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Nineteenth-century evangelist and popular writer Phoebe Palmer is widely 

recognized as the mother of the American holiness movement, which produced 

pentecostalism in the early twentieth century.  This dissertation examines Phoebe 

Palmer and three subsequent holiness-pentecostal women evangelists for the ways 

their writings and sermons responded to critical issues in American culture.  In the 

mid-nineteenth century Phoebe Palmer responded to American revivalism’s focus 

on emotion and changes in gender roles arising from industrialization with 

popular religious books that relieved emotional distress and justified women’s 

activity in public. 

Amanda Berry Smith, an African American holiness evangelist, began her 

career in 1870s New York City.  Despite the fact that Smith lived at the most 
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contentious time in American race relations, she became phenomenally popular 

among white holiness audiences because she offered hope for a spiritual solution 

to racial strife.  Although white audiences often viewed Smith in stereotypical 

ways, in her autobiography and sermons Smith testified to the complexity of her 

racial identity and called attention to the plight of African Americans in the 

United States. 

Mary Magdalena Tate, an African American pentecostal evangelist in the 

South in the early twentieth century, was Palmer and Smith’s religious 

descendent.  Tate’s ministry and writings offered her southern African American 

followers an alternative to racism with teachings that challenged racial 

segregation, offered psychological safety, and established an alternative 

community.  Tate’s struggle to maintain control of the denomination she founded 

reveals much about African American gender relations and the impact of the 

Great Migration. 

Although Aimee Semple McPherson, the Los Angeles celebrity evangelist 

popular in the 1920s, was a clear descendent of Palmer and Smith, she was also 

on the cusp of change.  During McPherson’s lifetime evangelical Protestantism 

began to lose its power as a cultural common denominator and secular 

opportunities for women in the public arena began to emerge.  McPherson’s 

teachings responded to these cultural shifts by spanning the divide between 

religion and popular culture.   
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This dissertation ends with a discussion of the television talk show host 

Oprah Winfrey, who carries on the cultural work of Palmer, Smith, Tate and 

McPherson in the twenty-first century. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 1881, Anna Shipton, a popular writer of religious devotional books, 

published a remarkable account of a dream.  In the dream she finds herself 

standing in an open house next to a river: “the broad river flowed before me; 

some parts were deep waters, and some gentle streams on a shelving shore.”  

Then Shipton’s persona in the dream asks a telling question, “Why does a man’s 

hand (that is, physical strength) cast with greater power and distance than a 

woman’s?”  Implicitly echoing the biblical passages, “Cast thy bread upon the 

waters: for thou shalt find it after many days” (Ecclesiasties 11:1) and “I am the 

bread of life: he that cometh to me shall never hunger” (John 6:35), Shipton then 

describes the absorbing activity with which she is engaged in the dream: “I had 

bread in my hand which I was occupied in throwing on the waters.”  Like many 

women evangelists, Shipton is unsure about her ability to do the work.  She 

describes throwing bread “feebly” onto the water only to have it wash back to 

shore.  But then a miracle happens: “As I spoke, life came into the scattered 

morsels, as if it had suddenly been transformed, and it made its way unassisted by 

the waters into the midst of the broad river.”  Then Shipton presents the bizarre 

central image of the dream: “I saw a woman who walked on the water, sometimes 

feeding birds, and sometimes working with a spade: she looked neither to the 

right nor to the left; she was not watching for results like me, but always at her 

work.  A little while and I saw her beneath the water, and then waves, transparent 

even in the darkness, flowed over her head; but she still kept faithfully at her 
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work, never raising her head, but delving patiently in making deeper channels for 

the river.  I saw that it was not sand she threw out, but heavy clay and loam.”  

Shipton ends her account of the dream by providing her interpretation: “And I 

learned a lesson from the woman who worked by faith on the waters, and in 

patience under the waters, and I saw that the bread I cast forth with a feeble hand 

was not lost; for how could I follow it on that wide river?  And though much had 

been cast, the bread in my hand never diminished.”1 

Using the river, a ubiquitous symbol of the spiritual life in nineteenth-

century Protestant culture, Shipton’s dream expresses the thoughts and feelings of 

many nineteenth-century women anxious to engage in evangelism.  They 

wondered why men were authorized to spread the gospel as evangelists and 

women were not.  They were plagued with doubts about their own abilities.  Yet 

they fervently believed that, when he wished, God could make their contributions 

count for something.  The central image of the dream, the woman patiently and 

untiringly working above and beneath the water, is symbolic of the unnumbered 

and unnamed women of the nineteenth century who went about the work of 

comforting, inspiring and challenging those around them through the language of 

evangelical religion.  This dissertation will tell the stories of four of those women 

and of the historical and cultural forces that prompted them to action. 

My account begins with Phoebe Palmer, a middle-class Methodist doctor’s 

wife in New York City, who became the mother of the American holiness 

movement.  After the tragic death of a third child in 1836, Palmer had a spiritual 

                                                 
1 Anna Shipton, Hidden Springs (Boston: Willard Trace Repository, 1881), 27-28. 
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experience called sanctification (an experience similar to, but above and beyond 

conversion) and began writing popular religious self-help books based on her 

experience.  Eventually she began speaking at camp meetings and revivals as 

well.  She and her sister also held legendary religious meetings in their parlor that 

would eventually be imitated in parlors and churches all over the country.  

Palmer’s theological contribution was to take a traditional Methodist doctrine, 

sanctification (a work of grace in which the individual was purified from sin), and 

to modify it slightly so that it had new and radical implications.  Palmer’s 

teachings became the basis for the perfectionist holiness movement.  Because of 

Palmer’s teachings, individuals living in the intensely emotional context of 

American revivalism, who consequently defined their emotional and 

psychological states in religious terms, found justification for claiming a religious 

experience not based on emotion.  This brought immense relief to people who saw 

doubt, anxiety and depression as signs of their own spiritual declension.  Because 

of Palmer’s teachings, middle-class white women who were beginning to feel the 

weight of separate spheres ideology found justification for speaking and acting in 

public and holding public religious meetings in their homes.  In addition, because 

Palmer’s teachings were radically democratic, ordinary people, male and female, 

felt they had a right not only to claim the heights of spiritual perfection but to 

question the clergy as well.  In order to spread her message, Palmer walked a 

rhetorical tight rope, ultimately discovering that she could use the language of 

separate spheres to undermine it. 
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Amanda Berry Smith, the second evangelist in this study, was in many 

ways a beneficiary of Palmer’s work.  By the time Smith, a black domestic 

worker in New York, became involved in the holiness movement in the 1870s, it 

had shifted from a local to a national movement.  The National Association for 

the Promotion of Holiness organized large holiness camp meetings, and several 

holiness journals spread the movement’s message.  During Smith’s early career, 

Palmer’s teachings championing women’s right to engage in public evangelism 

were having a visible impact in the scores of women evangelists who had become 

a celebrated part of the movement.  Only a few years after Smith began speaking 

at holiness meetings, she became one of the movement’s most popular 

proponents.  As a black woman in a primarily white religious movement, Smith 

became a focus for white audiences’ attitudes toward race.  White audiences 

projected onto Smith their guilt over the Methodist Church’s abandonment of its 

early anti-slavery stance, their anxiety over the fate of freed slaves, their desire for 

a miraculous end to racial strife, and their ideas about racial difference.  Despite 

