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FROM SOCIAL TO RADICAL FEMINISM
A Survey of Emerging Diversity in
Methodist Women!s Organizations, 1869-1974
by

Norma Taylor Mitchell

Last March a former student of mine, a young Jewish
man from Columbus, Georgia, stopped to see us in Troy,
Alabama, and asked what we had done for excitement
recently. When I told him that I had attended a feminist meeting sponsored by the United Methodist Church,
he said, "I can't imagine a feminist meeting sponsored
by the Methodist Church." Many people who are not
young, Jewish, or from Columbus; Georgia, seem to feel
that way about a Methodist feminism.
For this reason
I want to survey the interaction which I see between
Methodist women's organizations and feminism in the
last one hundred years, an interaction which has produced a creative but threatening diversity. Although
my chief focus before Unification in 1939 is on women's
organizations in the Methodist Episcopal Church and the
Methodist Episcopal Church, South, I am fairly confident
that the general patterns I describe have also occurred-with some variations--in all the Methodist churches in
the United States and, indeed, in most of the main, nonCatholic denominations.
Women have always been an important part of Methodism as they have been of the entire Christian church.
As a Methodist girl growing up in Virginia, I was taught
to venerate Susanna Wesley almost as dutifully as my
Roman Catholic friends venerated the Virgin Mary, and,
although I did not grow up aspiring to match Susanna's
or Mary's childbearing record, I was proud· as a young
woman in my twenties living in Missouri to belong to
one of the hundreds of WSCS circles named for Susanna.
Since then, however, I have learned that the history cf
women in American Methodism before the Civil War as in
most of Christianity, with the exception of the Catholic monastic movement, was the history of individual
women like Susanna Wesley serving and being served in
a church which at best thought of and treated them as
"the second sex."l It was only after the Civil War
1 Mary Daly, The Church and the Second Sex (New York: Harper
and Row, 1968) and Georgia Harkness, Women in Church and Society:
A Historical and Theological Inquiry (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1972) .
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that Methodist women's organizations on a denominationwide basis appeared. And when they did appear, it was
in the context of what can be called the first war for
feminine independence. An emerging feminist movement
in the mid-nineteenth century was one of the factors
which encouraged the original establishment of the
various groups which have merged to make what we today
call United Methodist Women, a group that is expected
to contribute 41 percent of this year's budget of the
Board of Global Ministries, $13,073,656. 2 For this
reason feminism in church and society is an important
movement for Methodist historians to explore.
The American Heritage Dictionary of the English
Language defines feminism as a doctrine that advocates
or demands for women the same rights granted to men.
During the last fifty years in the United States,
feminism became a derisive word and a discredited
movement.
In 1964 historian Carl Degler said that
American society, including women, "shuns like a
disease any feminist ideology.,,3 Another historian,
Robert E. Riegel, wrote in 1963:
"Feminism, as it
existed during the nineteenth century, has disappeared.
Any study of the reasons why women now become feminist
has lost all meaning. "4 A third historian, William
L. O'Neill, published a history of American feminism
in 1969, entitled Everyone Was Brave, but he subtitled
it The Rise and Fall of Feminism in America.
The
original feminists were dead or tottering, the movement seemed useless, and the adjective feminist was
odious.
Then, in the tumultuous sixties, even as these
historians were burying feminism, an unforeseen resurrection occurred; making their judgments about it premature, if not ridiculous. As a result, today the
United Methodist Church, Rutgers University, Bell
2 Elaine Magalis, Conduct Becoming to a Woman: Bolted Doors
and Burgeoning Missions (New York: Women's Division, Board of
Global Ministries, The United Methodist Church, 1973); "5% Increase is Goal for 1974," Response, VI (March, 1974), 43; "1974
lilomen's Division Dollar," Response, VI (April, 1974), 51.
3 Carl N. Degler, "Revolution Without Ideology: The Changing
Pla.ce of Women in America," The Woman in America, ed. Robert Jay
Lifton (Boston: Beacon Press, 1964), p. 203.
4 Robert E. Riegel, American Feminists (Lawrence, Kansas:
University of Kansas Press, 1968), p. 182.
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Telephone, the Little League, and many other institutions in this society are trying to cope with what is
called the New Feminism. And historian William L.
O'Neill has changed the subtitle of his book from The
Rise and Fall of Feminism in America to A History of
Feminism in America. 5 The contemporary presence and
energy of the New Feminism is a second important reason
for Methodist historians, especially those interested
in the theme of diversity within the church, to explore the history of the movement.
Several leading historians of feminism in America
discern in that first war for feminine independence,
1840-1920, two different approaches to the movement
expanding women's interests, opportunities, and rights.
The approach which launched the movement in the 1840's
has been called radical feminism by William L. O'Neill
or natural rights feminism by Aileen S. Kraditor. 6
Although this approach, which I shall call radical
feminism, came first and created the feminist context
in which the Methodist women's organizations began to
be created from 1869 on, it never dominated Methodist
women's organizations in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. Yet we probably cannot understand the
feminist approach that did come to dominate the Methodist women's organizations if we do not explore
briefly the approach they benefitted from but shunned;
we surely cannot understand the New Feminism within
our church without referring to this older type of
American feminism.
Radical feminism of the mid-19th century was a
predominately northeastern, urban, upper-middle-class
5 For explanation of the change in title see O'Neill, Everyone was Brave: A History of Feminism in America (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1971), p. 369.
6 Ibid., chapters 1-3; Aileen S. Kraditor, The Ideas of the
Woman Suffrage Movement, 1890-1920 (New York: Anchor Books, 1971),
pp. 38-57. Also see the discussion of two types of feminism in
William Henry Chafe, The American Woman: Her Changing Social,
Economic, and Political Roles, 1920-1970 (London: Oxford University Press, 1972), pp. 3-22. Gerda Lerner has called radical
feminism the "women's emancipation" movement as distinguished
from the later, more conservative "women's rights" movement. See
"Women's Rights and American Feminism," American Scholar, XL
(Spring, 1971), pp. 235-48.
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phenomenon with deep Enlightenment and abolitionist
roots. 7 Undoubtedly, as Eleanor Flexner has said in
her excellent history of the woman's rights movement,
Century of Struggle, its most influential exponent was
Elizabeth Cady Stanton. As a bride Mrs. Stanton went
to the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London in 1840
and there witnessed what seemed to her and some other
men and women present almost unbelievable injustice:
the refusal of the majority of male abolitionists to
admit female abolitionists from the United States to
voting rights in the assembly.
Through her acquaintance with the Quaker Lucretia Mott and other feminists-male and female--at that convention a plan developed
to call a woman's rights convention in the United
States. That meeting, which finally convened in 1848
in a Wesleyan Methodist Church at Seneca Falls, New
York; took the Declaration of Independence as its
model and declared that all men and women are created
equal. 8 Thus the theme of radical feminism was established.
Just as a revolution had been the outcome of
the original Declaration of Independence, the radical
feminists envisioned another revolution--political
but also social, economic, and religious--to bring
women their natural rights. Although Mrs. Stanton and
the organization which she headed for many years, the
National Woman Suffrage Association, worked long and
hard to win the right forwomen to vote, she did not
identify the vote or any other single legal change as
the only key to the necessary revolution.
"I cannot
sit on the door just like Poe's raven and sing suffrage evermore," she declarede
Instead, she and likeminded feminists worked on many fronts questioning
traditional ideas about marriage and divorce, economics,

