
“The support of families in relationships cannot be
underestimated, and parents are part of a wider community

and we need their support as well”

“Marriage is a commitment and shouldn’t be easily broken, but we can
no longer pretend that divorce doesn’t occur within our communities”

WOMEN AND FAITH 

An ongoing dialogue
“Most communal leaders are male, so women start

at a disadvantaged point already”

“All schools, including faith
schools, must make values-

based citizenship a top priority”



Rosalind Preston OBE chaired the evening seminar on

the obstacles facing religious women in the realms of

leadership, relationships and education. Bharti Tailor,

the first woman to hold the post of Secretary General

at the Hindu Forum of Britain, moved forward

discussion on women in religious and lay leadership

roles - which is a sticking point in various faith

communities. Meanwhile, Cassandra Balchin, Chair of

the Muslim Women’s Network UK, and an expert on

family law in Islam and wider society, led analysis of

divorce law in the different religions. Reverend Janina

Ainsworth, Chief Education Officer of the Church of

England, posed challenging questions about the

education of women in their own faith traditions.

This report is based on the insightful remarks of these

speakers, as well as the vigorous debates that

occurred during three break-out sessions. In each

group, women discussed issues raised by the speakers

and spoke about similar challenges within their own

communities. Participants also offered suggestions for

progress, success stories and examples of best practice.

Although there were moments of strong disagreement,

women reported feeling empowered by these debates

and excited about continuing these pressing dialogues

in the future. 

This report seeks to highlight the major themes arising

from the speakers’ comments and from the break-out

sessions. A summary of each topic is followed by

quotations from participants, as well as a brief note on

the major themes arising from the evening. The event,

supported by a generous grant from Communities and

Local Government, was co-hosted by the Board of

Deputies of British Jews and the Hindu Forum of Britain

as part of England and Wales’ first Inter Faith Week,

which was first celebrated from the 15th to the 21st of

November 2009.

Introduction

On the 19th of November 2009, in an evening of crackling debates and tough

topics, 50 prominent women from Baha’i, Christian, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim

and Sikh communities gathered to confront the challenges that face women of

faith in contemporary Britain. The stimulus for discussion was the 2009 report,

“Connection, Continuity and Community: British Jewish Women Speak
Out” which drew attention to the current concerns of Jewish women.



Women from other religious backgrounds also noted a
clear lack of female role models within their own
religious communities, especially in official leadership
positions. Bharti Tailor, the Secretary General of the
Hindu Forum of Britain, asked: “If women have no
female leadership role models, how do they learn to
take on these positions themselves?” 

Yet participants in the break-out sessions were at odds
over how to define leadership, with many wondering if
being a leader necessarily meant holding a formal
leadership position. Some women felt that formal
leadership positions endow a credibility that is hard to
achieve otherwise, while others believed that many of
the most influential female leaders have organised and
led from behind the scenes in subtle but effective ways.
Participants struggled to reconcile some of their own
religious communities’ support for women’s secular
achievement with their so-called “antiquated laws” or
traditions that bar women from formal spiritual
leadership positions. 

“There is often the feeling that lay
leaders, especially when they are
women, are responsible for nursing
the egos of spiritual leaders.”

Despite some of the debate mentioned above,
participants all agreed that ‘leadership’ is a fluid
concept, dependent on context and circumstance.
There can be side-by-side leadership or autocratic
leadership, good leadership or bad leadership, effective
leaders or ineffective ones. Participants also agreed that
history, for many religious traditions, has ‘masculinised’
the concept of leadership, and if leadership is itself seen
as masculine, then women are necessarily excluded.
Participants called for the advent of a time when
leadership is ‘de-gendered’. They agreed that the
concept of ‘leadership’ must become synonymous with
equality – rather than masculinity – before all forms of
leadership are available for women.

THEMES RAISED

● Accessing leadership 

● Spiritual versus Lay leadership

● Masculinised leadership 

● Need for female role models

Leadership

“Leadership has masculine
connotations, especially
within religious communities.
Power is also masculinised.”

“Some communities have equality at
the heart of their tradition, but don’t
actually act on this in practice.”

“Should women be forced into
leadership roles, when maybe
they feel more comfortable as
leaders from behind the scene?
Do you need the label of leader
in order to make any changes?”

“If women cannot be in the presence of
leaders, if they are seen as a distraction
to men and must be kept apart, then
how do they develop in to strong
leaders themselves?”

“Most communal
leaders are male, so
women start at a
disadvantaged point
already.”

“How can women
break down power
structures that are
often hundreds, if
not thousands, of
years old?”

According to the report Connection, Continuity and Community: British Jewish
Women Speak Out, the lack of women in leadership positions is the foremost
‘anachronism’ of Orthodox Judaism in the UK. The report warned: “Young
women have no desire to sustain another generation of tea-makers. They will
find other, more productive outlets for their talents, potentially outside the
Jewish community.”



The importance of inclusivity was echoed by
participants in the relationships break-out session, with
many women sharing personal examples of painful
exclusivity within their particular faith communities.
Almost everyone in the session had a close friend or
family member who had ‘married out’, although the
women fervently advocated for more inclusive
terminology that does not imply rejection of a
community. Many people identified with the sentiment
of one participant, who said: “Although I married a
man of a different religion, I did not marry out. That
term is rejectionary. I am still very active in my
community and I haven’t gone anywhere”. 

Yet participants did not deny that difficulties do arise
from inter-faith marriages, for the partners as well as
their families. Participants felt torn between “just
wanting my children to fall in love and be happy!” and
the desire for young people to preserve “a community
that our ancestors have worked so hard for”. This
tension was the source of great anxiety for many, and
yet the group was unable to decide on any practical
solutions for its alleviation. 