Smith’s image among whites as a shouting, forgiving black saint, in her 

autobiography and many of her sermons she testified to the complexity of her 

identity and experience and called attention to the plight of African Americans in 

the post-Reconstruction United States.  Smith’s fate in the African Methodist 

community was equally complex.  Initially characterizing Smith as a race traitor 

for choosing to evangelize in the white holiness movement rather than within anti-

holiness black churches, the black community eventually hailed Smith as a 

symbol of race progress. 
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Mary Magdalena Tate, an African American pentecostal evangelist in 

Tennessee and surrounding states in the early decades of the twentieth century, 

follows Amanda Berry Smith in this study.  Although holiness theology had been 

rejected by most northern African Methodists during Smith’s lifetime, in the early 

decades of the twentieth century southern blacks began flocking to holiness 

organizations, which began breaking away from mainstream churches to become 

denominations.  Many of these independent holiness churches became pentecostal 

in the early decades of the twentieth century.  Although Tate claimed to have 

developed her theology independently, her teachings were remarkably similar to 

those of other black pentecostal denominations, with one exception: Tate taught 

that women should be ordained to every church office in complete equality with 

men.  Founding her own denomination, Tate taught the primarily southern 

African Americans who joined her church that they were God’s chosen people, 

that racial equality was God’s true way and that membership in her church would 

protect them from the numerous dangers that littered the paths of southern blacks 

in the early twentieth century.  Tate’s struggle to maintain control of the 

denomination she founded reveals much about African American gender relations 

and the impact of the Great Migration on the people who stayed behind.   

I conclude with a briefer discussion of the career of the famous Los 

Angeles evangelist, Aimee Semple McPherson who, although roughly 

contemporaneous to Tate, operated on the cusp of a new era.  In McPherson’s 

ministry we see what I have characterized as the beginning of the end of women’s 

evangelism. Although McPherson’s teachings were fairly similar to those of the 
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other evangelists in this study, McPherson adopted new methods of mass culture 

to disseminate her message.  In McPherson’s church, religion became edifying 

entertainment, and she assumed the status of a Hollywood celebrity with its 

accompanying emphasis on image over character.  In the process of popularizing 

pentecostalism, McPherson stripped it of much that was oppositional, including 

its challenge to racial and gender norms.  Instead, McPherson’s brand of 

pentecostalism, which perpetuated anti-modernist rhetoric and drew on audiences’ 

nostalgia about a rural past, paradoxically helped white migrants to California 

adapt to modern consumer culture.  In the end I suggest that the demise of women 

evangelists as cultural figures, resulting from Protestant religion’s decline as a 

unifying cultural force and increasing opportunities for women in other areas of 

public life, left a void.  Americans’ need for community and for nurturing female 

leadership remained to be filled by other public figures like talk show host Oprah 

Winfrey. 2   

                                                 
2  Although the main focus of this dissertation is not the modification of others’ scholarship, it is 
worth noting that this study responds to other areas of religious and women’s studies.  Nathan 
Hatch’s important book The Democratization of American Christianity argues that American 
Christianity was one of the most potent expressions of American democracy in the new republic.  
Religious upstarts like the Methodists and Baptists took the religious impulses of ordinary people 
seriously and made church building a project of common people rather than elites.  He focuses on 
the ways this expanded opportunities for working class white men and African American men.  
But his analysis focuses almost exclusively on male religious leaders and ignores the impact of 
these developments on ordinary churchgoers and on women.  This dissertation shows that women 
were as swept up by democratization as men and that they too played crucial roles in movement 
building.   This dissertation makes steps toward correcting a blindness in Hatch toward ordinary 
churchgoers by focusing on the dialogue between ordinary churchgoers and these women 
evangelists.   Ann Douglas’s book, The Feminization of American Culture, broke important 
ground in the study of religion, mass culture and gender.  Even though Douglas’s book limited its 
focus to Congregational churches in New England, it has too often been taken as indicative of 
trends throughout American religion.  To the contrary, however, my work shows that as 
Congregational churches in New England were on the wane, more populist religions like 
Methodism were on the rise.  Furthermore, rather than using sentimentalism to wield cultural 
influence, as Douglas shows of New England women, significant numbers of Methodists, 
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Through the careers of these four evangelists we can chart the 

development of the holiness and pentecostal movements.  This study of their lives 

and ministries particularizes a process that up to now has mainly been discussed 

in broad strokes.  Palmer’s theological and institutional innovations provided 

much of the impetus for the development of the holiness movement.  Smith was 

involved in the holiness movement in its second phase, when it was beginning to 

become institutionalized through the development of holiness associations, camp 

meetings and journals.  In the late nineteenth century the holiness movement 

shifted from a middle-class urban phenomenon to a more radical rural 

phenomenon.  During this period holiness groups began to break away from 

mainstream denominations to form independent holiness churches.  Tate’s early 

ministry reflects this stage in the holiness movement and her later shift to 

pentecostalism reflects the evolution of many independent holiness denominations 

into pentecostal ones in the early twentieth century.  In McPherson’s ministry we 

see evidence of the decline of early pentecostalism’s challenge to racial and 

gender norms and its shift from an inter-racial movement to separate black and 

white denominations.   

                                                                                                                                     
following Palmer’s theological teachings, rejected sentimentalism altogether in favor of a very 
rational, non-emotional notion of sanctification.  In addition, although middle class women did 
find their sphere of activity shrinking as America industrialized (as Douglas argues), significant 
numbers of ordinary women still engaged in a plethora of public activities through religion, and 
many found viable roles as evangelists.   
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While my specific arguments about each evangelist will become clearer in 

the chapters that follow, I would like to use this introduction to mention some of 

the broader implications of the stories I tell here.  Documentary film-maker Ken 

Burns has described jazz, “America’s music,” in terms that could be applied to 

much of American religion.  He says that American music is “born out of a 

million American negotiations: between having and not having; between happy 

and sad; country and city...between black and white, and men and women; 

between the Old Africa and the Old Europe--that could only have happened in an 

entirely new world.”3  American religion, like American music and American 

literature, bears all the marks of its inter-racial history.  Writers and cultural 

commentators like Toni Morrison and Ralph Ellison and literary scholars like 

Shelley Fisher Fishkin and Eric Sundquist have highlighted the ways American 

literature that has been divided into “white” or “black” lines of literary influence 

is actually the product of overlapping influences and intersections between white 

and black culture.  Studies of American pentecostalism have been characterized 

by an ongoing debate about whether pentecostalism owes its origins to a white 

preacher, Charles Fox Parham, who first developed the idea of speaking in 

tongues as a sign of Spirit Baptism, or William Seymour, the black leader of the 

Azusa Street Revival, who popularized pentecostal teachings.  Underlying the 

debate is a question about whether pentecostalism is a white movement that 

attracted blacks or an inter-racial movement with black origins.  My research 

                                                 
3 Ken Burns, “Jazz,” documentary film, 2000. 
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indicates that, as in much of the rest of American culture, it is impossible to 

separate the white and black origins of the pentecostal movement.   