7

Kraditor, Ideas, pp. 1-2, 38.
8 Eleanor Flexner, Century of Struggle: The Woman's Rights
Movement in the United States (New York: Atheneum, 1972), pp.
71-77. On July 19, 1844, Mrs. Stanton and others found the door
to t-he Wesleyan Chapel locked.
However, her nephew was boosted
through a window and opened the door for the gathering cro\vd of
about 300 people. After the initial meetings in Seneca Falls,
the convention was reconvened two weeks later in the Unitarian
Church of Rochester, New York.
See Alma Lutz, "Elizabeth Cady
Stanton," Notable American Women, ed. Edward T. James, Janet
Wilson James, Paul S. Boyer III (1971), p. 343.
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and religion.
Particularly in her later years, Mrs.
Stanton saw the church, the clergy, and the Bible as
great obstacles to woman's advance.
Therefore, she
launched into theological and Biblical study, insisting
that the Bible ought to be studied and judged as any
other book, with its truth valued and its false
teachings--particularly its anti-feminist false
teachings--rejected.
In the 1890's she published The
Woman's Bible, including detailed analyses of Biblical
passages which she and the other editors considered
derogatory to woman. 9
Furthermore, adhering to their emphasis on the
similarities rather than on the differences among
human beings, the radical feminists saw the woman's
rights movement as an ally of and an equal with the
movement for racial justice. Although sympathetic to
the cause of Negro men during Reconstruction as they
had been to slaves before the Civil War, the radical
feminists worked against the ratification of the 14th
and 15th amendments to the U. S. Constitution enfranchising Negro men because they left white and black
women without the vote. Radical feminists refused to
accept the idea that it was the Negro man's hour and
that injustices to women must be borne until graver
injustices were remedied. lO Thus, in those first
decades of feminist protest and organization, a brave
and controversial minority launched a radical attack
upon male-dominated America, appealing to America's
own revolutionary tradition rooted in the 18th-century
natural rights philosophy.
By the 1890's, however, the woman's movement had
changed. Most of the early radical leaders were dead
or retiring.
In 1890 Mrs. Stanton's National Woman
Suffrage Association merged with the more conservative
American Woman Suffrage Association to become the
National American Woman Suffrage Association. A new
type of feminism, which William O'Neill calls social
9 Ibid., 343-347. The Woman's Bible, written by Elizabeth
Cady Stanton and a Revising Committee, has been republished by
the Seattle, Washington, Coalition Task Force on Women and
Religion, 1974.
10 Flexner, Century, pp. 142-49.
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feminism and Aileen Kraditor calls expedient feminism,
had won the movement. Of course, to those like the
Rev. J. M. Buckley of the Methodist Episcopal Church,
long-time editor of the New York Christian Advocate,
any kind of feminist movement was radical and dangerous
to society and the church.
But the new social feminism
appealed to many Americans, male and female, because
it seemed consistent with that cult of true womanhood
and the emphasis on success which Victorian America
endorsed. Although the social feminists included a
wide range of philosophies and personalities, what
seems to distinguish them from the radical feminists
was their pragmatic, non-ideological approach. As
O'Neill says, they seemed "generous and diffuse" in
their enthusiasms and willing to compromise their
principles in order to achieve tangible results. Although some of them worked persistently for the suffrage, many of the social feminists pursued feminist
goals, including suffrage, only as means to other reforms such as prohibition or the improvement of municipal government. This was the kind of feminist movement
in which what Theodore Agnew has called the "missionary
ladies," "a proper group of bustling Americans, hasting
to do good," could enlist. Frances Willard and the
Woman's Christian Temperance Union demonstrated how the
social feminist movement could energize and organize
women for activities beyond the home in the cause of
"home protection," the slogan of the national WCTU.
Women would escape the bounds of their traditional
roles while reassuring themselves, their families, and
society at large that they wanted only to be housekeepers, homemakers, and nurses for the world.
This
practical, generous, non-ideological kind of feminism
nurtured the Methodist women's organizations in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries
As Andrew Sinclair
ha.s said, "The middle-aged and the [religious]
believers had taken over from the aged and the rationalists, and the wooing of the churches had begun."ll
0

