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Editorial

In my Sunday School days, missionary stories were a regular
feature. That is how I “met” the Irish missionary Amy Carmichael
(1867-1951). What I remember most vividly is that, as a girl, Amy
wished she had blue eyes. Blue eyes, she thought, would be far
prettier than her brown ones. Many years later, when she became
a missionary in south India, it is said her brown eyes stood her
in good stead. She made it her mission to rescue girls who had
been dedicated to temples, which often included forced sexual
service offered to the temple’s patrons. By dyeing her skin with
a tea decoction and covering her face so that only her brown
“Indian” eyes could be seen, Amy found access to temple precincts.
Within a dozen years (1901-1913), she had some 130 girls in a
home set up for their rehabilitation. She worked 55 years in India,
never allowing herself to return to England for a break despite
her persistent ill health. Here is one of her many poems:

Hast thou no scar?

No hidden scar on foot, or side, or hand?

I hear thee sung as mighty in the land;

I hear them hail thy bright, ascendant star.

Hast thou no scar?
Hast thou no wound?
Yet I was wounded by the archers; spent,
Leaned Me against a tree to die; and rent
By ravening beasts that compassed Me, I swooned.
Hast thou no wound?

No wound? No scar?

Yet, as the Master shall the servant be,

And pierced are the feet that follow Me.

But thine are whole; can he have followed far

Who hast no wound or scar?

This issue is dedicated to women who, like Amy Carmichael, left
their footprints in the sands of Christian history.
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From the history of the church in north Africa, Heather Preston
foregrounds the Kandake, queen of Ethiopia (Acts 8:27). This royal woman
may well have played a significant part in the spread of the Christian
faith into north Africa and so, deserves for her name to be remembered
when we rehearse the story of the church’s early decades.

From the history of the church in Britain, Ian Randall writes on
Georgina Gollock (1861-1940), a key figure in the development of
what came to be called “World Christianity,” a term denoting the
global impact of mission endeavor. Patrick Oden takes another
look at Susanna Wesley (1669-1742): her theological formation
and her influence in the formation of each of her three sons—
Samuel, John, and Wesley—as revealed in her letters to each.

From the history of the church in South Asia, Philip Malayil describes
the crucial role of the Biblewomen of colonial India (across the 19th
century until independence in 1947). Their names are relegated
to reports and correspondence, but because of them, the gospel
brought by the western missionaries crossed the divide of language
and culture, especially into the hearts of Indian womenfolk.

From the history of the church in the United States, Mimi Haddad
tracks women at the forefront of Christian leadership across the
19th and 20th centuries—preaching, launching movements,
church-planting, and leading Scripture translation. She lays out
how the American fundamentalist-modernist controversy of
the second half of the 20th century curtailed that leadership by
retreating from an egalitarian reading of the Bible.

We pray that this issue of Priscilla Papers inspires us all towards
service in the universal church of Christ.
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Georgina Gollock (1861-1940) and World Christianity

lan Randall

Georgina Gollock was a key figure
in the development of what came
to be termed “World Christianity,” a
description that has come to denote the
global impact of mission endeavours.
Although Georgina had vital roles in
leading mission bodies, her contribution
has been neglected compared to that of
male colleagues such as John Mott, the
international student, missionary, and
ecumenical leader. Dana Robert writes: “Georgina Gollock was one
of the most influential women in the formative period of twentieth-
century World Christianity . . . As the British and Irish missionary
movement coalesced and expanded in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, Georgina Gollock was the first and often only woman in
the room.”! This essay explores her particular work in the Anglican
Church Missionary Society, where she became Lady Secretary; her
contribution from 1912 as a writer and speaker and as an editor of
the International Review of Missions; and her further international
leadership in the International Missionary Council.

Georgina lived until her mid-twenties in southern Ireland as part of
a land-owning Protestant family, becoming a committed member of
the Church of Ireland and later, in London, of the Church of England.
In a book Georgina wrote in 1930, Heroes of Health, she described her
early life in the countryside near Cork, and then her move into the
environs of the city of Cork, where she found “a new world of books.”2
Her favourite library room was “Natural Science.” She was intrigued
as she read about plants and creatures that were invisible to the
human eye but could be seen through a microscope, so she obtained a
microscope. She was especially impressed by scientists who dedicated
their lives to discovering ways disease spreads and how that can be
prevented. All of this helped to develop Georgina’s faith. The scientific
commitment to health inspired her, and she was led to the message of
the NT about how Jesus brought health. Following Jesus was to be
central to her life and work.

A Voice and a Vocation

Georgina’s mother, Mary, was deeply involved in developing an
awareness in her daughters, Georgina and Minna, of the needs of
others and opportunities to serve.3 Along with this, Georgina was
developing what would be one of her major skills: writing. By the
latter part of 1884, Georgina had found an outlet for her voice
through the newly launched monthly magazine of the Young
Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), Our Own Gagzette. At age
twenty-three, she became a recognised writer for the Gazette, and
over the next three years her articles either had scientific subjects
as their main focus or else were stories of individuals and families,
typically highlighting the role of young women. In 1887, Georgina
had reached a stage in her writing where she was the major writer
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Although Georgina had vital
roles in leading mission bodies,
her contribution has been
neglected compared to that of

for the Gagzette. This gave her unrivalled
opportunity to influence young women
who were in touch with the YWCA.
The circulation reached 100,000.4 It was
then that Georgina’s life changed in a
significant way: she and Minna moved
from Ireland to England.

male colleagues.

A number of new areas now emerged

for Georgina and Minna. Neither had
been involved in much public speaking previously, but this became
an increasing feature of their lives. They came to be known as
impressive speakers. Georgina was still giving considerable time
to writing. Over 1892-1893 she would publish three books, almost
certainly books on which she had been working at the end of the
1880s. She was also speaking in connection with the YWCA, as was
Minna. Another new area was the encouragement of female school
teachers. In the summer of 1888, Georgina and Minna were staying
in Eastbourne, in the south of England, and came into contact with
many teachers who were having a summer break at the YWCA
Holiday Home there. Following conversations with Georgina and
Minna, as well as informal meetings that were held, many of these
teachers experienced evangelical conversions “and came back
to London with fresh inspiration.” The result was that a teachers’
branch of the YWCA was founded.>

A major turning point in Georgina’s life came in 1890. The key
person involved in this was Eugene Stock, a layman who had
joined the Anglican Church Missionary Society (CMS) in 1873
and was the Society’s editorial secretary. He was responsible for its
publications, including its highly regarded and widely read journal,
The Intelligencer. Writing his Recollections (1909), he spoke of how
in 1890 he was “quite overwhelmed with incessant work, and was
looking about for some remedy.” He was visiting a friend who lived
in Bryanston Square, in the fashionable Marylebone area of London,
and met Georgina. He had already been told that she was “well
qualified to take up some of the literary work” at CMS. Her YWCA
contributions were well known.®

In his history of CMS, Stock described how the CMS Publications
and Library sub-committee members in 1890 “were adamant
that they would not employ a woman.”” It was, they insisted, a
“preposterous” idea. Stock, while recognising that for CMS it was
“a grave innovation” (since there were no women employed at the
CMS Head Office in Salisbury Square, London), went so far as to ask
Georgina to come into the CMS building at a time when interviews
were taking place. In the sub-committee, Stock raised the issue of
interviewing her. After initially rejecting his proposal, they agreed
to see her when Stock said she was waiting in another room. In
a dramatic turn-around, after talking with her for ten minutes,
the sub-committee, as Stock reported, “resolved unanimously
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to recommend the appointment, which the General Committee
confirmed.” This was an indication of Georgina’s ability, including
her skill in dealing with difficult situations. In finding her vocation,
Georgina was a pioneer.8

Salisbury Square was to be Georgina’s base for the next fifteen
years. From there she promoted a vision of world Christianity, with
particular reference to mission throughout the Anglican world.
She was allocated space in the top floor of the building. After her
appointment, and with encouragement from Eugene Stock, she
recruited two female colleagues, Marian Brophy and Edith Baring-
Gould, who worked with her in the office and formed a friendship
circle. They were volunteers but were to serve long-term with
CMS. Georgina, Marian, and Edith were deliberately placed at the
top of the building to make it a “women’s section,” and Edith later
highlighted certain bizarre requirements. They were, for instance,
only allowed downstairs if they were wearing hat and gloves!
Initially they were not allowed to attend prayers in the chapel, but
later they could do so—as long as they came in pairs. This was rather
difficult for three women.®

It was soon recognised by CMS that Georgina was someone who
could represent the Society very well at big events. The Croydon
Advertiser, produced in south London,
reported in April 1891 on large meetings
held over a period of a week on the
subjects of spiritual experience and world
mission. The Croydon Town Hall was
used for evening meetings, and there were
overflow events because of the crowds.
Several of the best-known speakers at the
annual Keswick Convention were there.
One such was Evan Hopkins, known
for the way he spread Keswick teaching
on the deeper life among Anglicans in
particular, through speaking but also
through his influential books such as The
Law of Liberty in the Spiritual Life (1884). F. B. Meyer, a prominent
Baptist, and Robert Wilson, a Quaker, both of whom were greatly
appreciated at Keswick, were among the speakers. Two women
well known at Keswick, Blanche Bannister and Grace Hatt Noble,
spoke at meetings for women. The speakers at events with world
mission as their focus were a Baptist missionary named J. Gelson
Gregson, Eugene Stock, and Georgina.l0 Within a year of beginning
her work with CMS, Georgina was becoming personally acquainted
with some of the leading figures in the evangelical world in England
and was communicating what was now her vision: mobilisation for
missionary service.

A Mission Leader

Georgina’s leadership gifts were being increasingly utilised from
the 1890s onwards, with a focus being the inspiration she offered
to other women and to young people. Writing in 1912 about “The
contribution of Women to the Home Work of CMS,” Georgina
chronicled the launch in 1890 (at her initiative, which she did not
mention) of the Sowers’ Band, which was to connect young people
with CMS. It was accompanied by a magazine, The Children’s
World. The (already existing) adult version of the Band was the
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Her way of operating
was characterised by
imaginative initiatives, careful
administration, personal
warmth which enabled the
forming of relationships, and
effective communication.

Gleaners’ Union, which had been founded in 1886 for “prayer and
work”; to glean from Scriptures about mission; to glean knowledge
of the world situation and, in particular, CMS involvement; to glean
by raising money; and to seek blessing for missionaries. Associated
with the Gleaners’ Union was the magazine the Church Missionary
Gleaner (the Gleaner), which Georgina began to edit from 1890. It
carried substantial articles and extensive news. Another aspect of
her leadership was the launch of a new magazine, Awake. Georgina
noted that five years after the foundation of the Gleaners’ Union,
by far the majority of about 1,000 local secretaries of the Union (with
its 70,000 members) were women, and at CMS prayer meetings there
was a significant preponderance of women.1!

Within CMS, Georgina was not only an editor but increasingly
a strategist in the field of world Christianity. Her way of
operating was characterised by imaginative initiatives, careful
administration, personal warmth that enabled the forming of
relationships, and effective communication. All of this helped
her in communicating a vision: mobilisation for missionary
service. In the 1890s Georgina was giving considerable time to
speaking and writing alongside her editorial work. In 1892 the
Intelligencer drew attention to Georgina’s book for young people,
Light on our Lessons; or, “What is the Use?” (1892). It sold out
within a few weeks of publication but
would be reprinted. It also recommended
Georgina’s forthcoming What’s O’Clock?
(meaning, What’s the time?).12 These were
communicative and well-illustrated. Her
talks were especially intended to inspire
young women. In 1893, as an example,
she gave a message on Acts 2:18 (“on
my servants, both men and women, I
will pour out my Spirit”), arguing that
women were “endowed” with “the gifts
of the Holy Spirit for God’s service.” She
outlined several women mentioned as
part of the NT church after Pentecost,
including Phoebe, Priscilla, Phillip’s daughters, Persis, Dorcas,
Lydia, Lois, and Eunice.13

Each summer, at the Keswick Convention, Georgina and also
Minna (who was working for the YWCA and CMS) became well-
known figures, especially at the missionary meetings. In part
through contacts made at Keswick, Georgina met those who had
a particular vision for women studying at colleges and universities
to be drawn into the area of world mission. The British Student
Volunteer Missionary Union (SVMU) was founded in 1892 with
three hundred members. Georgina was keen to support this
development and also the growing movement among colleges—
the British College Christian Union, which became the Student
Christian Movement (SCM).14 In 1894, May Hodges became
travelling secretary for women’s colleges, largely due to Georgina.
Georgina wrote to Louis Byrde, the first British secretary of SVMU,
about “a remarkable movement on foot just now among the
women students of the various colleges—it is small as yet but of
vital importance. They wish, at a large meeting shortly to be held,
to develop the SVMU and have asked me to address them.” Among
these women was Ruth Rouse, who became a significant student
leader. The meeting was held, and Byrde apologised to Georgina
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for landing so much work on her. She replied: “Yes, I am busy, but
this work is very near to my heart and as long as you need such
help as I can give, please claim it freely.” 15 Georgina became a
mentor to many younger women.

