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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on the experiences of African American women in
nondenominational churches, and how they negotiate power within the historically male-
dominated church structure. Although the nondenominational church movement is
growing rapidly, little scholarship exists that seeks to understand women ministers in
general and even less about African American women in nondenominational ministries in
particular. The issue of power within the context of gender relations in the Black church
remains a contentious landscape where patriarchal structures are maintained as a
community standard for African Americans as a group, and then internalized and
recreated at the personal level. By examining Black women’s religious involvement in
nondenominational church structures, this research seeks to place Black women at the
center of analysis to reveal the many ways leadership is practiced and to redefine power
using their situated knowledge and experiences. Findings from this research reveal that
despite the fact that clergywomen in nondenominational churches still encounter religious
sexism, they have been successful in establishing their own churches and breaking gender
barriers within the church. Thus, nondenominational ministries are either a potential site
for a paradigm shift toward empowerment to end sexism for African American women in
ministry (and potentially Black women as a whole), or a site to perpetuate patriarchal

oppression.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Then that little man in black there, he says women can’t have as

much rights as men, because Christ wasn’t a woman! Where did

your Christ come from? Where did your Christ come from? From

God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him*

(Loewenberg 1976:236).

Religion has been and is a very important and contentious issue in the United

States. In 2008, 56 percent of Americans age 18 and older and an even higher number of
African Americans (79 percent) report that religion is very important in their lives
(Sahgal and Smith 2009). The Research Center's Forum on Religion & Public Life
(2008) finds that women are more religious than men (63 percent of women and 49
percent of men). The numbers are higher still for African American women with 84
percent reporting that religion is important to them and who have the highest weekly
church attendance, more than any other ethnic group (Sahgal and Smith 2009). Since the
majority of the U.S. and an even larger number of blacks? (87 percent) report religious
affiliation, it makes sense that black women would seek admission into leadership
positions within the clergy (Sahgal and Smith 2009). In general, female senior pastors in
Protestant churches have risen from 5 percent in the 1990s to 10 percent in the year 2009
(The Barna Group 2009). However, traditional gender roles and religious doctrine have

proven to be obstacles to black women in leadership roles in proportion to their numbers

as congregants.

! Excerpt from Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman” speech at the 1851 Woman’s Rights Convention in
Akron, Ohio, p. 236.
% The terms African Americans and black will be used interchangeably throughout the duration of this

paper.



Historians and theologians understand that although women have been denied the
role of pastor, as gained through ordination, historical accounts record the tradition of
female preachers and religious leaders dating back to 1740 (Brekus 1998). Even though
women have been excluded from ordination, they have not been absent from establishing,
leading, and participating in the formation and continuation of Protestant denominations
(Dodson 2002; Gilkes 1985; Kwilecki 1987). Nondenominational congregations are
churches that are not affiliated with any particular denomination or bound by a
centralized belief system, and they are free of outside control from a larger organized
church body (McGuire 1997). A study on the recent rise of nondenominational churches
conducted by Scott Thumma (2010) at the Hartford Institute for Religion Research,
estimates that there are roughly 35,000 independent or nondenominational churches in
the United States. The 2008 U.S. Religious Landscape Survey estimates
nondenominational church attendants to be roughly 4.6 percent of the total U.S.
population (The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 2008). Although the
nondenominational church movement is growing rapidly, little scholarship seeks to
understand women ministers in general and even less about African American women in
nondenominational ministries in particular.

This study focuses on the experiences of African American women in positions of
leadership within Christian non-denominational churches and their perceptions of the
social and political processes and pathways of becoming a religious leader. | am also
interested in their experiences as black women in religious leadership roles and how they
negotiate power within the historically male-dominated church structure. Rather than

limit the definition of leadership to senior pastor or ordained minister, | will broaden the



scope of leadership to include women operating in various levels of leadership including
Sunday school teachers, music ministry leaders, auxiliary ministry leaders, volunteer
committee members, associate pastors, preachers, and missionaries. This will be done to
capture the processes and pathways to leadership as experienced by African American
women in nondenominational churches. Since religion continues to be an important
socializing institution within the United States, and even more so within the black
community, it is important to examine sociologically how these women negotiate the
process of attaining positions of power. The issue of power within the context of gender
relations in the Black Church remains a contentious landscape where patriarchal
structures are maintained as a community standard for African Americans as a group, and
then internalized and recreated at the personal level. By examining black women’s
religious involvement in nondenominational church structures, this research seeks to
place black women at the center of analysis to reveal the many ways leadership is
practiced and to redefine power using their situated knowledge and experiences. Black
Feminist Thought is a useful theoretical framework for this research because it provides
an intersectional approach to viewing the religious oppression of women in ministry.
Further, it allows for the examination of how black women in ministry have thrived in a
socio-political religious structure that fosters both their rise to positions of leadership and
yet hinders their movement to places of structural power. Thus, nondenominational
ministries are either a potential site for a paradigm shift toward empowerment to end
sexism for African American women in ministry (and potentially black women as a

whole) or a site to perpetuate patriarchal oppression.



LITERATURE REVIEW
Access Denied: Roadblocks to the Ministry

While various social factors have converged to deny women access to the clergy,
the dominant ideologies that fuel the practice of gender inequality are bound in cultural
traditions and Biblical interpretation (Nesbitt 1997). Protestant denominations that have
denied women access to formal ministry opportunities do so based on fundamentalist
(conservative) biblical ideology and gender role structures present within the larger
culture. Common arguments against ordaining women among most white and African
American denominations include women must not have authority over men; women must
not teach but learn in silence; scripture prohibits female clergy; and leadership should
remain masculine, because God is masculine (Chaves 1997; Gilkes 1985; Kwilecki 1987;
and Lincoln and Mamiya 1990). Although scriptural resistance to women in the ministry
still exists to the present day, gender restrictions reside within a much larger historical
and sociopolitical frame that serves as interplay between religion, politics, and patriarchy.
In order to understand how and why women have been denied access to structural power
within the church, we must situate the activities of eighteenth and nineteenth century
black preaching women within the context of the emerging historically black churches
and the emergence of the women’s rights movement.
The Question of True Womanhood

Besides scriptural resistance to women in the ministry, societal beliefs also played
a role in the subordination of women in the ministry. The Victorian Era, which lasted
from 1820 to 1860, and the Cult of True Womanhood entered into the imagination of

American society to establish the proper attitudes, activities, and behaviors of white



middle-class women (Higginbotham 1993; Perkins 1983; Riggs 2003; Welter 1966). The
Cult of True Womanhood was a value system supported by essays, sermons, and
publications that purported a true feminine woman possessed four characteristics: piety
(religiosity), purity, submissiveness, and domesticity (Welter 1966).

The Cult of True Womanhood simultaneously lauded women for being keepers of
home and caretakers of the family while ensuring their status as second-class citizens
(Welter 1966). The ideology of the true woman maintained a separate sphere for men
and women. Men were free to dominate in the public sphere, the place of business and
politics. Women were relegated to operate in the private sphere, the place of the home
where child rearing and housework were paramount (Welter 1966). Even though these
ideals were unattainable for poor and slave women, the emerging black Protestant
denominations and middle-class blacks would eventually adopt these ideals as a way to
assimilate into larger society and to combat racist and sexist attitudes from whites
(Collier-Thomas 2010; Giddings 2009; Higginbotham 1993; Lincoln and Mamiya 1990;
Riggs 2003).

Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) refer to the historically black denominations as “The
Black Church.” The Black Church, consisting of seven denominations, emerged from the
late 1700s to the early 1900s out of the growing need for blacks to establish places of
worship independent of racism and white control. These seven denominations are the
African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME); the African Methodist Episcopal Zion
Church (AMEZ); the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church (CME); the National Baptist

Convention, U.S.A. Incorporated (NBC); the National Baptist Convention of America,



Unincorporated; the Progressive National Baptist Convention; and the Church of God in
Christ (COGIC) (Dodson 2002; Lincoln and Mamiya 1990; Woodson 1921).

The Black Church is undoubtedly the most powerful socializing institution in the
African American community. From the Reconstruction Period to the Civil Rights
Movement and beyond, the Black Church has advocated for the freedom, education, and
social uplift of its people (Calhoun-Brown 1999; Dodson 2002; Lincoln and Mamiya
1990; Woodson 1921). Consequently, the role of the black preacher became a position of
respectability, honor, and power within the black community (Calhoun-Brown 1999;
Dodson 2002; Du Bois 2009; Lincoln and Mamiya 1990; Woodson 1921). However,
dominant ideology such as the Cult of True Womanhood and the patriarchy of white
churches were incorporated into the polity of black churches and formed the basis for the
exclusion of women from the ministry (Collier-Thomas 2010; Higginbotham 1993;
Lincoln and Mamiya 1990).

Jarena Lee, the first female preacher of the AME Church, recounts the story of her
call to the ministry in her autobiography. As was the custom of every minister seeking a
license to preach, in 1811 Jarena announced her call to the founder of the AME Church,
Richard Allen (Andrews 1986; Dodson 2002; Lee 1836). Allen replied, “But as to
women preaching, our Discipline knows nothing at all about it-it did not call for women
preachers” (Lee 1836:9). Richard Allen, who was currently the pastor of Bethel Church
and founder of a fledgling denomination, initially decided against granting Lee a license
to preach on the basis that the white Methodist church did not license women (Andrews
1986; Dodson 2002; Lee 1836). Lee (1836:10) records her thought to Allen’s response

noting the organizational exclusion of her right to preach:



O how careful we ought to be, lest through our by-laws of church government
and discipline, we bring into disrepute even the word of life. For as unseemly
as it may appear now-a-days for a woman to preach, it should be remembered
that nothing is impossible with God. And why should it be impossible,
heterodox, or improper for the woman as well as for the man.

In her autobiography, Jarena shares countless occasions where she was met with
resistance from her male counterparts during her travels as an itinerant preacher.
Eventually, Lee did win her petition to receive a license to preach after much deliberation
from the male hierarchy (Dodson 2002; Lee 1836).

Other women challenged the AME Church for their right to preach during the late
1800s to early 1900s. Rebecca Cox Jackson left the AME Church when the governing
body refused to license women as exhorters. Subsequently, Jackson joined the Shakers
who embraced a feminist theology (Dodson 2002; Douglas-Chin 2002; Lincoln and
Mamiya 1990). Amanda Berry Smith (1893:120), another AME preacher woman, wrote
in her autobiography about her travels preaching “among my own people, and our
colored churches”:

The most | did was among my own people. There were then but
few of our ministers that were favorable to women’s preaching or
taking any part, | mean in a public way: but thank God, there
always were a few men that dared to stand by woman'’s liberty in
this, if God called her.

Julia Foote was an evangelist in the AME Zion Church, the first woman to
become an ordained deacon in 1894, and second women to become an ordained elder in
1900 (Andrews 1986; Collier-Thomas 1996; Foote 1879). Foote, who also wrote an
autobiography, reported that a local pastor, Minister Beman, rallied to have her

excommunicated from her local congregation in 1844 for preaching in the home of one of

the members (Andrews 1986; Collier-Thomas 1996; Foote 1879). Foote (1871:71)



persevered with a strong conviction to the Gospel, believing that only God commissioned
and qualified her call. She took a strong feminist stance in chapter 20 of her
autobiography entitled “Women in the Gospel”:

We are sometimes told that if a woman pretends to a Divine call, and thereon

grounds the right to plead the cause of a crucified Redeemer in public, she will

be believed when she shows credentials from; that is, when she works a

miracle. Ifit be necessary to prove one’s right to preach the Gospel, I ask of

my brethren to show me their credential, or I can no believe in the propriety of

their ministry.
Foote was one of the many black feminist preaching women that negotiated for power
and the right to preach within the Black Church. However, church politics, and the
ideology of the pulpit being a man’s public sphere converged to deny women access to
the highest levels of leadership within the emerging Black Church. This pattern persisted
throughout the early 1900s until the Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power
Movement (Collier-Thomas 2010; Lincoln and Mamiya 1990).
Race Women, Club Women, and Ladies

The era between the late 1800s and the early 1900s marked the time of the black

women’s club movement in which organizations such as the National Association of
Colored Women’s Club (NACWC) and black women’s church organizations rallied
together to improve the conditions of their race (Collier-Thomas 2010; Collins 1991;
hooks 1989; Terborg-Penn 2004). They focused on a broad scope of issues including the
uplift of black men and women, religion, woman suffrage, sexism, education, lynching,
and economic opportunities (Brown 1989; Collier-Thomas 2010; Collins 1991; hooks
1989; Terborg-Penn 2004).

During this era, educated black women involved in the women’s club movement

and church groups espoused to Victorian ideals which Higginbotham (1993) refers to as



the “Politics of Respectability.” Beverly Guy-Sheftall (1995) suggests that the black
women’s club movement’s embrace of Victorian ideals was a tactical move to combat
stereotypes that depicted black women as immoral, masculine, and lazy. Within the
Black Church and the black community true womanhood took on another meaning as
women were expected to be race women, or women who were concerned with the uplift
of the black race (Carlson 1992; Dodson 2002; Higginbotham 1993). This is most
evident in the NACWC’s motto “Lifting as We Climb.” Black women in the late
Victorian era had much more freedom than their white counterparts to move between the
public and private sphere (Carlson 1992).

“Black Victoria” (Carlson 1992:61) shared the same attributes of piety, and purity
as her white counterpart; she was a lady. However, she was also intelligent, educated,
confident, and outspoken. As a race woman, Black Victoria was committed to her
community and to the education of the entire race (Carlson 1992; Dodson 2002;
Higginbotham 1993). This merger between sacred and secular organizations indicates
that women’s rights, both in and out of the church, were a primary concern for black
women (Collins 1991; hooks 1989). Hence, this period marked a time for black women
when they were given freedom to use their education to uplift the race while at the same
time restricting their activities in other arenas.

Women's Rights and Religion

From a socio-historical and socio-political perspective, the push to include
women in the ministry and official ordination coincided with the push for women’s right
in America during the first wave of feminism from 1840-1925. The Women’s Rights

Convention of 1848 held at the Wesleyan Chapel church in Seneca Falls, New York,



called for the overthrow of the pulpit, demanding for women to have equal access to
various professions including the clergy (Chaves 1997). Prominent leaders in the
movement, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage,
believed in the equality of women under God and included this ideology within the
twelve resolutions passed at The Women’s Rights Convention (Chaves 1997; Ruether
1998).

During this historic period, black women were waging war on multiple fronts.
They were fighting for the civil freedoms of African Americans, fighting for the rights of
women as a whole, and for the right of black women to preach and receive ordination as
well. One such soldier for the Lord was Sojourner Truth, former slave, abolitionist, and
iterant preacher (Lincoln and Mamiya 1990). Though never formally ordained, she also
spoke in 1851, at the National Women’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio, delivering
her famous “Ain’t [ a Woman” speech, “which criticized the views of men and of white
women for neglecting the plight of black women” (Lincoln and Mamiya 1990:282).

