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It all started with one woman: Antoinette Brown Blackwell (Zikmund, 1996; “Women Have”, 20061). She went to Oberlin College and got the education necessary to be a minister (Zikmund, 1996; “Women Have”, 20061). Her alma mater refused to ordain her (“Women Have”, 20061). She received her ordination at her first church, a Congregationalist church in New York, in 1853 (Zikmund, 1996; “Women Have”, 20061). She was the only woman minister for many years.

In the 1970s and 1980s Women had come a long way in the ministry but some churches hadn’t started to accept women ministers yet (Carlson, 1988). Women were readily accepted into churches in small towns and ones that only need one minister (Carlson, 1988). They also could be associate pastors at churches that need more than one (Carlson, 1988). However, the churches that needed a senior pastor or head pastor still would not take women (Carlson, 1988). There were rules against this, but the churches were able to sidestep it (Carlson, 1988). This position is also one of the highest positions a United Church of Christ minister can attain (Carlson, 1988). The higher up a position in the church is, the more likely it is to be filled by a male (Carlson, 1988). This is something that happens in religious as well as secular institutions (Carlson, 1988). This is because of that hated words to feminists: patriarchy.

Sometimes women who are in some of these lower positions also have trouble. One time a male senior pastor critiqued the sermon of his female associate pastor, and she had been a minister for ten years (“Women Have”, 20061). In another church, the acceptance of a woman pastor made the congregation feel like they had sunk really low in the opinion of the other churches (Hiatt, 1979).
Pay inequality was and still is a problem among ministers (Zikmund, 1996; Parsons et al., 1984; “Women Have”, 20061). Women had a harder time getting churches than men did, especially in senior pastor positions (Zikmund, 1996; Carlson, 1988; Parsons et al., 1984; “Women Have”, 20061). Sexism was thriving in UCC in 1984, but not any worse than in secular culture (Parsons et al., 1984). It was more subtle in the church (Parsons et al., 1984). People had a hard time seeing women as ministers (Parsons et al., 1984). People tended to believe that ministers are the top authority when it comes to spiritual things (Parsons et al., 1984). Since women supposedly couldn’t be top authorities, they were seen as more of a female relative (Parsons et al., 1984).

The women ministers had some really neat beliefs about sexism in the church. The first one is that they believed that the church is still incomplete (Vennard, 1988). The church isn’t perfect and whole yet. When it is, there will be no sexism. The second comes from a Biblical character known for his anti-feminist views. He said that the church is the bride of Christ. Women ministers take this to mean that all Christians “are all brides (male and female) of Christ, our groom; in other words, in the church, we’re all female!” (Parsons et al., 1984, pg. 18). The third is in the Bible and talks about Jesus who was hated and abandoned by others, the way women ministers are now (Hiatt, 1979).

 There were some differences between male-female senior-associate relationships and the much rarer female-female ones (Parsons et al., 1984). Authority issues were sometimes hard to resolve because neither one really welcomed the power of being an authority figure (Parsons et al., 1984). Conflicts were easier to manage because women tend to be less threatened by it, more ready to enter into it, and more hopeful that they’ll be able to resolve it (Parsons et al., 1984). Sexism softens some of the blows against political, economic, administrative, and theological beliefs (Parsons et al., 1984). Odd how something so bad could cause something good to happen (Parsons et al., 1984).

The numbers of women ministers have fluctuated since Antoinette’s time. About thirty five years after Antoinette first started preaching there were only four women ministers (Zikmund, 1996). Ten years later there were forty nine (Zikmund, 1996). It peaked in 1930 with one hundred and thirty one (Zikmund, 1996). Then it went down sharply and in 1931 there were only 45 (Zikmund, 1996). Then again, the number of male pastors went down too so the percentage actually went up (Zikmund, 1996). In 1940 the numbers again went up, but the percentage went down (Zikmund, 1996). Then both rose again until they hit the peak at one thousand seven hundred and ninety six and 17.7% in 1993 (Zikmund, 1996).

However, just because women are ordained as ministers doesn’t mean they are chosen to be pastors of churches. In 1919 26.9% of the women who had been ordained had churches (Zikmund, 1996). They had very small ones at that (Zikmund, 1996). The others shared a pulpit with their spouse or they didn’t have a church at all and found work elsewhere (Zikmund, 1996). In 1990 less than 65% were either senior pastors, sole pastors, or associate pastors (Zikmund, 1996). Some other women found positions at churches of different denominations (Zikmund, 1996). Others taught in Sunday school classes (Zikmund, 1996). The rest didn’t have a church for one reason or another (Zikmund, 1996).

Part of the reason for ordained women not getting churches is because the people chosen to select a new minister don’t choose them. The people on the selection committee, as it’s called, has claimed this was because of geographic and family limitations (Zikmund, 1996). 85% of selection committees claimed geographic limitations to not hiring a woman (Zikmund, 1996). 57% of selection committees claimed family limitations to not hiring a woman (Zikmund, 1996). There was a church selection committee that used both of these reasons to argue against hiring a woman (Reynolds, 1993).

Women have started to catch up to men in the numbers that are in the ministry, however. These days women make up about 30% of United Church of Christ ministers (“Women Have”, 20061). One of those women is the newly ordained Deborah Roy who was put through seminary by College Street Congregational Church. There are some issues being raised because of the increase in women ministers (Zikmund, 1976). 

First, the traditional sources of religious authority are being challenged (Zikmund, 1976). For a long time people got their authority from the Bible where it was mostly men who had the power (Zikmund, 1976). Now people are relying more on other things that are more personal (Zikmund, 1976). 

Second, people are also re-examining what a religious life is supposed to be (Zikmund, 1976). At first people thought that a religious life was only about spiritual things (Zikmund, 1976). Women were reminders of earthly things so they supposedly couldn’t be religious leaders (Zikmund, 1976). Now, with women as part of the authority of the church, people believe that the church is involved in every aspect of a person’s life (Zikmund, 1976).

Women are also breaking apart the traditional structure of the church (Zikmund, 1976). They’re helping people to get away from the way things are in the world (Zikmund, 1976). They’re getting rid of inequality (Zikmund, 1976). They’re helping people get away from depending on men to have all the power (Zikmund, 1976).
Third, Women are not following the traditional modes of leading churches (Zikmund, 1976). Old ways of leading the church were based on male control (Parsons et al., 1984). They were made into traditions by men, so women are making their own way of being church leaders (Zikmund, 1976). They had their own form of leadership among themselves when there were certain “spheres” that women could work in (Zikmund, 1976). Now they’re bringing those ways of leading into the ministry (Zikmund, 1976). 

We have gone from having only one woman minister to having about 30% of UCC ministers be women. Antoinette Brown Blackwell would be proud, but I believe that she would also see we still have a ways to go.
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1 This is an Internet website. Unfortunately, it had neither author nor 
date listed. I did as a book I have said to do when no author was given. I used the date of when I removed the information from the website for the date. 