In August 1895, the Intelligencer’s editorial spoke about a new
CMS development: a Women’s Department had been created
with Georgina Gollock appointed by the CMS General Committee
as Lady Secretary and given the task of shaping and leading the
Department. (It noted that within the CMS structure she was an
Assistant Secretary.) The editorial paid tribute to the way in
which, over her five years in the Editorial Department, Georgina
had “contributed to greater understanding” among supporters
of CMS of the Society’s “principles and methods.” The whole of
CMS, including missionaries with the Society, had “learned to
put confidence” in what Georgina said and did. She had not made
her mark on her own, the editorial added, but had “gathered
around her volunteer ladies who render important help in many
ways.”16 It was leadership in this area of CMS to which Georgina
now gave her energy, while continuing to connect with wider
interdenominational life, especially with students, who became a
growing constituency in this period.

A Pioneering Female Missiologist

A large International Students’ Missionary
Conference was held in Liverpool from 1-5
January 1896, a year after the formation of
the World Student Christian Federation.
The conference theme was “Make Jesus
King.” 715 university and college students
attended, from twenty-three countries.l?
The Cambridge colleges provided the largest
group, with 111 students, indicative of the
considerable interest there was among
Cambridge students in world mission. Among these were female
students from the women’s colleges in Cambridge.18 Out of the total
715 attendees, 131 were women. The main speakers (over forty) were
well known in Keswick and missionary circles, including C. T. Studd,
one of the famous “Cambridge Seven” who went to China with the
China Inland Mission (CIM).19 Georgina was the only woman to
address a main evening session of the conference. As she began,
she said she believed God had “some word of personal meaning for
someone among the students, and especially the women students
here tonight.” Her message was entitled “For me to live is Christ”
(Phil 1:21), which she called “the deepest consecration text in the
whole of the Bible.” She spoke about Paul’s secret, expressed in these
words, as being available to everyone who could “in the presence
of God, underline that text and write his or her name against it in
solemn covenant.”20

Georgina was committed to thorough preparation for overseas
service, a subject she often wrote and spoke about. For her Liverpool
student audience, she had a particular focus. Give priority, she urged,
“to the deepening of your inner life with your Lord.” Going back to
her text, she took “for me to live is Christ” not as a statement about
“success,” or even “missionary work” itself, but about Christ. The
spiritual relationship needed to be nurtured. The missionary, she
insisted, did not experience a “mantle of grace” in going overseas.
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All of this helped her
in communicating a
vision: mobilisation for
missionary service.

If a missionary’s “spiritual life depends on external aids,” she
argued, there would be failure. Her remedy was “the steady habit
of daily and deep communion.” She said she knew something of
life in women’s colleges and wanted to address women considering
service, while men in the audience could “gather up some crumbs”
from her message. “Unless Christ is your life, do not,” she stated,
“become a Student Volunteer.” Nevertheless, she was convinced
there were many ministries available, including work among the
poor. Such service might be seen as throwing away academic talents,
but Jesus served “outcasts.” Georgina concluded, “You cannot do
better than to throw yourself away like that.” The Intelligencer spoke
of the conference being “deeply moved” by Georgina’s address,
and the next speaker, A. T. Pierson, an American who was an elder
statesman of the student missionary movement, announced he
would “throw aside the address he had prepared and just speak
from his heart on the work of the Holy Spirit.”2! In the area of world
mission, Georgina was now established as the most significant
female thinker and speaker of her generation.

By 1905, after fifteen years at CMS, Georgina was exhausted. She
resigned from her post and took time out of speaking to write.
Ultimately her books numbered over twenty. In 1908, a book she
had been thinking about for some time, The Vocation of Women,
was published. She saw vocation as primarily a call by God “into
fellowship with his purpose and correspondence with his will.” She
examined examples from the Old and New
Testaments and from church history. She
highlighted full commitment to callings in
teaching, business life, or being a wife and
mother. In business, Georgina was delighted
that there were “women as saleswomen
and accountants,” and women who were
“supervising work as forewomen, heads of
departments and inspectresses.” For her,
there was much “spiritual possibility” in
the three “great professions”: medical, scholastic, and literary. No
doubt with a sense of her own vocation, she wrote: “The woman
who writes and edits can move thousands whom she has never seen
and counteract the strongest influence working against holiness and
truth.” In a deeply theological statement, she wrote: “Women are
invited to lay before God the treasures of their womanhood which
Christ has liberated by His incarnation and His cross and to ask,
what would God want me to do?”22

Georgina had fully regained her energy by the time of the World
Missionary Conference held in Edinburgh in 1910. This has been
recognised as a pivotal event in the history of world Christianity.
Through it, Georgina became part of a pioneering venture in
missiology. This happened with the launch of the International
Review of Missions (IRM) in 1912, with J. H. Oldham as editor
and Georgina as assistant editor. It was the official organ of the
Continuation Committee that came out of Edinburgh 1910. IRM
was the first mission journal of its kind in English, and as Brian
Stanley has argued, it was the “most significant and enduring
means” through which missionary study flowed out from
Edinburgh. Through it, there were new opportunities “especially
for women.”23 Georgina brought to the task at IRM her capacity
for hard work, her intellectual power, and a generous personality.2+
The work involved commissioning articles, looking out for books
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to commission reviews on, and editing. Kenneth Scott Latourette,
at Yale University, commented on “the able editorship of Oldham
and his co-editor Georgina Gollock.” They had produced a journal
“for the discussion on a high intellectual level of problems and
issues which concerned the entire world mission of the Church.”2>
There could hardly be a better summing up of Georgina’s role as a
pioneering female missiologist.

A Christian Internationalist

Articles written by Georgina on international issues were a feature
of IRM. After the First World War, which she described as a terrible
experience for those in the world mission movement whose hearts
“had room for all the nations,” she issued a challenge in the January
1919 IRM to look to the future. She spoke with appreciation of those
who came from poor backgrounds and who became significant
in mission through prayer and dedicated service. Her article then
considered how workers of the future might take advantage of the
greater opportunities she saw now being open as new "tides of life”
(for instance through education) were sweeping across societies.26 A
year later she wrote on “The Church in the Mission Field,” reporting
primarily on national mission work rather than that undertaken by
foreign missionaries. In China, for instance, over the period of the war
the number of employed church workers had risen from 253,210 to
312,970. As an example of Christian leadership in Japan, Christians
had led in nationwide social campaigns. India was stimulated to
organise evangelistic work by what churches in Japan and China
were doing. Georgina was clear that that “Christian communities
in the mission field” were the ones to take responsibility for “the
shaping of the church life of their country.”2?

From 1921 to 1927, Georgina worked under the auspices of
the International Missionary Council (IMC) formed in 1921, a
body which can be understood as an expression of Christian
internationalism.28 As has been seen, a broader vision had been
present in Georgina’s thinking from her early involvement in the
YWCA onwards. As an Irish person who had moved to England,
she was an instinctive internationalist. Her experience at CMS and
then at the World Missionary Conference strengthened this outlook.
Through the IMC, her links expanded further. The Church of Ireland
Gagzette was pleased to report in 1921 that Georgina was one of the
secretaries of this new Council, which was going to seek to address
a wide range of issues connected with Christian mission, including
education, training, and the relationships of missionaries to the
churches overseas.2? Georgina gave her creative energy to fulfilling
the aims of the IMC.

At the same time, Georgina continued her commitment to the
Church of England. In 1922, she was a speaker at the Canterbury
Diocese Missionary Festival and averred (to applause) that the power
of Christian mission was “stronger than all the splendid work of the
League of Nations.” Other Festival speakers included John Steward,
Bishop of Melanesia,and Randall Davidson, Archbishop of Canterbury,
who saw the size of the audiences as “part of a general awakening to
mission work.”30 In the following year, an IMC Consultation was held
in Oxford. Fifteen countries were represented. Georgina contributed
to discussions regarding changes in global mission and their bearing
on missionary training. A major theme, against the background
of theological tensions in the period, was the quest “to develop the
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sphere and practice of co-operation” in mission. Specific responses
included affirming an obligation “to proclaim the Gospel of Christ in
all the world” and a commitment to promoting religious freedom and
self-determination for churches in traditional mission fields. There
was support for African Americans and American-educated Africans
serving as missionaries. Colonial authorities, fearing independence
movements, often opposed this kind of internationalism.3!

The Phelps-Stokes Commission, active from 1923 to 1925, was
a major initiative in which Georgina took an active part. The
Commission was cosponsored by the Foreign Missions Conference
of North America and the IMC helped the Commission gain
the cooperation of European missions.32 An African member,
J. E. Kwegyir Aggrey, travelled to eight countries, becoming an
ambassador for relevant education in Africa. He was appointed
the first vice-principal of Achimota College, Accra. Georgina and
Aggrey had a shared commitment, as Elizabeth Prevost put it, “to
propagating a kind of Christian pan-Africanism,” and to “a bottom-
up grassroots approach rather than a top-down European one” in
African education.33 Georgina, an advocate of the importance of
education in the mission context, collaborated in editing the report
of the Commission. She was concerned about the almost complete
absence in the first draft of the report of any criticism of White
settlers and colonial governments, and voiced her concerns. She
urged “a new kind of fellowship” between Africa and the Anglo-
American world, one in which “the interests of the Africans” were
fully taken into account.34 The international outlook was integral to
Georgina’s vision of world Christianity.

Conclusion

This article has sketched the significance of Georgina Gollock
at various stages of her life and work. Although there were
different phases, a consistent theme throughout her life was the
encouragement she gave to women. She offered leadership, spiritual
counsel, and careful Christian thought. Her retirement, from 1927,
was an active one. Several books followed. A reviewer, Garfield
Williams, referred to Georgina’s “almost unique contribution in
missionary journalism” over the years, and to her concept of World
Christianity which, for Williams, was “so powerful that it changes
your whole attitude to life.” He considered that “in an age where
there is often so much to make the Christian despondent, it is a
glorious thing to come across a book which strengthens faith . . .
for the great task of the evangelization of the world.”3> The spirit
which had marked Georgina’s address in Liverpool in 1895 was
undiminished three decades later.

Georgina Gollock died on 30 November 1940. A wide circle
of friends and colleagues, including women whom she had
mentored, felt the loss deeply. There were fulsome tributes from
CMS and IRM. Her many achievements and abilities were recalled.
She was “essentially a pioneer” with “great powers of mind and
spirit” and “dynamic leadership.” Within CMS, IRM, and IMC she
brought “breadth of vision.” Her literary output was described as
“continuous and extraordinarily varied.” In summary, Georgina
was someone “strong in faith, richly endowed with intellectual
gifts, tireless in mental energy, utterly devoted to our Lord and the
spread of His kingdom” and was “one of God’s great gifts” to the
international missionary enterprise.36
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The Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy and
Women in Leadership

Mimi Haddad

Oral history is crucial. Listening to several women working at CBE’s
offices opened a universe of insight on why women’s preaching is
often viewed as liberal. Here’s what happened.

Three elderly women were volunteering at CBE in Minneapolis,
Minnesota. Seated at a table about fifteen feet away from my desk, I
could not help but notice their laughter and animated conversation.
Leaning in, I learned that all were graduates of Wheaton College, a
prominent evangelical college near Chicago, Illinois. Each shared
memories from their youth of women preaching in their churches.
Laughing out loud, one woman—Alvera Mickelsen (1919-2016), a
founder of CBE—said, “You know, it wasn’t until after 1950 that
women preaching was considered liberal!” Mickelsen continued
sharing her own story, which I had never heard before.

Alvera Mickelsen (1919-2016), a
founder of CBE—said, “You know, it
wasn’t until after 1950 that women
preaching was considered liberal!”

She told these women, “not only did I study Greek with the
famous Esther Sabel (1893-1993) at Bethel Bible Institute, but I
was also part of the Bethel Trio—an evangelistic team of women
representing our denomination, singing and preaching in Baptist
General Conference (BGC) churches throughout the Midwest.” In
fact, the trio ended their summer tour by singing and giving “a
gospel message on Moody Bible Radio,” which she said, “would
never happen today!” I decided more people needed to know this
history. Here’s what I learned.

Sabel graduated with honors in Greek and English from
the University of Chicago. Soon afterwards, she applied for
missionary work in China but was turned down because
they believed that, as a small woman, she was in poor
health. She lived to be one hundred years old! Sabel became
a Greek scholar and taught every course that Bethel Bible
Institute—today’s Bethel University and Seminary—offered
at the time. According to Mickelsen, no one ever complained
about her teaching the Bible as a woman. In fact, the second
president of Bethel Bible Institute, Dr. Henry C. Wingblade
(1883-1977), was big a fan of women preachers.! He said:

When I hearken back to my growing years in Kansas, I
remember how proud my brother and I were to be the only
ones in our club that could boast a woman pastor. And when
at conventions, the pastors were lined up on the platform, she
was the bright spot among all the drab ministerial garb.2
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Gospel-centred and missionary-minded, the BGC ordained its first
woman in 1943—the Reverend Ethel Ruff (1910-1962).

Ruff was also a member of the Bethel Trio. She too preached at BGC
churches throughout the Great Lakes region with the full support
of her denomination and Institute. As part of the Bethel Trio, Ruff
also preached on Moody Bible Radio. The three women in my office
giggled as each also remembered hearing Stockton and Gould—a
female evangelist duo from Northern Baptist Seminary—today’s
Northern Seminary.

Stockton and Gould were a prominent example of evangelistic
teams of women singing and preaching around the country.
Vocalist Rita Gould opened meetings with hymns and songs of
praise, after which Amy Lee Stockton (1892-1988) preached the
gospel. The power of their ministry led to many invitations and
access to prominent evangelical platforms including Moody
Bible Radio.3 In 1913, Stockton was the first woman to enroll in
Northern Baptist Seminary (in Lombard, Illinois, near Chicago).
She graduated and went on to become one of the nation’s leading
evangelists. While women do not preach at Moody Bible Institute
today, consider the history of Moody Bible Institute, the most
prominent Bible Institute of its day. It was initially the vision of
a great female educator and evangelist, Emma Dryer (1835-1925).