Truth’s claim addresses the intersection between race, sexism, class, status, and
gender noting the third class status of women of color within the abolitionist movement
and the women’s movement. It is possible that while Truth remained a supporter of the
women’s movement, she distanced herself from the sometimes-racist interests of her
white female middle-class counterparts (The Faith Project 2003). Black suffragists such
as Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, founder of the NACWC, and Mary Church Terrell the first
president of the NACWC, were also vocal opponents of the racist attitudes of their white
counterparts who frequently denied them access to national suffrage organizations

(Brown 1989; Collier-Thomas 2010; Collins 1991; hooks 1989; Terborg-Penn 2004).
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While it is clear that African American women, during the first wave feminist movement,
were fighting against patriarchy, it is important to note that they also suffered under an
“interlocking system of oppression” (Collins1991:222). Collins (1991:225) refers to this
system as the “matrix of domination” where race, class, and gender operates
simultaneously to oppress and discriminate.
Negotiating Power

In addition to the Women’s Rights Movement, women have used deference as a
negotiating tactic to gain access to structural power within the church. Collins (1991:56)
observes black female domestic workers and notes that “deference mattered, and those
women who were submissive or who most successfully played the role of obedient
servant were most highly valued.” Churchwomen used a similar deference behavior
when encountering the all-male church structure. Smith (1974) describes this as the
“bifurcation of consciousness”, which is the notion that members of oppressed or
minority groups must adopt the views of the dominant group and make accommodations
to the dominant group in order to gain acceptance (Smith 1974). Because clergy and
leadership positions within the church were only officially available to men, women often
lacked the power to make demands outright (Purvis 1995). Smith (1974) posits that
women who work in male-dominated professions adapt to oppressive environments and
sometimes mimic the behavior of their oppressors. Therefore, in many cases deference
may have seemed the only option for survival. While this method may seem
counterproductive, it is likely to have been a tactical move that is observable within the
activities of churchwomen within the historically black denominations of the African

Methodist Episcopal church and the Church of God in Christ.
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Dodson (2002) observes the negotiating tactics that the AME churchwomen used
to exert their influence over the male dominated leadership structure. In one instance, the
AME churchwomen raised funds in support of a missionary effort in Haiti in which the
(all male) Council of Bishops chose a representative to make the trip (Dodson 2002).
After the Council of Bishops chose a representative, they required the churchwomen to
release the funds they had raised to the Council. However, Dodson (2002:88) notes that
because the churchwomen did not agree with the Council’s decision, they delayed
releasing the funds and asked the Council to reconsider, saying they were “confident that
the Bishops would make a wise and correct selection.”

In reference to their response, Dodson (2002) further states that it was a
strategically subtle move. Rather than seize the opportunity produced by the shift in the
locus of power to advance a feminist agenda, the women acted in a broader concern, one
that reflected deference to the patriarchal religious structure. They did not overtly insist
that the men were wrong in their decision but instead issued a polite but assertive request
for reconsideration. Hence, AME female church leaders used deference to the authority
of patriarchy by expressing confidence that such reconsideration would surely produce a
wise and correct selection (Dodson 2002).

Kwilecki (1987) interviewed fifty-three African American Pentecostal
clergywomen and found that deference to men and the patriarchal church structure is a
common theme. Her interview of Pentecostal clergywomen revealed that some of them
felt that women could only pastor a church if they were co-pastor with their husbands. In
addition, Kwilecki (1987) noted that when dealing with various male authorities within

the church, women would openly use deference, submission, flattery, self-abasement, and
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helplessness, while avoiding asserting authority (Kwilecki 1987). Some of the
clergywomen chose to defer to the patriarchal church structure because of deeply held
religious beliefs, while others deferred because they choose not to compete for social
status with their black male counterparts. Similarly, Becker (1996) explains that women
who attend fundamentalist evangelical denominations must function differently because
of the denominations’ narrow views of women’s abilities (Becker 1996). One woman
who left her denomination stated that she was able to operate in a leadership capacity as
long as she knew her place and stayed in it (Becker 1996). In short, regardless of
whether women in the ministry chose to defer to male leadership because of religious
beliefs or as a strategic move to gain access to leadership opportunities, churchwomen
have been well aware of resistance to their presence in the ministry.
Church Organizations and Alternative Paradigms of Leadership

In response to the resistance religious women faced in entering the clergy, they
have been successful in creating women’s organizations within their denominations
independent of organized church structures (Dodson 2002; Collier-Thomas 2010;
Higginbotham 1993). In fact, women’s organizations have been powerful agencies
through which women have successfully negotiated for power and status. The women’s
club movement grew out of the multiple concerns of racism from the white community
and sexism that black women experienced within their own community (Dodson 2002;
Collier-Thomas 2010; Higginbotham 1993). As such, there was a growing fear among
men that these organizations would provide women with power and financial control over

men and the church (Collier-Thomas 2010; Higginbotham 1993).
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Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) note that the all the mainline black denominations
have a majority female membership with a majority male leadership. However, the
infrastructure of the Black Church owes its success to the women who successfully
implemented major programs vital to the churches’ existence. Black feminists refer to
these activities as the black women’s culture of resistance (Collins 1991; hooks 1989;
Riggs 2003). The women’s auxiliary organizations within the Black Church are an
example of the culture of resistance against not only gender oppression, but also
resistance against religious oppression and intra-level racism (Collins 1991).

Women’s organizations within historically black denominations have traditionally
worked to enhance the status of women members. Gilkes (1985:685) observes that the
Women’s Department of the Church of God in Christ (COGIC) formed in the early
1900s, still holds “unparalleled power in matters of policy and practice” for women
within the denomination. The COGIC Women’s Department provides women ministerial
training for a broad range of positions such as evangelist, deaconess, and missionary
(Gilkes 1985). Hence, the COGIC Women’s Department provides a space for leadership
despite the fact that the COGIC denomination does not ordain women.

In similar fashion, the AME Church initially excluded women from ordination;
however, AME churchwomen formed gender specific organizations such as The
Daughters of the Conference and The Women’s Parent Missionary Society. Dodson
(2002) posits that churchwomen’s organizing abilities and strength in numbers were
central in shifting power from the male leadership of the church. The church

organizations gave them the power to negotiate the interest of women and see a woman,
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Dr. Vashti Mckenzie, ordained to the highest office of bishop in 2000, without destroying
the church (Dodson 2002).

The Woman’s Convention (WC), Auxiliary to the National Baptist Convention,
was formed in 1900 as an independent women’s organization and led by Nannie Helen
Burroughs and Sarah Willie Layten (Collier-Thomas 2010; Higginbotham 1993). Under
Burroughs’ direction, the WC worked to unite middle-class and working poor black
women for the purposes of the racial uplift of black people, but more importantly to
maintain a safe space for black women to organize and operate independently of men’s
control (Collier-Thomas 2010; Higginbotham 1993).

Women have slowly gained access to ordination through the work of
organizations like these and others. Ultimately, women have been able to use these
organizations as leverage to reassign and share power with their male counterparts.
Riggs (2003) concludes:

Thus, in my words, women stand in, yet outside, the gates of The
Black Church: they control relatively autonomous women’s
departments of the church but their authority in other spheres of
the church’s life and acceptance in leadership roles must be
negotiated and approved by male gatekeepers. Consequently, the
paradoxical coexistence of a women’s tradition of resistance and
male gatekeepers stands at the heart of the African American
church and tends to lead the leadership and the membership to
dismiss or excuse the ways that sexual-gender oppression occurs in
the church.