l~ Ibid., 216-220; see references in note 6; Theodore Agnew,
"Reflections on the Woman's Foreign Missionary Movement in Late
19th-Century American Methodism," Methodist History, VI, No.2,
(January, 1968), pp. 3-14; Andrew Sinclair, The EmanciEation of
the American Woman (New York: Harper and Row, 1966), p. 201;
r1ary Earhart Dillon, "Frances Elizabeth Caroline Willard,"
Notable American Women, III, pp. 615-17; Magalis, Conduct.
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During the past year, 1973-1974, one of the United
Methodist Women's mission studies was on "Women: Over
Half the Earth's People." Much of the recommended
reading for that study was historical, including Elaine
Magalis' Conduct Becoming to a Woman, 1973; Noreen Dunn
Tatum's A Crown of Service: A Story of Woman's Work in
the Methodist Episcopal Church South, from 1878-1940,
1960; Ruth Esther Meeker's Six Decades of Service, 18801940; A History of the Woman's Home Missionary Society
of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 1969; and Audrie E.
Reber's Women United for Mission: A History of the
Women's Society of World Service of the Evangelical
United Brethren Church, 1946-1968, 1969. Great variation in historical quality characterized this recommended reading.
Some of it was analytical and provocative while other parts were mainly catalogues of
names, organizations, and mission projects. But the
central message that came through was the enormous
energy, concern, and skill which organized Methodist
women, with a world outlook akin to John Wesley's, have
expended in medical, educational, evangelistic, peace,
interracial, and social work in the last one hundred
years. The faith and works of our foremothers served
the church and the world well.
They served our foremothers well, also, because in the course of serving
others, Methodist women's organizations developed and
refined women's theological, organizational, and financial skills.
Most Methodist men--lay and clergy--seem always
to have had an ambivalent attitude and relationship
to Methodist women's organizations.
In the early
decades of the women's foreign and home missionary
organizations it is interesting to note what Theodore
Agnew has called the "interlocking directorate" of
leading men in Methodist churches and leaders in
Methodist women's organizations. 12 Lucy Rider Meyer,
Laura Haygood, Isabella Thoburn, Jane Bancroft Robinson, and Jennie Fowler Willing are a few of the prominent Methodist women related to prominent Methodist
men.
The first president of the Woman's Home Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church was
Lucy Ware Webb Hayes, whose husband, Rutherford B.
Hayes, had just retired from the Presidency of the

12
p. 34.

Agnew, "Reflections," p. 9.

Also see Magalis, Conduct,
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United States. Again and again in the histories which
I have cited one finds records of the leading participation of bishops', presiding elders', and ministers'
wives, daughters and sisters in Methodism's early
social feminist movement. Undoubtedly, most of the
cooperative and supportive male relatives were not as
egalitarian as Methodist presiding elder William C.
Willing, who said he regarded his marriage with Jennie
Fowler as an equal partnership and who supported her
work as a Methodist local preacher. Still, it is
clear that many Methodist mEn from the beginning supported and appreciated the organized good works of
Methodist women. 13
But the majority of Methodist men were not easily
persuaded to express their appreciation and support
by granting women laity rights in the General Conference or full clergy rights. Methodist men's ambivalence between appreciation and subordination of women
is well illustrated in the actions of the General
Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1888.
That Conference endorsed the new deaconess movement,
which enabled women to work for almost nothing on behalf of the Methodist church in the urban and rural
slums of America, at the same time that it denied five
lay women delegates--including Frances Willard--membership in the Conference. Although the opponents of
seating the women, such as J. M. Buckley, marshalled
constitutional and linguistic arguments against the
measure and did not openly admit that they thought the
women of the Methodist Episcopal Church belonged to
the second, inferior sex, that judgment seems to be
implicit in their case. 14 Moreover, it is worthy of
13 See artlcles on Meyer, Haygood, Thoburn, Robinson, Willing,
Hayes and other Methodist women in Notable American Women.
14 The Daily Christian Advocate, 1888, pp. 18-19, 26-30, 3536, 45-47, 50-55; Ruth Esther Meeker, Six Decades of Service,
1880-1940: A History of the Woman's Horne Missionary~ociety of
the Methodist Episcopal Church (Continuing Corporation of the
Woman's Horne Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church,
1969), p. 25; C. C. Goen, "Jane Marie Bancroft Robinson," pp.
183-84, and Robert Moats Miller, "Lucy Jane Rider Meyer," pp.
535-36, in Notable American Women, III.
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note--especially when we are on the eve of our Revolutionary Bicentennial--that eight years earlier in
1880, J. M. Buckley, the great foe of equal rights for
women in the Methodist Episcopal Church, had also led
the foes opposing Frances Willard's request to address
the conference for ten minutes on behalf of temperance.
To the statement of a male delegate who supported
Willard that the women who made up two-thirds of the
church's membership had no representation in the Conference, Buckley replied that the all-male Conference
represented "all the members of the church, men, women,
and children.
So much for that."IS A similar argument justifying virtual representation made for ~he
British Parliament in the 1760's and 1770's had been
rejected by American white male revolutionaries. 16
Eventually, despite Je M. Buckley and his allies,
the legal barriers to lay women's participation in
the General Conferences were removed--in 1904 in the
Methodist Episcopal Church and in 1920 in the Methodist
Episcopal Church, South.
It took much longer--until
19S6--to remove the barriers against full clergy
rights for women. During those years of struggle for
lay and clergy rights, the members of the Methodist
women's organizations majored in good works, educating,
evangelizing, healing here and abroad. As good social
feminists they usually put the churches' interest
above their own and exercised patience and restraint
when they felt their interests as women and their
causes as mission organizations were autocratically
handled by male-dominated churches. 17
Occasionally, however, women made gestures of defiance. At least two women preachers, Anna Howard