This study shows the complexity of inter-racial religious invention in the 

nineteenth-century holiness movement.  While the holiness movement originated 

among white Methodists led by Phoebe Palmer, an underlying and usually 

unspoken concern among them was Methodism’s abandonment of its early anti-

slavery policies, a concern that was revealed obliquely when holiness Methodists 

worried about spiritual declension in the Church.  This aspect of Methodist 

thought was rarely articulated until after the Civil War ended slavery and Amanda 

Berry Smith came on the scene to enable white Methodists to work out their guilt 

and anxiety about slavery.  The holiness movement performed an important 

function for Smith as well.  Even within the racially conservative mainstream 

holiness movement, Smith found empowerment in democratic holiness theology 

that she could not find in African Methodist churches focused on economic 

progress and assimilation.  As a black woman embracing holiness thought, Smith 

was ahead of her time.  Perhaps in repeatedly drawing connections between 

holiness theology and racial justice and in celebrating black forms of religious 

worship, Smith moved holiness theology a step closer to pentecostalism which 

was much more explicitly focused on ecstatic worship, individual empowerment 

and, in black pentecostal churches, on challenging white supremacy.   

When we use an inter-racial lens to look at the careers of Mary Magdalena 

Tate and Aimee Semple McPherson, we observe developments that would have 

otherwise been invisible to us.  In her ministry, like the founder of Azusa Street 
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and like other black pentecostal leaders, Tate linked Baptism in the Holy Spirit to 

the eradication of racial divisions.  When we examine her brand of pentecostalism 

next to McPherson’s, we see the ways McPherson’s commodification of religion 

stripped it of its radical inter-racial focus.  The careers of these four evangelists 

show that the races and racial issues were so interlocked in the formation of the 

holiness and pentecostal movements that to assign responsibility for religious 

development to either race is like classifying American music as either white or 

black.4 

As this dissertation relies heavily on theological and autobiographical 

writings, some comments about these types of sources are in order. Theology and 

autobiography are integrally connected.  As many people, including historian 

Bettye Collier-Thomas, have pointed out, “all theology...is on some level 

autobiographical” because it always responds to needs created by individual 

experience.5  In addition both theology and autobiography take the tools at hand--

religious doctrine and sacred texts in the case of theology, and literary genres and 

“fashionable metaphors of the self” in the case of autobiography--to fashion a text 

that somehow (however obliquely) responds to the individual’s unique 

unrepeatable experience.6  My focus on these evangelist’s writings, both 

theological and autobiographical, is meant to unravel the interaction between the 

individuals and their historical moment and to somehow make their writings 
                                                 
4 Harvey Cox compared pentecostalism to jazz in Fire From Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal 
Spirituality and the Reshaping of Religion in the Twenty-first Century (Reading, MA: Addison-
Wesley Publishing Co., 1995). 
5 Bettye Collier-Thomas. Daughters of Thunder: Black Women Preachers and Their Sermons, 
1850-1979 (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1998), 8. 
6 Albert E. Stone, The American Autobiography: A Collection of Critical Essays (Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1981), 3. 
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accessible to us at an entirely different time in history.  My project is something 

like the archaeologist’s, who constructs a story about ancient and irrecoverable 

civilizations through the fragmented remains of long-gone communities—

architecture, the ephemera of daily life, and cultural artifacts.  Like the 

archaeologist’s project, mine is only a partial recovery.  Despite my careful 

readings, I necessarily will have missed some allusions, some nuances of 

nineteenth-century religious culture.  But my work is a recovery nonetheless and I 

know few better ways to get at both “individuals in their historical specificity” 

and “the irreducibly collective dimensions of language and culture” than through 

theology and autobiography.7 

Such an attempt must necessarily be interdisciplinary.  As Albert Stone 

has said, “[the study of autobiography] explodes attempts to separate fact from 

fiction, science from art, historical records from imaginative creation, truth from 

beauty or pleasure.”8  Each chapter is part biography, part literary study, part 

institutional history, and part theological analysis.  Despite my attempts to 

integrate these various approaches into a seamless whole, some readers may find 

the shift from biographical narrative to literary analysis to religious history to be a 

bit unsettling.  My hope is that the differing kinds of analysis I provide 

complement each other and illuminate the lives of these four evangelists and their 

followers. 

                                                 
7 Robert Scholes, Textual Power: Literary Theory and the Teaching of English (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1985), 49. 
8 Stone,  American Autobiography, 6. 
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I have consciously chosen to rely on popular texts, rather than ones with 

exceptional literary merit, in order to get at the lives and thought of the ordinary 

church goers who read religious self-help books, church newspapers, and 

religious biography and autobiography.  As religious historian Timothy Smith has 

said of denominational newspapers, “Here lie the records of events as 

contemporaries actually saw them, interpreted in the light of their own doctrines, 

hopes and prejudices.”9  I have been interested in discovering how the careers of 

the evangelists I discuss were influenced by the needs of the ordinary groups of 

people who read their books and listened to their sermons.  Women’s evangelism 

is a particularly rich place for this kind of analysis because women evangelists did 

not draw authority from institutions, but rather from their ability to meet the needs 

of their audiences.  

In the case of each evangelist, I not only look at historical developments 

that were changing the lives of ordinary people, but I gather as much information 

as I can about each leader’s actual followers.  In Palmer’s case I rely on letters 

from her readers to reconstruct some of the anxieties and desires of her audiences.  

Through these letters I discovered some of the negative by-products of revivalism 

that Palmer’s teachings were meant to counteract.  I reconstructed Smith’s 

audiences through holiness periodicals and detailed accounts of holiness meetings 

and camp meetings to discover what it was about Smith’s lively, forgiving, black 

persona that attracted white audiences.  Because of a scarcity of sources, Tate’s 

constituency was more difficult to reconstruct.  I attempted to do so through oral 

                                                 
9 Timothy Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform in Mid-Nineteenth Century America (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1957), 9. 
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history and comparative accounts of other black pentecostal denominations 

founded at the same time and in the same region as Tate’s.  This helped illuminate 

why a demanding religion with fundamentalist aspects appealed to southern 

blacks.  It also helped to show why Tate was able to gain control of her 

denomination in the first place and why that authority was difficult to maintain.  

While my study of McPherson and her audiences was less in-depth than that of 

the other evangelists, I still tried to reconstruct McPherson’s audiences through 

contemporaneous newspaper accounts of McPherson’s meetings and the people 

who attended them.   

