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The Ordination of Women among the United Brethren 

We offer our readers this fascinating article on the ordination of 
women in the Church of the United Brethren in Christ at the time of the 
split in that denomination that brought about the formation of the Church 
of the United Brethren in Christ (Old Constitution). The article was writ
ten by Daryl M. Elliott who is a student in the Graduate School at Drew 
University studying under Kenneth E. Rowe, Methodist Research Librarian 
and Professor of Church History. 

Dr. Rowe is well known to Methodist scholars everywhere. He holds 
degrees from Drew University, Yale University, Rutgers University and 
has also studied at Columbia University. He is the author or co-author 
of ten books in a variety of fields related to Methodist history and theology. 
He has edited several important books centering on Wesley and Methodist 
history. Dr. Rowe also edits the A TLA Monograph Series, which has 
issued 25 titles since 1972, and the ATLA Bibliography Series, which has 
published 22 titles since 1974. He has written numerous articles and has 
held eight lectureships. 

It was under his direction that Daryl Elliott began the research that 
resulted in the following important information. 

THE UNITED BRETHREN GENERAL CONFERENCE OF 1889 
AND THE ORDINATION OF WOMEN 

May 1989 marked the one-hundredth anniversary of women's ordina
tion by the Church of the United Brethren of Christ. As Donald K. Gorrell 
pointed out in this column in the January 1980 issue of Methodist History, 
the General Conference of 1889 approved the ordination of women in the 
midst of a serious constitutional controversy. 1 In 1885 the General Con
ference had created a "Church Commission" to amend the Constitution 

'Donald K. Gorrell, "Ordination of Women by the United Brethren in Christ," Methodist 
History, 18(January 1980): 136-143. 
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of 1841 and rewrite the Confession of Faith. Afterwards, Bishop Milton 
Wright and other opponents of the changes attempted to have the Com
mission's work rejected. However, after a denomination-wide vote ap
proved the new Constitution and Confession, the 1889 General Conference 
officially adopted them for the church. Gorrell rightly stated that the con
servatives were opposed to the constitutional amendments because they 
would permit, for the first time, lay representation to General Conference, 
the adoption of a new Confession of Faith, and allow members of secret 
societies to join the church. 

When the 1889 Conference officially enacted the amended Constitu
tion and new Confession of Faith, Bishop Milton Wright and eleven other 
delegates withdrew in protest to form another General Conference, which 
remained under the Constitution of 1841. Gorrell believed it was significant 
that one of the first actions taken by the majority conference was permit
ting women to be ordained. He claimed that, "To permit women to be 
ordained and licensed was among the innovations that threatened the [con
servatives]." Gorrell believed that opposing women's ordination was of 
central importance to the conservatives, who supposedly, "struggled to 
resist all change," as opposed to the majority, or "liberals," "who wanted 
to enable the church to adapt as circumstances altered the world." 2 Gorrell 
concluded his discussion by saying that the liberals apparently, 

regarded the ordination of women as a hopeful new sign in 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. 3 

Unfortunately, Mr. Gorrell was incorrect in his assumption that the con
servatives opposed the ordination of women. In fact, as will be shown 
in the following documents, the conservative General Conference headed 
by Bishop Wright also adopted a resolution permitting women to be 
ordained. 

According to the official minutes of the "Old Constitution" General 
Conference, the following proposal was made: 

Bro . Barnaby read a memorial from the Michigan Conference praying the general 
conference of 1889 to consider the propriety of granting license to women to preach 
the Gospel. 

The paper was referred to a committee.4 

The delegate who read the petition, H. T. Barnaby, was elected Bishop 
a few days later by the conservative Conference. The conservative's 

21bid., 137 . 
3lbid . , 143. 
4 Minutes of the Proceedings of the Twentieth General Conference of the United Brethren 
in Christ , (Dayton, OH: Milton Wright, 1989), 28. 
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newspaper, the Christian Conservator, described Barnaby's recommen
dation as follows: 

Rev. Barnaby presented a memorial from his conference, in which was stated that 
great difficulty was occasioned by women, duly recommended, applying to them for 
license to preach the Gospel. He said it was held by the Bishop presiding, that there 
was no president [sic.], and no law, and he was disinclined to entertain such a recom
mendation. And the annual conference of Michigan instructed by resolution its delega
tion in the general conference to bring this matter before the general conference so 
as to open the way for us to receive women into the ministry or not, and he, Rev. 
Barnaby, would like it referred to the proper committee. 

It was referred to the Committee on Ministry. 5 

The official minutes record that the following action was taken the next 
morning. The Conference resolved: 

That the following be placed in the book of Discipline at the appropriate place: 
There shall be no discrimination between men and women in the matter of grant

ing ministerial credentials. 6 

This statement was placed in the "Old Constitution's" Discipline, where 
it has remained unchanged ever since. 7 

It was at the 1888 Michigan Annual Conference that two women, 
Mrs. L. J. Batdorf and Mrs. S. A. Lane, had been recommended for licens
ing. Because of the bishop's refusal to license the women, the Michigan 
Conference formally petitioned "the next General Conference to adopt 
measures by which Women may be licensed to preach the gospel on 
equality with men." 8 It should be noted that this Conference was con
trolled not by the liberals, but the conservatives, who also took official 
action condemning the work of the Church Commission.9 Indeed9 the two 
women seeking licensing were themselves conservatives. 

Upon the decision to allow women's ordination by the conservative 
General Conference, the 1889 Michigan Conference of the "Old Constitu
tion" church licensed Mrs. Lane and Mrs. Batdorf to preach the Gospel. 10 

At the 1890 Conference these women were ordained and admitted to the 
itinerancy. 11 Ordained women played an important role in the early years 
of the "Old Constitution" United Brethren Church. 

5"General Conference. Daily Proceedings of the Real Conference," Christian Conservator, 
May 23, 1889, 5. ~ 
6Minutes of the Proceedings, 33. 
7 Origin, Doctrine, Constitution, and Discipline of the United Brethren in Christ, (Dayton, 
OH: Conservator Office, 1889), 52-54. Origin, Doctrine, Constitution, and Discipline of the 
Church of the United Brethren in Christ 1985-1989, (Huntington, IN: Department of Church 
Services, 1985), 31. 
8Minutes, Michigan Conference United Brethren in Christ, (Chicago, IL: Dept of 
Photoduplication, University of Chicago Library, n.d.), 720. 
9lbid., 719. 
10"Conference proceedings. Michigan," Christian Conservator, October 3, 1889, 6. 
1 1"Conference Proceedings. Michigan," Christian Conservator, SDeptember 25, 1890, 6. 
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Therefore, 1989 was not only the one-hundredth anniversary of 
women's ordination for the United Brethren who eventually became United 
Methodist's, but also for the "Old Constitution" United Brethren as well, Sr 
who separated from the larger church during that very important year and R: 
continue as an independent church. 
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