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A landmark document in the herstory (history) of the struggle of
women for ordination and full clergy rights in the United Methodist Church
is the following undated and unpublished statement of the Reverend Dr.
Anna Howard Shaw. Although some of the details are given in her
published autobiography,' the full account of the events surrounding her
celebrated ordination in 1880 has not yet been told. The original
manuscript was found in the Anna Howard Shaw papers in the Arthur and
Elizabeth Schlesinger Collection on the History of Women in America in
Radcliffe College Library, Cambridge, Massachusetts. The library has
graciously given permission for its publication in Methodist History.

Anna Howard Shaw was born in England in 1847 and was reared
during her formative years in the pioneering midwest, where as a young
girl she "preached to the trees." Her ordination in 1880 in the Methodist
Protestant Church was a landmark, but contrary to the standard histories,
it was not the first time an M. P. Annual Conference ordained a woman. 2

In addition to her theological training, Ms. Shaw was also an accredited
medical doctor, lecturer and ardent suffragist. Possessing the qualities of
pluck, persistence and brilliant wit, she gives us the gift of her courage and
success through this moving account of her confrontation with her church.

1. The Story ofa Pioneer (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1915; reprinted. New York:
Kraus Reprint Co., 1972).

2. In his article. "Anna Howard Shaw," in Methodist History, Vol. 13, No.2 (January
1975), Dr. Ralph Spencer refers to Anna Howard Shaw as the first woman ordained in the
Methodist Protestant Church (p. 33) . My research pushes the date for the first ordination of
a woman back from 1880 to 1866. After serving as a licentiate in the Indiana Conference of
the Methodist Protestant Church, Hclenor M. Davison was ordained a Deacon in 1866at the
21st Annual Session. Documentation for this can be found in A BriefHistory of the Methodist
Protestant Church in Indiana, by John C. Coons ( 1939), p. 42.
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126 METHODIST HISTORY

My Ordination

by Anna Howard Shaw

Haven't I told you about my ordination? That was very funny: I must
tell you about it.

I applied for ordination about the same time as Miss 0.3 and she was
furiously angry. I didn't know that, of course. I thought she'~ be glad to
have another woman with her. I should have been glad to have a hundred.
But she wanted to be the only one. Her ambition was to be the first woman
ordained by the Methodist [Episcopal] Church, and then her name would
have been famous forever she thought. It's a curious desire people have to
have their name live, no matter what it is for. I can't see what good that's
going to be to you once you are dead! However, that was the way she felt.

But before we applied for ordination, just before we graduated, a
professor of pastoral theology, the same who had been so stern when that
young man was rude, came before the class and told us there were great
complaints of our school, that it was said to be too greatly devoted to
learning and that the young men sent out didn't care to do the Lord's will
or the Lord's work, but wanted only to use the Church as a means of
getting on in the world, that they were not content to go where the Church
sent them but refused the difficult or poor country parishes and left the old
men there and took all the town churches and all the desirable parishes for
themselves. And he said we were supposed to be not quite orthodox and
that the school was being considerably blamed for these things and that
therefore the Principal had decided to make a test and to see whether there
were only self-seeking ministers there. So he said he wanted those of us who
were really willing to do the Lord's work to stand up. He wanted us to
understand that if we were, we must be ready to go and do whatever the
church wanted and to give up our whole lives without further question.
Well, when he'd given us time to consider five stood out in the aisle, and I
was one of them. He was delighted and congratulated us for our con
secration. He said he had not thought there would be so many. And of
course we were the center of everything for a while. Then the Principal
came and congratulated us and said it had been decided to ordain those at
once who gave themselves to the service and send them as missionaries to
South America that very week and the ordination would be the next day.
Then he turned to me and said, "I congratulate you, Miss Shaw, on your
decision and you are to go as teacher in the schools in South America and
start at once." But.then I protested and said I did not at all wish to go as a
teacher, that I had come to the theological school to study for the ministry
and not to prepare to be a teacher and that they could ordain me and send
me out with the others but I would not go as a teacher. He answered that I
had stood up in token of being willing to do as the church wanted and the
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church could not ordain me. I said why not just as well as it could ordain
the men: that I intended to preach and would preach and that I believed
God wanted me to preach. He said he was very sorry I felt that way but they
couldn't ordain me, so I went back to class. The other four got ready for
ordination and the next day came the service. The Bishop came to ordain
them, preaching the sermon himself. And then the whole class was there to
see their companions set off. ...