Relationships

In a separate discussion, participants called for more
thorough education for women about their rights and
responsibilities in relationships, specifically for increased
legal education about marriage and divorce. Cassandra
Balchin, Chair of the Muslim Women’s Network UK,
spoke about the particular challenges facing the British
Muslim community, including the lack of recognition for
the Islamic marriage ceremony in British law.
Participants agreed that many women are ignorant of
their own traditions due to a lack of religious education.
These same women are also often ignorant of their civil
rights, and may enter into marriages and/or divorces
that are unlawful. Balchin works tirelessly to educate
Muslim women about their rights and responsibilities,
and participants agreed that their own communities
needed strong, educated women to do the same.

One of the more common reasons for disaffiliation in the Jewish community is ‘inter marriage’,
and some elements of British Jewry are unwelcoming of people who marry someone from
outside the community. This perceived hostility then causes people to disaffiliate, rather than be
subjected to demoralising criticisms. The report, Connection, Continuity and Community, urged
that the occurrence of such hostility towards these people must be stopped, and that the Jewish
community can and should do more to promote inclusivity over and above all else.

THEMES RAISED

● Divisive language

● Education about rights

● Family and community

● Divorce and religious belief

“We shouldn’t
forget that there
are many
progressive men
who we should
include in our
work for equality
and knowledge”

“The support of families in relationships
cannot be underestimated, and parents
are part of a wider community and we
need their support as well”

“Attitudes towards
intermarriage are
location-specific. It
is easier in a big
city, where there is
diversity, than in a
little town where
everyone knows
you, your family
and your business.”

“Marriage is a commitment and shouldn’t be
easily broken, but we can no longer pretend that
divorce doesn’t occur within our communities”

“We cannot pretend that a woman’s status, both
in civil and religious law, is not important. We
have seen the heartache that can befall a
woman if she doesn’t do the ‘legal’ thing, either
in civil or religious law. It is very, very serious and
cannot be neglected.”



The importance of formal faith-based education was a
topic that sparked vociferous debate. Most participants
agreed that citizenship and community cohesion are
fundamental values for living in a multicultural society.
However, some participants argued that these values
are best learned through the experience of mixed-faith
schooling, whereas others emphasized the merits of
single faith schools. For these women, a good faith
school education makes children secure in their own
values, practices and beliefs, and enhances their ability
to engage succesfully with ‘others’.

Most participants agreed that families should be able
to choose whether or not to send their children to a
faith-based school, although disagreements again
arose over whether the curricula of religious schools
should focus more on education about other faiths
than many do at present. The women questioned
whether faith communities, including faith schools,
should emphasise their similarities at the cost of their
difference. Reverend Janina Ainsworth, Chief Education
Officer of the Church of England, maintained that
there are “fundamental discontinuities across religions”

Education

and overemphasising similarities does not equip
children with the necessary tools for understanding
and accepting differences. She said: “I am not worried
that faith communities disagree. What I am worried
about is that we do not know how to handle these
differences”. 

Despite intense debate, all participants agreed on the
extreme importance of religious education as a means
of preparing young people for their future lives in the
UK. Participants also agreed on the urgent need for
increased visibility of women in leadership positions
within educational institutions, to act as strong female
role models for future generations.

“Yes, we need to be integrated and
respectful of the laws and cultures
here, but we also need to keep our
own traditions alive through
education.”

“Separation in history has always been a problem, just think of separation
with regards to race. Is religion really that different?”

“Mixed schools don’t
work because no
one ends up strong
in their identity.
What does work is
school twinning.”

“All schools, including faith schools, must make
values-based citizenship a top priority”

“I feel very torn over the issue
of faith schools…I would be
interested in tri-religious
schools, where you get both-
full integration, but faith is still
really important and you get to
know a lot about at least two
other religions.”

“If we want to secure a future
in this country, we [religious
women] need to get out there,
be visible, we need to be more
than visible. We need to be a
strong presence.”

The report, Connection, Continuity and Community found that for Jewish women, formalised religious
education is the key to community continuity. Yet the women surveyed also felt Jewish education must
be made available to all Jewish children, since parents are often ill-equipped to teach their traditions to
their children, due to their own lack of formalised religious education. The respondents to Connection,
Continuity and Community felt that “[u]nless we find the means to empower women through
knowledge, there is a real danger that the community will atrophy.”

THEMES RAISED

● Citizenship agenda

● Mono-faith schools versus mixed-faith schools

● Formal inter faith education

● School linking programmes

● Female role models 



Conclusions

The evening’s success was a testament to the power of
inter faith dialogue. Although many women came from
diverse backgrounds and held differing opinions on
important issues, participants described the event as
invaluable in helping them to define their own opinions
while also learning from other women. Participants
reported feeling inspired to continue engaging in inter
faith dialogue. 

At the end of the evening, Dr. Harriet Crabtree, Director
of the Inter Faith Network for the UK, underlined the
importance of inter faith engagement. Dr. Crabtree
encouraged participants to develop opportunities to

continue the exciting dialogues begun over the course
of the evening. In her view, inter faith engagement, at
its most effective, helps participants to reaffirm their
commitment to their own faith beliefs, while
simultaneously encouraging mutual respect amongst
people from different backgrounds. Women, as well as
men, need to be at the forefront of this engagement.
Seminars such as the one that inspired this report make
a tremendously important contribution to: enabling
women’s voices to be heard; to shaping the
development of faith communities; and to promoting
good inter faith relations within our shared society.

‘Women and Faith: an evening of response’ was a dynamic, engaging and
thought-provoking event. Participants agreed that many more events of its
kind should take place in the future. The Hindu Forum of Britain has decided
to conduct their own audit of ‘Women and Faith’ within their community,
similar to the Jewish report which acted as the catalyst for this event.
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