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REVIVALIST WOMEN PREACHERS IN 1860S BRITAIN

From the beginnings of Methodism in the eighteenth century as an organized “Connexion” within the Church of England while John Wesley was alive, women had spoken in public.  Methodist organization was uniquely suited to encourage women to take leadership roles within their communities of worship.  Members met in bands and classes where leaders encouraged them to examine the state of their souls.  Bands were single-sex, so there were many women band leaders, and while class leaders were more often male, there were also significant numbers of women.  From these positions a number of women felt called to speak to larger audiences both in places of worship and outdoors, and Wesley gradually began to accept that these women had an “extraordinary call” from God.  Ultimately he agreed that a very few women could be paid itinerant or traveling preachers, a position normally defined as male.

After Wesley’s death in 1791, during the difficult years of the Napoleonic wars when Methodists were suspected of being spies or traitors (mostly unjustly), the itinerant preachers who made up the Methodist Conference, the Connexion’s governing body, panicked.  They worked hard to maintain a posture of loyalty and respectability.  The novelty of female preaching often attracted disorderly crowds, so in 1804 the Conference effectively banned the practice, allowing women to speak in public only to other women and in their own immediate locality except with special permission.  However, at the same time Methodism was fragmenting into a number of sects, and two of these, the Primitive Methodists and the Bible Christians, both with most of their strength in rural areas, allowed women to preach, and employed them as itinerant preachers.  At one point in the Bible Christians’ formative years half their itinerants were women.  Women proved invaluable when the sects were in their evangelical phase, working hard to attract converts, but by the 1840s both were paying at least as much attention to ministering to their members as to attracting new ones.  Women were thought unsuitable for the responsibilities of managing a circuit, and female itinerancy gradually died out. By the early 1860s there were no woman itinerants in any branch of Methodism. The ministry became increasingly professionalized as even the Primitive Methodists, the sect appealing to the lowest social classes, began to require a certain educational standard for its preachers and opened a Connexional school that, like similar schools in other sects, did not admit women. Changing economic and social conditions were also a factor.  In the first half of the nineteenth century the effects of war and industrialization brought major changes in rural areas, with agricultural employment declining rapidly and a corresponding push of population to the growing cities. It was also a time of social and political unrest and economic distress. Rural women who might have been attracted to evangelism with the Bible Christians or Primitive Methodists moved to cities and married earlier. However, after 1850 the standard of living for most people began to improve, and for the first time more people lived in cities than in rural areas.  The appeal of “hell fire” preaching in the countryside, always strongest in times of adversity, lessened.
 Such preaching became part of revivals, aimed as much as reviving lapsed faith as reaching those who had not heard evangelical preaching.  Revivals were more often chapel-based and open-air preaching to large crowds declined.  Although the large open-air “camp meeting” was a defining feature of Primitive Methodism, it became a yearly rather than a more frequent event, usually connected with the annual Conference.

However, the end of female itinerancy did not mean that women stopped preaching, and this paper will examine how women adapted to changing circumstances while maintaining their right to speak in public.  They did so in two main ways, as local preachers and as paid evangelists.  All Methodist sects relied heavily on local preachers, lay people licensed to preach by the local district committee but who did not travel from chapel to chapel around a circuit as did the itinerant ministers.  The Primitive Methodists had a special category of paid local preacher, but most local preachers were unpaid.  Women who had been itinerants often retired to local preaching, and a significant number of ministers’ wives preached locally.  By the 1850s, when all sects had built large numbers of chapels, whose debt had to be serviced and fabric maintained, fund-raising became important, and three services on special occasions became vital in this enterprise. Celebrations of the anniversaries of the foundation of the chapel and the Sunday school extended over at least two days, and included a tea with speakers as well as special Sunday sermons.  Attendance was almost always greater than for normal Sunday worship and the collections taken went toward paying off debt and the costs of upkeep and operation.  The similar annual missionary service raised money for both home and foreign evangelism, and other fund-raising opportunities arose less often at ceremonies laying foundation stones or at new chapel openings.  Women were of course essential for providing the tea on all these occasions, but they were also very useful as speakers.  The novelty value of a woman preacher was more or less guaranteed to bring in a crowd.  In December 1860 the Primitive Methodist Magazine reported that Mrs. Eales attracted so great a crowd at a chapel opening that she preached in the chapel while another male preacher spoke in the open air, and at a chapel anniversary Miss Bemrose spoke to “overflowing congregations.”
 Twenty-one different women are mentioned as preaching at special services in the Primitive Methodist Magazine for 1859. In many cases these women were paid for their appearance out of the proceeds of the meeting, and some women made a career out of it.  An example is the Primitive Methodist Mary Clarissa Buck.  She began as an unpaid local preacher at age 21, then became a hired local preacher.  For a year she tried itinerancy, but retired in 1837 at age 27 because she found the strain of traveling too much for her health, and she was convinced that her call was to preach at special services.  For the next 25 years she traveled all over the country doing so, speaking not only in Primitive Methodist chapels but also for other denominations.  At one of her sermons in 1853 “the pews, free seats, aisles, pulpit stairs were crowded, and it was thought that hundreds were unable to get in.” Although some thought she sometimes spoke for too long, the Primitive Methodist Magazine described her sermons as “powerful and eloquent, …and the collections were liberal.”
 