15 Daily Christian Advocate, 1880, p. 58.
16 Gordon S. Wood, The Creation of the American Republic,
1776-1787 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press,
1969), pp. 173-79.
It is important to note, as Wood does, that
it was only Britain's claim to exercise virtual representation
of Americans that most American revolutionary leaders denied.
They, like Buckley a century later, assumed that white male
electors and representatives could virtually represent the whole
American people.
17 Magalis, Conduct, p. 138; Noreen Dunn Tatum, A Crown of
Service: A Story of Woman's Work in the Methodist Episcopal Church,
South, from 1878-1940 (Nashville: Board of Missions, Woman's
Division of Christian Service, 1960), pp. 29-30, 50, 52-54.
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Shaw and Amanda Way, left the Methodist Episcopal Church
after the General Conference of 1880 refused ordination
to women. Miss Shaw then received ordination in the
Methodist Protestant Church, and Miss Way became a
Quaker minister. lS Even in the annals of the Methodist
Episcopal Church, South, there is at least one recorded
dramatic gesture of protest.
In 1910 when laity rights
for women were still being debated at the General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, the
Episcopal Address gave this advice:
We have reason to believe that the demand for this
kind of equality is not in harmony with the general
sentiment of the women of our church, who, in the
main, look upon their relation to the work of the
church in the light of duties to be performed rather
than of rights to be claimed. We believe, furthermore, that the spirit of this movement is against
the view which our people at large have held and
still hold in regard to woman's place in the church
and in society, and that such a step would not,
therefore, make for the greater efficiency of our
19
church as a whole in any of the regions occupied by it.

The Conference then proceeded again to vote against
laity rights for women, 171 to 105, and to reorganize
the women's horne and foreign mission work, bringing it
under the control of the general church's board of
missions, without giving the women a vote in the Conference on the matter.
In protest, Dr. Margaret Polk,
who for fifteen years had administered one of the
Methodist women~s hospitals in China, withdrew from the
Methodist Episcopal Church, South. Although she continued her medical work in China, she was never a
Methodist again~20
However, as Noreen Dunn Tatum makes clear, Methodist women usually followed the example of Belle
Harris Bennett, the great leader in the women's
18 Eleanor Flexner, "Anna Howard Shaw," p. 275, and Clifton
J. Phillips, "Amanda M. Way," p. 553, in Notable American Women,
III.
19 General Conference, M. E. Church, South, Journal (1910),
p. 41.
20 Tatum, A Crown, pp. 29-30, 38-39.
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Iggle for laity rights in the Methodist Episcopal
~ch, South.
From every defeat in that struggle,
3S Belle" seemed to emerge accentuating the positive
ready to prepare for another bout. As she said
n commenting on the struggle for the woman suffrage
ndment to the U. S. Constitution in 1919, "The
ven has worked slowly .... "2l Ever so slowly.
De,te the fact that from 1926 the Women's Missionary
Incil of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, had
;ommittee studying and lobbying for an improved
~tus for women in the church, the last Discipline of
= Methodist Episcopal Church, South, included Paraaph 722, which said:
Women Not Recognized as Preachers.--OurChurch does
not recognize women as preachers, with authority to
occupy the pulpit, to read the Holy Scriptures, and
to preach, as ministers of the Lord Jesus Christ;
nor does it authorize a preacher in charge to invite
a woman claiming to be a minister of the Lord Jesus
Christ to occupy our pulpits, to expound the Scriptures as a preacher. Such invitations and services
are against the authority and order of our Church. 22