In the case of the two African American evangelists, my attempt to 

uncover the religious experience of ordinary people has been particularly 

significant.  We know far too little about ordinary black people’s religious lives in 

any period of American history, an ignorance that is doubly significant given the 

central role that religion has played in black culture.  But historians know 

particularly little about black people’s experience in the holiness and pentecostal 

traditions.  Histories of the post-Reconstruction period have tended to focus on 

the development of independent black branches of mainstream religious 

denominations, on black reform efforts and on the writings of black elites.  Both 

Tate’s and Smith’s ministries not only enlighten us about an understudied 

tradition but show us how black religion, even when it made no overt attempts at 

social change, responded in powerful ways to the everyday challenges of being 

poor and black in America.  Tate’s and Smith’s own life stories are important as 
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well because working class black women’s perspectives from this period are 

particularly rare.  

While I have tried to reconstruct the broader context for each evangelist at 

some length and in detail, I have taken particular care to do justice to the 

individual personalities in this dissertation.  I have spent a considerable amount of 

time reconstructing the details of these women’s lives because I did not want to 

treat them as historical abstractions; rather, I wanted to present them as the real 

people they were, people who experienced pain, yearning and sometimes triumph.  

I am particularly grateful for Amanda Berry Smith, who, by telling the countless 

ordinary details of her life in her autobiography, insisted that people not forget her 

individuality.   

In order to supplement existing scholarship, which varies extensively for 

each figure in its depth and extent, and to do justice to the uniqueness of each 

character, I have focused on different elements of each person’s life and work.  

Because Palmer and McPherson have been the subjects of multiple full-length 

biographies, I have chosen to focus less on the details of their lives and more on 

their literary and ministerial techniques.  Because Smith’s life has been less 

extensively studied and there are as yet no published studies of Tate’s life and 

because I feel the details of Smith’s and Tate’s lives are directly relevant to the 

development of their religious thought, I provide a more sustained analysis of the 

details of their lives.  Still, with the possible exception of McPherson, much 

biographical research remains to be done on all these women. 
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These four figures give us much valuable information about history: about 

middle class women’s gender roles, about revivalism, about the development of 

the holiness and pentecostal movements, about southern black responses to the 

Great Migration, and about the impact of modernity on women’s evangelism.  But 

to me their stories are more interesting as human stories, stories that make all 

these historical developments mean something.  Through their writings and lives 

we learn something about the emotional costs of separate spheres, of revivalism’s 

focus on conversion, of white supremacy, and of modernity.  The stories of these 

evangelists’ lives and ministries are stories of people who not only managed to 

stretch beyond the limitations placed on their lives by the outside world, but 

managed to make an impact in the lives of other people as well.  Rather than 

using religion as a way to help them feel resigned to their lot, these women used it 

to resist the inequalities that limited their lives and the lives of people around 

them.   

I have chosen the title “The Hand of a Woman” to reflect the complexity 

of Palmer’s, Smith’s, Tate’s and McPherson’s lives and ministries.  The phrase 

comes from the Bible and is a reference to Deborah, an Old Testament 

prophetess.  The full sentence from which this phrase is taken reads, “For the 

Lord shall sell Sisera into the hand of a woman” (Judges 4:9).  The scripture was 

a prophesy that Deborah would lead the Israelite armies to defeat Sisera, the 

leader of the Canaanites, a prophesy that was fulfilled a few verses later.  To 

evangelical women, the story represented women’s power to defeat man’s earthly 

authority with God’s help.  Nineteenth-century women evangelists used 
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Deborah’s story to argue that their public ministries had biblical precedent.  The 

phrase “hand of a woman” also holds nineteenth-century connotations as it 

sometimes appeared in the subtitles of books written by women, “published by 

the hand of a woman,” that revealed the expectation that women would not 

normally publish their writings or speak in public.  As we know, each of these 

women’s writings was a critical part of their ministries, and their writings were 

indelibly shaped by their awareness that in publishing their writings they were 

exceeding cultural expectations.  Finally the title refers to traditional notions of 

women as nurturers; women’s hands fed and cared for children, nursed the sick, 

comforted the bereaved, and cared for the dying.  These women took that 

traditional role into the public realm to do an important kind of cultural work that 

society seems to need, whether performed by women or men. 
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CHAPTER 1 

“Thy Quickening Word Shall Raise Me Up”: Phoebe Palmer, 
Gendered Rhetoric and Nineteenth-Century Middle-Class 

Culture 

“We have reason to believe thousands have been won from the ranks of 

sin, whose feet, we fear, had been in the way of death, had we not gone beyond 

the precincts of home to talk to them of the way of life.” 

Phoebe Palmer1 

“One of the results of God’s great work which is now going on in the 

world will be to raise and perfect woman’s position and character…  But when, in 

the progress of divine truth, it is understood that man cannot fulfill his own 

destiny, and is not the completion of himself without her,--in other words, when by 

being restored to God he is restored to himself,--he will also be restored to that 

which is part of himself, and will thus perfect, in completed unity, what would 

otherwise remain in the imperfection of an undeveloped and partial nature.” 

Thomas Upham2 

 

On August 10, 1850, Phoebe Palmer, forty-four year old evangelist and 

popular religious writer, found a copy of one of her books in, of all places, a 

saloon, on her way to a camp meeting in Red Lion, Delaware.  She wrote to her 

                                                 
1 Phoebe Palmer, Promise of the Father; Or, a Neglected Spirituality of the Last Days (Boston: H. 
V. Degen, 1859), 297. 
2 Quoted in Palmer, Promise of the Father, 52. 
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husband:  “I went to the saloon table, and took up a book, very much worn from 

use, and read on the cover, ‘The Way of Holiness, with Notes by the Way.’”  

Apparently the book had been read with some vigor.  Palmer noted, “I found its 

margin written on in many places.”  She decided to replace the worn book with a 

new one, hoping that “the Lord grant that it may be instrumental in directing some 

wandering one in the highway to heaven.”3   

Although today Phoebe Palmer is primarily known for her theological 

teachings on Christian perfection, in her own time, she was known less as a 

theological innovator than as a popular writer of religious self-help books and an 

evangelist.  Her most popular book, The Way of Holiness, went through fifty-two 

American editions and sold 50,000 copies by 1876.  Although The Way of 

Holiness was Palmer’s most popular book and was said to be the best-selling 

book ever published on the subject of Christian perfection, her influence was by 

no means limited to its pages.4  Palmer published sixteen books in all, was a 

regular contributor to major religious magazines such as The Christian Advocate 

and Journal and The Ladies’ Repository, edited the holiness journal, The Guide to 

Holiness, from 1864 to 1874 with a circulation of 35 to 40,000, conducted 

extensive evangelistic tours in Britain, Canada and many parts of the United 

States, corresponded extensively with religious seekers, held legendary religious 

meetings in her home, and participated in many benevolent organizations.5  She 

was a friend of many of the most powerful Methodist leaders of her day and 

                                                 
3 Richard Wheatley, Life and Letters of Mrs. Palmer (New York: W. C. Palmer, Jr., 1876), 284. 
4 The third page of the advertising section in the back of Wheatley’s Life and Letters reads, “This 
work has had the largest sale of any work ever published on this subject.” 
5 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 503  
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acquainted with influential cultural figures like Catharine Beecher and Charles 

Grandison Finney.  By the end of her life in 1874 it was estimated that 25,000 

people had been “saved” due to her ministry.6 

Sales statistics only indicate a fraction of Palmer’s popularity because 

each copy of Palmer’s books was usually read by several people.  A missionary in 

Africa, for example, reported in a letter to Palmer that a copy of The Way of 

Holiness she received “has been employed nearly all the time since I received it.”  

