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Ordination of women in the Church of the United Brethren in
Christ ~as officially approved amid the trauma of the denomination's
major schism. Following the expulsion of Bishop Milton Wright and
his followers, who seceded from the church when the General Con
ference of 1889 formally declared a new constitution and confession of
faith to be in effect, one of the first considerations by the conference
was a recommendation to ordain women preachers.

As early as the 1840's UnitedBrethrenwomen had requested
licenses to preach. Some we:r;e granted various forms of endorsement,
but without the sanction of the General Conference both bishops and
annual conferences felt they lacked authority to issue official licenses.!
Following the Civil War, as laity sought a larger voice and role in
church life, women organized missionary societies, enrolled as students
in theological seminary, and served as local preachers in churches. 2

The General Conference of 1889 received the following request and
referred it to committee:

IJ. Bruce Behney and Paul H. Eller; edited by Kenneth W. Krueger, The History of the
Evangelica.1 United Brethren Church (Nashville: Abingdon, 1979), pp. 159-60; A.W.
Drury, History of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ (Dayton, Ohio: The Ot
terbein Press, 1953), pp. 424-25.
2Behney and Eller, pp. 157-58, 173-74, 178-79; Drury, 470-71,473,488; Mrs. S.S. Hough,
Faith That Achieved: A History of the Women's Missionary Association of the Church of
the United Brethren in Christ, 1872-1946 (N.p.: Wom~'s Society of World Service of the
Evangelical United Brethren Church, 1958), pp. 1-16; Annual Catalogue of Union Biblical
Seminary of the United Brethren in Christ, Dayton, Ohio, 1875-76, p. 7; 1880-81, p. 8;
1881-82, p. 8; 1882-83, pp. 8-9; 1883-84, pp. 7-8; 1884-85, pp. 7-9; 1885-86, pp. 7-9; 1886
87, pp. 7-9; 1887-88, pp. 7-9; 1888-89, pp. 6-8; Religious Telescope (Dayton, Ohio), Oct. 2,
1889, p. 629.
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I present a petition from several sisters in Central Illinois Conference who are
laboring in the ministry, praying this conference to remove all hindrance to their
ordination. I desire their petition to go before the Committee on Superintendency
and Ministry. 3

Significantly, the petition for ordination was introduced shortly after
the Board of Bishops had proclaimed the results of a churchwide vote on
a rewritten confession of faith and an amended constitution. More tha~

two-thirds of the votes cast were favorable and the Bishops declared: "We
hereby pass from under the old and legislate under the amended con
stitution."4 This proclamation precipitated a withdrawal of Bishop
Wright and eleven other delegates, who assembled nearby and claimed to
be the continuity of the denomination s~ce they luaintained the earlier
constitution of 1841. At issue was a hasic conflict of factions within the
denomination, between the so-called "radicals" who struggled to resist all
change and the "liberals" who wanted to enable the church to adapt as
circumstances altered the world. 5

To permit women to be ordained and licensed to preach was among
the innovations that threatened the radicals. The fact that there was no
provision for their action in the constitution adopted in 1841 had limited
the official ministry of women. That document also made no provision for
lay delegates in General Conference and inhibited the role of the laity.
Furthermore, the constitution prohibited its members to have any af
filiation with secret societies, declared the confession of faith to be
unalterable, and provided an unworkable amendment process to the
constitution that made it virtually unchangeable. 6 As decades passed
many leaders as well as members Iound the Iixed limits too binding and
the liberal faction by the 1880's expressed the majority opinion of the
United Brethren in Christ. At the General Conference of 1885 the liberal
majority initiated the desired changes by creating a Church Commission
which was empowered

to consider our present confession of faith and constitution, and prepare such a form
of belief and such amended fundamental rules for the government of t4is church in
the future as will, in their judgment, be best adapted to secure its growth and ef-

30fficial Report of the Debates and Proceedings of the Twentieth General Conference of the
United Brethren in Christ, Held in York, Pennsylvania, May 9-22, 1889, T.F. Shuey,
Official Reporter (Dayton, Ohio: United Brethren Publishing House, 1889), p. 174.
4Proceedings of the General Conference, 1889, p. 173.
5For the use of the names see Behney and Eller, pp. 183-84 and Dnlry, pp. 487-88. In the
"Bishops' Quadrennial Address" the "two antagonistic views" were clearly stated, although
the factions were not labeled. Proceedings of the General Conference, 1889, pp. 12-13.
6A.W. Drury (ed.)., Disciplines of the United Brethren in Christ, Part 1. in English, 1814
1841; Part II. In German, 1814-1819, 1841 (Dayton, Ohio: United Brethren Publishing
House, 1895), pp. 205-7.
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ficiency in the work of evangelizing the world. 7

Meeting immediately after the close of General Conference the Com
mission completed its work in a week, had the documents disseminated
throughout the church for study, and in November 1888 members in
every local congregation voted on the proposed alterations.

