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I was raised on God. That sounds
rather strange to say, but from early
years I heard stories of one particular
God who some call “The God of the Bi-
ble.” This Father in Heaven loved me,
gave me a loving family, watched over
me, and listened to my nightly prayers,
ready to “take my soul” in sleep, if “I
should die before I wake.”
AGod toworship; a God to fear. Great

love; great power. As I learnedmore and
more about Him (He, of course, was
male), my understanding expanded to
the edges of my Christian upbringing.
God was greater, bigger, more encom-
passing than I once thought. God was
far greater than any book, any scripture,
any church, any religion. I grew up with
this God, and then, in a sense, this God
grew up with me. He became more per-
sonal, like a Friend rather than a Father,
and more feminine, Motherly.
As I came to “knowGod”better in col-

lege, seminary and ministry, I became
more troubled bywhat I heard, read and
witnessed in the One Faith taught tome
since childhood. The biblical deity was

both kind and cruel, creator and de-
stroyer, lover and punisher. How could
the God of Love do such terrible things?
From Genesis to Revelation, the Al-
mighty set up an impossible situation
for humans.
He places a forbidden tree of knowl-

edge in a garden paradise to tempt his
children, luring themwith a creatureHe
created; He wipes out every living thing
except what Noah could fi�t on his boat;
He ordersAbraham to kill Isaac but calls
it off�, after terrorizing the boy; He sends
Moses to free a group of slaves only to
leave them in the desert for 40 years; He
drops down hundreds of commands,
many including animal sacrifi�ce … and
many more stories of a “vengeful but
merciful” God. The compassionate na-
ture of gentle Jesus seemed such a re-
lief! But then, he had to be a bloody sac-
rifi�ce to appease his Father’s anger too. I
outgrew God in favor of Jesus, then
found I needed to leave the Jesus part of
the story behind as well. The Jesus of
the Sermon on theMount was someone
I could walk beside. Yet, the Jesus of
Judgment Day was a disappointing re-
turn to the angry and fearfully capri-
cious Creator.
I’ve been listening to a fascinating

podcast on the Greek pantheon. “The
Ancients” series begins with “Zeus:
King of the Gods,” and covers Hera, He-

phaestus, Aphrodite, Ares, Athena,
Apollo, Poseidon, Hades, Demeter, Her-
mes and more. I’ve been interested in
the history of gods for a long time, so the
mythology of the Greeks draws my at-
tention to the human need to create di-
vine fi�gures to make sense of our world
and the cosmos (We don’t speak of the
“mythology” of the biblical God, be-
cause that makes him seem so common
– one among many. Yet, the God of the
Hebrews and Christians is indeed one
among many – who jealously com-
mands: “Thou shalt have no other gods
besides Me”). The Gods of the Greeks
wereolder than theGodof theBible, just
as the Gods of theHindus, Babylonians,
Egyptians and many others were older.
Once we learn about some of these, we
fi�nd many parallels to the divinity pre-
sented in the Bible.
The deities onMount Olympus could

be very loving and compassionate, yet
could be quite cruel. They were, at vari-
ous times, “vengeful butmerciful.”They
demanded animal sacrifi�ce, devotion
and obedience, and sent people on jour-
neys to test their faith. They took sides
in battles (see the books of Kings, etc).
They took human form (and the form of
animals as well – think of descriptions
of angelic beings in the Bible, as well as
the “dove-like”Holy Spirit). They “inter-
mingled” with humans (this occurs in

Genesis as well as the Nativity story)
and divine children were born. The
Greek Gods could go to the underworld,
ruled by Hades, and return – resurrec-
ted – into the land of the living, and as-
cendback to themountaintop (thebibli-
cal God often is encountered on moun-
tains). Many common elements, as well
as diff�erences. Side by side, the Greek
Gods have many similar qualities to the
God of the Bible.
It was good to be reminded that He-

phaestus, God of the Forge, lived with a
disability, and was a master artisan.
One scholar described him as a
“Wounded Creator.” Enduring the ridi-
cule of other gods, and the humiliation
of Ares sleeping with his wife Aphrodi-
te, Hephaestuswas, in signifi�cantways,
not a minor deity. He forged the trident
of Poseidon, the armor of Achilles, the
thunderbolt of Zeus and the throne of
Hera.
The history of gods is worth further

exploration. We’ll certainly learn much
more about ourselves.

Chris Highland was a minister and in-
terfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years. He
is a teacher, writer and humanist cele-
brant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol
Hovis, live in Asheville, North Carolina.
His books and blogs are presented on
“Friendly Freethinker” (chighland.com).
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“Our typical customer is a values-
drivenwoman inher late 20s to40swho
wants high-functional, modest sports-
wear,” said Ife, 35, a Muslim who covers
herself fromhead to toe. “A lot ofwomen
want clothing that’s fashionable but
that also represents their values.”
Ife, whose family is from Trinidad,

grew up in a Muslim family in upstate
NewYork,where hermotherworked as a
seamstress specializing in African-style
clothing. Fascinated, she watched her
mom at work and learned how to sew at
age 6. She began designing and making
her own apparel in her teens when she
couldn’t fi�nd any “cool clothes” in stores
that would also keep her covered.
In 2017, while living in Utah, she was

the runner-up on the TV series “Project
Runway,” where she earned praise for
chic designs demonstrating that a
woman “can bemodest and sexy” at the
same time, she said.
The concept of covering one’s body,

she added, “refl�ects strength, intention
and self-respect.” She hopes to create a
spacewhere consumerswho don’t want
to overexpose themselves can feel more
empowered.