In the newly unified Methodist Church, despite a
rreat effort on the part of the Uniting Methodist
~omen's organizations, particularly those who came
from the Methodist Protestant Church where women had
long enjoyed freedom from all legal restrictions,
women still could not be members of the traveling
ministry--they could be only local elders.
The social
feminists who led the churches' women's organizations,
despite their own good record of interracial cooperation, acquiesced regretfully in the status given
Negroes in the Central Jurisdiction. They put expediency above moral principles for themselves and for
Negroes, hoping that a unified church would eventually
replace expedient policies with just ones. 23
Although the last legal barrier to full clergy
rights for women was removed by the General Conference
21 Ibid., 359; also see Douglas R. Chandler, "Belle Harris
Bennett," Notable American Women, I, 133.
22 Discipline, M. E. Church, South (1938), p. 435.
23 Tatum, A Crown, pp. 42-43.
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of 1956, the reality of equality for women in the church
continues to be elusive. 24 At the 1972 General Conference a statistical study commissioned by the 1968
Conference documented the inferior status and limited
roles of women at all levels of the church. The report
showed that fewer than one percent of active, ordained
Methodist ministers were women and that women were
underrepresented in General and Jurisdictional Conferences.
Indeed, in the 1972 General Conference which
received the report only thirteen percent of the delegates were women, despite the fact that fifty-four
percent of the members of the church were women.
Furthermore, the report revealed that in a representative
sampling of 495 United Methodist churches women were
still most active in the traditional female areas of
education, missions, worship, and, in many smaller
churches, janitorial work. Men, on the other hand,
"predominated in the Administrative Board, the Committee
on Finance, the Board of Trustees and the Pastor-Parish
Relations Committee, all of which are crucial in determining policy and direction for the local congregation."25
24 Information about the status and role of women in Methodism
is often lacking among otherwise well-informed historians of
Methodism. Note, for example, the following statement by Robert
Hatson Sledge on page 148 of his Ph.D. dissertation, "A History
of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, 1914-1939" (University
of Texas at Austin, 1972):
"Over the years [following the granting
of laity rights in 1920], the women gradually took their places
as fully accepted co-workers with their male colleagues, and often
even took the lead." In a similar vein, many historians of American political, economic, and social life have mistakenly assumed
that the granting of suffrage to women in 1920 brought them
political, economic, and social equality with men. Estelle Freedman, "The New Woman: Changing View of Women in the 1920's," The
Journal of American History, LXI (Sept., 1974), pp. 372-93, helps
to place interpretations of church women's history such as Sledge's
in the larger context of the historiography of American women.
25 Study Commission on the Participation of Women in the United
Methodist Church, The Status and Role of Women in Program and
Policy Making Channels of the United Methodist Church (Dayton, 0.:
Division of Coordination, Research and Planning, The United Methodist Church, 1972), pp. 5-9, 13-16, 18-21. Also see Alan K.
Waltz, Data on the Participation of Women in the Organizational
Units of the United Methodist Church, prepared for the Committee
on the Study of the Role of Women (Dayton: Division of Coordination,
Researsh and Planning, The United Methodist Church, 1971).
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This study marked the first time in the history
of the United Methodist Church and its predecessor
bodies that a General Conference had acted officially
on the problem of women's participation in program and
policy making channels of the denomination. 26 Undoubtedly, the study would never have been commissioned,
funded, and reported without the work of the Woman's
Division of the Board of Missions, which during the
1960's revealed fundamental changes in its attitudes
about women and the church. After decades of majoring
in patient, practical, compromising social feminism,
Methodist women's organizations during the 1960's
developed a natural rights or radical feminism.
The
Division's Program Book for 1964-1965 was entitled
Summoned to a New Age; the Division'$ course in the
past decade has demonstrated the seriousness of that
title.
The sources of this "new world outlook" among
organized Methodist churchwomen are many. Let me mention a few. A cumulative frustration and disillusionment plagued many of the best informed and most experienced Methodist church women. For decades they
and others like them had given the church outstanding
service. Yet the significant legal changes in women's
status and roles had been granted by churchmen very
slowly and very grudgingly, and the legal changes had
not brought many functional changes. The resilient
female optimism which characterized Belle Harris
Bennett had waned.
In its place political realism
moved in.
In one of the interviews which I had for
this part of my paper, a Methodist churchwoman who has
had a wide experience in the last twenty-five years,
said:
"Of course, we've got to force the men to share
power with us. No group--including churchmen--ever
shares power willingly."
Related to this changing understanding of how
power and justice are to be achieved is the new understanding of Christian mission which Methodism has
embraced in the last twenty years. The "missionary
ladies" of the late 19th and early 20th centuries were
sure that it was the suffering women and children of
Asia, Africa, and the urban and rural slums of America
who needed their help in finding the liberating power
of the Gospel. Methodist women thought of themselves
26 Study Commission, The Status and Role of Women, Foreword.
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as the "Heathen Woman's Friend.,,27 But things changed.
As Elaine Magalis has said, "The lady missionary ...
wanted to change the world, but found the relation
could only be reciprocal; the world changed her."28
Like the Wesley brothers in the 18th century, the "missionary ladies" of the 19th and 20th centuries went on
a mission to liberate others and thereon became more
sensitive to the need for liberation in their own homes,
in their society, and in their church.
The cumulative frustration which they had experienced in seeking greater equality in the church and
the heightened sensitivity to the need for the redemptive Christian mission everywhere seems to have prepared the Women's Division for an almost immediately
positive response to the general renaissance of radical
feminism in American society which began about 1963,
when Betty Friedan's book attacking The Feminine
Mystig~ was published.
In April, 1974, Response, the
United Methodist Women's magazine, published an interview with Claire Randall, the newly elected General
Secretary of the National Council of Churches, in
which she reflected on the relation between the general
women's liberation movement of the last decade and
what has happened to women in the churches. Claire
Randall is not a United Methodist; she is an elder in
the United Presbyterian Church, USA.
But the Methodist
churchwomen who put that interview into their magazine
undoubtedly agreed with her.
She said:
It was not until the women's liberation movement
started in society that anything began to happen in
the church. Very little--very little--was happening
all those years we politely asked and requested and
pressured in nice ways. Women's liberation was something I immediately understood. 29