Mary Buck was typical of Primitive Methodist and Bible Christian female evangelists, born in a rural area of poor parents, and largely self-educated.  However, as Olive Anderson pointed out in a ground-breaking article in 1969, in the 1860s a new breed of woman evangelist appeared, usually middle class, respectable, and professional.
  Many of them were associated with a religious revival that began in New York in 1857 and spread to the British Isles by 1859.  The revival was interdenominational, with the majority of evangelists “irregulars, free lances, knowing no church, understanding nothing of parochial divisions, subject to no master but Christ.”
 It was facilitated by the American evangelist Phoebe Palmer and her husband, who were in Britain from 1859 to 1863, and the aging Charles Finney, who toured in 1859–60, and whose wife conducted “meetings for ladies” attended by up to 700 women several times a week.
  An article in the Quarterly Review noted the extensive involvement of “laymen” in the movement, and significant interest of “a number of persons in the educated classes of society.”
  There was also open-air preaching, a practice that had largely lapsed even among Primitive Methodists, the sect most committed to it, and something in which women had proved effective.

Initially, however, the only women visible in the revival were Americans, Phoebe Palmer and Mrs. Finney, and the correspondents to the weekly The Revival, which began publication in 1859, described them as halves of husband-wife teams.  Women were congregating in separate prayer meetings where their domestic duties were reinforced.  Mrs. Finney, “a Christian lady of gentle demeanor and winning address,” met “those whom she rejoices to call her sisters…and speaks with them of their common duties to husband, children and home.”
  However, the first British woman reported as preaching to mixed audiences in the revival was not as genteel.  Catherine Booth was an artisan’s daughter married to a poor minister in the Methodist New Connexion, which did not allow women to preach.  In 1860 she had already written her justification for women preaching when, inspired by Phoebe Palmer and lured by the occasional income for her family, she began to speak at meetings, then to preach for her husband William when he fell ill.  In 1861 they left the New Connexion and embarked on an independent ministry that eventually became the Salvation Army.
  At first they worked together, conducting revival services all over the country, but by 1862 Catherine was an attraction in her own right.  The Wesleyan Times reported:

We have a long-cherished and strong dislike to female preaching, and have had some misgivings as to the utlility of this lady’s proceedings.… We confess ourselves to have been disarmed of our criticism, and our long-cherished antipathy to female preaching somehow melted out of our heart before Mrs. Booth had done, and we secretly wished that thousands of Mrs. Booths were going through the land alluring the masses to the cross.

In November of that year The Revival published a leading article on “Women’s Ministry.”  The author reiterated the belief that women’s subjection began in Eden, and that in the family a wife should not be superior to her husband.  However, he went on to argue for what Wesley had described as the “extraordinary” call: that if women are proved to have converted souls, then God must be with them.
  Women were beginning to move out from all-female meetings to address men. In Scotland Miss Graham and Miss Marsh were speaking to mixed audiences, Miss Marsh mainly to men.  The Revival’s correspondent wrote, “I…cannot show that Miss Marsh or Miss Graham should limit their meetings to women only.” An all-female delegation from London visited Blackburn during the cotton famine, and Mrs. Ford of Islington addressed 500 “rough but honest men” at a penny Bible class, and was credited with the conversion of “some of the very worst characters” in Glossop..
 