Ultimately, using these organizations as leverage, women have been able to

reassign and share power with their male counterparts. Additionally, women have gained

access to the clergy by challenging the meaning of leadership itself.
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Redefining Leadership

Because Protestant denominations have not ordained women in large numbers, women
have historically sought alternate paradigms of leadership. Becker (1996) argues that
leadership is embodied rather than acquired. In contrast to patriarchal forms of
leadership, women are often more egalitarian in their approach to leadership. Through
the black women’s club movement and religious organizations, black women have rallied
together to educate, uplift, resist, and advance their positions within the church and their
community (Collins 1991; Dodson 2002; hooks 1989). This type of organizational
activism fostered and accumulated power for and by black women that resisted the top-
down power employed by the all-male black church structure. Instead, black
clergywomen redefined and transformed power within the church to a shared power
structure that created a space for women to be active participants in and out of the church
(Collins 1991; Dodson 2002; hooks 1989).

Careful examination of church history reveals that women, indeed, have been
active in leading, organizing, preaching, teaching, and establishing the Protestant church.
Although the patriarchal structure seized authority, limited the definition of “leader” to
the ordained, and denied women access to that coveted position, women still served in
numerous roles in the church and well understood their right and call to the ministry
(Chaves 1997; Gilkes 1985; Purvis 1995). Churchwomen served as educators,
evangelists, itinerant preachers, missionaries, departmental heads, church planters,
deaconesses, activists, and pastors (Chaves 1997; Gilkes 1985; Purvis 1995).

As noted earlier, when church structure did not provide a space for women, they

launched out, created organizations of their own, and used the power created from these
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organizations to promote and advance the status of women. Indeed, research shows that
women are currently engaged in redefining what “ministry” means by working as clergy
in fields that are separate from the church altogether. Some women have left working in
the church and have chosen to work in other fields but maintain that their work is still
ministry (Lehman 2002). In short, while men may have created and controlled the
highest positions in the church, women have always had an alternative model of
leadership independent of male control.

The Current State of Female Clergy: From the 1960s to the Present

Although The Black Church has been traditionally involved with issues of social
justice and inequality, it has inconsistently advocated for the equality of African
American women (Barnes 2006; Calhoun-Brown 1999; Lincoln and Mamiya 1990).
Since their inception, historically black denominations have adopted the white patriarchal
ideals of the superiority of men and male leadership, a hold-over from the Victorian era
of the late 1800s and early 1900s (Collier-Thomas 2010; Higginbotham 1993; Riggs
2003; Welter 1966). This belief persisted throughout the 1900s to the Civil Rights
Movement when the Black Power Movement and Black Theology were grappling to
form an Afrocentric perspective and black male legitimacy (Collier-Thomas 2010).

The Civil Rights Movement ushered in a new era for the formation of black and
women’s theology (Collier-Thomas 2010). Although men and women worked side-by-
side during this period, black women who worked within the movement such as
theologian and black feminists Pauli Murray noted the sexist attitudes of men toward
women (Collier-Thomas 2010; Guy-Sheftall 1995; Lincoln and Mamiya 1990). Women

who worked in the various organizations during this era were relegated to class
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citizenship as men sought to establish their manhood (Collier-Thomas 2010; Guy-Sheftall
1995; Lincoln and Mamiya 1990).

The Black Power Movement and Black Liberation theologies were being fueled
by the release of the 1965 Moynihan Report which declared the disintegration of the
black family and the rise of a black matriarch (Collier-Thomas 2010; Giddings 1984;
Guy-Sheftall 1995). In his analysis of the black family The Negro family: The case for
national action, Moynihan (1965:30) declared, “[a] fundamental fact of Negro American
family life is the often reversed roles of husband and wife.” He went on to say, “Negro
husbands have unusually low power.” The report proved to be divisive in an already
tense gender landscape within the black community.

In her essay “The Liberation of Black Women,” Pauli Murray ([1970] 1995) notes
that near the end of the black power movement, black feminists and activists became
aware of a male agenda to establish a patriarchal structure within the African American
community. Once again, black women were asked to be race women, but not equals.

The matriarch described in the Moynihan Report led black leaders to ask women to
support race efforts above gender equality (Collier-Thomas 2010; Dodson 2002;
Giddings 2009; Guy-Sheftall 1995; Riggs 2003). This left some women with torn
loyalties to the advancement of the race or the equality of women. As such, black women
disassociated with the women’s movement and this idea may reveal why black women
may be reluctant to espouse to feminist ideals (Dodson 2002; Guy-Sheftall 1995; Lincoln
and Mamiya 1990). As a result, black feminism has critiqued the Black Church citing its

sexist and oppressive stance against black women despite the fact that they have been
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largely responsible for its success (Barnes 2006; Calhoun-Brown 1999; Lincoln and
Mamiya 1990).

Recent studies that examine the state of both black and white attitudes on
clergywomen have shown that while many denominations do not have official policies
that bar women from leading ministry roles, their numbers in these positions remain
relatively low compared to their church participation (Adams 2007). One denominational
study examines the roles of women in leadership by measuring their participation in three
areas of church involvement: 1) general leadership activities, 2) speaking during mass
services, 3) occupying the head clergy position (Adams 2007). Using the 1998 National
Congregations Study, Adams (2007) compared Mainline Protestants, Conservative
Evangelicals, Roman Catholics, and Black Protestants, and found that across the
denominations there are different reasons why each group may exclude women from
leadership positions.

Most notably, Adams (2007) found that Black Protestants are less likely to have a
woman head clergy or have a woman preaching when compared to mainline
congregations. Further, conservative evangelical churches are twice as likely to bar
women from speaking during weekend services as mainline denominations (Adams
2007). Konieczny and Chaves (2000) also used the 1998 National Congregations Study
and found that there are more women leaders in the north in mainline and liberal
denominations, and fewer in the south. Congregations led by women typically have
fewer resources and tend to have more women congregants. Interestingly, African
American churches affiliated with the seven historically black denominations are less

likely to have a female head clergy than congregations that are predominantly black,
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regardless of their denominational affiliation (Konieczny and Chaves 2000). However, a
key finding of this study shows that there are more female-headed churches in
predominantly black congregations (12 percent) compared to predominantly white
congregations (5 percent) (Konieczny and Chaves 2000).

In the Black Church, women represent 66 to 88 percent of participants but there
are only 1 percent of congregations headed by females (Barnes 2006; Konieczny and
Chaves 2000; Lincoln and Mamiya 1990). Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) note the variation
of the attitudes toward women in leadership roles by revealing that Baptists and COGIC
denominations are less likely to accept women as leaders. Considering that these two
denominations make up the majority of the seven historically black churches, it makes
sense that previous research has found that overall, historically black denominations are
less likely to accept women leaders.

Barnes (2006:381) presented research gathered from the 2000 Faith Factor
national data set on historically black Churches, using a single-item question (measuring
support for female clergy) “to determine whether involvement in social activism
engenders support for women as pastors.” Findings suggest positive relationships
between the social activism behaviors of marching and sermons of liberation theologies
and support for women in ministry, but not for other social activism behaviors such as
sermons on racial issues or political issues (Barnes 2006). Yet another study finds that
when gender and feminists agendas are presented in tandem with the agenda of black
men, political activism in churches has no effect (Calhoun-Brown 1999).

One explanation offered for the inconsistent support for women in leadership

posits that because the Black Church has rallied the black community around the banner
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of racism, there was little room left to pay attention to gender concerns, particularly since
acceptance into mainstream society had not given equal rights to women of any color
(Barnes 2006). Further, since there were few leadership roles for African American men
outside the black community, the church served as the primary socializing role for black
men. Consequently, it would be a betrayal for black women to purport their own cause
above that of the entire race and men in particular.
FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE ON WOMEN IN MINISTRY

Black feminist theory provides the theoretical framework for this study. The
intersection of black feminism and womanism centers on understanding the
sociohistorical and contemporary experiences of black women as members of a
subordinate group, and their fight for survival against race, class, gender, and religious
oppression (Collins 1991; hooks 1989; Mitchem 2002). Black feminism examines the
historical and contemporary experiences of black women as members of a subordinate
group, and their struggle to be heard among white feminist and black male scholars
during the second and third wave feminist movements (Collins 1991; hooks 1989).
Womanism, a concept first developed by Alice Walker, was born out of black feminism.
In her book, In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens, Walker (1983) coins the term
womanist. She describes a womanist as a black feminist or feminist of color who
embraces her womanhood, and provides three definitions for this term.