Not only had the missionary read it but she “offered the loan of it to one of our 

preachers” whose wife also “read it through with great delight.”  The preacher’s 

wife loaned the book to “others.”  Not content with a single reading, the 

missionary reported, several people “read it through twice each.”7 

Like the books in the Delaware saloon and the African mission home, 

Palmer’s works found their way into interesting places all over the world: a ship 

bound for Rio de Janeiro, a lonely farm house in Iowa, in the knapsack of an 

itinerant in Western New York, on a missionary’s book shelf in China, in a camp 

meeting tent in Ohio, and on the dressing table of a young girl in New York City.  

Sales figures for all of Palmer’s books, which I conservatively estimate at 150,000 

for the U.S. alone (she had a large readership in Britain and Canada as well and 

several of her books were translated into German and French), should probably be 

doubled to reflect books that were lent.8  The Christian Advocate and Journal 
                                                 
6 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 633. 
7 Christian Advocate and Journal, 9 April 1845, 139. 
8 Sales figures are based on the numbers reported in advertisements for Palmer’s works in the 
back flyleaf of Wheatley’s Life and Letters.  As I have been unable to find records of Palmer’s 
publishers, these 1876 figures are the most recent and accurate available.  While sales figures in 
advertisements can be dubious, another estimation of Palmer’s book sales in the Christian 
Advocate and Journal, 6 December 1855, 195, figured that in 1855, ten thousand copies of 
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declared in 1850 that Palmer’s works on holiness “have met with an 

unprecedented sale.”9  Palmer received thousands of letters from readers attesting 

to her popularity.  In an undated letter to the editor of The Beauty of Holiness 

Palmer wrote “to acknowledge that God has owned these simple presentations of 

truth.”  She reported that she had received “hundreds of letters” from people who 

had been helped by her book.  Many came “from persons I have never seen in the 

flesh, of various denominations.”10 

As significant as the numbers of readers Palmer attracted is the way they 

read her books.  Like the readers who made extensive notations in the book in the 

Delaware saloon, Palmer’s readers were deeply involved with her books.  

Sometimes they opened her books to particular passages and knelt next to them as 

they prayed for certain blessings.  They carried her books in their pockets.  They 

read them aloud in groups.  They were touched by particular experiences related 

in the books and imitated the actions they read about.  Some readers reported 

having a mystical experience while reading particular pages of Palmer’s books.  

                                                                                                                                     
Palmer’s works were in circulation.  This estimate of Palmer’s sales twenty years before my 1876 
estimate suggests that mine is low.  
To put these numbers in perspective, Frank Luther Mott’s Golden Multitudes: The Story of Best 
Sellers in the U.S. (New York: Macmillan, 1947), calculates best seller status as sales equal to one 
percent of the U.S. population for the first year of the decade the book was published.  This is 
meant to weed out all books that were not phenomenal sellers.  Mott’s list includes only 324 books 
from 1662 to 1945.  A best seller for 1840, the decade The Way of Holiness was published, would 
have sold at least 170, 694 copies.  Sales of The Way of Holiness were about one third of this 
number.  But if we were to combine the sales of all Palmer’s books, we would come close to this 
number.  Also, if we consider that the Methodist population for 1850, which would have been 
Palmer’s primary audience, was approximately 1,500,000, Palmer’s sales figures are quite 
impressive, amounting to about ten percent of the total Methodist population. 
9 Christian Advocate and Journal, 21 November 1850, 187. 
10 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 509. 
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People used the books as tools of evangelism, presenting them as gifts to people 

for whom they were particularly concerned. 

For many twenty-first century readers, the intense involvement of 

Palmer’s nineteenth-century readers is hard to understand.  To most of us, 

Palmer’s writing seems stiff and unoriginal.  Many of Palmer’s books are 

autobiographical, but devoid of much self-revelation, instead employing her 

experience to illustrate rigidly defined steps for achieving sanctification.  The 

themes of the books are repetitive, and Palmer’s thinking seems to have changed 

little over time.  Except for a few exceptions that reveal Palmer’s literary gifts, her 

language is plain and uninteresting.  The key to the popularity of Palmer’s books 

in the nineteenth century lies in their timing and in Palmer’s brilliant manipulation 

of nineteenth-century rhetorical codes.  At a time when emotional revivalism was 

at its peak, Palmer taught that anyone could experience a second work of grace 

without regard to emotion.  At a time when separate spheres ideology was gaining 

dominance, Palmer taught that men and women were spiritual equals and that 

both had a responsibility to engage in public evangelism.  At a time when 

Methodists were rising in the ranks of the middle class and abandoning much of 

their earlier frontier enthusiasm, Palmer called for a return to old-time simplicity 

and lay participation.  Although Palmer seems to have gone against the grain of 

her time, her teachings actually responded in important ways to the needs created 

by major historical shifts.   

This chapter will begin with a biographical section, establishing Palmer’s 

context of early nineteenth-century Methodism in New York City, will provide 
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some basic theological background to help readers appreciate Palmer’s teachings, 

and then will primarily focus on Palmer’s writings, her literary techniques and her 

readers and the religious and social worlds they inhabited.  Although Palmer’s life 

and evangelistic work are rich, and not yet fully explored, areas for research, I 

have chosen to focus primarily on her writings.  Readers who would like more 

information about the details of Palmer’s life and evangelism may wish to consult 

Raser’s or White’s biographies of her. 

“THE LINES HAD FALLEN TO HER IN PLEASANT PLACES”: PALMER’S 
RELIGIOUS AND SOCIAL WORLD  

Palmer’s formative years in early nineteenth-century middle-class 

Methodist New York were pivotal to her development as a writer and evangelist.  