Well, I sat back with the class and I tell you I was bitter. All the
bitterness of the world seemed to have got into my heart! The Bishop
preached from the text, "The field is white to the harvest but the laborers
are few. Send Thou, 0 Lord, laborers for Thy vineyard." It was avery fine
sermon and very eloquent, all about how great was the need of the church,
and how wonderful and joyful a thing it was to consecrate oneself to the
Lord. But as I sat there listening I felt it was all false, all a lie, and I almost
came to think that the whole thing was a lie and that the church was a lie
and Christianity a lie. I came very near unbelief then, unbelief in the
goodness of God himself. I was so furiously angry, so scornful, I could
hardly endure it. It all surged up within me, the disappointment, the
shame, the anger, and I could hardly sit still and bear it. Then when it was
over the professor came to me and said it was such a marvelous sermon,
and didn't I think so. But I said no, it was a cheat and a sham and a lie
from beginning to end. Of course he was dreadfully shocked but I didn't
care. I told him if the field was white to the harvest there was I, willing and
ready and able to go and the Lord wouldn't take the laborers. And I just let
it all out. He didn't say much. I guess he saw there was some truth in what I
was saying, but he said I was unfair. I presume I was, for when you are as
bitter as that you generally are unfair.

Well, that was in May. I had a parish at that time. You see Persis died
in March, and in June I graduated and two days later I sailed for Europe.
That was in '78. Then I went to East Dennis, and in '80 I applied for or
dination.

At the time I entered the theological school the Bishop of the New
England Conference was very favorable to women and had promised to

ordain me,4 but, unfortunately, he died before I graduated and the new
Bishop was bitterly opposed to women ministers." So we knew we shouldn't
be ordained and it was a great mistake to really try it, for the firs~ time sets
such a precedent. But the head of the Boston Conference was favorable to
us, and recommended us for ordination to the New England Conference.
And then, as I told you, I came out top of the examination and Miss O. was

3. Anna Oliver. a colleague at Boston University School of Theology. class of 1876. See
KCllncth E. Rowc. "The Ordination of Women: Round One; Anna Oliver and the General
Conferencc of 1880 ... Met hodist History, Vol. 12, No.3 ( April 1974) , pp. 60-72.

4. Bishop Gilbert Haven, who died January 3.1880.
5. Bishop Edward Gayer Andrews ( 1825-1907).
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second above all the men. I suppose that was natural because we were far
more careful and we knew it was doubtful whether we should be ordained,
so that we were anxious to have every chance.