One aspect of her definition posits that womanists are not “separatists” but are
“committed to survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female” (Walker 1983:
xi). The most relevant and dramatic dimension of the term womanists comes from the

third definition that she provides:
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Loves music. Loves dance. Lovesthe moon. Loves the Spirit.

Loves love and food and roundness. Loves struggles. Loves the

Folk. Loves herself. Regardless.
This definition clearly describes the attitudes, and activities of African American female
religious leaders who are committed to the spiritual and social uplift of their communities
and who have a deep sense and love of self. Womanism stresses the importance of black
female creativity, spirituality, and self-expression that was denied to black mothers and
grandmothers under the heavy weight of oppression (Walker 1983).

Therefore, to highlight the unique experiences of black women, womanism uses
spirituality, poetry, ethnography, art, and the lived experiences of black women to
understand the multiple challenges that African American women face in their roles as
community leaders (Mitchem 2002). Womanist theology reveals the Black Church as
both a site for Black women’s activism and their religious oppression within
denominational churches (Thomas 1998).

However, there is little research that examines the experiences of African
American women in nondenominational churches and the multiple forms of oppression
they face. Black feminism and womanism provide an opportunity to give voice to their
lived experiences using an intersectional approach. Using black feminism and feminist
perspectives on power will reveal oppression within the church. Also, these perspectives
will reveal the dialectical nature of African American clergywomen’s transformation and
empowerment through an analysis of their spirituality and community building.

Black women have faced oppression throughout American history. However, not
all black women experience or respond to oppression in the same way, due to differences

in social location, time, and geographical location (Collins 1991). Social location refers
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to an individual’s status or standing in society based on their membership in racial,
ethnic, religious, class, or gender groups. However, black feminists posit that sex, race,
and class oppression creates common experiences among black women, which in some
cases led black women to engage in the struggle for equality.

Black feminists and womanists refer to this as the “legacy of struggle” or the
“black women’s culture of resistance” (Collins 1991; hooks 1989; Mitchem 2002;
Higginbotham 1993). This culture of resistance is part of an African American tradition
of resistance, activism, and social uplift. Historically, the Black Church is a site where
the culture of resistance has played out, even when the church was the source of
oppression. By capturing the experiences of African American clergywomen, this study
will advance the understanding of how they have negotiated for power and fought against
their own oppression within religious settings.

The process of naming one’s oppression and defining the self is the process of
coming to voice (Collins 1991; hooks 1989; Mitchem 2002; Higginbotham 1993).
Coming to voice begins with realizing the importance of speaking (Collins 1991; hooks
1989). As such coming to voice becomes revolutionary and part of the culture of
resistance for ordinary African American women and feminist scholars. It also has the
potential to create a critical consciousness, which is an awareness of domination that
leads to individual and collective forms of resistance (hooks 1989). However, it is
important to note that shared group experiences do not guarantee that members of
oppressed groups will develop a shared group critical consciousness or collectively resist
oppression (Collins 1991; hooks 1989). Individuals have their own perspective or

consciousness that they use to interpret their experiences (Collins 1991).
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Black feminist scholars introduced the concept of intersectionality to include
black women’s voices into the feminist discourse. Intersectionality examines how
multiple systems of oppression work to dominate African American women.
Intersectionality challenges existing white feminist theories and black liberation theories
by analyzing the oppression of women of color and suggests that an alternate approach be
used to view how systems of oppression operate. Rather than viewing oppression one
category at a time such as race, class, or gender and then adding in more categories,
oppression should be viewed as an interlocking system.

Collins (1991) asserts that the “matrix of domination” is where race, class, and
gender operate simultaneously to oppress and discriminate. Moreover, while these three
forms of oppression are the ones that affect African American women the most, the
matrix of domination and womanist theology allows for the consideration of other forms
of oppression such as age, religion, ethnicity, etc. For example, womanist theology
employs an intersectional approach while critiquing the Black Church for being both a
site of activism for the black community and a source of oppression for black women
where male leadership excludes women from obtaining ordination status (Collins 1991;
Mitchem 2002).

Collins (1991) posits that members of oppressed groups experience and resist
domination on multiple levels: “the level of personal biography, the group or community
level of the cultural context created by race, class, and gender, and the systemic level of
social institutions” (Collins 1991:227). Because no two people have the exact same

experiences, the personal level of biography will be different for each person (Collins
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1991). This micro level of analysis of black women reveals complex issues such as how
and why black women either aid in or resist their own oppression (Collins 1991).

Collins (1991) suggests that this level is where African American women and
scholars operate from a place of freedom and a self-defined standpoint. Self-definition is
a self-image or self-concept based on concrete experiences. A self-defined standpoint
then, becomes how they understand and view the world based on where they stand in
terms of race, class, and gender. The level of cultural context provides a basis of
experience at the group level where individual experiences are situated or located in
group-level contexts of race, class, gender, and religion.

At this level, group knowledge, history, and modes of resistance become salient
and validated. lronically, this level is also the location where dominant group ideology is
transmitted into the culture. The level of cultural context is where black women bond
and form cultures of resistance through such African American traditions as singing the
blues and the black women’s club movement. The institutional level (schools, churches,
the media, etc.) is the third level in which domination is experienced (Collins 1991).
Collins claims that while these institutions may provide skills and educational
opportunities for marginalized groups, they are largely engaged with presenting the
dominant group’s “standpoint” (Collins 1991). Consequently, nondenominational
churches can be a space where domination can occur because people seldom leave old
ways of thinking when entering new spaces.

The legacy of struggle and the experience of oppression at the level of cultural
context and the systemic level of institutions provide a shared group experience for

African American clergywomen regardless of their individual biographies. As such,
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black women’s transformation and awareness of their identity and roles as clergywomen
can be a counter narrative to damaging dominant ideologies (Collins 1991). As a logical
response to domination and negative stereotypes of black women as matriarchs, ghetto
queens, and usurpers of male authority, black women develop an outsider-within
perspective. The outsider-within is a term used to describe the perspective that black
women develop due to working in exploitative labor markets. Similarly, the church is a
place where black women often serve in full leadership roles but as volunteers without
recognition, promotion, and sometimes without pay (Collins 1991; Riggs 2003).

In her book Plenty Good Room: Women Versus Male Power in The Black Church,
womanist theologian Marcia Y. Riggs (2003:83) describes a similar position to the
outsider-within that she terms as “standing in yet outside the gate.” Women are solely
responsible for independent female auxiliaries within the church, yet lack power and
authority within the larger church culture. For example, male leadership often ignores
counsel from qualified highly educated women (Riggs 2003). Women in the church
possess an understanding of their abilities to function at a much higher level within the
church, but also recognize how gender bias and patriarchy keeps them on the outside of
recognition, opportunities, and power. As such, black women are able demonstrate
agency, resist domination, and define themselves using an outsider-within perspective.

A central function of feminist research and theory is to provide critical insight
into the dominant systems that oppress women and other marginalized groups.
Accordingly, an important question that | raised in my proposed research is how African
American women in nondenominational ministries negotiate power. Looking at the

participation of women in the church, the number of women in leadership roles in
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relation to their numbers as congregants, and the Biblical sexist ideology used to justify
their exclusion, it would seem that indeed male clergy possess an unequal share of power
over women, resulting in domination. However, it is necessary to discuss the dialectical
nature of women’s power within the church and see how and to what degree women
wield power.

