
Taboo 
Topics 
We Should Talk 
About: Religion 

and Politics

An old adage states that, in an effort to keep the 
conversation polite and to avoid any potential 
disagreements or arguments, individuals should 
not discuss politics or religion in mixed gatherings. 
Listening with an open mind and having an honest 
exchange of ideas about emotionally charged topics can 
be difficult. Politics and religion are tightly connected; 
despite efforts to keep politics out of the church, we find 
that our religion often informs our political positions. 
This can be complicated as Christians across the 
political spectrum may believe in their own political 
and religious perspectives to the point that they think 
anyone with differing opinions may not be Christian at 
all. This is nothing new or unique to this generation; it 
was also true during the women’s suffrage movement of 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

The national movement to gain the vote for women 
in the United States was formalized in 1848, but legal 
victory was not achieved until 1920. At the Seneca Falls 
Convention of 1848, sixty-eight women and thirty-two 
men came together and signed the Declaration of Rights 
and Sentiments. This document called for women to 
be granted the right to vote, thus formally launching 
the American women’s suffrage movement, but voting 
was not the only complaint in this declaration. Penned 

by the collaborative efforts of Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
(1815–1902), Lucretia Mott (1793–1880), Martha C. 
Wright (1806–1875), Mary Ann M’Clintock (1800–
1884), and Jane C. Hunt (1812–1889), this document 
also highlighted women’s lack of economic freedom, 
opportunities to pursue education, rights in a divorce, 
and the ability to hold a ministry role in most churches. 
The religious beliefs of these women deeply informed 
their political stance. All but one of them were members 
of the Quaker church, a faith tradition that upholds the 
equality of men and women.1 Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
was not a Quaker like her  fellow declaration writers, but 
her position was still formed by the biblical principles.
  
These women used biblical principles to support their 
fight for equality and their right to vote. Stanton 
rejected the Bible “as a guide to salvation” but still took 
it upon herself to study the Bible and used many biblical 
narratives to make her political point.2 She highlighted 
several biblical texts that applauded women’s roles 
and strength, including Deborah’s leadership (Judges 
4–5), Huldah’s prophetic wisdom and authority (2 
Kings 22:14–20; 2 Chron. 34:22–28), Vashti’s refusal 
to be paraded in front of a drunken party of men in 
obedience to her husband (Esther 1), and Esther’s 
courage in confronting her husband, the king, on 
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behalf of her people (Esther 4–7). Stanton also cited 
God’s creation of both genders in the divine image and 
joint commissioning of Adam and Eve (Gen. 1:26–28) 
as well as Paul’s statement of gender quality in Christ 
(Gal. 3:28).  

Despite these biblical statements of equality and 
examples of strong women leaders, others tried to use 
the Bible and their religious ideas to counter women’s 
equality. Many believed that allowing women to vote 
would “undermine traditional teachings regarding the 
family, gender roles, and sexuality.”3 They suggested 
that if a woman cast a vote on her own, she would 
not be submitting to her husband. Those opposed to 
suffrage argued that the biblical texts instructed all 
women to keep silent and in submission to men, but 
this interpretation is more in line with the political 
culture of ancient Rome. Women in ancient Rome 
were not permitted to “attend, speak in, or vote at 
political assemblies.”4 Women in that culture were 
generally expected to be silent and remain at home 
in submission to their husbands, having little to no 
political voice. Jesus’s own interactions with women 
and Paul’s commendations of them should indicate 
that any such prohibitions were specific to certain 
contexts and not applicable for all times and all cultures. 

Jesus sent a Samaritan woman out to evangelize her 
village (John 4:1–42), and an angel commissioned Mary 
Magdalene as the first person to proclaim Jesus had 
risen from the dead (Matt. 28:1–7; Luke 24:1–12). Paul 
commended several women for their work in ministry, 
including Phoebe, Priscilla, Junia, and many others 
(Rom. 16). Opponents of the suffrage movement and 
women’s equality found it difficult to do the same.  

In 1903, R. C. Bell, a preacher in Texas, published an 
article in opposition to women’s suffrage. He claimed 
that women were not created for life in the public 
arena, and they would be disobeying God’s law and 
their own nature if they entered public life. Therefore, 
any women working in the public arena in any capacity 
should go home to their fathers or husbands so as to 
not bring “ridicule and shame” upon themselves.5 In 
1920, several preachers and Bible college professors 
signed a petition opposing women’s suffrage that was 
published in the Nashville Banner. They claimed that 
women voting would “revolutionize our entire mode of 
life and will in our opinion have an evil effect not only 
in our homes, our churches and our families, but will 
affect the whole social fabric of our present generation 
and of generations yet unborn.”6 One of the ministers 
who signed the petition was J. C. McQuiddy (1858–1924), 
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who said, “As the modern woman is demanding not 
only suffrage, but also political equality, it is clear that 
she cannot hold office and perform the duties of politics 
and remain at home at the same time.”7 According to 
McQuiddy and many other naysayers, women can’t 
have it all, and men need women to stay at home to 
take care of all their husbands’ needs because the Bible 
allegedly says so.

The suffrage movement was intertwined with the 
temperance movement, a fight to reduce or ban alcohol 
consumption so men would properly support their 
families instead of spending their time and hard-earned 
money in the saloon and going home drunk, where 
abuse was prevalent. Christian women often took the 
lead in “preaching in the streets in front of the saloons 
and hotels against alcohol and for women’s rights” 
because they could not affect any real political change 
without a vote.8 Female preachers grew in number, 
and they were often given the entire Sunday morning 
church service for the purpose of communicating their 
message. This habit of allowing women to preach in the 
church was disconcerting for men who felt they were 
losing their patriarchal hold on the families and culture 
through the church.     

Even though many conservative Christians in that day 
opposed alcohol and its effects on both the home and 
society, some church leaders believed women gaining 
a vote and a voice was more detrimental than saloons 
and rampant alcohol use. E. W. Herndon (1836–1904), 
a preacher, Christian periodical editor, and medical 
doctor, was so opposed to women voting that he 
proclaimed, “If the saloon cannot be destroyed except 
by women’s suffrage, we say let the saloon stay.”9 These 
are the words of an otherwise intelligent, educated man, 
but he is not the only church leader to hold such harsh 
views of women, nor were such comments limited to the 
nineteenth century.10

Politics and religion can be polarizing, dividing families 
and communities, but they are important topics to 
discuss. These topics are often intertwined as our deeply 
held religious beliefs inform what we believe about our 
role in culture and participation in civil matters. When 
beliefs about women are based on misinterpretations 
of Scripture, this can lead to political injustice against 
women in society. Women’s suffrage was a political 
movement that grew out of the suffragettes’ deep 
belief that God created women in the divine image 
as co-stewards of creation, called to work alongside 
men. The church and society as a whole flourish when 
everyone, regardless of gender or race, is valued and 
invited to contribute their gifts and perspectives. God 

created both male and female to reflect the divine 
image together, so something is missing when part 
of that divine reflection is ignored and devalued. God 
values women and their voices—even when they are 
discussing politics and religion.
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