In 1870, the evangelist D. L. Moody (1837-1899) was introduced
to Dryer, a former university teacher and president of Chicago’s

Vocalist Rita Gould opened meetings

with hymns and songs of praise, after

which Amy Lee Stockton (1892-1988)
preached the gospel.

YWCA. An inner-city evangelist, a Bible teacher, and a vocational
trainer of young people at the margins of society, Dryer worked
tirelessly among Chicago’s homeless women and children after
fire devastated the city in 1871. Out of respect for her leadership,
Moody invited Dryer to relocate her Bible-discipleship classes to
his church in Northfield, a suburb of Chicago. Here she continued
to train women gospel workers. Her students became inner-city
evangelists of the highest order, serving the poor, caring for the ill,
distributing Bibles, and establishing schools throughout the area.
For the next sixteen years, Dryer continued to train women (her
“Bible Readers”) while praying Moody would open a Bible Institute
in the city, closer to those in need. In 1883, she opened her own
“May Institute” which eventually merged with Moody’s Evangelistic
Society to form the Moody Bible Institute. In 1925, this Institute
began offering pastors’ courses, and women enrolled. Three years
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later, Moody graduates, male and female, filled pulpits around the
world, reaching a quarter of a million people.* D. L. Moody once
said that “Emma Dryer was the best teacher of the Word of God in
the United States.”> To Mickelsen’s point: women preachers had the
full support of evangelical leaders and institutes before the 1950s.
But in the aftermath of the fundamentalist-modernist controversy,
women preachers were viewed as “liberal” or dismissive of biblical
inspiration regarding texts such as 1 Tim 2:11-15 and 1 Cor 14:34-35.

As I shamelessly eavesdropped on our three lovely volunteers,
I wondered how women like Dryer, Stockton and Gould, Ruff,
and Sabel could be viewed as “liberal” given their ministries and
demonstrable commitment to biblical authority. What is more,
women among the early evangelicals, on whose shoulders these
volunteers stood, championed Christ’s many miracles, especially
his resurrection—historical events that modernist theologians like
Charles A. Briggs (1841-1913) viewed as fantasy.

Trained in Berlin, Briggs was a prominent advocate of higher criticism,
through which he viewed the assertions of historic Christianity
as ghosts that frighten little “children.”® For him, factual errors in
Scripture abound, and trusting in the miracles cited in Scripture is
a hopeless, inauthentic endeavor in light of historical and scientific
achievements. A professor of biblical theology, he pointed to the
failures of inerrancy with its ultimate implication: without factual
historic accuracy, biblical absolutes do not affirm moral absolutes like
human depravity and sin.” His views, referred to as “progressive” or
“liberal,” did not go unchallenged. Contra Briggs, theologians like B.
B. Warfield (1851-1921) defended the Christian faith by asserting the
five fundamentals of historic Christianity, including:3

e The Holy Spirit’s inspiration of Scripture as God’s truth
e Christ’s virgin birth

e Christ’s atonement for sin

e Christ’s bodily resurrection

e Christ’s miracles in Scripture

As preeminent witnesses of the fundamentals of Christianity, women
were a great company of advocates infusing the term “evangelical”
with its essential meaning: a high view of Scripture and its miracles,
especially the virgin birth and, supremely, Christ’s death and
resurrection—historical facts that constitute our redemption from
sin. Throughout Christian history we find not frightened children as
Briggs suggests, but rather fearless evangelicals: women and slaves,
spiritual leaders and living witnesses of Christ’s resurrection power.
Historian David Bebbington has identified four theological priorities
of evangelicals that were targets of modernist attack:®

e Conversionism: All lives need Christ’s atonement for sin.

e Crucicentrism: A cross-centric movement.10

e Activism: Redeemed people advance the gospel in word

and action.

e The Bible: All spiritual truth is found on its pages.
These four qualities, “Bebbington’s Quadrilateral,” comprise
theological distinctives that have characterized women leaders
who have shaped and continue to shape an evangelical history
and identity. What is more, men leading evangelical institutions
and movements have championed women preachers because of
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their theological orthodoxy and their social action. One prominent
example is William Bell Riley (1861-1947).

Founder of Northwestern Bible and Missionary Training School
(1902), Riley became the founder and president of the World’s
Christian Fundamentalist Association in 1920. For forty years, he
pastored the largest church in the Northern Baptist Convention,
Minneapolis First Baptist Church. While attending a D. L. Moody
campaign in Boston, he heard one of the greatest evangelists of
the day—Frances Willard, president of the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union (WCTU). Her commitment to support
women and children abused by alcoholic fathers prompted Riley
to advocate for women preaching the gospel and challenging
domestic violence. He also decided to train women for public
ministry.!! When Riley founded his Bible Institute in 1902
(eighteen years before the fundamentalist-modernist controversy),
he opened the doors to women. After graduating, these women
served not only abroad with organizations like the China Inland
Mission, but they also planted churches throughout the Midwest
in the United States. Local papers published accounts of their
accomplishments as they pastored churches, resuscitated “dead
churches, united divided ones, repaired church property, paid
off old church debts, all while facing strenuous travel and many
speaking engagements.”'? The gifting and calling of women
graduates was undeniable, and Riley supported their education
and ministries. Women preachers marked an evangelical identity
and history especially during the great revivals.

Deeply influenced by the revivals of the 1800s, former slave Amanda
Berry Smith (1837-1915; featured on the cover) received a call to
preach. Faithfully, she became a prominent evangelist preaching
throughout the United States, India, England, and Africa. Speaking
to highly educated leaders in England in 1882, Smith said, “You
may not know it, but I am a princess in disguise. I am a child of
the King”!3 Smith’s calling and identity as an evangelist were
inseparable from her own conversion, one that was not limited by
her gender, race, or social status. God used Smith and lives were
changed, even as she faced prejudice all her life. Advancing the case
for women evangelists were the women themselves.

With a holy boldness, the African American Zilpha Elaw (1790-
18467?) believed that God alone called her to be a preacher. She
“durst not confer with flesh and blood.”'* Jarena Lee (ca. 1783-1850)
was an African American Methodist preacher who embraced her
calling through the example of women preachers cited in Scripture.
She wrote, “Did not Mary first preach the risen Savior, and is not the

Throughout Christian history we
find not frightened children as
Briggs suggests, but rather fearless
evangelicals: women and slaves,
spiritual leaders and living witnesses
of Christ’s resurrection power.
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doctrine of the resurrection the very climax of Christianity—hangs
not all our hope on this, as argued by St. Paul? Then did not Mary,
a woman, preach the gospel?”> Lee’s autobiography was the first
by an African American, but others followed, like Julia A. J. Foote's
(1823-1901), who argued that spiritual experiences give women
a “very real sense of freedom from a prior ‘self and a growing
awareness of unrealized, unexploited powers within.”16

Medical doctor and evangelist Dora Yu (1873-1931) is credited for
the church’s existence in China. Preaching at revivals throughout
her country, Dora introduced Watchman Nee, China’s great
evangelist, to Christ.!”

The long tradition of women preaching the risen Lord reflects
not a modernist or liberal view of Scripture, but a historic and
evangelical faith. In fact, women evangelists date back to Mary
Magdalene’s encounter with the risen Lord at the empty tomb—
God’s redemption of humanity promised throughout Scripture. For
this reason, evangelicals, women and men alike, were cross-centrists
of the highest order. Far from liberal, their passion for the cross and
all Christ accomplished on Calvary was evident as they preached on
Gal 2:20 more than any group in history:!® “I have been crucified
with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now
live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and
gave himself for me” (NIV). As Bebbington notes, the “Evangelical
movement . . . ‘aimed at bringing back, and by an aggressive
movement, the Cross, and all that the Cross essentially implies.”?

Among early evangelical women, the most prominent cross-
centric leader was the Welsh Jessie Penn-Lewis (1861-1927). For
her, only the sanctifying power of Calvary heals the divisions
and hostilities that divide and demean humanity.?® While the
cross does not eliminate embodied differences based on gender,
race, or ethnicity, Calvary infuses new strength and capacity for
empathy, forgiveness, and unity rather than hostility, division,
and exploitation. Those who have crossed life’s greatest divide,
from spiritual death to life in Christ, are called to make the world
better—more just and holy.*!

As agents of renewal, holiness, and justice, evangelicals insisted
redeemed people must advance the gospel not only by preaching
but also through social action. Women, so often close to children
and other women, were expert gospel activists. Leaders like the
famous preacher and inner-city missionary Catherine Booth
(1829-1890) worked tirelessly among the poverty-stricken
people of London’s East End. An indomitable gospel worker,
Booth advanced temperance and anti-trafficking. She lobbied
Parliament to raise the age of consent above thirteen.

The long tradition of women
preaching the risen Lord reflects not a
modernist or liberal view of Scripture,

but a historic and evangelical faith.
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Like Booth, Pandita Ramabai (1858-1922) achieved global
recognition as a gospel activist. Caring for destitute women and
children, Ramabai founded the Mukti (meaning “salvation”)
Mission to provide housing for eight hundred abandoned babies,
unwed mothers, and disabled people. Mukti was called the best
example of Christianity in action. Her book, The High Caste Hindu
Woman, exposed the horrific plight of women in India: child brides,
wife burning, temple prostitutes, and more. At Mukti, women
translated, printed, and distributed Scripture in a prominent
dialect; this was solely the work of women, demonstrating
Ramabai’s commitment to the gospel in word and deed.

Admired by world leaders, Sojourner Truth (ca. 1797-1887) and
Harriet Tubman (1822-1913) set a gold standard for gospel action.
Truth was greatly esteemed, for example, by Abraham Lincoln,
Frederick Douglass, and William Lloyd Garrison. A brilliant
theologian and speaker, she said that to deny women the privilege
of voting or preaching because Christ was male ignored the fact
that it was Christ’s humanity—not his gender—that made him the
perfect sacrifice for all people, including women. A leading voice
of abolition, women’s preaching, and suffrage, her influence was
inseparable from her intimacy with the risen Lord.

Similarly, the extraordinary activism of Tubman was fueled by her
mystical intimacy with Christ. The bravest and most innovative
conductor of the Underground Railroad, she also led the Union’s
espionage network. As the only woman to lead an armed expedition
during the U. S. Civil War, she freed nearly one thousand slaves through
her leadership. A devout Christian, abolitionist, and suffragist, it was
said that as “God guided Tubman, Tubman guided the nation!”

Upending entrenched oppression and abuse guided the activism of
the WCTU, the largest women’s organization, with activists serving
worldwide. Its president, Frances Willard (1839-1898), led countless
women in confronting the powers and principalities driving the
sex industry, slavery, and patriarchy. It was to Scripture that they
appealed when addressing crucial issues—especially the abuse of
girls and women. Between the years of 1808 and 1930, evangelicals
from different branches of the church published more than forty-
six biblical treatises on the value and purpose of women and
slaves.?? These documents reflect the emergence of the first wave of
feminism—a deeply biblical movement.

Their belief that God speaks to each generation through Scripture
led to a new assessment of human identity (ontos) and purpose
(telos) as they asked: how does our rebirth in Christ as women
or slaves expand or limit our service as Christians? Their biblical
inquiry uncovered translation and interpretative errors that
devalued women and slaves and drove patriarchy and slavery.
They also developed a Christian biblical worldview that gave
dignity to women and slaves as human beings and accorded them
positions of service and leadership aligned with an evangelical
view of Calvary. The exegetical work of the early evangelicals
became a prominent challenge to centuries of biblical teachings
supporting demeaning assumptions regarding slaves and women
that had given license to exploiters.

The most extensive, systematic, biblical assessment of women’s value
and purpose was published by Katharine Bushnell, MD (1856-1946).
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The youngest woman to graduate from medical school at that time, she
served briefly as a physician in China but returned to the States to lead
the WCTU'’s anti-trafficking initiative. After twenty years of exposing
sex-traffickers, Katharine discerned that until Christians recognized
women’s value in Scripture, perpetrators would take license to exploit
them as supposed inferiors. A gifted linguist and historian, she
identified and expounded on three hundred biblical texts on women.
She published her critique in 1919, titled, God’s Word to Women.

Starting in Genesis, Bushnell showed that woman and man are
equally created in God’s image—an ontological identity that
determines their teleological purpose as God’s representatives
governing Eden side by side (Gen 1:26-31). She showed that Eve
was not the source of sin?® and that God does not curse women
because of Eve.?* Male rule is a consequence of sin (Gen 3:16), and
God extends leadership to those who do what is right regardless of
their gender, birth order, nationality, or class.?

Turning to Paul the apostle, Bushnell drew attention to the passages
that support women’s authority and leadership, provided women
were neither domineering nor abusive (1 Tim 2:12); that show women
as advancing the gospel (1 Tim 2:11-12; Acts 18:26; Rom 16:1-5, 7, 12—
13,15); and that locate women in public gatherings (1 Cor 11:5, 14:34).
She located women’s ontological value and identity not in the fall, but
in Calvary. Calling for consistency, Christians must value women the
same way we value men—through Christ’s atonement.?® She wrote,
“[We] cannot, for women, put the ‘new wine’ of the Gospel into the
old wineskins of ‘condemnation.”?’