A classic view of power uses the concept of dominance. Weber (1978) describes
power as the ability to exert one’s will over others despite their resistance. Domination
then is the exercise of power, and the relationship, which binds the follower (subjugated)
to the leader (dominant). Feminists describe patriarchy as an unequal distribution of
power by which social and economic arrangements privilege men over women in every
aspect of life. In this way power becomes a dichotomous structure where men
accumulate and exercise power over women who lack power and the means to attain it.
Smith (1990) further describes male domination as “relations of ruling” where men exert
control over women through bureaucracies, professional organizations, and texts such as
formal medical and psychiatric reports.

Alternative views conceptualize power as more complex, theorizing that people
wield different kinds of power to achieve different outcomes (Pansardi 2011). Allen
(1998) summarizes theories of power in three different ways: power-over, power-to, and
power-with. Allen (1998:33) defines power-over as “the ability of an actor or set of
actors to constrain the choices available to another actor or set of actors in nontrivial
ways.” This definition distinguishes itself from domination in that people can have

“power-over” someone, such as the power a teacher has over a student, but not act in
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ways that dominate. Hence, Allen (1998) concludes that domination is an illegitimate
type of power-over that disadvantages one and advantages others (1998).

In contrast to power-over, power-to is the individual potential or ability to act in
the face of domination and achieve certain goals (Allen 1998; Pansardi 2011,
VeneKlasen and Miller 1998.) Although power-to is a type of individual empowerment
for subordinate groups, Allen (1998) suggests that it is not the same as collective
resistance. However, power-with is a legitimate type of power that feminist are most
interested in because of its abilities to empower and create resistance (Allen 1998;
Pansardi 2011). Power-with is based on collective ability, solidarity, and collaboration to
achieve common goals. It is through collective efforts that subordinate groups are most
empowered and able to resist domination. (Allen 1998; Pansardi 2011; VeneKlasen and
Miller 1998.)

In order to fully understand how African American women in nondenominational
churches negotiate power with their male counterparts, a dynamic approach must be used
to examine their past and present activities. The matrix of domination, which is an
examination of power-over, allows for an intersectional approach to include the ways in
which race, class, gender, and religion work to oppress. Also, it helps to include ways
that women can be both oppressor and oppressed. Power-to and power-with explains
how African American women have acquired both individual and collective power
against religious sexism.

More importantly, power-with speaks to the culture of resistance that African
American women have used to form organizations and movements both in and out of the

church to resist domination of all kinds. Black women exercise agency by choosing their
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places of worship and transform institutions. When transformation is not possible, they
use the spiritual lens of a womanist perspective to empower themselves. However, in
order for critical consciousness to develop among African American women in
nondenominational churches must use collective activism to resist domination (Collins
1991). In conclusion, while men may have used power-over as a form of domination to
oppress women within the church, women have used power-to and power-with to
negotiate, react to, and resist the matrix of domination.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Examining the literature and previous studies raised several key questions that were
not addressed. First, although researchers have extensively examined the experiences of
African American religious women and activists, to date, none have included the
experiences of black female clergy in nondenominational churches. Second, only a few
studies explore in-depth the self-perceptions of black female clergy and how they arrive
at a self-definition. Also, few if any studies have merged black feminists and womanists
perspectives to understand how black women in nondenominational churches negotiate
power, which are new religious spaces that may or may not share the same beliefs and
sexist practices of historically black churches. Therefore, this research proposes to
examine the experiences of African American women in nondenominational ministries.
A number of questions will be addressed in this research including but not limited to the
following:

1. Why do African American women choose nondenominational ministries?

2. What is the process of becoming a female minister in nondenominational

settings?
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How do race, class, and gender intersect in the lives of these women?
How do they perceive and use power?
How do African American female ministers perceive themselves and how do

these perceptions affect their roles as ministers?
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CHAPTER I
METHODOLOGY

My initial research interest stems from my own experiences as an African
American clergywoman. However, the pathway to leadership and ordination varies for
each woman, and diverges again depending on the organizational structure within each
denomination. Thus, my research aims to understand the various issues of African
American women in Christian nondenominational churches and ministry leadership
positions. This study focuses on their experiences in ministry, the various pathways and
processes to leadership, and how they negotiate power the male-dominated patriarchal
church structure.

My initial goal was to recruit twenty African American clergywomen for
interviews. | began recruiting by reaching out to women that I knew through my years of
attendance and preaching at various churches. | also utilized Facebook and a black
clergywoman directory to contact women who had profiles that identified them as women
ministers. After | conducted the first round of interviews, respondents referred me to
other women in ministry who participated in the study. Inall, | obtained a theoretical
sample (Charmaz 2006) that included twenty African American women who operated at
various levels of leadership within nondenominational churches. My sampling technique
involved seeking a variety of respondents in order to make my sample more
representative. As such, the sample includes a diverse group of respondents: some are
ordained and some are not; there are clergywomen who are senior leaders and some who
are worship leaders, etc.

| conducted interviews during the summer of 2013. The interviews took place

over the telephone, in person, or online. Face-to-face interviews took place either in
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coffee shops, churches, or in their homes. The typical interview lasted about an hour.
The interviews were digitally recorded and professionally transcribed. In semi-structured
interviews, | asked about their previous and current denominational affiliation, how and
why they became ministers, and their experiences as African American women in
ministry. Using Atlas.ti Qualitative Data Analysis software, | coded the data according to
key themes that emerged: 1) denominational vs. nondenominational churches, 2) how
they perceive their roles as ministers and their self-identity, and 3) challenges that they
have faced.

| summarized the respondent demographics® in and I used pseudonyms in this
study to maintain confidentiality. The clergywomen ranged in age from 36 to 71 at the
time of this study and all of the women currently lived in Texas except for Vanessa who
lives in Oregon, and Deniece who lives in Georgia. Eight of the clergywomen were
married, eight were divorced, three were single-never-married, and one woman was
widowed. Only three of the women did not have children. Eighteen of the women self-
identified as lifetime churchgoers with a recollection of church attendance dating back to
early childhood, which many referred to their long-time church attendance as being
“from the womb, to the tomb.” The other two clergywomen self-reported a long-time
church attendance of more than 20 years.

The participants in this study all currently self-identify as nondenominational, and
have a variety of previous denominational affiliations. Nondenominational churches are
churches that don’t identify with any particular denomination (McGuire 1997; The Pew

Forum on Religion and Public Life 2008). Eight of the clergywomen self-identified

¥ See Table 1 and 2 on pages 35 and 36
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Baptist (alone) as their previous church denomination. Six of the women self-identified
Baptist, in combination with other denominations, (AME, Pentecostal, Methodist, and
Catholic) as their previous denomination. Three of the women self-identified
nondenominational or multidenominational as their previous denominational affiliation.
Two reported the Church of God in Christ as their previous denomination. Only one
reported Church of Christ as their previous church denomination.

Nine of the clergywomen self-reported as having some college education
(associates degree, or Bible college), whereas eleven of the women are self-reported
college graduates (bachelor’s, master’s, PhD, and ThD). At least nine of the
clergywomen self-reported having some level of formal training (Bible College,
Seminary/Theological) in preparation for the ministry. Thirteen of the clergywomen self-
reported as being formally ordained. Ordained clergywomen self-identified as pastors,
co-pastors, apostles, bishops, chaplains, or ministers. Seven of the clergywomen self-
reported as lay leaders or as not formally ordained ministers. WWomen who were not
formally ordained self-identified as preachers, evangelists, youth ministers,
worship/praise leaders, teachers, administrators, and radio personality/conference host.