Because the corpus of Palmer’s teachings centered on the doctrine of 

sanctification, her autobiographical writings focus much more on the years after 

she was sanctified in 1837 (when her life of spiritual empowerment began) than 

before.  In one of her books Palmer quoted a passage from Psalms 16:6, “the lines 

had fallen to her in pleasant places,” to describe her “goodly heritage.”  The 

passage’s connotations of economic and social privilege, “pleasant places,” apply 

to Palmer as well.11  Of Palmer’s earlier years we know that she was born on 

December 18, 1807, to pious Methodist parents in New York City.  Her father, 

                                                 
11 Phoebe Palmer, The Way of Holiness with Notes by the Way: Being a Narrative of Religious 
Experience Resulting from the Determination to be a Bible Christian (fiftieth American edition, 
1867; reprint Salem, Ohio: Schmul Publishing Co., 1988), 65.  Although I examined several 
editions of this book, including (Reprint; Kansas City, Mo: Publishing House of the Pentecostal 
Church of the Nazarene, n.d.), (G. Lane & C. B. Tippet, 1845), (New York: Palmer & Hughes, 
1867), (New York: Palmer & Hughes, 1871), I have chosen to cite this reprint edition of the book 
because it is the most widely available to modern-day readers.  I have determined from my 
comparison of several editions of the book that no significant changes occurred after the second 
edition of the book was published in 1843 with the addition of “Notes by the Way.” 
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Henry Worrall, had been converted to Methodism under John Wesley in 

Yorkshire, England, and immigrated to the United States when he was twenty-

five.  A family biographer described Henry Worrall as a “man of mental vigor, of 

mechanical genius...[who] by skill and success in business secured ample means 

for the culture and comfort of his hospitable home.”12   

Palmer reported that her parents gave her a strong grounding in religion.  

Each day in the Worrall home began and ended with family scripture reading and 

hymn singing and each meal began with a prayer.  Henry Worrall was a founding 

trustee of Green Street Methodist Church in New York City and socialized with 

prominent religious and political figures such as Methodist leader Nathan Bangs 

and the British consul, George Buchanon.13  We know very little about Palmer’s 

mother, Dorthea Wade, except that she was a native of New York, an “earnest” 

Methodist, and lived to see her daughter become a famous evangelist and writer.14  

She died when Palmer was fifty years old.  It is difficult to know what Palmer’s 

parents thought of their daughter’s evangelistic career.  On at least one occasion 

in 1848, Palmer’s father accompanied her to speak at a camp meeting in Bow 

Hill, New York.  Given the fact that sanctification was Palmer’s all-consuming 

interest, it is curious that she never reported whether her parents were sanctified 

or not.  One could speculate that Palmer’s teachings about sanctification may 
                                                 
12 John Roche, The Life of Mrs. Sarah A. Lankford Palmer, Who for Sixty Years was the Able 
Teacher of Entire Holiness (New York: George Hughes & Co., 1898), 18. 
13 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 17-18; Abel Stevens, Life and Times of Nathan Bangs (New York: 
Carlton & Porter, 1863), 350, as quoted in Charles Edward White, The Beauty of Holiness: 
Phoebe Palmer as Theologian, Revivalist, Feminist and Humanitarian (Grand Rapids, MI: F. 
Asbury Press, 1986). 
14 As Harold Raser suggests in  Phoebe Palmer: Her Life and Thought (Lewiston, NY: Edwin 
Mellen Press, 1987) there is some confusion about Dorthea/Dorethea/Dorothy’s name in the 
historical record. 
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have been too controversial for her status-conscious father.  The dedication of The 

Way of Holiness suggests that Palmer harbored some concern about her parents’ 

spiritual welfare: “To my Beloved and Honored Parents…With the fervent prayer 

that they, through whose instrumentality I ‘from a child have known the 

scriptures,’ may make rapid advancement in the ‘way of holiness.’”15 

Perhaps Palmer’s parents were like other nineteenth-century Methodists 

whose interest in improving their class status led them to abandon some of 

Methodism’s more enthusiastic practices and controversial teachings, including 

sanctification.  Many nineteenth-century Methodists saw sanctification as a 

doctrine espoused by religious fanatics, and it is likely that Palmer’s immigrant 

father, who had worked so hard to establish himself among the Methodist elite, 

had trouble sharing his daughter’s zeal for the doctrine. 

Phoebe, who was fourth from the oldest, had four brothers and four sisters 

who survived to adulthood.  Her older sister, Sarah, third from the oldest, was one 

of Palmer’s closest friends throughout her life.  The women shared religious 

interests and activities, and for many years after their marriages, a home.  Phoebe 

named her first daughter after Sarah.  Sarah began the famous Tuesday Meeting 

for the Promotion of Holiness and was instrumental in helping Palmer obtain 

sanctification.  Additionally, Sarah, who apparently never had children of her 

own, may have made many of Palmer’s evangelical tours possible by helping care 

for Palmer’s three children, who were quite young when she began traveling.  

After Phoebe Palmer died in 1874, Sarah, who had been widowed in 1871, 

                                                 
15 Palmer, Way of Holiness, 3. 
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married Phoebe’s husband, Walter, and continued to promote the cause of 

holiness. 

Aside from her parents, the biggest influence on Palmer’s development 

was Methodism.  Palmer grew up believing that conversion would be the most 

important experience of her life.  She attended protracted meetings (religious 

meetings held daily for an extended period of time to encourage a revival), where 

ministers called sinners to the front of the church to ask for God’s forgiveness at 

the “anxious bench.”  She would have watched people crying out in pangs of guilt 

and then experiencing the ecstasy of forgiveness and conversion.  The sermons 

she sat through would have been devised to stir up sinners to emotional 

“conviction” of sin and a realization of their need for God’s grace.  As a young 

woman, Palmer was admitted to a class meeting, probably exclusively for young 

ladies, where she and other young women shared their spiritual experiences and 

struggles, and an older and wiser class leader, “Brother Paradise” (her class 

leader’s real name), advised them on the path to salvation.16  She would have 

grown up attending Sabbath school and learning to monitor closely her thoughts 

and actions for sin and for signs of conversion.  Unfortunately Palmer was never 

able to drum up the deep emotion that most Methodists felt was essential for 

conversion.  As a result, although Palmer claimed to have a deep and abiding 

faith, she never experienced the throes of conviction and could not say that she 

had experienced the ecstasies of conversion either.  This lack of an identifiable 

                                                 
16 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 21. 
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conversion experience was a source of severe distress for Palmer and deeply 

influenced her later teachings about sanctification. 

Despite inner turmoil over lack of a conversion experience, Palmer was 

anxious to do her Christian duty and found ample role models in the women 

around her.  Although in Palmer’s childhood and young adulthood middle-class 

women were becoming increasingly ensconced in the home, a major shift from 

their sharing of both economic production and parenting duties with men in 

preindustrial households, Palmer observed many vibrant and active women who 

played public roles in the church.  She watched women making religious visits to 

the sick and dying, teaching Bible classes and Sabbath school classes, exhorting 

in class meetings, speaking at love feasts, advising and caring for itinerant 

preachers, and even leading religious meetings in the absence of a preacher. 