Bushnell published her book just as William Bell Riley led 6,000
pastors, theologians, and evangelists in Philadelphia in calling the
church back to the fundamentals of historic Christianity. Strikingly,
whereas he once exuberantly welcomed women at his Bible and
Missionary Training School, preparing them as evangelists and
preachers, he now began to distance himself from practices that
resembled the “liberal” high-brow intellectualism of modernists
at Union Theological Seminary. As a result, his Missionary
Training School no longer offered courses on Greek and Hebrew,
preferring instead the plain reading of the English biblical text—
the very methods used by proslavery Christians.?® To “disinfect”
the germs of higher critical methods, he poured bleach on the
vigorous biblical engagement evangelicals harnessed in upending
slavery and women’s subjugation. As other institutes followed this
logic, a scandalous and disastrous anti-intellectualism distanced
fundamentalists not only from modernists, but also from an earlier
generation of evangelical scholars and activists leading crucial
gospel and humanitarian ministries worldwide.

In distancing themselves from liberal theology, fundamentalists like
Riley retrenched from rigorous engagement with Greek and Hebrew
that had once supported women leaders, while also pressing them
into support roles at Bible institutes, mission organizations, and
denominations. In the aftermath of the fundamentalist-modernist
controversy, women no longer preached at schools like Moody
Bible Institute. Students of Christian colleges and universities today
are often surprised to learn the history of their institute’s founders
and the women graduates who outnumbered men two to one as
missionaries, shifting the density of Christianity from the West to
regions throughout Asia, Africa, and the Americas!® This history
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Bushnell’s scholarship continues to
inspire today’s egalitarians. She gives
us insight on a long trail of translation

errors that devalue women and
provides strategies to better represent
the teachings of Scripture, and to
prevent abuse.

demonstrates God's favor on women missionaries and activists who
exposed abuse and flawed Bible translations. These were translations
that demeaned and marginalized women as morally inferior,
and they, in turn, furthered male authority and gender roles that
researchers today link with higher rates of sexual abuse.*

Thankfully, Bushnell’s scholarship continues to inspire today’s
egalitarians. She gives us insight into a long trail of translation errors
that devalue women and provides strategies to better represent
the teachings of Scripture and to prevent abuse. Given the rise of
#MeToo and #ChurchToo, her work is needed more than ever.
Consider the following examples.

Bushnell demonstrated that Junia (Rom 16:7), Euodia, and Syntyche
(Phil 4:2-3) were made into men in Chinese and English Bibles.3! She
also showed how the words connoting strength for men, when used for
women, were translated not as “strength” but as “chastity” or “purity,” as
was the case for chayil in Hebrew*? and kosmios and hagnos in Greek.**

Stunningly, she showed how “authority” (exousia) in 1 Cor 11:10 was
interpreted as “veil,” meaning man’s authority over woman, contra
the Corinthian culture’s understanding of veiling. Further, the more
than one hundred examples of exousia in the NT were most often
translated as “power,” “authority,” “right,” “liberty,” “jurisdiction,”
and “strength” in relation to men, “but in one single instance [1 Cor
11:10] when used exclusively of woman’s power . . . here at once
its sense is called into question.”** Had the passage been translated
correctly to mean women have authority on their heads, Paul’s text
would represent a reversal of male rule—a consequence of the fall
(Gen 3:16). These errors may be just “straws,” Bushnell said, “yet
they all point in the same direction.”*®

As Riley leaned away from vigorous biblical interpretative
disciplines, in contrast to Bushnell’s, he “cut off the nose” of
biblical scholarship to spite a cohesive theological face. Other
fundamentalist leaders followed this interpretative trajectory. One
example is the ETS, which was established in 1949 as an academic
society for scholars committed to the inspiration of Scripture.*
ETS has been led by presidents such as Roger Nicole (1956), Stan
Gundry (1978), Alan F. Johnson (1982), Richard Pierard (1985), and
others who were instrumental in founding CBE—an organization
committed to Scripture’s support of women leaders.

But as concerns over a perceived secularism undergirding
egalitarian theology grew, complementarians gained a majority
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voice and vote within the ETS and the Southern Baptist Convention.
As a result, both organizations offered limited content on women
leaders in church history.’” In doing so, ETS afforded two percent
of its presentations and publications to women’s contributions in
church history in thirty years of journals and papers presented
(1988-2018).3 Further, like Riley, complementarians at ETS
retrenched on the vigorous biblical scholarship that shaped ETS
and an earlier evangelical tradition. Past ETS president (1999) and
prominent complementarian Wayne Grudem critiques egalitarians
as secular feminists clothed as biblical lambs in his books titled,
Evangelical Feminism and Biblical Truth (Crossway, 2004, 2012)
and Evangelical Feminism: A New Path to Liberalism? (Crossway,
2006). For Grudem, those committed to biblical inerrancy by
definition oppose women preachers and leaders. But notice that,
rather than aligning with the fundamentals of historic Christianity,
complementarians take us in a different direction. Like Riley, they
cut off their scholarly nose to spite a cohesive theological face.

Under the leadership of Grudem, the English Standard Version
(ESV) translation of Scripture obscured the leadership of women
like Phoebe and Junia. Phoebe, who carried Paul’s letter to Rome and
explained its contents, is the only woman the NT names as holding
a church office. As deacon (diakonos) in the church of Cenchreae
(Rom 16:1), Phoebe is also called a leader (prostatis) in Rom 16:2.
The corresponding verb is used in 1 Thess 5:12, again signifying
leadership.’® Even so, the ESV minimizes Phoebe, calling her “a
servant” and offering the alternative “deaconess” in a footnote. At
Phil 1:1, in contrast, the ESV translates this same word “deacons”
and gives the alternatives “servants” and “ministers” in the footnote.

Similarly, while Junia is described in Rom 16:7 as an apostle
and celebrated as such by Origen and Jerome,*’ the ESV refers
to Junia and her husband, Andronicus, as “kinsmen.” The ESV
says they were “well known to the apostles” with a footnote citing
the masculine for “Junia”—*“Junias,” an invented male name that
cannot be found in antiquity. An additional footnote refers to
the couple as “messengers” instead of apostles. Cutting off our
biblical nose leads us to spite a perceived liberal face, which in
turn leads us away from historic Christianity with its support of
the inspiration of Scripture.
But there is more. In support of male-only leadership,
complementarians often assign moral superiority to men and, in
doing so, come dangerously close to blurring the Creator-creature
divide foundational to historic Christianity. By ascribing an innate
moral superiority to men, complementarians also further men’s
critique of and authority over women, which can lead to a sense of
impunity and dominance that is characteristic of abusers.*! As Mary
Daly noted, “If God is male, then the male is God.”* What is even
more tragic (dare I say, scandalous) is that some complementarian
Christians blur the Creator-creature divide by insisting that
maleness—and thus sex—is part of God’s being. According to John
Piper, for example, Christianity “has a masculine feel.”** Thankfully,
the Cappadocian theologians of the fourth century made clear that
while Jesus was male, it was Christ’s humanness, not his sex, which
was integral to his salvific work. Jesus referred to himself as the “Son
of Humanity.” “Humanity” here translates anthropon (“humans,
people, humankind”) not andron (“men, males”). He was Savior
of both women and men alike (Rom 5:12-18). The early Christians
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did not absolutize the maleness of Christ, for they recognized his
sacrifice as universal.*

Though Jesus was male, God is Spirit (John 4:24), and Scripture forbids
the worship of any earthly form (Exod 20:4; Deut 4:15b-18). Scripture
uses metaphors for and to understand God, yet as Seren Kierkegaard
wrote: “Language bursts and cracks under the weight of expressing
God’s greatness.”* Thus, all language for God is analogical.

While Jesus called twelve male disciples, more importantly
the twelve were Jewish, demonstrating God’s faithfulness
to Israel. Yet, the twelve male disciples consistently failed
where Christ’s female disciples more often succeeded.*® In
this way, Scripture memorialized the moral and spiritual
leadership of both men and women who followed Christ.

The OT supports not a male gender essentialism but an image-
of-God essentialism. This means that men and women share
an ontos, that is, “identity,” with a corresponding telos, that is,
“purpose”’—as God’s representatives governing Eden, not each
other (Gen 1:26-31). In the NT we find a remade-in-Christ
essentialism as Christian women and men are both endowed
with spiritual authority through the felos shared by those reborn
in Christ, who is their ontos (Romans 8:29, John 20:16-23).

Furthermore, historic Christian teachings do not place God the
Father in authority over God the Son. While Christ prayed to God
as Father, it was fathers who bestowed inheritance, identity, and
protection to children in Christ’s human culture.*” Advocates of a
masculine Christianity have often supported an eternal functional
subordination of Christ the Son to God the Father to legitimize
women’s subordination, insisting this does not compromise an
ontological devaluation in the Trinity or humanity**—though
it certainly does. The eternal subordination of Christ is a gross
distortion of historic Christianity. It robs humanity of our redeemer
promised throughout Scripture, who represents the climax of human
and sacred history. It’s an ontological distortion with teleological
implications such that sinful humanity has no redeemer. For only
Christ, “eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from
Light, true God from true God, of one Being (ontos) with the Father,”
equal in authority with the Father, can atone for human sin.

Whether it is members of the Trinity, male or female, slave or
free, Jew or Greek, how can someone be equal in function but
eternally unequal in authority? To do so renders the word “equal”
meaningless. If U. S. history teaches us anything, it shows that
“separate but equal” rhetoric leads to separate and unequal
realities. Perceiving God as mostly male elevates maleness.
Therefore, to select leaders based on gender overlooks qualities
that parallel the fruit of the Spirit listed in Gal 5:22-23. These
theological failures with their social consequences give insight
into the vast numbers of women leaving churches today. It also
explains why Christians have lost respect in the public square,
as Charles Malik, in his 1980 address inaugurating the Billy
Graham Center at Wheaton College, predicted would happen.*

A Lebanese ambassador to the United States, Malik drafted
the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
A devout Christian who could not utter the word Jesus without
tears, Malik challenged the anti-intellectualism of American
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evangelicals, warning it would take many decades to recover the
respect we once enjoyed. Malik’s admonition that day moved
historian Mark Noll to write The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind
(Eerdmans, 1994, 2022), which was followed by Ron Sider’s
The Scandal of the Evangelical Conscience (Baker, 2005). Like
Noll, Sider also traced the link between failed theological and
historical reflection and its impact on social justice and American
politics—a failure further critiqued by historian Kristin Kobes Du
Mez in her book, Jesus and John Wayne (Liveright, 2020).

Consider the poor response of evangelicals to the #MeToo and
#ChurchToo scandals, when an earlier generation led anti-
trafficking efforts, pressed for legal rights for girls and women,
and exposed male dominance, impunity, and abuse. Rather than
examine their theological failure around power and women, many
recent and current evangelicals press for gender essentialism and
hierarchy in the Trinity to secure male supremacy and female
subordination. In contrast, evangelical egalitarians strive to hold the
course on women’s rights and equality, exposing power imbalances,
impunity, strict gender roles, and a lack of empathy—the four
horse-riders of sexual harassment.”® While evangelicals aligned
with male-only leadership rarely address abuse, it remains a key
topic for evangelical egalitarians who consistently research, publish,
and address abuse and related issues. In fact, it was evangelical
egalitarians that led the Chicago Declaration of Evangelical Social
Concern that inaugurated advocacy organizations—Evangelicals
for Social Action and Christians for Biblical Equality.

Crucially, evangelical egalitarians recovered the history of
women’s leadership throughout the history of the church,
launching movements, planting churches, leading translations
of Scripture, and upending exploitation and abuse. Created in
God’s image and renewed by Christ, women on every continent
preached the gospel in word and deed. Their legacy represents
God’s power in history—one that must always be revered.
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The Kandake: A Missing History

Heather Preston

Without question, one casualty of Western biblical scholarship has
been the Kandake (Queen of Ethiopia, pronounced Kan-dik-e,
often spelled “Candace”) in Acts 8:27. As a result, the matriarchal
history of Africa as it concerns the establishment of Christianity
on that continent has also been neglected. She ruled as queen
at a pivotal time in human history, and an examination of her
“kingdom” as well as the ways her story has been mishandled,
is instructive. It challenges us to consider our account of
the spread of Christianity in the early centuries after Christ.

The “Kingdom” of Kush

While Egypt boasts a celebrated history that continues to fascinate
the world, most Westerners will draw a blank at the mention of Kush
(often spelled “Cush”). Some may recall it as a land mentioned in the
OT, but few would dream that the Kushites overran and ruled Egypt
by the eleventh century BC.! Home to the ancient city of Meroe, Kush
was located in what is now southern Egypt and northern Sudan.
Kushite history was one of exceptional stability at a time when,
elsewhere, rulers were almost continuously being overthrown. This
region is often referred to as Nubia, its Roman name from the fourth
century AD on.? Its borders depended on its acquisition of tribute-
paying vassal states.? The stability of this remarkable region, however,
is without question and is not only confirmed by secular research,
but also through an examination of Kush’s mentions throughout
Scripture.* Its wealth and strength as a nation are noted in Isaiah,
Nahum, and Job,® and other biblical books mention it as well, with
these references spanning hundreds of years. This is a “kingdom”
whose language, Meroitic, was completely independent from Egypt’s
and has only recently begun to be understood.® It recounts a history
replete with queens, fascinating enough to have been recorded
by Greek historians and geographers alike.” These queens either
ruled equally with their husbands, or their husbands are entirely
unknown to history. Yet, the contributions of the Kandakes are
virtually unknown. What is worse, their historical role is either lost
in the mire of political propaganda or neutralized through fiction.