Despite the overwhelming vote in favor of the changes, the radical
delegates maintained their objections in a floor debate on the report of the
Church Commission when the General Conference assembled in May
1889 at York, Pennsylvania. Finally, on the afternoon of the third day a
roll call vote on the report was taken, which tallied 110 for and 20 against.
Casting his vote when his name was called, Bishop Wright said:

Believing as I do that this whole m'ovement is not wise, believing as I do that it is not
constitutional, and believing as I do that this act will change this church on the first
day, the 13th day of May, into a new church9 I vote "No."8

When the conference opened on the fourth day the Board of Bishops
officially repo~d the results of the November churchwide vote and
proclaimed that the church henceforth was operating under the amended
constitution. r"fhe third item of business under the new order was the
petition of the women in Central Illinois Conference requesting or
dination. During the next two days, while the General Conference
agonized its way to expelling the seceding bishop and eleven other
delegates and seating alternates for them, the Committee on Superin
tendency and Ministry consideidered the request and on the afternoon of
the sixth day, May 15, 1889, brought in its report. The recommendation,
resulting debate, and vote follow in full:

LICENSING WOMEN9

"Not~wishing to hinder any Christian, who may he moved by the Holy Spirit, to labor
in the vineyard of God for the salvation of souls, it is ordered, that whenever any godly
woman presents herself before the quarterly or annual conference as an applicant for
authority to preach the gospel among us, she may be licensed so to do.

"Provided, such person complies with the usual.conditions required of men who wish to
preach the ministry of our church, and passes like examinations by a proper committee of
the conference, and in our courses of study; and may be ordained after the usual probation
[at the discretion of the conference."]

7Proceedings of the Nineteenth General Conference of the United Brethren in Christ, Held
in Fostoria, Ohio, From the Fourteenth to the Twenty-seventh of May, 1885, inclusive
(Dayton, Ohio: United Brethren Puhlishing House, 1885), p. 135.
8Proceedings of the General Conference, 1889, pp. 165, 167.
9Proceedings of the General Conference, 1889, pp. 236-41. The brackets in the recom
mendation were in the original text and indicate words deleted during the debate. Other
brackets identify the Chairman, the Annual Conference which each speaker represented, or
an unclear reference. In the Discipline of the United Brethren in Christ, 1889 (Dayton,
Ohio: United Brethren Publishing House, 1889), pp. 52-3, the paragraph titled "Licensing
Women" had slightly different wording but its meaning was unchanged.
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T.J. Harbaugh. [Sandusky] I wish to ask whether this permission
carries with it the course of reading as recognized by the Church.

The Chairman. [Bishop Jonathan Weaver] I think it does. I think
that is expressed.

B.F. Booth. [East Ohio] What is intended to be expressed by the
clause, "and may be ordained after the usual probation at the discretion
of the conference?;' Are we to understand that an ari~ual conference may
refuse to ordain, and another may at the same time ordain, at their
election?

D. Shuck. [California] I move to amend the item by striking out all
after the word "probation." The proviso would then read:

"Provided, such a person complies with the usual conditions required of men who
wish to enter the ministry of our church, and passes like examinations by a proper
committee of the conference, and in our courses of study; and may be ordained after
the usual probation."

M.L. Tibbetts. [Minnesota] It seems to me that the proviso is in
harmony with our discipline in regard to men. The ordination of a man is
at the discretion of the conference after he has stood his probation. We do
not necessarily have to ordain him, whether he wishes to be ordained or
not.