In the 1960's with regard to women the world set the
agenda for the church.
2/ The Heathen Woman's Friend was a periodical published by
the Woman's Foreign Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church.
See Magalis, Conduct, p. 35 and Agnew, "Reflections,"
p. 14.
28 Magalis, Conduct, p. 75.
29 Elaine Magalis, "New ,\,oJays of Working Together: t-1ajor Concern of Newly Elected NCC Woman Executive," Response, VI, No.4,
p. 8.
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But the Women's Division was prepared to respond
to the new agenda for women.
It did not take ten years
or even five to orient itself to what was happening.
The systematic adult education, the large constituency,
the great loyalty, the large financial resources, the
skillful leadership, and the relative autonomy within
the church mission structures which it had developed
through those decades of social feminism, when very
little seemed to be happening to improve women's role
in the church, made it possible for the Women's Division
to adopt and promote its new world outlook. As I
recently participated in a United Methodist Women's
meeting studying the sections dealing with the Bible
in Georgia Harkness' book on Women in Church and
Society, I reflected that I probably. could not even
discuss such ideas in an area dominated by Biblical
literalism and the Southern lady image unless they carne
through a church women's organization widely loved,
trusted, and supported for a long time~
A fourth reason why organized Methodist women have
turned to radical feminism is that the general questioning of accepted American values and goals in the
last decade, stimulated by the Vietnamese war, political scandals, and environmental pollution and shortages,
has made more men as well as more women willing to
think some new thoughts about the nature of human life
and community. When the superiority of what our culture
has traditionally defined as masculine attributes--such
as ambition and aggressiveness--and the inferiority of
what our culture has traditionally defined as feminine
attributes--humility and sensitivity--are being seriously questioned by some churchmen concerned for the
renewal of church and society, churchwomen seem to gain
allies.
One result of the Women's Division's alliance with
the resurgent radical feminism in American society has
been the appearance within United Methodism of two new
organizations devoted to promoting women's rights and
participation within the church in the United States.
One is the United Methodist Women's Caucus; the other
is the quadrennial Commission on the Status and Role
of Women, established and funded by the 1972 General
Conference. Although there is considerable overlapping
of concerns and personnel between these two groups and
the Women's Division, the Caucus and Commission are not
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traditional missionary groups and can therefore apply
themselves singlemindedly to the advocacy of women
within the structures of the church.
The Caucus is an informal group of women who first
met in 1971 at Evanston with the purpose of planning
legislation to be proposed to the General Conference
at Atlanta in 1972. The aim of this legislation was
to improve the inferior position of churchwomen documented by the Study Group's Report which I have already
discussed.. Most of the members of the Caucus, which
continues to meet periodically in various parts of the
country and to publish a quarterly newsletter called
The Yellow Ribbon, are young adults, under thirty-five
years of age.
But the Caucus has also included older
and more experienced churchwomen, some of whom are
veterans of Women's Division Work.
One piece of legislation for which the Caucus, the
Women's Division, and the Study Commission on the Participation of Women successfully worked at the 1972
General Conference was the formation of the quadrennial
Commission on the Status and Role of Women in the United
Methodist Church, which now has its offices on the
campus of Garrett-Evangelical Seminary in Evanston.
With a membership of forty-three people, twenty-six
women and seventeen men, the Commission is representative
of the various age and ethnic groups in Methodism. 3D
In the concerns and actions of these two groups-the Caucus and the Commission--one may see most clearly
the emergence within United Methodism of that radical
feminism which the Grimke sisters, Margaret Fuller,
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Charlotte Perkins Gilman and
others endorsed but which had little strength among the
Methodist "missionary ladies" for many decades .
One kind of concern of the Caucus and Commission
is the legalistic one of getting the various conferences, boards, and agencies of the church to include
a higher percentage of women among their members. Although to many people, particularly men, such an effort
seems revolutionary, by the standards of radical
30 Women's Division, Board of Global Ministries and the United
Methodist Commission on the Status and Role of Women, "Women's
Concerns in the United Methodist Church: A Background Paper on
Three Key Groups," May, 1974.
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feminism it is conservative, merely fitting a few more
women into the ecclesiastical framework which men and
their values have constructed. 31
Beyond this type of goal lie the radical concerns
of the new Methodist feminism.
Caucus, Commission, and
Women's Division--like Elizabeth Cady Stanton one
hundred years ago--are exploring the theological, Biblical and historical dimensions of sexism in Christian
church and society. Theressa Hoover, associate general
secretary of the Women's Division, has urged United
Methodist Women to "add their experiences to the task
of theologizing in the church."
"This task, she wrote
in 1973, "musi:1 not be exclusively that of clergy. Nor
should it be exclusively male. We owe it to the church,
to ourselves, and to future generations to add the
dimensions of theological understandings that are
authentic to our experience. "32 The new feminists in
the church spend a great deal of time analyzing the
sexist language of the English Bible, the Discipline,
liturgies, sermons, and hymns. The task force on
theology in the Commission is writing a paper on the
nature of God from the perspective of masculine and
feminine language. 33 Catholic theologian Mary Daly's
writin~are reprinted and recommended in Methodist
women's publications. The title of one of Daly's
articles seems to express the basic theological assumptions of Methodist women's literature:
"The Spiritual
Revolution: Women's Liberation as Theological ReEducation. ,,34 In 1896 the National American Woman
Suffrage Association passed a resolution disavowing any
connection with Elizabeth Cady Stanton's Woman's Bible,
but today seminary-trained Methodist women are doing
what Mrs. Stanton tried to do: they are reexamining the
31 Ibid., pp. 10-11, 14, and Magalis, "New Ways," p. 8.
32 "Responsively Yours," Response, V (Nov., 1973), p. 45. This
lssue of Response was devoted to theology.
33 Minutes, Commission on the Status and Role of Women in the
United Methodist Church, March 1-3, 1974, Grailville, Loveland,
Ohio.
34 Response, V (Nov., 1973), pp. 12-13, 41-42. Also see
"A Selected Bibliography, The Commission on the Status and Role
of Women in the United Methodist Church, 1974," which calls
Daly's book "the pioneering work of an eminent theologian which
examines basic assumptions of the Christian faith."
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Christian heritage and redeeming it from sexism. 35
A close connection exists between this theological
reexamination and the activism of the new Methodist
feminists.
Unlike the social feminists who preceded
them in the church, they are not easily deterred from
their demands for justice for women by warnings about
the dangers of pride and self-seeking.
They agree with
the Rev. Anna Howard Shaw, one of the first Methodist
women to be ordained who also became a medical doctor
and an effective speaker in the cause of suffrage.
She
said in 1917:
"The great defect in the religious
teaching to and accepted by women is the dogma that
self-abnegation r self-effacement L and excessive humility
\V'ere ideal feminine virtues ..
j6 The new theological
perspective undergirding the radical feminism in the
church was expressed in the Bible studies given by Dr.
Catherine Gunsalus, a Presbyterian seminary professor,
at the Assembly of United Methodist Women in Cincinnati
in October, 1973.
Her theme was unity and diversity
in the Spirit; one of these theses was that Christian
women have the responsibility to assume diverse roles,
which the churches traditionally but mistakenly tell
them only men receive from God's spirito
It may not
be humility, she said, which leads women to prefer the
responsibilities behind the scenes.
It may be dis37
obedience to God.
Others sound a similar theological note.
In The Yellow Ribbon, September, 1972, two
feminists endorsed Valerie Saiving Goldstein's critique
of Reinhold Niebuhr's understanding of sin as pride.
One of them wrote:
0

."