The Queens of Kush

The queen of Kush was called by the title “Kandake.” In the Middle
Ages (AD 1250-1550), she began to apear in literary works in the
trope of the dark seductress who lures the white knight. Albert
Magnus villainized her famously in his De Natura Loci (On the Nature
of Place). Among other sordid details, she was described as having
extreme “sexual lust.” She was revisited in poetry by Heinrich von
Neustadt’s Appolonius von Tyrland (a 1906 adaptation of the Greek
romance about Apollonius of Tyre)® in which she was depicted as
a beautiful black queen who seduces the already-married knight
by using her special abilities of sexual gratification. These works
of fiction are only a couple of examples of many that continued
to aggressively impugn African noblewomen, but it is important
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Without question, one casualty of
Western biblical scholarship has been
the Kandake (Queen of Ethiopia,
pronounced Kan-dak-e, often spelled
“Candace”) in Acts 8:27.

to note that they found easy success in the rich soil of widespread
mistruths regarding those with dark skin. As Valentin Groebner
states, “Medieval hagiography knew no saintly black women of
virtuous behaviour.” These medieval examples are secular works
of literature, but unfortunately even the early church fathers are not
without a weight of responsibility. In their exegetical attempts in the
second to the fourth centuries, authors such as Irenaeus and Origen,
and Philo as well, drew inferences from race and skin colour.!® As
David Goldenberg states, “Origen’s exegesis . . . played a key role in
the development of anti-Black racism. .. .”!! The lie of perception, of
black symbolizing sin or evil, meant that sensationalizing it required
little effort on behalf of those such as Magnus and Neustadt.!? Thus,
the African, dark-skinned Kandake became a literary trope—a
stereotype.!? This villainization is hazardous to more than memory,
for it confuses our understanding of a minor, yet significant,
character in the NT.

It is with this in mind that we consider the Kandake mentioned
in Acts 8:27, introduced as “Queen of the Ethiopians.” Historians
identify her as Amantitere of the realm of Kush described above.
She likely reigned from AD 25-41.14 Her reign is nested within a
remarkably long stretch of history (between the eighth century
BC and the fourth century AD) when the Kushite realm stands
apart from other kingdoms as a continuously steadfast power.'
As Randi Haaland points out, it was so well established it draws
the attention of virtually every other explorer or political ruler.
Emperor Nero and Pliny the Elder are said to have paid visits to
Amantitere.'® She is praised for her prowess in battle. In Meroitic
art, she is depicted as striking down enemies of the “kingdom.”’
Astonishingly, these enemies included as formidable an opponent
as Rome. A previous Kandake, named Amanirenas, had even
decapitated a statue of Augustus Caesar and buried its head at the
foot of a local temple so that her people could physically trample
their foe.!® Excavated in the early twentieth century, this bronze
head, known as the Meroe Head, is now on display at the British
Museum in London.*

At the point in history we are considering, the Roman Empire was
dominant. It had demonstrated military prowess and controlled
the majority of available trade routes. But the Roman Empire, we
can argue, was hostile towards women, influenced by earlier Greek
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philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle, who taught that women
were inherently inferior to men. In fact, male Roman citizens
had the legal right to kill their wives, and their daughters were
equally disposable.?’ Such a worldview could not accommodate
a “kingdom” ruled by powerful women. Given the Kandake
Amantitere's success against the Roman army, a rivalry emerged—
but this was more than a question of military capability. Rome’s
identity as a superpower was at stake. It required that Kush be
effectively erased. And so, this unique and powerful empire was
redacted from scores of histories, an empire whose Kandakes were
a threat to the patriarchy of Rome.

The Kandake of Acts 8:27

While, as explained above, historians identify the Kandake who
appears in Acts 8:27 as Amantitere, the text only gives her the
title basilissa, “queen.” With gender roles being what they were in
ancient Greek culture, there would have been no room for gender
discrepancy or error in recording the Kandake as a female with
ruling authority, especially when the text also mentions that the
Kandake’s subject, whom Philip encounters, is a eunuch. Luke
has no qualms about strong women. What is more, at this point
in Acts, Luke features characters at the periphery of Judaism:
Samaritans (Acts 8, etc.), Cornelius the God-fearing centurion
(Acts 10), this eunuch from the Judaism-influenced upper Nile
region, and his queen. This queen possesses authority over the
“Ethiopians,” which for the Greeks meant everything south of
Egypt, not confined to the present-day boundaries of the country
by the same name. And this is an affluent kingdom,?! for Luke
indicates the eunuch’s importance, describing him as “in charge of
all the treasury of the Kandake.”

It would appear that Luke’s information matches with the Kushite
history that we know.?? So, we could postulate that at the time of
Philip’s encounter, and continuing to the time of Luke writing Acts,
her identity would have been well known. Indeed, Luke gives this
queen the kind of introduction you might offer a minor celebrity. He
anticipates that his audience will know to whom he is referring—
the queen of a strong and wealthy land. This is wealth that Rome has
great interest in, and although Rome had successfully conquered
northern Africa and made Egypt a province of the Empire, Meroe
remained intact. The Greek geographer and historian Strabo (64/63
BC-AD 24) memorably documented the mounting tension between
Kush and Rome.?

What also comes through in Luke’s account is that the Kandake places
a high value on learning. Indeed, her servant is capable of reading and
studying in multiple languages. He has no trouble communicating
with Philip in Greek even though his native tongue would have
been the Meroitic language. In Luke’s careful record, the eunuch’s
and Philip’s words are not only in Greek, but in Greek with a nod
to the elite.?* The Kandake’s servant not only postulates on a deeply
intellectual level but is also following the cultural practice of reading
aloud. In the ancient world, few kingdoms could have devoted so
much attention to education. Additionally, for a wealthy foreigner
to undertake a journey of over 1,200 miles in a lavish caravan would
have been especially precarious and would have required a high
level of protection. All this again speaks to the status of the eunuch’s
patron queen and a thriving empire. When we combine these
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inferences with the archeological evidence of royal feminine presence
in first-century Kush, the Kandake emerges as a striking figure.
Referring to sculptures of Kandakes that date back centuries before
the book of Acts, Steffan Spencer comments: “These statues convey
aroyal air . .. rather than solely emphasizing their fertility.”>

This conclusion is reiterated when we consider Luke’s account.
Luke’s information is not directly about the queen herself, but rather,
she is introduced matter-of-factly in an account of great significance
to the newly emerging Christian faith.

Christianity in First-Century Kush/Ethiopia

That the Ethiopian eunuch goes on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem “to
worship” (Acts 8:27) indicates that he is a practitioner of Judaism.
The practice of Judaism is known from the first century in Aksum,?*a
rising power adjacent to Meroe?” on its northern borders, occupying
the present-day northern regions of Sudan, Ethiopia, Djibouti, and
stretching as far east as Yemen. When Judaism was first introduced
to Aksum is hard to say. There is a claim that it was brought back by
the queen of Sheba during the reign of King Solomon (1 Kgs 10:1-
13; 2 Chron 9:1-12; cf. Isa 11:11-12).28 It is more likely to have been
brought up the Nile by exiled Jews.? Regardless of the source, the
presence of Judaism in the region of Kush is worth noting, as it not
only frames the eunuch’s narrative, but also gives us a picture of
the ruling Kandake as sponsoring the eunuch’s interest in Judaism.
Though some have speculated that the eunuch found his faith while
in Jerusalem, his desire to worship there and his understanding
of the prophet Isaiah suggest a maturity of faith. He is earnestly
seeking the Messiah through the words of the OT prophet. He came
over a great distance “to worship.” This is no casual curiosity; this is
an intentional quest.

With gender roles being what they
were in ancient Greek culture, there
would have been no room for gender

discrepancy or error in recording
the Kandake as a female with ruling
authority, especially when the text also
mentions that the Kandake’s subject,
whom Philip encounters, is a eunuch.

According to Western scholarship, we have no documented proof
the eunuch returned to his homeland, though Irenaeus speculated as
much,* and the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, the Ethiopian
Church, and the Coptic Orthodox Church of Alexandria hold this to
be historical fact.3! The proliferation of the Christian faith among the
elite suggests that someone with authority brought back word of Judaic
prophecy fulfilled in Jesus Christ.3?> Early converts to Christianity
appear to have seized the opportunity for the spread of religion through
the vast trade networks across the kingdoms of this region.® With
Judaism already established here, Christianity as the fulfillment of
prophecy must have been accepted as a logical progression.
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The Nubian Church

As mentioned earlier, in present-day historiography the name for
the region we have referred to as Kush/Ethiopia changed during
the fourth century AD to Nubia. Archeologists are now dating
the presence of Christianity in Nubia to at least the fifth century
AD based on the discovery of churches built of stone.’* However,
churches are typically built after Christianity is well established in a
region.® The earliest Christian churches in Rome, during the time
Luke would have been writing, did not have dedicated buildings at
all, but rather met in homes. The idea of the church as an institution
is a distinctly European one, and furthermore, the notion of the
church as a ruling authority is not biblically evidenced, but rather a
theological and sociopolitical construct only visible after the Council
of Nicaea in AD 325.

Thus, it is plausible that there was established Christianity in
this region before the construction of churches. Additionally,
archeologists have uncovered in Nubia frescoes®® as well as
manufactured products such as silver reliquaries’” depicting
Christian scenes from before the fifth century AD. Even more
compelling are the inscriptions regarding such advanced doctrines
as the Trinity and Christian eschatology that have been discovered
on well-preserved artifacts dating back to the early centuries AD.3
Furthermore, as mentioned previously, Judaism was an acceptable
practice in the Aksumite court in the first century AD, and based
on the same methods of data analysis applied elsewhere when
determining the origins of Christianity, we can safely deduce a
progression from Judaism to Christianity.> Tertullian (ca. 155-220)
himself supported such conclusions.*

Further support for the early presence of Christianity in Nubia may
come from the Meroitic language, in which certain words suggest a
Christian influence. Considering that the language itself ceased to
be used in the fourth century AD, Christian elements in Meroitic
would contradict currently held fifth to sixth century dates for the
reception of Christianity in Africa.*!

It seems that the Eurocentric lens has skewed the historical record
concerning the “spread of Christianity” by favoring the Western
missionaries of the sixth century rather than attempting to salvage
the Egyptian and Meroitic records. The loss here is twofold. It
results in a gap in our understanding of the political powers that
dominated the ancient world at the time of Luke. And it obscures
the possibility that the Christian faith in Nubia may have its roots
in the missional efforts of the eunuch of Acts, who was under the
patronage of the Kandake.

Understanding the significance of
the “Kandake moment” in Acts 8 is
crucial to our understanding of early
church history.
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Conclusion

Understanding the significance of the “Kandake moment” in Acts 8
is crucial to our understanding of early church history. The Kandake
requires us to investigate our own misconceptions and assumptions.
She represents a significant propagation route for the Christian
faith. Her lost history is deeply entwined with our own, as this
black, African queen likely played a role in the early establishment
of Christianity in Africa.
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The Biblewomen of South India: A Professional Pathway
to Dignity and Empowerment

Philip Malayil

Among the many motifs that decorate the tapestry of colonial India
(1858-1947), the “Biblewomen” movement in Northern Circars! was
a direct outcome of the missionary influence in the sub-continent.
The origins of the movement can be traced to the establishment
of the London Missionary Society (LMS) in this region? in 1822.
The faith brought by British missionaries found favour among the
natives, not because it was imposed on them, but because of the
upward mobility it offered from an oppressive and rigid caste system.
Dalits, or outcastes, are outliers beyond the lowest of the castes.
They are considered untouchable and, therefore, disenfranchised
from public spaces like schools and temples. Even their shadows
were once considered capable of polluting. Dalits eagerly
responded to the perceived egalitarianism that the missionaries
offered, resulting in mass conversions in the year 1851.

Meanwhile in distant London, Ellen Ranyard set up the Bible and
Domestic Female Mission (BDFM) to cater to the spiritual needs of
women in the slums of urban England. Set up as a woman’s mission
to women, the aim was to help women help themselves. In this
ministry, in 1857, Ranyard initiated the idea of the Biblewoman, an
epithet drawn from her identity as the female equivalent of Bible
colporteurs or Biblemen popularized by the British and Foreign
Bible Society (BFBS).> A Biblewoman served as a missionary
and social worker who belonged to the same social class as those
whom she sought to reach. She was the “missing link” between
the poorest families and their social superiors.* In this context,
Ranyard published Missing Link, a magazine which served to
report on her outreach. It doubled as a community forum for her
constituency and was a means to reinforce the gospel message.

Back in India, Edward and Martha Porter, a married couple, were
appointed as missionaries in Cudappah in the year 1844. Martha Porter
was a regular reader of the Missing Link, and from this resource she
adapted Ranyard’s model of “Mother Meetings” into her local Indian
context.” These meetings were a major part of Ranyard’s programme
that catered to underprivileged married women. Ranyard’s view was
that if the condition of the poor was to be improved, the reform of
mothers was crucial. Tips on housekeeping, including cooking and
cleaning, formed a key component of these meetings. After her
retirement in 1868, back in England, Porter floated the idea to Ranyard
about appointing Biblewomen in the region of Rayalseema. Porter
offered to liaise between the two countries
and collate reports. She also promoted
the need through a series of articles in the
Missing Link and appealed for funds from
readers in England.

a direct outcome of the

Martha Porter’s efforts bore fruit. Mary
Wesley and Martha Reuben were appointed
as Biblewomen in 1871, followed by a woman
named Bathsheba in 1872 (these names and
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The “Biblewomen” movement
in Northern Circars was

missionary influence in the
sub-continent.

several more below are post-conversion names). While Mary and
Martha are believed to be from the Dalit community, Bathsheba was
from a higher caste. They became the pioneering Biblewomen among
the Telugu-speaking language group. Martha Porter received monthly
reports and was responsible for raising funds for salaries, which
amounted to twelve pounds per woman per year.® By 1880, Hariamma,
Papamma, and Pantagani Annamma were working with Canadian
Baptist missionaries in the coastal districts, while Kaveramma,
Ratnamma, and Charlotte were employed by the Canadian Missionary
Society (CMS) missionaries.” As the ministerial office of Biblewoman
was transplanted to various milieus, an array of local needs and
cultural factors contributed to the process of its appropriation.