In part, the prevalence of women’s roles in the Methodist church can be 

attributed to the church’s history as a frontier phenomenon.  Because Methodism 

gained its foothold in sparsely populated areas of the South and West rather than 

in eastern urban centers, it was impossible for the clergy to exercise anything like 

the control it exercised in denominations in more settled areas.  In addition, 

Methodist requirements for leadership erased the social distance between the 

clergy and laity that existed in more established denominations.  Methodist 

preachers were drawn from the people and usually began as lay exhorters.  

Because there were no educational requirements for ministers, any male who felt 

a call could apply to preach.  Itinerant preachers, who made the rounds of a circuit 

only once every two to six weeks, depended on individual members to supply 
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each other’s needs for regular worship and religious community.  This was made 

possible by the social networks designed by Wesley.  He introduced class 

meetings, small groups of fourteen to forty church members who met together 

weekly under the supervision of a class leader to share spiritual struggles and 

victories.  Love feasts, conducted quarterly and at camp meetings, were religious 

gatherings where communion was served and lay church members had the 

opportunity spontaneously to share spiritual experiences with their peers.  Bible 

classes and prayer meetings were gatherings led by volunteers. Camp meetings 

provided another opportunity for lay people to engage in evangelism.  While 

ministers gave the main sermons, lay members were often invited to exhort (give 

spontaneous, experience-based religious messages, usually urging people to seek 

conversion or sanctification) and evangelizing went on all over the camp ground 

one-on-one or in small groups.  In the early nineteenth century the religious press 

began to proliferate and depended on lay men and women to provide much of its 

material.17 

Two female acquaintances whose evangelical work made impressions on 

Palmer were Lydia N. Cox and “Sister Stebbens.”  Cox was a young Methodist 

woman, married to a Samuel Cox, who lived in Williamsburg, Long Island.  

Palmer recorded in her diary that she attended a meeting for social worship (a 

prayer meeting or class meeting) at Cox’s home in December 1839.18  Like many 

of the women celebrated in Methodist literature, Cox died young, at age thirty.  In 

                                                 
17 John Wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm: Methodism and the Rise of Popular Christianity in 
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 22-29, contains a useful discussion of the 
role of lay participation in the early Methodist church. 
18 White, The Beauty of Holiness, 38. 
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a tribute to Lydia Cox that Palmer wrote for the Christian Advocate, she related 

that Cox had not let “one unconverted person within her acquaintance” avoid “her 

persuasive admonitions.”  So determined was she to save souls that, if “she could 

not gain access in conversation, she would do it by writing.”19  Palmer described 

how Cox combined her private role as wife with her public role as lay evangelist: 

“Her duty to God stood inseparably connected with a proper discharge of all the 

relative duties of life.”  According to Palmer, Cox influenced hundreds through 

“the faithful discharge of her duties as a Christian—wife—mother—mistress, or, 

as a laborer in the various benevolent enterprises of the day.”20  Palmer imitated 

Cox in two important ways.  First, she saw writing as an extension of personal 

evangelism.  Palmer carried on an extensive correspondence, which I will discuss 

in some detail later.  Letter writing was, for her, an intermediate step between 

personal evangelizing and writing books.  Second, Palmer saw her evangelical 

work and her work as a wife and mother as inseparably connected, and she 

combined the two in ways that expanded the private sphere. 

We have less information about another of Palmer’s possible role models, 

“Sister Stebbens.”  All we know is that Palmer referred to her in her diary on 

October 28, 1843, as “a female Carvosso” whom Palmer saw herself explicitly 

imitating when leading her class meeting (Carvosso was a famous lay evangelist 

and class leader from Wesley’s era).21  

                                                 
19 Christian Advocate and Journal, 20 March 1844, 128. 
20 Ibid. 
21 William Carvosso was one of the famous pioneers of Methodism, a Cornish class leader whose 
evangelical feats were legendary and whose spiritual autobiography was standard reading for 
nineteenth-century Methodists. 
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A final and perhaps most important model for Palmer was her older sister 

Sarah.  Although Phoebe eventually became the more famous of the two sisters, 

Sarah was heavily involved in various evangelical activities before Palmer was, 

and it was Sarah who was largely responsible for leading Phoebe to obtain 

sanctification.  John Roche’s biography of Sarah gives us a partial idea of some of 

the activities Sarah engaged in as a pious Methodist woman.  She assumed her 

first leadership position at age fifteen when she was elected a female 

superintendent of the Sabbath school.  After her marriage to Thomas Lankford at 

age twenty-five, she began visiting the sick and poor in New York and holding 

three to four religious meetings a week.  Later Sarah and her husband moved to 

Caldwell, New York, where Sarah began doing missionary work among the 

unconverted.  She started holding Sunday Meetings and eventually engaged a 

preacher to attend.  A typical Sunday for Sarah involved the preacher’s Sunday 

morning sermon, a noon class meeting led by Sarah, and a Sabbath School taught 

by Sarah at 2:00 p.m.22  By 1835 Sarah was again living in New York City, doing 

work among the poor and holding two women’s prayer meetings a week.  In 1835 

she combined the two women’s prayer meetings into a meeting for those 

interested in seeking sanctification called the Tuesday Meeting for the Promotion 

of Holiness.  This meeting eventually became an institution that attracted over 

two hundred people a week, including many prominent ministers, and was 

imitated all over the country.  Unlike many women in industrializing America, 
                                                 
22 According to Matthew Simpson’s Cyclopaedia of Methodism (5th rev. ed. Philadelphia: L. H. 
Everts, 1883), the Sabbath School had been led by women from its inception.  The first known 
Sunday School was founded by 1769 by Hannah Ball in England.  Although originally aimed at 
evangelizing poor children, Sunday Schools became a staple of Methodist worship and women 
appear to have maintained their role as leaders of this organization. 
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Sarah did not see a sharp split between the public and private spheres.  Sarah 

referred to the sixty-member congregation she organized in Caldwell as her 

“family” and the Sunday services she held in her home for her husband’s 

employees as the “family altar.”23  Similarly the Tuesday meeting came to be 

called “the church in the home” or the “consecrated parlor.”  We will see later 

how notions of women’s evangelical responsibility would further undermine 

distinctions between public and private that were becoming generally entrenched 

at the time. 

Like most young Methodist girls in the early nineteenth century, Palmer 

grew up reading the Bible and Methodist biographies.  For Methodists, 

evangelical literature was but another manifestation of the impulse toward lay 

evangelical activity.  As one writer put it, “among the numerous agencies which 

Methodism has employed in her evangelizing labors, none has been more potent 

than the printing-press.”24  The American Methodist church established a 

publishing department, called the Book Concern, early on in 1789.  The impulse 

to publish was heightened by evangelical beliefs about the importance of 

testifying about one’s own conversion experience for the evangelism of others.  

As literary scholar Christine Krueger explains, Methodists believed that “God 

revealed himself directly and plainly in scripture and in believers’ lives.”  