The central experience of the hunillling of one's pride
and will has little meaning for those who have always
accepted the place and role assigned to them. The drive
to achieve self-differentiation, with its concomitant
anxiety and pride is not necessarily the universal given

3S In January, 1975, about 300 Methodist women ministers are
expected to join in a Consultation at Scarritt College, Nashville,
Tennessee.
Part of the offering given at the 1973 UMW Assembly
in Cincinnati, Ohio, was contributed to the financing of this
consultation. See "The Assembly Offering--Where It will Go,"
Res£onse, VI (Sept., 1974), p. 49.
36 Quoted in Kraditor, Ideas, p. 74.
37 Response, VI (Feb., 1974), p. 29.
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which Reinhold Niebuhr understands it to be. Niebuhr
assumes that everyone has a room of his/her own and
that he/she is imprisoned in it.
But ... what does it
mean to talk of breaking out of one's room to persons
who have never had a room but live all their lives in
other people's houses?38

The other feminist wrote:
... definitions of sin should be differentiated for men
and for women. Dependence on others for one's selfdefinition, tolerance at the expense of standards of
excellence, sentimentality, gossipy sociability, and
mistrust of reason--in short, underdevelopment or
negation of self--are specifically feminine forms of
sin. 39

Thus, theological reexamination strengthens radical
Methodist women's will to affirm themselves and assert
their full participation in practical matters.
In still other ways the new Methodist feminism
recovers and develops concerns of the early radical
American feminism.
Social feminism in the church never
questioned the idea that the will of God for most
women is to make marriage, child-bearing, and childrearing their major vocations.
But the new feminism
in the church like the old radical feminism of the 19th
century envisions and accepts a broad diversity in
lifestyles not only for women but also for men and
children. Thus, the March, 1974, meeting of the Commission on Women focussed on alternative lifestyles
with a husband and wife who had organized a small commune as resource persons.
In a similar vein, the
Commission on Women has successfully proposed the
adoption of a new unit of adult church school study,
tentatively called "Looking at Alternative Lifestyles
from a Christian Perspective" and including such topics
as communes, family clusters, and contractual and open
marriage. The new Christian feminism's willingness to
seriously consider and affirm lifestyles other than the
single, patriarchal family dovetails with the "Social
38 Ann G. Denham, "Image and Possibility: The Woman's Place
and What It Means," The Yellow Ribbon, Sept., 1972, I, 7-8.
39 Nancy Grissom Self, "1972: Year of the Woman," ibid., 10-11.
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Principles of the United Methodist Church" on Marriage,
the Rights of Women, and Population. 40
The new radical feminism in the Methodist Church
recovers and develops a third major concern of the 19th
century radical feminism.
Like that older tradition
which had its roots in abolitionism, the new feminism
insists that sexism and racism are equally harmful and
related injustices, which the church must correct together.
The social feminist tradition within the
Methodist Church, on the other hand, when it was sensitive to either injustice within the United States,
seems always to have considered racism as the prior
claim on the Christian conscience.
Such an attitude
still dominates many leaders of the church.
It is not
unusual to encounter white and black male ministers,
even bishops, who are sensitive to racial injustice
within church and society but who 2re blind to the ways
in which discrimination on the basis of sex betrays
Christian values and puts black women and women of
other minority races in double jeopardy.
In the
"Bishops' Call for Peace and the Self-Development of
Peoples," adopted by the 1972 General Conference for
implementation at every level of the church, racism was
labelled "an enemy of peace" along with "blind self
interest," "economic exploitation, population explosion,
nation worship, military violence, and the arms race."
No mention was made of sexism.
Responding to this
omission, the Commission on the Status and Role of Women
presented a revision to the meeting of the Council of
Bishops, March, 1973, which was incorporated in later
editions.
That revision reads in part:
"Racial and
sexual discrimination are enemies of peace.
They are
destructive forces present throughout most cultures
manipulating both men and women into predetermined roles,
destroying human freedom and choice.," During this past
year -the Commission on Religion and Race and the Commission on Women have formed a joint task force on
racism and sexism.
Yet, some members from Religion and
40 Minutes, Meeting, March 1-3, 1974, Grailville; Minutes,
Steering Committee, May 10-12, 1974, Scarritt College, Nashville,
Tennessee; Proposal by the CS/R to the Adult Section of the
Program Curriculum Committee, May, 1974; "Social Principles"
adopted by the 1972 General Conference in Atlanta, Ga.
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Race have balked at a proposal endorsed by the Commission on Women which says that though racism and sexism
are each "a unique area of concern, .•. they are inextricably linked."
... ethnic women suffer both types of discrimination.
Neither issue can be adequately addressed in total
isolation from the other .... These two forms of discrimination cannot be addressed separately, sequentially
or piecemeal. Until both are effectively eliminated,
neither task is complete. 4l