Sociocultural Context

Indian society then, and to a good extent today, was rigidly divided
into castes. Women played a crucial role in perpetuating the caste
legacybytransmittingitsculturalnormsandcustomswithinfamilies.
Since caste was inherited, it was possible for women to sabotage the
system through association with men of lower castes. Therefore,
the higher the caste was in the hierarchy, the more stringent the
restrictions on its women through vigilant moral policing, at the
expense of women’s freedom of choice. Even today, a man from an
oppressed caste would risk his life by venturing into a relationship
with a woman from a forward (that is, higher) caste.?

Women at the bottom of the social ladder, on the other hand, had greater
freedom, as their interactions seldom altered their status within the
caste system. The Hindu document Manusmriti sets the tone in favour
of the upper castes, “A woman is not liable for punishment if she has
physical relations with a man from the ‘higher castes.’ But she is due for
harsh punishment for having sex with a man from a ‘lower caste.””® This
sets the backdrop against which Biblewomen came into their own.

A Leadership Role for Christian Women

A Telugu proverb says: “If coconuts are available at hand, monkeys
use even them as weapons.”’® An application of this proverb is
that despite being subjugated for centuries, the socially weak
can skilfully use available resources to neutralize the powers of
the dominant. This was the case with the Telugu Biblewomen,
women who typically belonged to outcaste
communities. They appropriated the
evangelical Christianity that Protestant
missionaries introduced, deftly melding
it with their local customs and concepts.
The Protestant emphasis on Scripture (in
contrast to the Roman Catholic emphasis
on liturgy and the sacraments) allowed
these women to exercise their authority as
informal agents of the Bible’s transmission.
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Their basic commission was to sell Bibles, as their male counterparts
did. But they went beyond, employing various strategies to make
Scripture available. According to the demands of each cultural
context, they would vend Bibles, do public readings of the Bible, and
preach. Some of them became professional preachers, often leading
their families and communities to conversion. Other Biblewomen
led and served their communities as schoolteachers and nurses.
All this was possible because of the training they received.

Training

The initial Biblewomen recruits from the 1870s were not formally
educated. The best the missionaries in the Northern Circars could do
was to gather potential Biblewomen for informal training sessions,
after which they were assigned to different locations. Their lack of
literacy could be compensated by other skills, such as an ability to
commit material to memory or a gift for public speaking. Addepalle
Mariamma from Bodaguntla, for example, was previously a Dalit
priestess, a role which helped her gain the necessary confidence to
engage in rhetoric with higher caste men.!

Later Biblewomen recruits were literate.
One reason for this was that, following the
mass conversion of Dalits recorded in 1851,
LMS missionaries introduced schools.
There is a possibility that some of the later
Biblewomen recruits may have received
education through these mission schools.
Some Biblewomen who were widows
of pastors had acquired reading skills
while their husbands attended classes in
seminaries. An example is Jeevamrutha
Patasala, a seminary founded by Canadian
Baptist missionaries at Samarlakota.'?
While the men undertook theological
studies, their wives had special classes on
biblical literacy and home management.
This added to their experience in
church work and qualified them to be Biblewomen. One such is G.
Shanthamma of Srikakulam, the widow of an Indian pastor, who
briefly served as a Biblewoman from 1881 until her death in 1885.13

Unlike many women of their social status, who were forced to marry
their cousins or maternal uncles—an economically driven tradition
toensure propertystayed within thelarger family—Biblewomen had
considerable freedom of choice within the mission. Encouraged by
their supervising matron, they found spouses from among pastors
and schoolteachers within the mission infrastructure. Eligible male
employees of the mission also preferred a wife with an income.
In some regions it appears that the missionaries thought it safe to
employ women based on “age and ugliness,”'* since marriage was
preferredtocelibacy.Butlargely,beingamarriedwomanofferedsocial
respect and made Biblewomen more welcome into homes.!?

This pattern of preparing Biblewomen as individuals and in small
groups was eventually replaced by more formal programs of
training. American Baptist missionaries founded a Bible Training
School in Nellore in 1913, while Canadian Baptist missionaries
founded a similar institution in Palakonda in 1922.1° This was
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later shifted to Tuni and renamed the Eva Rose York Bible
Training School, in honour of the Toronto donor. Similarly,
in 1926, Augustana Lutheran missionaries from the United
States founded the Charlotte Swanson Memorial Bible Training
School in Rajahmundry. The usual enrolment criterium was an
elementary school pass certificate. Those without any reading
skills took a preparatory year before entering the programme.
Thus, many a Dalit woman became literate. The programme
spanned two years. If a student decided to drop out at the end
of the junior level, she was awarded a Lower Elementary School
certificate. Those who went on to complete the final level
received a Higher Elementary School certificate. Either of these
certificates ensured placement. At times, "faithfulness” could be
used as a substitute for a failure to earn a certificate and became
the basis for placement. This lack of academic rigor could have
been due to the special nature of the job, or because of the need
for staff numbers to justify the contributions by sponsors, or
because of a belief that “gifting overruled qualifications.”

Academic formalization brought with it a reduced emphasis on field
exposure. What was earlier almost completely on-the-job-training
became a mix of classroom and field work,
with practical work relegated to twice
a week. Missionaries and their native
colleagues offered classroom instruction
four days a week—Monday through
Thursday. Practical training exercises, such
asvillage camping, Sunday school teaching,
and house visiting, took up the other three
days of the week. As part of their field
education, trainees offered literacy and
Bible classes to children every Thursday
evening. They conducted itinerant work in
nearby villages Friday and Saturday, and
then returned to the seminary on Sunday
to attend worship service.

Traditionally, Brahmin men demanded
deference because they could read sacred texts and legal deeds.
Biblewomen, who had been denied educational opportunities
on account of their birth as women and/or as Dalits, were now
learning not only to read but also gaining skills that would earn
them social respect. The larger education offered in the seminary
was aimed at enabling Biblewomen to be well received in Hindu
homes. However, reports sent out by the Basel Mission in the
neighbouring state of Karnataka indicate that Brahmin households
were not always accessible to oppressed-caste Biblewomen.!’

The Wesleyan Mission was even more candid. Sanjivi, a Biblewoman
praised for her intelligence, piety, and sincerity to her task, is
referred to as having only one drawback: “she came into this world
branded with the curse of being low-caste.” Though she is appraised
as “doing her best,” a mission report says that the missionaries were
anxious to get another recruit from a “social position” more suited
to reaching the “respectable people of the city.”®

While literacy and education attempted to build equal opportunities for

the oppressed castes, traditional gender roles continued. In Bible school,
men were taught carpentry,'® while women were taught sewing.?
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Job Description

Reading the Bible and narrating stories from it became the primary
job description for these new professionals. For some of these
women, especially those who had been Dalit priestesses, becoming a
Biblewoman entailed a major shift. Their previous vocation called
on them to perform as divine oracles. During communal ceremonies
they would enter into a trance, stimulated by the sight of flames of
fire and the sound of musical invocation. In this trance state, they
would speak on behalf of the deity. But now they had to trust the
written Scriptures as the infallible and immutable word of God.

Eliza F. Kent calls the Biblewomen “masters of improvisation”
who bridged a cultural and social gap to bring the gospel to their
Indian audiences. They could identify the concerns of enquirers
and match their questions with appropriate hymns or verses from
the Bible.?! A distinctly favourite passage was Matthew’s rendering
of the parable of the sower (Matt 13:1-23). Anna Kugler, founder
of the Women’s Hospital at Guntur, explained that Biblewomen in
her hospital repeatedly told this story because the audience of
agricultural labourers readily identified with it.?> They knew all
about scattering seeds and kinds of soils. Another attractive aspect
of this story was that Biblewomen were quick to recognize
themselves in the role of the sower. Through repeated narration,
they not only trusted in the ability of
Scripture to produce faith but also
celebrated their own participation in
heralding the kingdom of God.

primarily on ministering

Another story that addressed the hearer’s felt
need and introduced the Christian God as one
capable of meeting their needs was the story
of the pregnancy of Elizabeth (Luke 1).
Abishekamma, a chief nurse and Biblewoman
at Medak Hospital, founded by the Wesleyan
Methodist missionaries, repeatedly related
this story to waiting outpatients. Arley
Munson, a doctor in the hospital, reported
that many patients, especially the childless,
returned to hear the story again.? The story of
an elderly Elizabeth bearing a child brought hope to childless women.
Stigmatised in society, they were drawn to a God whom they hoped
would bless them similarly.

Along with Scripture, songs were the other tool that Biblewomen
employed in their ministry. The lyrics mostly drew their content
from Bible passages. They celebrated the life of Jesus or described an
ideal Christian home. The songs of Gnanaratnamma Philip,
Vesapogu Gulbanamma, and Katta Chandramma, all of whom were
schoolteachers, reflect this focus on Christ and the model Christian
family.>* As a forerunner to the choreographed songs of today,
Biblewomen associated with the Methodist movement composed
action songs based on the parables and miracles of Jesus. Some of
these action songs further developed into dramas.?> Another
category of songs was similar to “spirituals”—group songs to ease
the ardour of farm labour. Typically, these were songs of dissent.
The lyrics were a coping mechanism used by the oppressed castes
against their perpetually subordinate status. The irony was that pre-
conversion, Dalit Biblewomen were not permitted even to hear the
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Biblewomen focused

to women and children at
their homes. Women, in
their role as homemakers,
were identified as naturally
influential over the family

Hindu scriptures being recited. In contrast, low-caste Biblewomen
could now sing the Christian Scripture, positively renegotiating
their new social standing.

Biblewomen focused primarily on ministering to women and
children at their homes. Women, in their role as homemakers,
were identified as naturally influential over the family. The
strategy was based on the reasonable assumption that, once
persuaded into the Christian faith, a woman would lead her
entire family to the faith. Although women and children received
special attention, men were not completely outside the sphere of
Biblewomen’s activities. There were instances when they
specifically reached out to men, even outside the context of the
family. An astonishing example is that in the Northern Circars,
some Biblewomen were recognized and highly regarded for their
religious discourses with Brahmin priests.

Another logical locus of ministry was in schools, considering the
Biblewomen’s training and literacy. In Samarlakota, Americus V.
Timpany, a Canadian Baptist missionary, started a school in 1880,
and Ellen, an Anglo-Indian Biblewoman, became its founding
teacher.?’” Occasionally, a Biblewoman played all the roles that a
school needed. For example, Neela, a Biblewoman at Bobbili, was a
chef, teacher, and matron of the boarding school, while her
colleague and sister-in-law, Sayamma, was a
regular schoolteacher.?®

A unique category of Biblewomen were
zenana workers. Zenana is Persian for “inner
chamber.” In India in the mid-nineteenth
century, Muslim women followed the purdah
(“curtain”) system, that is, a system that
confined them to women’s quarters known as
zenana. The purdah system isolated these
women from education and healthcare. Such
segregation of women was also practised in
forward-caste Hindu homes. To reach out to
cloistered women, the Baptist
Missionary Society inaugurated zenana
missions in the year 1854. Some Biblewomen
made it their special vocation to minister to these women—Muslims
and high-caste Hindus—who were confined to their homes. They
taught reading skills on a regular basis and occasionally gave lessons
on the Bible. Perhaps initiatives such as the zenana mission led to the
founding of an Urdu school for Muslim girls, in Guntur in 1884.%°

these

The majority of Biblewomen, however, visited women of oppressed
and outcaste status and focused on teaching the Bible rather than
literacy. One story of Bathsheba’s ministrations is illustrative of
the Biblewoman’s strategies to lead these women to Christ.
Bathsheba was sent for by an ailing woman. To introduce the
woman to the Great Physician, Bathsheba read from the Gospel
accounts about the woman with the issue of blood (Matt 9:20-22).
Two days later, Bathsheba visited her again and read about the
crucifixion. During her next visit, the woman lay dying and asked
Bathsheba, “I am praying to Jesus, will he forgive me?” Bathsheba
comforted her with the assurance from Isa 1:18, “Though your sins
are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red
as crimson, they shall be like wool” (NIV).3°
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Outcome

The office of the Biblewoman was in many ways a support role to the
missionaries. The provision of a regular wage allowed them to
consistently and professionally undertake this commitment. Their
access to Indian women and their families and their reading,
preaching, and narration of the Bible inevitably led to conversions.
In a survey undertaken by the National Christian Council of India,!
Pickett estimates that at least 15,000 from the lowest of the castes
converted to Christianity between 1928 and 1932 in the six mission
stations that his team studied.?* The aspiration of the outcastes for
social improvement, according to Pickett, was one of the motives
behind the conversions. Later, Pickett affirmed that Biblewomen
were responsible for these mass conversions, especially among the
Telugus.** Mrs. Calvin F. Kuder, a missionary wife at Rajahmundry,
for example, proudly informed her readers about the “increasing
number” of oppressed caste conversions.>* American Lutheran
missionaries responded to this by appointing more Biblewomen.
While there were only 113 Biblewomen working with American
Lutherans in 1920, the number increased to 217 by 1930, showing a
remarkable growth rate of 92 percent.*