The London women were sponsored by the Tottenham Association for the Relief of Distress in Lancashire, and seem to have been middle-class charitable ladies.  In the same year another respectable woman evangelist appeared, although her career proved controversial.  Mrs. William Bell, the wife of an army colonel who was frequently away on his job as Inspector of Barracks, and whose children were grown, had the income and “leisure at her disposal to do her Master’s work.” In 1863 she rented a hall in Bristol and began holding preaching meetings “to promote the spiritual prosperity of believers, and the immediate conversion of the unconverted.” She soon branched out to open-air preaching from her carriage in the surrounding countryside, where her “powerful voice and strong constitution, and a soul yearning for the conversion of perishing men and women” were invaluable assets. In 1864 she took her mission to Swansea in Wales and then to the north of England and Scotland, attracting large audiences.  In Scotland she drew the wrath of Scottish ministers.  One blasted her in a public letter, claiming that: 

Christianity did not commence by obliterating the distinction between man and woman, or stripping the female disciple of that retiring modesty which is the fairest ornament of the female character.… I must suppose that divine wisdom sanctioned the teaching of nature in asserting that the proper occupation of a Christian female is exclusively of a private character. 

Two months later she was arrested and fined in Swansea for obstructing the street.  She refused to pay and would have spent fourteen days in jail if someone had not paid the fine for her. She moved on to London, where she rented the City of London Theatre, which she filled.  This was the high point of her career, although she continued her evangelism for several years.

Mrs. Bell’s appearance in London was typical of revival events in the 1860s.  Revival organizations or wealthy laymen either rented public theaters or endowed private mission halls, called “iron churches,” where popular evangelists could speak to large crowds.  As Anderson pointed out, “for the first time a race of professional, full-time lay evangelists appeared in Britain.”
  And some of them were women.  These women had found a way to evade the increasing professionalism of the Methodist and Nonconformist pastorate.  They ignored it and followed a non-denominational path to an independent ministry.  The Revival mentions sixty-six women over its eleven-year run.  Both married and single, many started as young women and continued after their marriage.  For example, Geraldine Hooper, a “star in the revivalist firmament,” married a fellow revivalist preacher and they continued their ministry together.
  The female evangelists did not always rely on the sensational appeal of women preachers since several of them preached for weeks or months at a time in the same venue.  Catherine Booth preached every week for months to a “large preponderance of men” at the Eyre Arms Assembly Rooms in St. John’s Wood in 1867, and when she moved on another woman, Miss J. T. Armstrong, a successful Scottish evangelist, took her place, preaching to “the superior class of working-class people.”  However, she was unable to support herself, blaming her lack of success on being “a perfect stranger in the metropolis,” and by the end of the year she was soliciting “engagements in the provinces.”
  Another showcase for women preachers was a Sunday afternoon lecture series at the London Polytechnic, which hosted a number of women in the second half of 1866.  Mrs. A. F. Thistlethwayte, described as “gifted with the most perfect self-possession, a deep rich contralto voice, which is modulated with considerable skill and tact, and having her great batural advantages supported by that dramatic faculty, without some share of which every appearance before the public falls flat,” attracted “several noblemen,” and some members of Parliament, including Gladstone.

These women’s ministries continued to be controversial.  A note in The Revival in very small print warned the organizers of the Polytechnic lectures that they “take care that they do not overdo this.  We are always in danger of extremes.  To make such services as these an area for lady-preaching exclusively, seems to us as objectionable as to confine them to men—perhaps more so.  Nothing will more deservedly bring the legitimate ministry of women into disrepute than making it a sensational attraction.”  A