My status as an African American clergywoman undoubtedly gave me an insider
status and shaped my interactions with the participants (Adler and Adler 1987). As such,
some of the clergywomen assumed that | empathized with their experiences. While |
may share similar experiences with my fellow sisters of the cloth, I did not assume that
all of our experiences were identical and that we shared the same perspective. Therefore,
open-ended questions allowed for respondents to discuss in detail their individual

experiences shaped by social location, and previous denominational affiliations. Also,
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my shared multiple status as a black, clergy, woman however, provided a level of
comfort for participants to freely express certain aspects of the black female religious

experience that might not have been revealed had | been, white male, or non-religious.
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Table 1 Participant Demographics

Marital . . - . . Previous Church
Pseudonym | Age Status Education State | Ordained | Ministry Work Children Occupation Denomination | Attendance
Yvonne 40 | Divorced Master’s X Y Teacher/ N B'.' Churc_h of lifetime
Preacher vocational Christ
Jackie 44 Married | Some college TX Co-Pastor Y BI- Baptist lifetime
vocational
Vanessa 66 Married | Bible college OR Y Pastor Y Pastor Baptist 29 yrs
Barbara 42 Single Master’s TX N Radio & N BI- Baptist lifetime
conference host vocational
LaShawn 41 Married Associate’s X Y Co-Pastor Y B'.' M!Jlt". lifetime
vocational denominational
. Bachelor’s/ Non- e
Renee 42 Married seminary X Y Pastor Y Pastor denominational lifetime
Sherease 56 | Divorced | Associate’s TX N Preac*?ef' Y B'.' N'on-' lifetime
Youth minister vocational denominational
Kathy | 49 | Divorced PhD, T Y Pastor Y BI- AME & Baptist | lifetime
vocational
Claire 53 Married | Some college TX Y Co-Pastor Y B'.' Baptist & lifetime
vocational Pentecostal
Worship Bi-
Deniece 35 | Divorced Master’s GA N Leader/Recording Y - Baptist lifetime
artist vocational

35




Table 2 Participant Demographics Continued

Marital . . - . . Previous Church
Pseudonym | Age Status Education State | Ordained | Ministry Work Children Occupation Denomination | Attendance
. Evangelist/ Bi- .
Althea 42 Married | Some college X Y online prayer site Y vocational Baptist 24 yrs.
. . Vocational . Bi- . e
Josephine 71 | Widowed School TX Y Bishop Y vocational Baptist lifetime
Bachelor’s . .
. ’ Bi- Baptist & -
Audrey 55 Single theol_ogy & TX Y Apostle Y vocational Pentecostal lifetime
business
Dawn 58 Single Bachglor s/ X N Preacher N B'.' MethOd.'St & lifetime
seminary vocational Baptist
Paline | 69 | Divorced | DOCtorateof |y Y Pastor Y Bi- COGIC lifetime
Theology vocational
. . , Evangelist/ Bi- . A
Destiny 40 | Divorced Master’s TX N Administration Y vocational Baptist lifetime
. . PhD, pastoral Chaplain/Faith- Bi- AME & A
Erica 48 | Divorced counseling ik Y Based Counselor Y vocational Baptist lifetime
Associate’s/ Praise singer Bi-
Sarah 43 Married some Bible TX N , ger, Y - CoGIC lifetime
Pastor's wife vocational
college
Doctorate of Catholic,
Tabitha 60 | Divorced Theolo TX Y Pastor Y Pastor Baptist, lifetime
9y Pentecostal
Some college/ - .
Cloe 54 Married some Bible TX N Mus&uan/Bkl]ble Y Homemaker Baptist lifetime
college Study teacher
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CHAPTER Il
FINDINGS

The primary finding from this research reveals that the clergywomen in this study
share similar experiences as African American women. However, their individual social
locations provide varied biographical contexts for each person, which subsequently
creates multiple worldviews and pathways concerning female religious leadership.

Social location refers to an individual’s status or standing in society based on their
membership in racial, ethnic, religious, class, or gender groups. These social factors,
including education, age, culture, and marital status have provided the context for their
experiences and unique personal biographies. More importantly, female religious leaders
have historically conducted their work under a religious patriarchal structure and thus
have experienced opposition to their presence within Christian denominations. However,
their practical understanding of the structure itself shapes how African American
clergywomen operationalize their role as religious leaders.

TYPES OF SPEAKERS

Interviews with African American clergywomen in nondenominational church
settings reveal both individual and group perspectives, or levels of awareness, about the
patriarchal structure under which they operate. The more opposition the respondents
faced in their roles as religious leaders, the more aware they became of the sexist
attitudes of their male counterparts and the religious patriarchy that exist in the church.

In contrast, respondents who did not report opposition to their roles did not voice an
awareness of patriarchy within the church. This allowed me to create a typology that

rearticulates their perceptions of themselves as religious leaders and their understanding
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of relations of ruling within religious institutions. | based the typology on the interviews
with African American clergywomen and how they talked about their experiences.
While the themes that emerged in the data demonstrate that the respondents in this study
share similar experiences as African American women in ministry, their different social
locations provide contextual differences that creates divergent perspectives and how they
talk about their experiences.

In each of the clergywomen’s experiences, they reported experiencing some type
of challenge in their roles as religious leaders. However, the types of struggles were
different for each woman, which resulted in three different perspectives, and different
ways that each group discussed the themes that emerged in the data. Some of the
respondents believed that their struggles were either spiritual in nature (deriving from
otherworldly sources) or that they were due to the resistance of people in the church.
Other respondents shared these same views, but they also reported that they faced
opposition from men in their roles as religious leaders. Subsequently, the categories that
each woman fell into progressed along a continuum of whether or not they expressed
their struggles as spiritual or gendered. | define gendered challenges as the various kinds
of opposition and roadblocks that are unique to women in their work as religious leaders
such as limited access to leadership opportunities based on gender, performing unequal
shares of gendered work in the church (cooking, cleaning, childcare), or receiving
unwanted sexual advances and discriminating comments, etc. As such, | have
categorized how the women articulated their experiences in one of three ways:

Unaffected, Aware, or Critical.
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In the Unaffected category, the clergywomen expressed a more traditional view
of gender roles and leadership. They either believed that things are as they should be or
that they are not affected by gender struggles even if they expressed having experienced
opposition as a religious leader. Women in this category did not acknowledge gender
struggles as a primary concern either because they simply did not report experiencing
gendered challenges or because they did not frame their challenges in gendered terms.
Therefore, this group can be seen as Unaffected or immune to relations of ruling in the
church, even though their activities as religious leaders are not widely accepted across all
Christian denominations.

The Aware clergywomen understand that gender inequality unfortunately exists,
but they believe that God has and will continue to direct their lives. They feel that God is
the one that has and will continue to advocate for their work as women in ministry. Their
awareness of gender inequality comes from self-reported experiences but they do not
express a need to advocate for themselves or for other women in ministry outright.
However, they still did work on behalf of other women, for spiritual empowerment and
social uplift, but not for acquiring structural positions within the clergy. As those who
are aware of gender discrimination within religious institutions, they expressed that the
opposition that they have faced is more about individual men and unsupportive churches
than an overarching structural problem.

The Critical clergywomen also acknowledge gender inequality within the church.
However, unlike Aware clergywomen, this acknowledgement leads them to critical
consciousness. This group of clergywomen is “critical” because they are conscious of

relations of ruling in general and critical of church structure in particular. | define critical
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based on bell hooks’ (1989) book Talking Back, Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black, and
not based on a definition of critical which simply means negative. As such Critical refers
to the careful reflection, analysis, and examination of self in relation to the structures that

oppress and dominate (hooks 1989).