Well, they examined us and then they refused to ordain us. And when
they came to read out the names and all the young- men went up to be
ordained they read out our names and the Bishop refused them. Then
afterwards we went to him and asked what we could do. We said we had
been trained for the ministry and that we believed the Lord intended us to
preach and that the church refused to ordain us: we both had parishes
where they were perfectly satisfied with us, except that we could not
baptize or marry them, and we had to be ordained to do that; and what
were we to do. He said we had better get out of the church. I asked what
kind of encouragement would he think that was to a young man who had
spent years preparing for the ministry to be told to get out of the church!
He said he was sorry but that was all he could say. And I said I would get
out: that it was hard enough to get on anyhow and I wouldn't waste my
strength trying to fight the Church too, that I was going to be ordained and
if they wouldn't ordain me I'd go where they would. But Miss O. said she
wouldn't, that she was going to be ordained [and] that she was going to
stay in and fight the church. And she did. She was a curious woman and
had a hard time, but she was smart. But of course she had no chance
really. She thought she was big enough to fight the church and she bought
a church of her own in Brookline [i.e., Brooklyn] and called it 15th
Methodist, or something of that sort. Well, of course she had no right to do
that and it made them very angry. She went on struggling with them for a
time, but she couldn't hold out and finally she had to sell the church. They
had a great quarrel over the money. I don't know which was right, but I
suppose she thought she had a right to the money and she kept it. She was
right from her point of view and they were from theirs. Then she went
abroad. She was quite an artist and she came to Europe and stayed five
years. She was a very talented woman. But I didn't stay in and fight the
church. I knew it would be no use. There was a young man, Mark T., in
my class, who took a great interest in women getting into the ministry, and
he advised me to go to the Methodist Protestants and said he thought I
could get in there. So I did, and I applied to their Boston Conference for
ordination. Well, of course they were a very inferior body to the Methodist
Episcopalians and I didn't have to pass any examination or anything, for
what I'd already done was so far superior to what they required. So all I
had to do was send in my application and they had to interview me. And
when they do that t~ey generally discuss the person's character afterwards
while he leaves the room. And so after they had seen me and asked me a
few questions about what I had studied and the parish work I had done
and so on they asked me to leave the room. I thought they would be about
ten minutes and then ask me to come back, and so I walked up and down
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for a couple of hours. Then I went off downtown and bought some things
and came back and they were still discussing my character. They took two
days to do it. The next day they had me come back and they asked me a
whole lot of questions. The first ones they asked were about Paul of course.
Did 1 know what Paul said and did I believe it. And I said yes. Then they
said what did I do about his having said "Wives obey your husbands". So I
told them ... and they hadn't heard of that. Then I added, but even if he
did mean as they said, it didn't apply to me for I had no husband to obey.
But they said I might have. I said I might have but if they believed in Paul
the only thing for them was to ordain me, for I might have a huslJand who
ordered me to preach and if they would ordain me now I could, whereas if
they ordained me and he ordered me not to preach I could stop if I
married. Well, of course that made them terribly mad, and there was one
old chap I remember, a small thin windy little man who got frightfully
angry and went walking up and down the aisle flapping his arms in his
agitation with his hands under his coattails. And I remember thinking
what a good washerwoman his wife was. It is curious what funny little
things you notice at a time like that and how you remember them for years
and years. I can remember that much better than I can what he said, for
she had washed and ironed his pantalettes so beautifully. I know it because
when he put his hands under his coattails I saw a long bit of white tape
hanging out stamping up and down in a rage at what I said.

Oh, they asked me all sorts of questions of that sort, but I had the best
of them, for they were not educated people at all, and of course I was
straight from studying the Bible in the Hebrew and knew a great deal
about it. And then of course I'd taken special pains with that part of the
subject and knew all about it.

Well, then they were afraid a woman minister wouldn't do because so
many of the difficulties that ministers had to settle were matrimonial
difficulties, but I said there were not likely to be so many matrimonial
difficulties with a woman minister, and of course that made them mad.
And then I said if there were, a woman was just as good to settle them as a
man, especially as it was generally the woman who had to complain and
she would often go to another woman sooner than to a man.