Conclusion: A Symbiotic Relationship

In the bigger picture of Christian missions in south India,
missionaries and Biblewomen enjoyed a mutually beneficial
collaboration. Foreign missionaries depended on the local women to
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“Let us not spend our time in trifling”: Susanna Wesley,
a Mother to her Sons

Patrick Oden

In late Spring of 1725, Susanna Wesley (1669-1742) wrote a letter
to her second oldest son John, whom she called Jacky. After noting
some particular frustrations experienced by his brother Charles on a
recent journey, frustrations that involved his sister Hester, Susanna
turns to more theological musings. John, it seems, included some
quotes from Thomas a Kempis in a previous letter, and Susanna
shared her opinion that a Kempis was “extremely wrong” to suggest
that God “by an irreversible decree hath determined any man to be
miserable in this world.”* She goes on to write, “Our blessed Lord,
who came from heaven to save us from our sins . . . did not intend
by commanding us to ‘take up the cross’ that we should bid adieu
to all joy and satisfaction [indefinitely], but he opens and extends
our views beyond time to eternity. He directs us to place our joy that
it may be durable as our being; not in gratifying but in retrenching
our sensual appetites; not in obeying but correcting our irregular
passions, bringing every appetite of the body and power of the soul
under subjection to his laws, [if we would follow him to heaven].”?
We are to take up our cross, she writes to John, as a contrast to “our
corrupt animality” in order to fight under “his banner against the
flesh.” This fight is not an empty one, because “when by the divine
grace we are so far conquerors as that we never willingly offend,
but still press after greater degrees of Christian perfection . . . we
shall then experience the truth of Solomon’s assertion, ‘The ways of
virtue are ways of pleasantness, and all her paths are peace.””?

After her brief theological insights, Susanna returns to the topic of
a Kempis noting that she takes “Kempis to have been an honest,
weak man, that had more zeal than knowledge, by his condemning
all mirth or pleasure as sinful.” Misery is seen as misery to Susanna,
who acknowledges how it can be used by God, but is not itself the
place God leads us. “We may and ought to rejoice that God has
assured us he will never leave or forsake us; but if we continue
faithful to him, he will take care to conduct us safely through all the
changes and chances of this mortal life to those blessed regions of
joy and immortality where sorrow and sin can never enter!” John
received this letter when he was nearing his twenty-first birthday,
a student at Oxford, and not too long before he was ordained as a
deacon in the Church of England.

I open with these extended quotes because it is all too easy to
gloss over the sometimes radical influence a parent has on a child,
especially when this child grows up to be a great historical figure. We
read the writings of such a figure, see their significant contributions,
and in the case of religious leaders, we analyze their writings so as
to formulate a systematic picture of their overall theology. Yet doing
this often results in an ahistorical study that pulls the figure out of
their context and robs their contributions of vitally important tools
of interpretation. For people live and respond to specific contexts, not
a generalized reality, and it is only in seeing a figure, a movement,
or a mission within specific contexts that we can hope to develop a
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more accurate, and thus more helpful, understanding of the person
and their contributions. It is with this in mind that I now consider
John Wesley, seeing him not as a figure who suddenly erupted into
this world great and wholly unique. Rather, he was a man whose
extremely significant influence was partly a testimony of his own
great passion and work ethic, but also very much in keeping with the
tradition in which he was born, and in which he was raised.

In what follows, I consider his mother, who has been often used to
explain Wesley’s later development, yet has generally been misused
and misunderstood, leading to sometimes wrong conceptions of
John Wesley as a man and as a Methodist. I will first give a basic
introduction to her life, followed by a brief overview of some of
the psychological interpretations that have developed from earlier
studies. I will then suggest that these earlier studies were inadequate
because they had not included the scope of Susanna’s interactions
with her sons in their research. The bulk of this essay, then, will be to
help remedy future interpretations by providing examples from her
letters to her three sons: Samuel, Charles, and John. In doing this I
hope to show that, far from being a restrictive or domineering mother,
Susanna has felt the brunt of much misogynistic interpretations from
the past, leading her own intelligence and learning to be denigrated.
Itisindeed true that John and Charles Wesley were vitally shaped by
their mother. This was, however, a predominantly positive influence
that helped give them both a creative genius and intrepid spirit that
led to the founding and thriving of the Methodist movement.

The Life and Influence of Susanna Wesley

There’s nothing plainer than that a free-thinker as a free-
thinker, an atheist as an atheist, is worse in that respect than
a believer as a believer. But if that believer’s practice does
not correspond with his faith . . . he is worse than an infidel.*

Although it cannot be said that Susanna Wesley has been forgotten
to history—either in its popular or its more formal forms—there is
a curious emphasis which seems to dominate any mentions of John
Wesley’s mother. This emphasis, no doubt, in large part derives less
from an interest in Susanna for her own self as it does for a way to
better understand the social, spiritual, and psychological quandary
which John Wesley has caused for those attempting to understand
his motives and issues. This is especially the case if one dismisses
outright the religious truth of John Wesley’s claims, leaving him a
shell to be filled up with all manner of psychoanalytical theories.
Indeed, for this purpose, Susanna Wesley appears to offer a very
fruitful source—both in how Wesley related to himself and how he
related to other women.

Many biographers have seen Susanna’s form of child-rearing as being
the shaping force in John’s psychological development. Especially
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in considering Wesley’s later development and his own religious
philosophy, it can be said that he was consumed with doubt and
feelings of inadequacy. In his study of Wesley, Robert Moore writes
that his “personal style as a ‘Methodist’, compulsive, over-organized,
perfectionistic in his attempts to obey authorities which he believed to
be legitimate, just, and consistent was determined at this early age.”
If we understand shame as being a “vague, diffuse sense of falling
short of some ideal,” then “our ‘fault’ (in biblical terms) is a sin of
omission; we have left undone that which we ought to have done.”
From the time of his earliest youth, Wesley sought internal spiritual
order through increasing patterns of discipline and “methods” which
would help him towards the perfection that he thought was the goal
of the true Christian life. At the root of this interpretation is the
statement of Susanna about her method of raising children and her
“bylaws,” which formed the foundation of her approach with each of
her children. “Whatever pains it cost, conquer their stubbornness,”
she writes, “break the will if you would not damn the child.”” 1t is
understood that the shame induced by Susanna’s breaking of the will
results in John’s later feeling that “he had fallen short of the mark,
that he had not reached his spiritual ideal.”®

Thus, in this perspective, it was an underlying sense of doubt and
shame which led to his later strivings for full acceptance both
before his parents and before his God. Yet, this interpretation
runs into numerous difficulties when pressed by more than a
desire to explain away John Wesley’s apparent neuroses.’ Indeed,
while a discussion of Susanna’s approach to child-rearing could
itself take up a large amount of space, it would be more efficient
in this present effort to instead try to understand Susanna not
from her approaches to her children, but rather to see her as an
educated, thoughtful, highly spiritual, strong-willed woman in
her own right.!® In approaching Susanna from this direction, we
find that John Wesley was not a stereotypical conglomeration
of the more obvious Freudian psychoses, but rather the son of a
very strong Christian woman who was taught from his earliest
age the reality of an active relationship with God and the priority
of pursuing this relationship in the midst of a complicated world.

Susanna exhibited early the independence of thought and action
which characterized her throughout her life. Despite the not
only dedicated but also sacrificial commitment to the Dissenting
tradition shown by her father, Susanna, at the age of thirteen,
made the decision to step away from her family’s identification and
return, on her own, to communion with the Church of England. The
specific reasons for this precocious step are not precisely known.
In 1709, the year of the Epworth fire, Susanna wrote to her son
Samuel and told him that she had written a substantial explanation
of her reasoning for her return to the Church of England, but
this, along with so many of her own and her father’s writings,

Susanna exhibited early the
independence of thought and
action which characterized her
throughout her life.
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were burned.!! She did not, it seems, pen another version of this
testimony, so we are left to surmise some reasons for her change.

Many researchers make note of the highly influential apologetic
preaching of such Anglicans as John Tillotson, Thomas Tenison,
and William Beveridge, who were calling Dissenters back into the
national church.’? Whatever the particular reason that Susanna
left the family religious tradition, it does not seem that she in any
way forsook her father or his spiritual wisdom. Indeed, she was, it
seems, quite close to him throughout his life. This no doubt led to
her continuing to read deeply of spiritual writings.

This reading and the spiritual emphasis that permeates her
collected writings places the more well-known statements on
education within a broader context—a context which shows
Susanna to be, above all, interested in serving God in her life, a life
in which she was given significant responsibility for raising a brood
of likewise very intelligent children.!® We find in her letters, in her
journals, and in her other writings that she was a serious, highly
intellectual woman with strong, developed opinions which found
a curious, profound role in an age in which women were not given
anything near equal voice with men.'* She had, as Charles Wallace
puts it, “a deeply formed sense of self; a Puritan self-understanding
that ultimately values the individual and empowers her when in
conflict with ‘the world, however that might be construed.”"® Her
occasional conflicts with “the world” were not, however, public
battles in which she sought to recreate society. Rather, she was
her own self within the confines of her context, a conventional
woman of the early eighteenth century. Even so, within these
conventions, she revealed a great sense of independence of
thought and very well-formed theological insights. “That sense of
self allows her not only to love and support her family but also to
advise, teach, argue with, and sometimes stubbornly resist even
her husband, brother, and sons.”'® Given the strong identity of
each of her sons, it is not surprising that different aspects of her
personality are revealed in her various interactions with them.

Letters

Susanna’s relationship with her husband, Samuel, is well known.
In a famous passage she wrote to John about his thoughts on
considering ordination, she notes, “I was much pleased with it and
liked the proposal well, but ’tis an unhappiness almost peculiar
to our family that your father and I seldom think alike.”” She
continues, “Mr. Wesley differs from me, would engage you, I
believe in critical learning.” She then adds, “I earnestly pray to God
to aver that great evil from you of engaging in trifling studies to the
neglect of such as are absolutely necessary.”'® What was absolutely
necessary was not to listen to his father, but for young John to
pursue that which leads to the fullest relationship with God. John
did, of course, pursue ordination and upon doing so finally did
have the support of his father, who apparently had changed his
mind about career choices. Yet, in their disagreements about all
manner of issues, Susanna remained loyal to Samuel in public
and in private. This is most evident in a letter she wrote to her
brother, Samuel Annesley, Jr., who had been successful in business
in India, and who had had some unfortunate financial dealings
with Samuel Wesley. She admits her husband was not a wise man
of business, ample evidence was easily convincing, but she adds:

cbeinternational.org



And did I not know that almighty Wisdom hath views and
ends in fixing the bounds of our habitation which are out
of our ken, I should think it a thousand pities that a man
of his brightness and rare endowments of learning and
useful knowledge in relation to the church of God should
be confined to an obscure corner of the Country, where his
talents are buried and he is determined to a way of life for
which he is not so well qualified as I could wish.

She will admit to his lack of business acumen—which caused the
family suffering—but continues to admire and respect his learning
and spirituality, which is for her a more important reality. No doubt
this was a factor in their early relationship. After her return to the
Church of England, she notes that she was for a time tempted to the
position of the Socinians, but a wise man helped her better understand
and appreciate the orthodox teaching on the Trinity.! Susanna, with
her defined priorities, ended up marrying this man. It seems having a
spiritual insight and wisdom was something Susanna respected in her
father, in her husband, and in her sons and her daughters.?

We see in her letters to each of her sons a slightly different
expression of Susanna. Indeed, the very distinctions in her
response and in the personalities of her children—all of whom
continued strong in the faith—argue as much as anything against
her being identified as a psycho-social oppressor.

In her letters to her eldest son Samuel, we find a spiritual and
emotional counselor sharing insights to her eldest son, apparently in
response to questions he had sent.?! Her comments during his school
days in the early years of the eighteenth century are not merely
emotional encouragement meant to bolster his attitude during his
education, and go well beyond reminders for him to attend church
and to his studies. In a letter written in March 1704, Susanna
reveals an intellectual and insightful theology, and hopes to remind
her eldest of his spiritual responsibilities by means of what is, in
effect, a short philosophical treatise on the nature of religion. “We
may,” she writes as she gets into the heart of the letter, “distinguish
the propositions of natural religion into theoretical and practical.
I've already said enough of the first. I proceed to the second and
shall divide the propositions of a practical natural religion into two
parts: first the internal, second the external worship of God.”??

At the end of the long letter she notes that going well beyond her
own counsel, young “Sammy” should seek God continually in his
own devotions. “That you may more perfectly know and obey the
law of God, be sure you constantly pray for the assistance of the
Holy Spirit.” She continues, “Observe that assistance implies a joint
concurrence of the person assisted; nor can you possibly be assisted
if you do nothing. Therefore, use your utmost care and diligence to
do your duty and rely upon the veracity of God, who will not fail
to perform what he has promised.”? In later letters, she specifies
more what this diligence involves, including watching how much he
drinks and taking note of his specific temptations.