Table 2 Typology of Speakers According to Gendered Challenges

Pseudonyms Ordination Status Title/Position
- Vanessa Ordained Pastor
§ Deniece Not Ordained Worship Leader/Recording Artist
““_é Dawn Not Ordained Preacher
> Sarah Not Ordained Praise singer, Pastor's wife
Jackie Ordained Co-Pastor
E Barbara Not Ordained Radio & conference host, youth
5 LaShawn Ordained Co-Pastor
Sherease Not Ordained Preacher, youth
Yvonne Ordained Teacher/Preacher
Renee Ordained Pastor
Kathy Ordained Pastor
Claire Ordained Co-Pastor
Althea Ordained Evangelist/online prayer site
E Josephine Ordained Bishop
’é Audrey Ordained Apostle
Pauline Ordained Pastor
Destiny Not Ordained Evangelist/Administration
Erica Ordained Chaplain/Faith-Based Counselor
Tabitha Ordained Pastor
Chloe Not Ordained Musician/Bible Study teacher

The Critical group reported facing gendered challenges, but situated their
experiences within a framework of oppression. They fully acknowledged that the
opposition they experience is not just due to spiritual causes or from
uncooperative/disgruntled church folk, but the challenges are part of a male-dominated
structure that women must work against at various levels to resist both personally and

collectively. They also believe that God is their ultimate source of power, but they use
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this standpoint as the basis for their belief that all women have a legitimate right to
operate at the highest levels of organizational structure within the church.
WHY NONDENOMINATIONAL?

Although all of the clergywomen in the study currently identify as
nondenominational, they report a variety of past denominational affiliations. In order to
fully understand the experiences of women in nondenominational church settings, it is
important to begin with an investigation of why they choose these types of churches.
Also, it is worth noting their perceptions of the differences of where they previously
attended church compared to the type of church they are currently involved in. This
information situates black clergywomen within a specific context that is different from
women who are currently attending and serving in historically black and Protestant
denominations and is a vital factor in their social location.

According to the 2010 Survey of Independent and Nondenominational Churches,
independent churches have been on the rise for the last 31 years (Thumma 2010). At
least 35 percent of nondenominational churches are part of a Network, Fellowship, and
Association of churches or denominations despite the “non” prefix in their title (Thumma
2010). Although most of these churches are independently founded, 12 percent of
nondenominational churches were previously part of a denomination. In 2010, the
churches surveyed reported a median attendance of regular worship services of 105. Of
these participants, 11 percent were African American and 74 percent white.
Nondenominational churches describe their services as joyful, filled with God’s presence,
inspirational, and thought-provoking (Thumma 2010). There is a heavy emphasis on

classes that teach the Bible, such as Sunday or church school and scriptural studies, as
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well as an emphasis on contemporary music. While all of these characteristics may be
found within other denominational worship services, the decrease of mainline churches
and the rise of nondenominational churches require investigation into the perceived
differences that congregants report for their exodus.
Exodus: Movement from Denominational to Nondenominational Churches

Most of the women in the study indicated that they left their previous denominations
because they were looking for something different in one of three ways. First, they
expressed wanting more knowledge and/or more opportunities. Second, they expressed
that they wanted freedom from religious dogma, tradition, and doctrine. Third, they
articulated a desire to see Christian churches to be free from separation, a desire that
stems from their belief of what heaven really looks like. This exodus from
denominational churches demonstrates agency in their decisions to seek a more liberating
worship experience. All three groups of respondents, the Unaffected, the Aware, and the
Critical, voiced one of the three reasons for their exodus from their previous
denomination. However, three respondents in the Critical group left because they
realized that their denominational structure would not allow them to operate as ministers.
Exodus of the Unaffected

Women in the Unaffected category all express a desire for something more than
their previous denominations offered. However, the number of years they have spent as a
churchgoer helped to shape their experiences and determine the reasons for their exodus.
Clergywoman Vanessa, a 66-year-old ordained Pastor, is one of only two women who
did not grow up in church. Vanessa remembers that after her conversion experience that

she and her husband briefly attended a Baptist church. However, it was not long until she
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began to open up her home to the community for Bible study. Around this same time,
she met her current pastor under whom she obtained ordination through a
nondenominational church. This has been the bulk of her 29 years as a churchgoer.
Therefore, she has had very little experience with denominational churches, black or
otherwise. She and her husband have their own nondenominational “mobile ministry” in
Oregon and she continues to receive support from her pastor, a white minister with loose
associations to the Free Methodists church.

The other three women in the Unaffected category have different perspectives from
Vanessa because of their lifetime church attendance and contact with previous
denominations. Dawn, a 66-year-old single preacher, remembers a distinct moment when
she began looking for something and questioning her current denomination.

| was at the Baptist Church, I was there one Sunday, and it just hit

me, what am | here for? If we are here to get saved, what else is

there? Because every Sunday, | would go and | would hear the

message that He died, and I was like, "Well, Father, there has to be

something else.” So 1 just began to investigate and do some research

and started visiting other churches.
As Dawn recalls the moment when she realized that she wanted something more she tears
up and begins to cry. She says that initially, her friends tried to convince her to continue
attending Baptist churches. However, her friends have followed her decision and now all
attend nondenominational churches.

Like Dawn, Deniece was also searching for something different. Deniece is a 35-

year-old worship leader and Gospel recording artist, who was searching for freedom from

tradition and religion as well as for a freer worship experience that included

contemporary Gospel music during services:
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I know things have changed in different Baptist churches. For

example, 1 am not putting anyone down, but I know for me, my

experience was tradition. 1 know now, it was a lot of religion, or

religious activity, that wasn’t God-focused. It seems to be very

man-focused and be about what people felt they deserve and what

they can get. My Baptist church, it was a bunch of rules that didn’t

really seem to line up with word.
Deniece went on to describe what she calls her conversion story in which she was first
exposed to lively contemporary Gospel music that she compared to the “dirty south
crunk” music of secular artists such as Master P. She said that she was drawn to the
music and the fact that church members and even the pastor were dressed more casually
in “jeans, nice buttoned-down shirts, and tennis shoes.” She saw young people dancing
and lifting their hands, which made her want to do the same, although she said, she was
too religious to do so at the time of this new encounter. Also, Deniece was impressed by
this youthful pastor’s message.

I was sitting there like, “You talking to me?”” then he talked about

smoking weed and how that was something that he was into when

he was younger but then God pulled him away. It was like a

testimony day. And I just go, “Wow. Somebody gets me.” They

see where I am at and even though he didn’t know me. | felt like

that word was for me and I was, “Wow, I would hear this in a

church?” I was there!
Exodus of the Aware

All of the clergywomen in the Aware category come from a Baptist background

with the exception of LaShawn who has had experience with multiple denominations.
LaShawn, who is also a 41-year-old co-pastor, shares a similar sentiment, “I have chosen
a nondenominational church because | believe that our relationship with Christ is about

salvation and not about a particular organization or denomination.” Jackie, a 44-year-old

ordained co-pastor and former Baptist, gives her take on why she is now
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nondenominational, “I'm nondenominational for the simple fact that I grew up in a
Baptist background and this is my take, in heaven there are no sections, there are no
Baptist, there are no Methodist, there are no Presbyterians. We are God's people. To say
only Baptists can come here, is foolish to me.”

Additionally, Barbara who is a 42-year-old single minister with ties to her father’s
Baptists church, shares her reasons for not identifying with a particular denomination.
Barbara has a Master in Communication with an emphasis on film, production, and
media. Her ministry work as a Ch