Streets of Teaneck inspired Cohen

Cohen, a New Jersey native, grew up
in a close-knit Italian Catholic family.
Though her parents took her to church,
she never felt connected to religious life.
That changed in college, when a Jewish
boyfriend piqued her interest in Juda-
ism. Although their romance fi�zzled, her
feeling for the faith continued to grow.
She began attending Jewish studies
courses on a regular basis and convert-
ed in 2006.

She subsequentlymet amanat syna-
gogue who was also an athlete interest-
ed in spiritual growth. They clicked and,
after their 2010marriage,moved to Tea-
neck. There, Cohen noticed Orthodox
women who were walking, jogging and
pushing strollers – clad in knee-length
skirts, long sleeves and leggings to con-
form to the faith’s modesty guidelines.
Their religious lifestyle didn’t hold them
back from their athletic routines, but
they lacked stylish options, Cohen
thought.
A graduate of New York’s Pratt Insti-

tute School of Design, Cohen had
worked for years in corporate fashion,
planning collections for athletic brands
such as Converse, Fila and Champion.
She knew she had the expertise to cre-
ate something better. But the mother of
three was busy working long hours.
She fi�nally took a step back during

the pandemic. It was an opportune mo-
ment, she said, to reassess her life.
“I asked myself, ‘What am I creating,

and who am I creating it for?’”
Among her fans are Beatie Deutsch,

the fi�ve-time national marathon cham-
pion of Israel. She said her Transcen-
dent Active skirt, which Cohen sent her
gratis, is so comfortable that shewore it
while running the Berlin and Jerusalem
marathons.
“It’s super lightweight and amazing

for running in the heat,” said Deutsch,
who has had endorsements from Nike
and Adidas. “The materials are such
high quality, and the skirts fi�t me per-
fectly.”
Most importantly, she added, with

knee-length skirts and three-quarter
shirts, “everything is designed for the
modest woman.”

FAITH, FITNESS
AND FASHION
Designers build ‘modest’ sportswear brand

Aja Cohen of Teaneck, New Jer-
sey used to spend hours
scouring department store
racks for activewear that was

modest but also comfortable enough for
her daily workouts.
Out in Central Pennsylvania, mean-

while,Ayana Ifewasalso sifting through
shelves of local stores for clothing that
was fashionable but concealing.
Cohen is anOrthodox Jew, and Ife is a

practicing Muslim. The two share a be-
lief that you don’t have to bare it all to be
beautiful. Both wanted to help women
achieve their fi�tness goals without
squeezing into body-hugging shorts or
tank tops.
Frustrated by the dearth of sports-

wear for their observant communities,
they created brands catering to active
women who want to look stylish with-
out fl�ashing their fl�esh – part of a fash-
ion sector that has grown alongwith the
two religious groups.
Cohen, 42, an athlete who competes

in half-marathons and teaches yoga,
said that when she sought concealing
garb that gave a range of motion during
grueling workouts, it felt like she was
searching for a unicorn.
If shemanaged to score an outfi�t that

kept her covered, she found an array of
other issues: “The fabric was too heavy
and didn’t have any performance fea-
tures like wicking or anti-microbial”
features. Or the design lacked fashion
appeal.
In August 2020, she created her own

solution by launching her clothing com-
pany, Transcendent Active.
Her concept was a line of loose-fi�t-

ting tops and bottoms that concealed
without constricting. Prices for her
products range from$14 for a tote bag to
$146 for a mesh dress. The brand has
been doing steady business, with sales
growing about 10% annually, Cohen
said.
Her target demographic was initially

religious women, including Jews, Mus-
lims and Christians. But Cohen has also
heard from customers who suff�er from
body dysmorphia, those who want to
ward off� the sun’s rays and athletes try-
ing to avoid unwanted attention at the
gym, she said.
Women in religious communities

have been covering up for centuries: Is-
lam, Judaism and some Christian de-

nominations require adherents to avoid
excessive exposure of the body, though
they vary in their particulars.
Labels like Transcendent Active and

Ife’s Ayana Active are part of a growing
market, with some experts saying this
quieter, more conservative fashion
choice isn’t just in vogue, it’s becoming
more mainstream.
The modesty movement is primarily

driven by the growing global Muslim
population, which stands at 2 billion to-
day and is projected to reach 31% of the
world’s population by 2050, said Achim
Berg, founder and managing director of
FashionSIGHTS, a corporate think tank
devoted to exploring the future of the
fashion industry.

How big is the modest
fashion market?

Overall, so-calledmodest fashion ac-
counts for 10% to 15% of total global
fashion and luxury sales, with a strong
post-pandemic rebound driving total
spending to $318 billion in 2023, Berg
said. “Signifi�cant growth potential re-
mains, withmodest fashion expected to
reach $473 billion by 2030,” he added.
Islam, which has roughly 4 million

adherents in the United States, is the
fastest-growing religion in America, ac-
cording to the Pew Research Center.
The global Muslim community

“forms one of the world’s youngest and
most dynamic consumer segments–of-
fering signifi�cant long-term potential
for brands,” Berg said.
The 2020 U.S. Jewish population es-

timate, meanwhile, is 7.5million and al-
though only 10% of the community is
Orthodox, that denomination is experi-
encing the fastest growth rate in the
Jewish world.
A growing array of brands also cater

to demand for less revealingworkout at-
tire. Nike sells a Pro Hijab and modest
swimwear collection, and Adidas and
Lands’ End, recognizing the expanding
market, also off�er fuller coverage op-
tions.

Ayana Ife’s ‘values-driven’
sportswear

Ife, based in Danville, Pennsylvania,
launched her Ayana Active line in April.
Since then, it has been doing brisk busi-
ness online. Ife is exploring broader re-
tail options, with plans to enter depart-
ment stores and boutiques, she said.
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