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To refer to the book John Wesley and the Women Preachers of Early 
Methodism under the heading of "Discovery" is inaccurate. The book, written 
by Paul Wesley Chilcote, appeared in 1991 as one of the series of volumes 
being published by The American Theological Library Association and the 
Scarecrow Press. I am not sure, however, that it has had as wide a readership 
as it deserves. It fills a gap in the study of early Methodist preaching and is 
currently of interest in the continuing study of the place of women in 
Methodist history. 

The book confines itself to the years when John Wesley was living, with 
an introduction that outlines ''Women preachers in England prior to 
Methodism.'' Directly following Wesley's death the Methodist movement in 
the British Isles went through a critical period of dissension that created new 
denominations and movements. Later the creation of the British Methodist · 
Church itself caused more friction. It was during this embattled interim that 
the restrictions. on women preachers came into full force. 

It was indeed a strange development. Wesley, himself, favored women 
preachers and did much to encourage them. Chilcote is right whenJ1e states, 
"Developments at the turn of the century reveal that the women preachers of 
th~ Methodist revival lost much by the death of Wesley" (p. 222). It is also 
strange that women preachers were not ordained and given full clergy rights 
in American Methodism until the middle of the 20th century, a long time after 
Wesley's death. In some local churches, they still are not looked upon with 
favor. Dr. Chilcote could do .the denomination a service by investigating the 
status of women preachers in Method}sm in the 19th and 20th centuries. His 
findings might surprise us. 
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In spite of the long delay in recognizing women in American Methodism 
and granting them ordination and appointments, United Methodist women are 
moving forward rapidly and making a decided impact on the thinking and 
practices of the church. A point to note is a book entitled Women's Bible 
Commentary which came out in 1992 with an expanded edition in 1998. 
About fifty women in all contributed articles to the work which is outstand
ing for its scholarly approach, its theological acumen, and its bold interpreta
tions. The volume deserves a careful, thoughtful reading by every serious 
United Methodist student. Walter Brueggemann of Columbia Theological 
Seminary, speaks of it as "a landmark in interpretation" and warns that, "This 
welcome and daring book has much to teach us that we cannot safely ignore." 

I glanced through the list of contributors to note those who are teaching 
in Methodist Seminaries or universities. These are the women who in the 
early part of this century would not have been granted ordination and might 
not have been extended a call to teach or lecture to ministerial students. 
Perkins School of Theology, Wesley Theological Seminary, Candler School 
of Theology each had two professors represented among the contributors, and 
Iliff School of Theology and Duke University one. Included in this number 
were the two general editors of the volume, Carol A. Newsom and Sharon H. 
Ringe. The book is published by Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, 
Kentucky. It demonstrates that women are making a decided contribution to 
the United Methodist Church today as they guide the thinking of our people. 

In the meantime it might be well to ask what Methodism has a right to 
expect from its preachers, both male and female. In my opinion United 
Methodism has a right to expect its preachers to support the doctrines and 
polity of The United Methodist Church. It is true that Methodism approaches 
doctrinal matters with the broad background of the Wesley spirit of tolerance. 
However, it is extremely doubtful if that tolerance would include a direct 
denial of those doctrines which Wesley, himself, thought were fundamental to 
Methodism. It might be well for all preachers to read once more the sermons 
of Wesley, especially those that would support his view on tolerance. It might 
surprise us to note what doctrines he considered essential for Methodists, and 
to understand more fully what he meant by the expression, "Is thine heart 
right, as my heart is with thy heart? ... If it be, give me thine hand." 