Then they were very much afraid they would have to support me and
said there was no use ordaining me because no church would hav~ me if it
could pay a salary. And I said they were not to trouble about that, I
already had a church where the people were perfectly satisfied, and a
church that was not in their jurisdiction so that I was not taking away
places from them, that I would never apply to them for a church, and if I
couldn't get one by myself I'd do something else. And I remember there
was one man there who had been a blacksmith in England before he came
over, and he spoke up and said "Brother A and Brother B seem to be afraid
they'll have to keep Miss Shaw, but I've just been figuring it out and I see
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that the salary Miss Shaw is getting now is bigger than both their salaries
put together, and I think Miss Shaw will be lucky if she don't have to
support Brother A and Brother B in their old agel" Well that made them
all laugh and it made Brother A and Brother B madder than ever, and
Brother A said to me that they couldn't ordain me as a Deacon because of
what Paul said. You know there are two kinds of ordaining, as sub-deacon
and deacon, and I applied to be ordained as a deacon because I had done
all the parish work and had all the experience of a deacon. But he quoted
Paul who said, "A deacon shall be the husband of one wife." '~Now," said
he, "Miss Shaw isn't the husband of one wife, therefore she can't be a
deacon." Well, I got furiously mad at that, for I saw they were just twisting
the Scriptures to find an excuse, and so I turned on him, mad as a hopper,
and said, "Paul also says, 'Anathema to them that use the letter of the
Scripture.' " And then I said "It is clear that Brother A is trying to turn and
twist the words of the Scripture to suit his prejudices, and to prove it I
should like to point to the fact that Brother A is himself a Deacon and he
has never been married at all." They asked me a lot of foolish questions like
that and finally when they put it to the vote they carried it by a pretty good
majority, eight to four I think, or something like that.

Well, it had taken them so long that this was only on Saturday night
and the ordination was to be on Sunday. Then I found out, or at least my
friends did, that they had a most ingenious plan to defeat me after all, for I
had made the great mistake of applying for ordination without being a
member of their church! Well, of course that gave them a very good excuse
to refuse me. So my friends hustled around to call the council together
again, and I sent in an application for immediate admission to the church.
But that was Saturday night and they refused to come together and meet
on Sunday, so the men were all ordained and I was not. But on Monday
they met and voted for my admission and my ordination, and on Monday
night I was to be ordained. I wanted it to be done very quietly, for of course
I was scared and hated the whole thing. But when it was settled the very
ones who opposed it most, Brother A and Brother B, were the ones to insist
on making it a great occasion. They decided to do it at an open meeting
and have as big a crowd as they could and have a public service and a
sermon and collection for the super-annuated preacher's fund. They
insisted upon this and got a very good collection I believe, for of course the
church was packed with people who came out of curiosity. I nearly died of
shame. I was the only one being ordained and when I had to stand up there
all alone I thought I should faint. The wife of Mark T., such a tiny little
woman she was, just about a head and shoulder shorter than I, saw how I
felt, so when she saw how I felt she came and stood with me and held my
hand. I thought it was so nice of her. I've never forgotten it, it was one of
the kindest things anyone could do. And she was an Episcopalian, tool

Well, then after that I went to the Conference all through the week,
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and there were a whole set of young men who set out to make themselves
disagreeable, and whenever I made any motion or did anything in the
conference they questioned my right to do it and threw difficulties in the
way and laughed and jeered and were just as insulting as could be. But I
was perfectly polite and quiet till the end, and then I got up and said that I
had attended to the business of the conference all week and had done my
best to be helpful, but that there was a crowd of young men present who
had persistently insulted me all the week and questioned my right to be a
member of the conference and that in consequence I would never attend
another conference or help them in any way until I received a formal
apology. And I never have. Every year they write and beg me tacome and
preach the conference sermon or something, and I always refuse. One
time, a few years ago, I wrote and told them why I refused and of course
they'd forgotten all about it, and so the next time they sent an apology. But
I don't go because I am too heterodox and I haven't any sympathy with it
anymore. One time, a few years ago, they wrote to say they were going to
drop me from their lists because I never came. And I replied that just as
soon as they got ready to drop me they were at liberty to do it. They haven't
yet. But I don't care. I'd be glad if they would, for I don't believe in the
churches at all as I did. Sometimes, I think I ought to resign. But it does no
harm that I can see, after all.

So that's how I was ordained. It wasn't very glorious. It was rather like
sneaking into the ministry by the back door. But if they won't open the
front door to you, what else can you do? Some day they'll open all the front
doors and make a proper use of the enthusiasm for service that women
have got - not only in the ministry but everywhere. But until then we've
got to keep climbing in the best ways we can. And there's a good deal of
fun to be got out of it if you can keep from being bitter and angry.
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