B.F. Booth. [East Ohio] I know it would be exceedingly ungenerous
and unpopular to attempt to oppose this proposition, but I call the at
tention of the brethren to the fact that we have very many important and
far-reaching questions to settle, and there is a very considerable
disturbance in the borders of our church upon this question and that
question; and, while we may look upon this for the moment as being a
very moderate departure from the old paths and the old law, it must be
understood fairly that this is a step, and a very long step, sofar as I know, .
from the order of any of the religious denominations of our country.
There may be one or two of the smaller denominations which have rules
in harlDony with what is undertaken here, but certainly not more than
one or two. This .question will, of course, produce some little de~ee of
excitement here and there among us, and I think we should not undertake
to settle great questions until we get fairly and squarely settled in all the
present policies and positions of the Church. I feel that I ought to say so
much. While I do not define myself as being very rigidly opposed to
carrying this measure out and do not wish to express myself very
decidedly in the conviction that the scriptures would be against the or
dination of women to the ministry of the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ,
we must all concede that this is a far-reaching question, and a question \ve
shall have to meet in the annual and quarterly conferences. The question
of the ordination of women to the ministry along with men is one of \vide
dispute. If it were a question as to the sisters sitting in General Con-
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ference [of 1888] as delegates I would not hesitate for a moment to vote for
it. If I had been in the Methodist General Conference when that question
came up in the form it did, I should have most heartily and earnestly
supported the rights of women to sit there as lay delegates. I think they
had a right to sit there, and it was wrong to exclude them. But this is a
different question. It is not a question of lay right. It is not a question as
to whether women have a right to occupy a place in the annual conference
or even in the General Conference as lay delegates, but it is a question
carrying with it the right and propriety and scriptural authority of or
daining women upon an equal basis with men in the ministry of the gospel
of our Lord Jesus Christ. I suppose you will vote for it, and it will be
manly indeed, and I concede you the right, hut I wish you to understand
that it will touch the borders of our zion in very many places, right or
wrong, and we have upon us as many exciting issues, I assure you, as we
are now very well prepared to attend to. I wish we could and would give
encouragem~in the exercise upon the part of sisters of their talents and
capacity and devotion in all the lines of evangelistic work, encouragement
in th~ exercise of their talents in all places where they may have the most
influence and their work the most telling effect, hut I seriously doubt
whether it is best for us to take this long step and at once lift them entirely
into the range of the gospel ministry in all its requirements and iuall its
privileges.

G.M. Mathews. [Miami] I am in favor of the co-education of the
sexes. I am in favor of woman's rights. I am in favor of the recognition of
the heart, life, brain, and influence, whether in men or women. If a
Christian woman comes before a committee with the qualifications
required and passes the examination creditably, I think the proviso ought

. to read. that such person "shall be ordained after the usual probation at
the discretion of the conference." The way it now reads it is within the
province of the committee to let the matter He in forgetfulness. Surely it
would be offensive to those who are looking in this direction if they shall
be required to come before the committee, and, having passed the
examination, should not be referred to the proper committee to act in
respect to their ordination. Therefore, I move to strike out the word
"may" and to insert '~shall," so as to read:

And shall be ordained after the usual probation at the discretion of the conference.

D. Shuck. [California] There is already an amendment before the
Conference.

J. W. Hott. [Virginia] I am sorry to say that I must express a word of
opposition to this amendment. I do not think we ought to say that they
shall be ordained. They may be able to pass the examination, as we know
men may, and still it might not be proper that they should be ordained.
Our discipline in respect to men does not say that they shall be ordained,
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but it says if the committee and conference find the candidate worthy, by
a majority of the votes of the elders of the conference he may be elected to
elder's orders. That is precisely what we ought to say with regard to our
sisters. I wish to say further that the General Conference should adopt
what has been presented by the committee. I am in favor of granting our
sisters authority to preach the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, for in this
kingdom of our Lord Jesus "there is neither bond norf~ee,-thereis neither
m-ale nor female. "

The Chairman. The question will be first taken ona,greeing. to the
d f G M M h ·k"· " . d· ,,- l.:- II "amen ment0·.. at .ews, to stn e out mayan Insert SJ.ia·,.

The amendment was rejected.
The Chairman. The question now is on agreeing to the amendment

of D. Shuck, to strike out the words"at the discretion of the Conference. "
C. Hall. [Parkersburg] I have an objection to the amendment which I

wish to state. I think that the matter upon which the Conference is at
liberty to exercise discretion is different in reference to male and female
applicants. I understand the restriction in the discipline with reference to
males to be with a view of having the Conference take into consideration
their qualifications, and it being considered that in all respects they are
suitable persons to preach the gospel, then they shall be ordained; but I
understand that the item under consideration proposes to make a law by
which one conference in the Church may, by its own action, arra~ge for
the ordination of women, and another may do dir~ctly the opposite, so
that in one conference we shall have women ordained as ministers, and
regularly exercising all the functions which belong to that office, while in
another conference all those rights will be cut off. That is my un
derstanding of it.