A summary of her approach might be found in a letter she wrote to
Samuel in August of 1704:

The mind of a Christian should always be composed, temperate, free
from all extremes of mirth or sadness, and always disposed to hear
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the still small voice of God’s Holy Spirit, which will direct him what
and how to act in all the occurrences of life, if in all his ways he
acknowledge him and depend on his assistance.?*

These early letters to Samuel are important not simply as insights into
Susanna’s relationship with her eldest son, but also as an indication
of her theological and intellectual life in John Wesley’s earliest years,
showing the atmosphere in which he was raised was filled with very
engaged theological thought. To be sure, the letters sent to a young
man in school were not the complete picture of the relationship
Susanna had with her eldest son. Indeed, after his untimely death
in 1739, Susanna wrote Charles with her expressions of grief. “Your
brother was exceedingly dear to me in his life, and perhaps I've erred
in loving him too well. I once thought it impossible for me to bear
his loss, but none knows what they can bear till they are tried.”*

She then adds an honest expression of her spiritual need in her grief.
“As your good old grandfather often used to say, ‘That’s an affliction,
that God makes an affliction.” For surely the manifestation of his
presence and favour is more than an adequate support under any
suffering whatever. But if he withhold his consolations and hide his
face from us the least suffering is intolerable.” After her husband’s
death, she had lived with her eldest son and was dependent on him
for her own needs. But she writes she had not even thought about
this, as she had indeed felt God’s provision, felt called to “a firmer
dependence” on him. “That, though my son was good, he was not
my God—and that now our heavenly father seemed to have taken
my cause more immediately into his own hand; and therefore even
against hope, I believed in hope that I should never suffer more.”?

In her letters to her youngest son, Charles, we find Susanna showing
the same interest in spiritual guidance, acting as a sought-after
spiritual counselor, giving practical and theological advice. Yet, there
are other aspects shown as well, especially later on in her life when
Charles had gained a fair amount of his own spiritual confidence.
After the Wesley brothers had their enlightening experiences of
renewed faith, it seems Charles was eager to share the fruits of their
discovery with his mother, and may have been a bit zealous in his own
attempts to convince her that his own faith was lacking prior to his
new experience, apparently implying her understanding was deficient
as well. After quoting a long passage from the French-born Anglican
priest, Pierre du Moulin, she writes, “I think you are fallen into an
odd way of thinking. You say that till within a few months you had
no spiritual life nor any justifying faith. Now this is as if a man should
affirm he was not alive in his infancy, because, when an infant he did
not know he was alive. A strange way of arguing, this!”?’

Despite this sharp disagreement, with both holding their ground,
the letters as a whole reflect a continued interest in worthwhile
conversation. In 1735, she writes, “that as pleases God, but if while
I have life and any remains of health, it may be useful or pleasing to
you, that we hold a correspondence together by letters, I shall gladly
do it. But then, dear Charles, let us not spend our time in trifling,
in talking of impertinent matters that will turn to no account.”
Indeed, while her letters do contain the occasional tidbit of personal
information—especially as it seems Charles was in closer contact
with several of the Wesley daughters—there was a frank spiritual
conversation that Susanna continued to pursue. In one of her last
letters, when she was seventy-two, she finishes her brief comments
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to Charles by expressing her confidence in God’s work in John’s
life and also in his, saying “my fears are at an end,” for she sees her
life’s work not only taking shape but also exhibiting great fruit.
She had sought to teach all her sons the ways of God, and they
were incomparably active in teaching this to others. She finishes
with an exhortation to continue in service to God. “Proclaim his
universal love and free grace to all men. And that ye may go on
in [the power of the Lord and in] the strength of his might and be
preserved from yielding place to those bold blasphemers so much
as for an hour is the hearty prayer of your loving mother. I send
thee my love and blessing.”?®

It is not surprising that her letters to John are the most numerous of
all that have been preserved. Throughout these letters she shows the
same quality of affection and deep interaction that she reveals in her
letters to Charles and Samuel. Indeed, as in the example with which
we opened this study, Susanna was willing to engage in theological
musings with her son, interacting with him about readings in
spirituality and theology. It seems John was curious about his
mother’s opinion on topics, knowing that she was well-read.?
Throughout the letters to John, there does seem to also reflect a lot
of mutual respect. In March of 1734, she responds to a letter of his,
in which she addresses a particularly troublesome interaction John
experienced, and then replies to his apparent questions about his
own devotions. She writes, “You want no direction from me how to
employ your time. I thank God for his inspiring you with a resolution
of being faithful in improving that important talent committed to
your trust.” She admits her own haphazard devotions, adding that
because of her circumstances, likely related to her health, “I can’t
observe order, or think consistently, as formerly. When I have lucid
interval I aim at improving it, but alas, it is but aiming.”3

However, she always does seem to have an opinion or a suggestion,
adding that while she sees nothing of his use of time “but what I
approve, unless it be that you do not assign enough of it to meditation,
which is (I conceive) incomparably the best means to spiritualize
our affections, confirm our judgments, and add strength to our
pious resolutions of any exercise whatsoever.” She then proceeds to
a passionate meditation on God. “And what is so proper for this end
as deep and serious consideration of that pure, unaccountable love
which is demonstrated to us in our redemption by God Incarnate!
Verily, the simplicity of divine love is wonderful! It transcends
all thought, it passeth our sublimest apprehensions! Perfect love
indeed!” She continues on, “And yet this great, incomprehensible,
ineffable all-glorious God deigns to regard us! Declares he loves us!”
She presses on with her passionate reminder, proceeding back to
her counsel, reminding John of how God reaches out to his people.
“How oft doth he call upon us to return and live! By his ministers, his
providence, by the still, small voice of his Holy Spirit! By conscience,
his viceregent within us and by his merciful corrections and the
innumerable blessings we daily enjoy!” She notes we cannot truly
contemplate God as he is in himself, but she gives hope. “But when
we consider him under the character of a Savior we revive, and the
greatness of that majesty which before astonished, and confounded
our weak faculties now enhances the value of his condescension
towards us and melts our tempers into tenderness and love.”

Susanna realizes that she is running out of paper, so tries to
conclude, steering the note back to his state of life, and adding
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"And what is so proper for this end
as deep and serious consideration
of that pure, unaccountable love
which is demonstrated to us in our
redemption by God Incarnate!"

—Susannain a letter to John,
March 1734

encouragements. “Therefore you must not judge of your interior
state by your not feeling great fervours of spirit and extraordinary
agitations, as plentiful weeping, etc. but rather by the firm adherence
of your will to God.”3! She then adds, “follow Mr. Baxter’s advice,
and you will be easy.”3? Given the course of these middle years of
the 1730s, it seems John was not quick to take Baxter’s or Susanna’s
advice, and he was not easy. Susanna ended her note, written four
years prior to John’s Aldersgate experience, with these words: “Dear
Jacky, God Almighty bless thee!”

It seems God answered Susanna’s prayers.
Conclusion

Susanna Wesley was, to be sure, a woman of her age, a wife to an
oft tempestuous pastor and a mother to significantly more children
than is understandable in our era. In this she was conventional. In
light of her seemingly rigid ideals about parenting, it would then
seem to be very fitting to interpret her, and thus her children, in
light of conventional approaches to developmental psychology. Her
goal to break the will of her children would lead to anxiety about
guilt and lead to forms of religious interactions that were defined by
performance, proving one’s worth in order to gain approval and love.
Such a picture of Susanna would also be useful in explaining John
Wesley’s particular troubles with women, caught as he was between an
intense interest in them and a persistent awkwardness in developing
close relationships with them. This impression of Susanna then leads
to interpretations of John Wesley’s theology and later Methodism that
fit this developmental narrative. In this way, Susanna has served as a
decisive if not always prominent part of Wesley studies. John Wesley,
you see, had mother issues, and that explains a lot.

It is for this reason that Susanna should be further studied for
who she actually was and how she thought as a real person, not
as a caricature. She was, in many ways, a conventional woman
of her age but, in many other ways, she was an extraordinarily
unique woman. She was extremely well-read, and more than
this she showed continued evidence of intellectual engagement
with the key thinkers of her era, whether in philosophy or
religion. She expressed from her earliest days a strong will of
her own, an independence of thought and judgment that led
her to independently leave the Dissenting tradition of her father
and return to the Church of England. Her letters show both the
evidence of her learning and her tendency towards intellectual
sparring, not for its own sake but as a way of better determining
the truth about God and life. She was, it seems, characterized by
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a persistent intellectual and spiritual curiosity, one that became
expressed in her relationships with her sons, leading her to give
counsel and seek counsel, to discuss what she read and respond to
the issues her sons were worried about. She was not, it seems, an
overbearing mother but an involved mother who was dedicated to
her children. It is her lasting legacy that she helped instill in her
sons their own intellectual curiosity and independent drive, a drive
oriented around a quest for the Living God and what it means to
live with God in this present life and into eternity.
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Book Review:

Voices Long Silenced: Women Biblical Interpreters through the Centuries

By Joy A. Schroeder & Marion Ann Taylor (Westminster John Knox Press, 2022)

Reviewed by Kimberly Dickson

Though my bookcase is lined with collections

highlighting women leaders, interpreters,

and scholars from ancient Israel through

to the 21st century, I had yet to come upon

such a well-researched, dense-yet-readable

volume as Voices Long Silenced: Women

Biblical Interpreters Through the Centuries.

Joy Schroeder and Marion Ann Taylor have

meticulously researched each woman, mining

primary sources to allow the women, when

possible, to make their own interpretive

arguments in their own voice. And not only

do Schroeder and Taylor cover the Western

church, but they also cover Latin American

interpreters, Native Americans, slaves and

freed-women. These unique voices deepen and

expand scriptural understanding. Predictably,

the reception of each woman’s work depended

on her historical context, of which Schroeder

and Taylor provide detailed descriptions. These ranged from
enthusiasm, to male allies promoting the women’s work, to
resistance, to confiscation of libraries and all written works, to
persecution, to burning at the stake.

As areader, I could not help but be impressed by the many accounts
of women’s courage as they defied traditional male interpretations
to defend the inherent value of women, women'’s intellect, and their
contributions to theology. Schroeder and Taylor trace many women
who saw the link between biblical patriarchy and slavery, and who
thus became outspoken abolitionists. That said, hypocritical racism
and unanalyzed cultural biases remained in many of these same
women interpreters, and Taylor and Schroeder do not hide it. They
comment on the hypocrisy in Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s racism.
They show how Spanish nuns in Latin America opposed slavery,
not because they rejected the idea of treating slaves as property,
but because they rejected the idea of owning property at all. They
point out the outright antisemitism embraced by European women
interpreters even while they themselves were being persecuted.
Schroeder and Taylor’s inclusion of the interpretive voices of Black
women who had been enslaved in America provide welcome voices
and corrections to the western church’s racism and antisemitism—
Sojourner Truth and Amanda Berry Smith, Jewish interpreters, and
women enslaved in the Latin American convents,.

In covering such a vast time period and number of women,
Schroeder and Taylor identify recurrent patterns of interpretation
over the centuries. Throughout history, the distribution of
women’s work was so minimal that most women believed they
were the first or only women to interpret scripture. Ignorance
of their contributions persists. For instance, I was surprised
to see that Elizabeth Smith (1776-1806) had already corrected
Augustine’s interpretation of Job’s wife, where he translated
the Hebrew word “blessing” as “curse,” reading the Hebrew as
a euphemism. Prior to reading this book, I believed that CBE
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International’s translation team was the first
to make this correction. I recognized many
other patterns that persist today. Across time,
women have take pains to make their works
palatable to a general audience that believes
women should not teach men. And often,
across time, men have made women’s words
their own, only after which other men are
able to hear the women’s words. I laughed as
I related to women who lived over 500 years
ago, as they considered the Reformation’s
implications for women leaving the convents,
marrying, and raising children. Ultimately
these women used similar exegetical methods
to those we use today, studying the many
women of Scripture and identifying their
God-given gifts to lead, preach, judge, fight,
heal, and serve. They learned the ancient
languages to better understand and correct
translations. And they asked hard and probing questions. They
may have felt they were the only ones, but in reading this text,
I was encouraged to see the long line of women who have been
called to better understand, translate, and teach the Bible.

This book deserves to be used as a master’s level textbook. However,
its very thorough nature is also what makes it a daunting book to
read. The print was small and tightly spaced, with no word wasted.
Thus, the reader will need to be fully attentive. While the main
historical periods are divided by subheadings, the narrative moves
from a lengthy discussion of one interpreter onto the next without
warning, often causing me to back up and make sure I hadn’t missed
a transition. Further, though I was surprised at the depth and detail
it provided on so many women—Sor Juan Inés de la Cruz providing
one such example—I was disappointed that certain other women
barely received a mention, such as Katharine Bushnell. Likewise,
Hannah Moore was mentioned but, considering Schroeder and
Taylor’s intentional discussion of racism, slavery, and the abolitionist
movements, I was surprised that her deep dedication to abolition and
her work with William Wilberforce was not discussed. However, the
authors do expressly say that this type of work could not possibly
cover every aspect of every woman featured. Rather, they hope it
will motivate more work like their own. Overall, I give the book five
stars, knowing it will be my go-to each time I write about or research
a woman from our faith history.

Kimberly Dickson has worked in the Middle East, East
Africa, India, and in her home state of California, working
with communities and families to bring the marginalized,
especially women, into the center of decision making. She is
studying an MA in Theology at Fuller Theological Seminary
to better understand the Judeo-Christian faith’s perspectives on women.
Kimberly is co-host of CBE International’s Mutuality Matters podcast
segment, “Global Impact: Egalitarian Activism and Human Flourishing.”
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