
WHATEVER HAPPENED TO 
OUR WOMEN PREACHERS?

I
t is evident that there is a lack of 

w om en in the preaching ministry 
today. It has not always been this 
way. W om en have proclaimed G od’s 
truth throughout Scripture from Es
ther in the Old Testam ent to Phoebe  
in th e  N ew . W ith in  th e  las t 1 5 0  
years, w om en have had a prominent 

role in the preaching ministry.
Beginning in England in the 18th  

century, John W esley gave a handful 
of wom en the opportunity to preach. 
In the early 19th century, during the  
re v iv a ls  o f C h a r le s  G . F in n e y , 
w om en gained freedom  to preach in 
America. Finney’s revivalism paved 
the way for the practice of full ordi
nation of wom en. Church historian 
D o n ald  D ay to n  says, “T h e  m ost 
controversial of Finney’s new  m ea
sures in his revivals w as his encour
agem ent of w om en to  speak and  
pray in public and mixed meetings.”1 
Even w h en  he w a s  o p p o s e d  by  
church officials and congregations, 
Finney stood his ground and gave  
w om en opportunity to speak in pub
lic. In m ost cases, this public speak
ing w as not full-fledged preaching, 
but it gave wom en m ore pow er to  
speak than they had ever had.

This tradition carried on into Ober- 
lin C o llege . A sa  M ah an , th e  first 
president of Oberlin, had close ties 
with Finney and w as undoubtedly in
f lu e n c e d  by h im . D a y to n  s ay s , 
“Oberlin w as the first coeducational 
college in the world. Later feminists 
found it still a little stodgy, but a very 
high percentage of the leaders of 
the w om en’s rights m ovem ent w ere  
graduates of Oberlin.”2 Asa M ahan  
w as so proud of this heritage that he 
suggested this epitaph be put on his 
tombstone:

The first man, in the history of
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the race who conducted women, in 
connection with members of the 
opposite sex, through a full course 
of liberal education, and conferred 
upon her the high degrees which 
had hitherto been the exclusive pre
rogatives [sic] of men.3 
Sarah Anders says, “Education  

enabled som e individual wom en to 
pioneer in public life, decades before 
they would be organized to effect 
national changes."4 The better edu
c a te d  th a t w o m e n  b e c a m e , th e  
m ore th e y  b eg an  to  s ee  th e  in 
humanity of men toward other men 
and wom en. The w ar to free slaves 
led to a w ar to free wom en. Dayton 
gives several reasons for this con
nection:

T h e  b as ic  e g a lita r ia n is m  o f  
evangelicalism that supported ab
olitionism w as also extended to 
wom en. Those w ho had mustered 
the courage to attack one social 
institution found it easier to attack  
another. W om en w ho m astered  
the antislavery argum ent found  
unexpected parallels to their own  
situation. But probably most im
portant for the Evangelicals were  
the parallel problems in the inter
pretation of Scripture.5 
As the Scriptures w ere explored 

to find answers to the slavery issue, 
passages w ere also found that liber
ated women. Gal. 3:28 w as one key 
passage: “There is neither Jew  nor 
G reek , th ere  is neither bond nor 
free, there is neither male nor fe 
male: fo r ye are all one in Christ 
J e s u s .” P assag es  that had kep t  
w om en quiet in churches for ages  
w ere no longer valid in light of the  
newly discovered universal truths.