Angelina and Sarah Grimke, Elizabeth Cady Stanton,
Harriet Tubman, and Sojourner Truth would understand
that kind of reasoning. Meanwhile, Caucus, Commission
and Women's Division make determined efforts to make
the new day for women in United Methodism new for ethnic
women as well as for white women. That determination
is symbolized by the fact that black women such as
Theressa Hoover, Barbara Thompson, and Joanne Henry are
among the leaders of Women's Division, Commission, and
Caucus.
One wonders what the future holds for the United
Methodist Church with the kind of radical feminism that
its women's organizations are developing.
Historian
Carl Degler has written that in order to have any hope
of overcoming the strong sexist bias in American culture, feminists must have a coherent set of ideas which
they courageously use in their movement for women's
rights. Yet, he added, the history of America shows
that our land offers very thin soil for the nurturing
and flowering of ideologies--including feminist ideology.42
Last October as I was flying to Atlanta from
Evanston following ·the annual meeting of the Commission
on Archives and History, I had an interesting discussion with a Presbyterian churchman, from the faculty
of McCormick Seminary, about church renewal and the
41 Proposed statement of the Joint Task Force on Sexism/
Racism and Woodie W. White to Joint Task Force on Sexism and
Racism, April 29, 1974, Washington, D. C.
42 "Revolution Without Ideology," pp. 203-205, 209-210.

42

Methodist History/A.M.E. Zion

recent secession from the Presbyterian Church in the
u.s.
"I'm not too worried about division in the church,"
he said; "after all, the main reason you Methodists
are successful in getting so many groups together is
that you have few ideas which you really care about.
You smother diversities in togetherness.
Even your
magazine is called Together."
(I mumbled something
about Together being replaced by United Methodists Today.)
Degler and the Presbyterian have important points,
which are relevant to the future of a non-ideological
church with a highly ideological woman's movement.
Of
all the Protestant denominations United Methodism is
probably the most Americanized, which means we may
offer very thin soil for the maturing of this radically
different approach to women's status and role within
the church. As I have observed the highly ideological
nature of the present feminist movement, I have wondered
who will change the most--united Methodist feminists
or the United Methodist Church
0

The answer to that question will probably be decided--not by the feminist leaders in New York, Evanston, Nashville, Birmingham, and Atlanta--but by the
thousands of women who form the constituencies of the
Methodist women's organizations. How they relate to
the radical feminism of Women's Division, Caucus, and
Commission is still uncertain, but feminist history
makes it clear that apathy on the part of the great
majority of women trained from girlhood to accept their
inferior status has always been one of the chief obstacles to improving their status.
In the fall of
1973 about halfway through this year of mission study
on women's issues, Response magazine polled its readers
on their attitudes to women. More than 2,500 women
responded, almost 1,000 more than had replied to a
similar Response poll on Vietnam~ Women from 49 states
participated, with most replies coming from Ohio, Illinois, Indiana, Pennsylvania, Minnesota, and Texas.
Although ninety-one percent of the respondents said
they believed woman, as well as man, was created in
God's image and seventy-nine percent said they would
accept women ministers in their churches, sixty-three
percent said they did not see the movement toward
women's rights as one of the most pressing issues
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today.43 Through letters to the editor of Response,
some readers state their opposition to the new kind of
feminism of United Methodist Women.
In April, 1974,
one woman from Florida wrote:
I am appalled at the "woman"-centeredness of our
organizat1on, the new United Methodist Women.
Although only one year old, its emphases are clear
and I for one am unhappy .... Because I am chairman
of program resources, I feel I should subscribe to
Response and because the magazine comes each month
to my horne I try to read it.
However, the time has
come to say I am turned off by much of what I read
within its pages. 44

Another reader from West Virginia wrote:
" ... If you
are a 'Women's Liberator'--that's your business; but
must you bombard us, the readers, with your propaganda?,,45
The threatening quality of the new radical Methodist
feminism was noted in Interpreter last year by the Rev~
Tom Graves, a member of the General Commission on
Women; he declared that the kind of human liberation
which the emerging woman of the United Methodist Church
is calling ,for holds "both threat and promise for us
all.
No one should underestimate the repercussions
of following such a callo"46
One of the most meaningful things I did in preparation for this evening was to interview an ordained
Methodist woman who came to the united Methodist Church
from the Evangelical United Brethren ministry.
Reflecting on what radical feminism means to her after
twenty years in various church positions, she said the
movement has unsettled everything, including her
theology.
"So many questions that once seemed
answered are now open again.
But," she added, "the
movement has also given me one certainty--that there
43
Herb,
44
45
46

"Women on Women," V (Oct., 1973), 51; and Carol Marie
"Women on Women Poll Results," VI (Feb., 1974), 10-11.
Response, VI (April, 1974), 4-5.
Letter of Mrs. Larry A. Mayfield, V (Oct., 1973), 2.
"The Drama of Emerging Woman," XVII (Nov.-Dec., 1973), 7.
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is a realistic hope for genuine renewal of the
Christian church--either within or without our present
structures." In 1910 the Women's Missionary Council
of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, finding
themselves in a period of disturbing changes within
the church, adopted a motto which still seems appropriate for organized Methodist women: "Grow we must,
even if we outgrow all that we 10ve."47

WORLD METHODIST HISTORICAL SOCIETY CALENDAR
July 22-25, 1975

August 24, 1976

41 Tatum, A Crown,

Selly Oak Historian's Conference, Kingsmead College,
Birmingham, England.
(Bookings may be arranged with
Mr. John Vickers, 87 Marshall
Avenue, Bognor Regis, P02l 2TW
United Kingdom, with a reservation fee of two pounds or six
dollars.)
Arrangements are being made to
hold the quinquennial meeting
-of the 'World Methodist Historical Socie~y the day before the
opening of the World Methodist
CQnferencein Dublin, Ireland.
Details will be announced
through the News Bulletin.
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