The Chairman. Brother Hall, let us get this right. According to my
understanding, it puts the sisters on an equal footing with the brethren.
The one may be ordained or the other may be ordained. Either may be
r~ected. _

C. Hall. [Parkersburg] I think as much of the ladies as =allY gen
tleman ought to think. I, like my brother over the way (Mr. Mathews}
believe in co-education. I believe that women have as much sense as men.
I believe that in essentials they are equal to men. But I believe they have
certain lines of work for which they are peculiarly fitted, and fitted above
the point at which men are fitted in those respects. I claim for gentlemen
the same thing in reference to other lines of work. When I remember these
things and others that come to my mind, and remember that action of this
kind is~ so far as I know, without precedent in a leading denomination in
this country, with all due consideration for the sisters, I most kindly, but
earnestly, protest against a measure of this kind.

H.D. Healy. [Rock River] I am heartily in favor of the ordaining of
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women to the holy office of the ministry upon precisely the same basis and
condition, and with just such limttations as we have for men. I do not
consider that it is a question of liking or disliking the sex, but simply a
question of honor and Christian relation one to another in Him in whom it
is said, "There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free,
there is neither male nor female." I trust that we shall not discuss this
question upon any other line than the one gospel question of the equality
of the sexes, other things being equal, in Christ Jesus. I trust that we may
vote upon the question pretty soon, and that we will vote in the af
firmative.

J.W. Hott. [Virginia] I should like to offer the following substitute
for the last clause of the proviso:

If such persons comply with the usual conditions required of men who wish to enter
the ministry of our church, and pass like 'examinations by a proper committee of the
conference, and in the course of study, they may be ordained after the usual
probati~

I wi~h to strike out the clause leaving it at the discretion of the
conference, and put it on a plane exactly with the other requirement.

. W.J. Shuey. [Miami] We are trying to strike out all after the word
"probation. H Let us strike that out and we shall have what Brother Hott
proposes.

The Chairman. The question is on agreeing to the amendment of
Brother Shuck to strike out the words "at the discretion of the Con-
f "erence.

The amendment was agreed to.
A. C. Wilmore. [White River, one of the alternates just seated] Mter

the word "ordained" I move to strike out the words "after the usual
probation"and insert "to the office of deaconesses," so as to make the
proviso read:

Provided, such person complies with the usual conditions required of men who wish
to enter the ministry of our church, and passes like examinations by a proper com
mittee of the Conference, and in our courses of study, and may he ordained to the
office of de.aconesses.

I do not believe it is according to the word of God to ordain women as
elders. The word of God does provide for deaconesses.

The Chairman. The question is on agreeing to the amendment of
Brother Wilmore.

The amendment was rejected.
The item as amended was agreed to.
This concluded the report of the committee.

***
Within four months the Central Illinois Conference proved that it

was ready to fulfill the requested power to ordain women. On the second



DISCOVERY 143

,d
)1

a
it

.
IS

~

ly
f·

te

sr
Ie

al

Ie

d
tt

l'

11

Ie

day of the conference, which convened at Arrowsmith, Illinois, on
September 11, 1889, the minutes stated: "Miss Ella Niswonger and Mrs.
Maggie Elliott were granted license to preach the gospel; Miss Niswonger
having graduated from Union Biblical Seminary, was excused from the
course of reading."IO The third day, September 13, upon recom.
mendation of the Committee on Ordination, which found her "to be
sound and clear in doctrine" and "in harmony withthe"doctrines of the
church," Ella Niswonger "was received into the itineran~y" along with
Mr. S.B. Clark. l1 Prior to that event Niswonger had served a
congregation at Streator, Illinois, for two years aftergraduating\from
seminary. 12

Looking back on these events at the Central Illinois Conference over
which he presided, Bishop R.B. Kephart wrote:

....Two very intelligent Christian ladies were licensed to preach at this session, and
the first woman ordained to elders' orders by order of an annual conference in the
history of the denomination. Is the millenium dawning? God grant it. 13

Apparently, Bishop Kephart regarded the ordination of women as a
hopeful new sign i~ the life of the church, in marked contrast to the view
of Bishop Wright who feared such change "into a new church. " Thus, in
the midst of the struggle between contending and dividing factions in the
Church of the United Brethren in Christ, the ordination of women was
achieved.
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IOMinutes of Central Illinois Conference, 1885-1898 (Cleveland: The Microfilm Cor
,poration, n.d.), 1889, p. 124. Both had successfully passed examination by the Committee
on Applicants, which recommended them for licenses. Ibid.; p. 141.
llMinutesof Central Illinois Conference, 1889, pp. 125, 142.
12"Central Illinois Conference, " Religious Telescope, Oct. 2, 1889, p. 625.
13"Southwest District" by Bishop E.B. Kephart, Religious Telescope, Nov. 20, 1889, p.
739.