These views led to the ordination 
o f A n to in e t te  B ro w n , th e  f irs t

w o m a n  o rd a in e d  in th e  U n ite d  
States, in 1853. Brown, a Congrega
tionalism grad uated  from  Oberlin  
College three years previously and 
was “deeply indebted” to Asa M a
han’s leadership. Luther Lee, a W es
leyan Methodist, preached Brown’s 
ordination sermon, “W om an’s Right 
to Preach the Gospel,” using the  
Galatians passage as his text. He 
said,

Females have a God-given right 
to  preach th e  gospel. I ta ke  it 
upon myself as my portion of the 
effort on this occasion, to defend  
and substantiate the above prop
osition. To make any distinction in 
the Church of Jesus Christ . . .  
purely on the ground of sex, is vir
tually to strike this text from the 
sacred volume, for it affirms that 
in Christ there is no difference be
tw een  m ales and fem ales, that 
they are all one in regard to the  
gospel of the grace of God.6 
As time went by, more wom en be

cam e involved in several facets of 
ministry, including w ork in rescue  
missions and soup kitchens. They  
seemed to have a natural sense of 
compassion, perhaps because they  
themselves felt oppressed. Seeing 
the opportunity and need for minis
try, they began going to the places 
men w ere  neglecting. This led to  
w om en’s involvement in missions. 
Timothy L. Smith sums up the situ
ation thus:

Practically all of the group had 
at first believed that their “call” 
was to foreign missionary work, 
at that time the only public minis
try in which women w ere actually 
welcome. All insisted that “provi
dential” circumstances had thrust 
them out into the ministry, first as
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“home missionaries” and rescue  
workers, then as evangelists and, 
in some cases, pastors.7 
Sandra L. Myres m akes the dis

tinction: “M en directed and adminis
tered the local churches as well as 
denom inational organizations, but 
women were in charge of an increas
ing number of auxiliary groups.”8 The  
auxiliary groups they b ecam e in
volved in included Sunday Schools  
and hom e/foreign mission societies. 
They also helped build churches and 
schools and entertained traveling  
ministers.9 Lyle E. Schaller m akes  
this important observation:

The greater the sensitivity of a  
denom ination to the oppressed  
and the dow ntrod den , and the  
larger the proportion of the m em 
bership that is drawn from among  
those at the bottom of the social 
class scale, the greater the proba
bility that that denomination has a 
long history of accepting wom en  
as ministers.10
Another reason why wom en be

cam e involved in m inistry com es  
from the theology of the Holiness 
Movem ent and “the essential nature 
of the place of public testimony in 
the holiness experience which gave 
many an otherwise timid wom an the  
authority and the pow er to speak  
out “as the  Holy Spirit led her."11
C. B. Jernigan tells how, even in the  
midst of opposition, m any w om en  
began to get “into the experience of 
en tire  s a n c tifica tio n ” and w ou ld  
shout and testify  at every oppor
tunity they could.12

A closer look at this theology is 
important. Two of the major biblical 
passages in support of w om en in 
the ministry are Gal. 3:28, which w e  
have looked at, and Acts 2:17, a 
quote from Joel, which reads, “In the  
last days, God says, I will pour out 
my Spirit on all people. Your sons 
and daughters will prophesy” (NIV). 
These verses appear to break down  
any barriers that there might have 
been between men and wom en. In 
addition, the holiness m essage is a  
message of the possibility of free
dom from indwelling sin by the bap
tism  of the  Holy S pirit. D ay to n ’s 
summary of the correlation between  
holiness theology and feminist the
ology is worth noting.

Feminist theologies generally  
em phasize the extent of the new  
that is created in the Christian dis

pensation and identify patriarchal 
patterns with the old. Thus those 
theologies that are the most opti
mistic about the change that is pos
sible in human life are the most 
likely to accept feminist principles 
. . .  the perfectionist theologies ten
ded to see the subordination of 
women as part of the sinful state 
out of which redemption was being 
effected . . .  the subordination of 
women . . .  was merely descriptive 
of the sinful state in which we find 
ourselves and w ithout any nor
mative value.13
O ne person w ho had a great im