“constant reader” wrote, “It is plain to me that, as a rule, women are not to speak in a public manner.  There is not one passage in Scripture that requires women either to pray or to preach publicly; they are not, therefore, ‘bound’ to do it, ‘for where there is no law is there no transgression.’” Jessie McFarlane’s Scottish congregation “seriously considered (although she is much esteemed amongst them) whether they ought not to ask her to withdraw from communion with them,” and her fiancé broke off their engagement when she began her public ministry.
 Others defended them.  A leading article on “Female Preaching and Preaching in General” in August 1865 acknowledged strong Scottish antagonism, but defended the necessity of reporting it, since it was the Lord’s work, even if “it comes in an unexpected way, and in a fashion distasteful to our prejudice and pride.” In the following issue “A Searcher After Truth” wrote that, “Many dear sisters are being used of the Lord these days,” and asked, “Brethren,…what do you fear? Women getting out of their place?”  “An earnest and intelligent Christian lady” asked, “Can it be that God gives woman gifts she is not to use?” and chided other women: “I sometimes think [women] are more against us than the men.  I believe many shrink from the responsibility, and are very well pleased with any excuse for silent nonentity, while others seem to have an idea that it is a proof of superior humility and modesty to turn with horror from anything so public.” 
  One of the most sophisticated justifications was published as a pamphlet by Miss Armstrong in 1866.  Displaying her superior Scottish education and her command of Greek, she argued that the well known biblical passages that appeared to command women to be silent applied only to married women, and particular local and historical circumstances.  She made it clear that women’s role was limited to preaching: “I am not advocating that females should be pastors in the church, or judges, and execute the function of magistrates in the world.”  But women could not ignore God’s call: “I am fully convinced, that no amount of opposition can hinder the efforts of women in spreading the truth, provided they are called and qualified of God for the work.”
 One of Armstrong’s concluding arguments was that women’s public presence was fulfilling biblical prophecy: “A few years ago we heard of very few women wholly engaged in the work of the Gospel; now there are many.  It seems as if their time, in the last of the latter days, had come to arise and shine.”
  While Armstrong was clearly unaware that proponents of female preaching had made this argument in the first half of the nineteenth century, it had greater resonance after 1850 when pre-millenarianism, the belief that Jesus’s second coming would precede the millennium, was gaining ground, with one of its signs women prophesying.
  However, such arguments were less controversial coming from men.  The Revival leader on “Women’s Ministry” described “these last days” when God “pours out his Spirit on his handmaidens and they prophesy, and signs follow in the conversion of souls,” but one of the most successful woman evangelists, Octavia Jary, who maintained her own chapel in Norwich, was criticized for “teaching extreme views of the Lord’s coming.”

Throughout the decade women were finding other ways to exercise their call to God’s service, some of them remunerative. This was the great age of philanthropy, an avocation approved for women, and which most of the ever-growing middle class had the leisure to pursue. Some financed or conducted special missions, to soldiers in the Aldershot barracks, to navvies working on the railways, to “coprolite” (a type of fossil used for fertilizer) diggers, to prostitutes, to London’s poor. Single women were beginning to be recruited for missions in Africa, India and China.  In 1866 the first nine unmarried women departed for China, sponsored by the China Inland Mission.
 Also in the 1860s Anglican sisterhoods and orders of deaconesses attracted women with strong religious calls.
   Poorer women took work as “bible women,” paid a small amount to distribute bibles and visit the poor in their homes.  All these initiatives grew in later decades and may have attracted women who might otherwise have considered paid evangelism. For while The Revival continued to publish notices of women preaching in the late 1860s, the frequency and numbers diminished.  By 1870 even the editor had to admit the revival was over, changing the name of the weekly to The Christian.

The heyday of the independent professional female evangelist was brief.  The next revival, associated with the Americans Moody and Sankey, did not produce an accompanying rise in women preaching.  Yet the demand for women to speak on special occasions in Methodist chapels, present before the 1859 revival, continued.  In a single year, 1886, the weekly Primitive Methodist listed twenty women preaching in its chapels, with no doubt many more unrecorded. The most lasting and successful organization to emerge from the revival, the Salvation Army, with Catherine Booth as its co-leader, did provide opportunities for poor urban women to speak on street corners and in public halls. However, middle class women who felt the call to minister were increasingly encouraged to work with other women in private spaces, whether as deaconesses, missionaries, or settlement workers.  The promised second coming, heralded by prophesying women, did not materialize in the 1860s.
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