
masculine” styles, those emotions that will connect
them to women—and lead to holy sex.
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Gender embodiment varies across conservatiy
Christian subcultures, but modesty, however, .
fined, is valued highly, as is gender difference, [y
many groups, modesty and gender distinctivenes
mean unisex dress is prohibited. Amish, conserva-
tive Mennonites, FLDS, and River Brethren, some
Pentecostals and Baptists, and others require women
to wear dresses that cover the majority of the leg
and hide the outline of breasts. FLDS dress codes,
for example, never allow women to show ankles,
and both Amish and conservative Mennonites wear
“cape dresses,” which include an apron-like top w
de-emphasize breasts. Among the most conservative
groups, cosmetics are forbidden, as is hair cutting
because 1 Corinthians 11:15 of the KJV declares that
“if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her: fo
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{ARRIAGE AND REPRODUCTION

Because MArriage is so highly valued (and perhaps
hecause premarital sex is prohibited), conservative
(hristians tend tO MArry and have children (and
nore of them) at a younger age than their peers.
While most Protestants have long accepted birth
onerol methods and most Catholics who reject at-
ifcial birth control still use natural family plan-
ting (tracking fertility and abstaining from sex
during ovulation), the most conservative groups do
a0c, Families involved in the Quiverfull Movement,
which reaches across denominations, reject all efforts
control family size or the spacing between births,
mfluding periodic abstinence within marriage. In
this view, children are #/ways a blessing from God,
:flﬁe:l:.‘fr;efore contr.a'cepfives f)r e.xbstaining ;during
M I:male fEI."tlhty is a rejection of Go’d s bless-
. P  EXpaian, Goc.is plan and God’s author-
hwfﬂﬂ;wv avoidance is thus a rejection of the
husband}_’ of authority over women's lives: God, then

M .
. rafc[; l‘lke women, must accept their place in this
¥ the head of the family—a term often
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reviled outside of conservative Christian subcul-
ture but one that proponents insist makes sense.
Male “headship” means taking responsibility for the
family, eschewing laziness and controlling behaviors
and, for Quiverfull families, openness to large fami-
lies. They can only do this, though, when women
give them respect—something that may be difficule
for women (Smith 93). In this model, men need re-
spect and women need love, and only when they g'we{
each other whart they require will marriage be happy)
(Eggerichs 5).

FREEDOM IN CONSTRAINT

Not every woman yields all domains of her life easily
or fully to the doctrines and practices of her con-
servative Christian religion. Even when such groups
thrive, women are not simply doing what they are
told. They innovate, pushing beliefs to allow new
practices. Religion has been a place where women
lead before they can do so in other domains, such
as politics or the workplace. The Salvation Army,
a group organized around the masculine metaphor
of the military, allowed nineteenth-century women
to travel to cities, an opportunity they would have
likely not had otherwise, to evangelize, Pentecos-
calism’s somatic focus allows women's bodies to be
inhabited by the Holy Spirit, giving them spiritual
authority at least sometimes. Amish sects carefully
proscribe women's dress, including the type and
color of cloth, the style of dress, and the process for
creating clothing, but within those confines, women
express themselves with pride. Women who live in
religious enclaves find support and community in
them absent in the secular world, even if they must
sometimes negotiate the rules of those communities
carefully and creatively, as the story of Hannah, pro-
filed at the beginning of this essay, suggests.
Hannah suffered eight miscarriages before under-
going a partial hysterectomy. Even as she mourned
the loss of her fertility, she felt relieved not to have to

suffer further pregnancy losses. During her fereility
struggles, she had internalized implication that het
“-losed womb” was due to weak faith or unconfessed
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sin, but when biological children were no longer the
measure of God’s love for her, Hannah was able to
approach her husband about alternatives to achiev-
ing her dream of motherhood. They soon adopted
two children from Belarus, and they hope to adopt
through domestic foster care. In this way, Hannah's
body continues to rear, if not bear, children,
cementing her place under her husband’s headship
and thus indicating her willingness to submit to
God’s gendered will for her life. Keeping her focus
on maintaining that hierarchal relationship, rather
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