pact on the Holiness M ovem ent w as  
Phoebe Palmer. It w as largely be
cause of her influence that many de
nominations in the movem ent w ere  
c o m m itte d  to  th e  o rd in a tio n  o f 
w o m e n .14 P h o eb e  P a lm er’s in flu
ence started w hen she began hold
ing testimony and prayer meetings  
in conjunction w ith her husband’s 
p r e a c h in g  c a m p a ig n s ,  w h e r e  
wom en w ere encouraged to pursue  
gospel w ork. These m eetings be
cam e known as the “Tuesday M eet
ings,” and by 1886  there w ere 2 3 8  in 
operation. Sm ith says, “T h ese in
tim ate little gatherings brought to
gether the most earnest Christians 
of all evangelical sects under the  
le a d ers h ip  o f w o m e n .”15 O n e  o f 
Palmer’s most fam ous books is The 
Promise o f the Father. Harold Raser 
sums up som e of the impact of this 
book, saying, “She argues at length 
for w om en’s right to minister in the  
Church. . . .  The book appeared in a 
day when women were not generally 
given important places of ministry in 
American churches and most cer
tainly not allowed to be ordained.”16 In 
broader terms, the book shook many 
traditional foundations of the subordi
nation of women.

Phoebe Palmer influenced Cath
erine Booth, cofounder of the Salva
tion Army. Catherine’s husband, W il- 
l ia m  B o o th ,  w a s  a p r e a c h e r .  
Catherine often w ent on campaigns  
with him, and soon she herself be
gan preaching. It is said that she  
w as a better preacher than her hus
band. Thousands flocked to attend 
her revival services, sometimes ad
vertised : “C o m e  H e a r a W om an  
Preach.” Her sermons w ere based  
on the Pentecost account in Acts 2, 
by which she argued that the Spirit 
w a s  p o u re d  o u t on  all p e o p le ,

wom en included. Because of her in
fluence, th e  Salvation Arm y was 
built upon the premise of equality of 
wom en, which it still advocates to
day.17

W om en preachers w ere influential 
in the early holiness churches. Ac
cording to Melvin Dieter, “The new 
holiness churches, which were or
ganized out of the m ovem ent in the 
c los ing  d e c a d e s  o f th e  century, 
w ere am ong the first to grant full 
ministerial rights to w om en.18 By the 
m id-1880s the Mennonite Brethren 
church gave full privilege to women 
ministers. Since its beginning, the 
Church of the N azarene has given 
w om en full opportunity to preach.
H. C. Morrison said of the Church of 
the N azarene at the turn of the cen
tu ry , “ W o m e n  a re  o rd a in e d  to 
preach, and may sit in yearly con
ventions as  d e le g a tes .”19 O ne in 
eight churches in the United Mis
s io n a ry  ch u rch  w e re  s ta rte d  by 
w om en.20 As many as 20  to 25 per- j 
cent of the preachers and leaders in 
the Church of God (Anderson, Ind.) 
w ere wom en. Also, the Pentecostal 
churches supported wom en in the 
ministry.21 As m any as 20  percent of 
early N azaren e  preachers and as 
many as 30  percent of Pilgrim Holi
ness preachers w ere w om en.22

It has not remained this way for 
m o s t h o lin e s s  c h u rc h e s . Since  
World W ar I, the num ber of women 
preachers has declined. Floyd Cun
ningham gives several possible rea
sons for this. The  first reason he 
gives is the rise of fundamentalism  
in the church. The church began to 
look at the Bible legalistically. This 
new scriptural outlook resulted in a 
new  em phasis on rules and laws. 
John R. Rice, in his book Bobbed 
Hair, B ossy Wives, an d  Women 
Preachers, g ives  th e  a ttitu d e  of 
m any during th e  period between  
world wars. Rice uses N ew  Testa
m en t p a s s a g e s  su ch  as  1 Tim. 
2 :1 1 -1 5  and 1 C o rin th ians  14 to 
p ro v e  th a t  w o m e n  s h o u ld  not 
preach but should, in fact, keep si
lent in the church.23

Cunningham ’s second reason for 
the decline of w om en preachers is 
also a resu lt o f fundam entalism , 
dealing with the absolute ethic ver
sus interim ethic. The  interim ethic 
places a  w om an in the traditional 
role, subject to her husband and si
lent in the church. Rice’s view falls



into the interim category. People be
gan focusing on specific passages  
in the N ew  Testam ent that seem  to 
belittle wom en. On the other hand, 
the absolute ethic is based on the  
universal principles found in such 
passages as Gal. 3 :28 and grants 
wom en equality with men. The shift 
of the 19th century w as toward the  
absolute ethic, but the shift in the  
20th has been back toward the in
terim ethic.24

Ruth Graham , wife of evangelist 
Billy Graham , sums up the view of 
many, saying,

I p e r s o n a l ly  a m  “ a g in  i t ” 
[w o m e n  p re a c h in g ]. F o r o n e  
thing, I do not feel that w e have 
much of a  shortage of men. For 
another thing, I believe that it basi
cally goes against the principles 
of S crip tu re . . . .  I th ink if you  
study you will find that the finest 
cooks in the world are men . . .  
the finest couturiers, by and large, 
are men; the greatest politicians 
are  men; m ost of our g rea tes t  
w rite rs  a re  m en; m o s t o f our  
g rea test a th le tes  are  m en. You 
nam e it, men are superior in all but 
tw o areas: wom en m ake the best 
wives and wom en m ake the best 
m others.25
M any denominations have few er 

wom en preachers today than at the  
turn of the century. At that time, at 
least 2 0  percent of the ministers in 
the Church of the N azarene w ere  
w o m en . In 1 9 7 3 , only 6 percen t 
w ere w om en.26 O nce firmly commit
ted to  w om en in the ministry, the  
Nazarenes are now letting this com 
m itm ent fall to the wayside. Not all 
churches, however, are m arked with 
a decline in fem ale ministers. The  
United Methodist church, for exam 
ple, is experiencing an upswing of 
wom en preachers. Nancy Van Sco- 
yoc even says, “In som e churches 
m ore w om en hold leadership posi
tions than men.”27 

S e v e r a l  th in g s  a re  k e e p in g

w om en from entering the preaching 
ministry. First, there is the problem  
of ecclesiastical politics. There ap
p e a rs  to  be  a “c lu b  m e n ta li ty ” 
among male ministers. The “broth
erhood” is represented by the typi
cal white male married to a lovely, 
obedient w ife  w ith three children. 
W om en have a hard time fitting into 
this club and are often excluded. 
Though the official standing of the 
church is friendly tow ard  w om en  
preachers, the people of the church 
are not. Seth Cook Rees writes, 

Nothing but jealousy, prejudice, 
bigotry, and a stingy love for boss- 
in g  in m e n  h a v e  p r e v e n te d  
w om en’s public recognition by the 
C hurch. N o church th a t is ac 
quainted with the Holy Ghost will 
o bject to the public m inistry of 
w om en.28
A recent article in the Christian 

Century states:
W om en are dropping out of the 

parish ministry m ore frequently  
than their male counterparts. . . .  
A primary reason for the drop-out 
rate was the reluctance of parish
ioners and church staff people to 
acknow ledge authority when it is 
vested in w om en.29 
The problem is that district super

intendents and local churches are 
not looking for wom en preachers. 
W om en are forced to enter other 
fields of ministry.

A second cause keeping wom en  
from entering the pastoral ministry is 
th e  d e c lin e  in in te r e s t  a m o n g  
wom en wanting to enter the minis
try. Though education is available, 
the num ber of wom en studying for 
the pastoral m inistry is dropping. 
W om en either transfer to denomina
tions that w elcom e wom en preach
ers or they switch to religious educa
tion or missiology majors.

In summary, it is a sad reality that 
the num ber of wom en preachers is 
declining in holiness churches. Our 
heritage in the Holiness M ovem ent
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is rich with godly wom en w ho toiled 
as preachers. Our theology is one of 
freedom , yet w e keep m any from  
fulfilling G od’s call on their lives. A 
restructuring of attitudes and prac
tice must occur. $
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