Therefore, “the most effective means of evangelizing was to repeat the gospel 

truth in the simplest terms possible.”25  In this way Methodism was radically 

                                                 
23 Roche, Life of Sarah Palmer, 43. 
24 Francis A. Archibald, Methodism and Literature (Cincinnati: Walden and Stowe, 1883), 3. 
25 Christine L. Krueger, The Reader’s Repentence: Women Preachers, Women Writers and 
Nineteenth-Century Social Discourse (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 62. 
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democratic.  It taught that anyone could be a spiritual authority because anyone 

could interpret the Bible with the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and anyone could 

experience God in his or her life in a way that might be instructive to others.   

In addition to providing an impetus for the production of spiritual 

autobiographies, Methodism also strongly encouraged religious reading.26  John 

Wesley insisted that “it cannot be that a people should grow in grace, unless they 

give themselves to reading.”27  This emphasis on religious reading in Methodism 

served several functions.  It provided Methodists isolated in remote parts of the 

country with spiritual nourishment, it promoted doctrinal uniformity among the 

different branches of the church, and it ameliorated class differences by providing 

the same opportunities for religious education to the poor and the wealthy.  One 

nineteenth-century commentator said that the publications of the Methodist Book 

Concern aimed to provide “the same church privileges” to those with “common 

educations” and “liberal educations.”28  As the nineteenth century wore on, 

Methodists became more and more alarmed about the growing practice of 

indiscriminate novel reading.  Novels were seen as, at best, a waste of time and, at 

worst, a dangerous excitation to the sensual imagination.  One commentator 

blamed novel reading for the rising crime rate among young people from twelve 

to twenty.29  To combat worldly reading, Methodists encouraged the distribution 

of inexpensive religious books. 

                                                 
26 Archibald, Methodism and Literature, 3. 
27 Ibid., 5. 
28 Christian Advocate, 24 July 1844, 198. 
29 Archibald, Methodism and Literature, 6. 
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As a result of these ideas about literature, eighteenth and nineteenth-

century evangelical clergy and lay people produced a spate of spiritual narratives, 

a significant number of them written by women.  In fact, so many were written by 

women that the publisher Lane & Tippet advertised a series called “Female 

Christian Biography” in the Christian Advocate and Journal.30  Among Palmer’s 

favorite reading material were the spiritual autobiographies of Wesley, of course, 

William Carvosso, Hester Ann Rogers (a heroic early convert to the church who 

went through severe persecution from her family but refused to give up her 

church membership), Mary Bosanquet Fletcher (an early convert to the church 

who ran an asylum for the poor in London and led a parish in Madeley for thirty 

years after her husband’s death), and William Bramwell (a legendary Methodist 

preacher and revivalist).  She also read Richmond Leigh’s Dairyman’s Daughter, 

the narrative of a saintly young woman written by an Anglican clergyman.  Of her 

childhood reading habits Palmer wrote, “from childhood I loved to treasure up 

recordings of the pioneers of Methodism.”31  In The Way of Holiness she reported 

that she had been “taught as a child to know the scriptures, and made familiar 

with the writings and experience of those who had, in generations passed away, 

been lights in the religious firmament.”32  Elsewhere Palmer highlighted the ways 

the Bible and Methodist biographies had a similar influence on her young mind.  

She wrote that “the Bible has been the one prominent book with me.”  She further 

                                                 
30 24 September 1845. 
31 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 349. 
32 Palmer, Way of Holiness, 65. 
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observed that the biographies and autobiographies of “Wesley, Fletcher, Rogers 

and Bramwell...sweetly blend with the teachings of the Blessed Book.”33   

Palmer found important female role models in standard Methodist 

literature.  Both Hester Ann Rogers and Mary Bosanquet Fletcher were well 

known for their evangelical work.  Fletcher was instrumental in building chapels 

in her husband’s parish after his death and ordered that a seat be built into each of 

the chapels, beside the pulpit, from which she delivered her famous sermons.  

Palmer was enamored enough of both women that when she traveled to England 

in 1861 she visited Hester Ann Rogers’s grave in Birmingham.  In 1863 Palmer 

visited Mary Bosanquet Fletcher’s home in Leeds, where “Mrs. Fletcher brought 

up children, and exercised herself in good works and words.”34   

When Palmer visited Wesley’s birthplace in 1861, she seemed more struck 

with memories of Wesley’s mother, Susannah, than of the founder of Methodism 

himself.  At the time she recalled not only Susannah Wesley’s devotion as a 

mother but also how “as the wife of a pastor, during the absence of her husband, 

she sought to feed the flock by Sabbath-evening services, reading sermons and 

prayers, and giving Christian advices.”35  In the history of Methodism and among 

her Methodist acquaintances, Palmer found plenty of role models for women’s 

public religious work. 

One other important cultural development that shaped Palmer’s identity 

was the development of new ways of ordering class that accompanied 

                                                 
33 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 267. 
34 Ibid., 389. 
35 For references to Hester Ann Rogers see Wheatley, Life and Letters, 373.  For comments about 
Susannah Wesley see p 376, and for comments about Fletcher and Bramwell see p 389.   
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industrialization.  In the eighteenth century, people of all economic levels 

interacted on a daily basis, but this began to change as industrialization led to the 

organization and stratification of society in new ways.  Historian Stuart Blumin 

has described the process by which an expanding market economy created new 

white-collar jobs for a large segment of the urban male population that led to 

distinctions between manual and non-manual work.  Changes in the economy 

were accompanied by changes in work spaces that physically separated manual 

from non-manual work, and new social networks developed that brought 

members of the middle class together.  One of the major distinctions between 

middle-class and manual workers was that middle-class workers were paid 

enough to keep their wives and children from employment outside the home.  A 

new middle-class domestic ideal emerged that placed women as the guardians of a 

particular kind of home filled with new kinds of consumer goods, emblems of 

social refinement.  In this new gender-specific space (the home), women were 

expected to train children in the habits of social respectability that would facilitate 

their success in the new class structure.36  Although Methodism, in some ways, 

ameliorated these class distinctions, it also perpetuated them.37  Nineteenth-

century urban Methodists saw the introduction of rented pews, class-stratified 

congregations, and a new emphasis on religious decorum that would eventually 

lead to the decline of uniquely Methodist practices like attendance at class 

meetings, the teaching of the controversial doctrine of sanctification, and 
                                                 
36 Stuart Blumin, The Emergence of the Middle Class (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1989). 
37 See Wigger, Taking Heaven and Gregory A. Schneider, The Way of the Cross Leads Home: the 
Domestication of American Methodism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993) for a 
discussion of class and Methodism in the nineteenth century. 
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enthusiastic worship.  Palmer was influenced by these developments in 

complicated ways.  While we will see later that she rejected many aspects of the 

new class structure (for example she tried to revive unrefined “old-time” 

Methodist practices and she challenged separate spheres ideology and the 

sentimental idealization of motherhood), she also adopted many of them (she had 

a sense of noblesse oblige toward working class people and she saw the parlor as 

woman’s realm where she subjected others to her pious influence.) 

When Palmer was nineteen years old, on September 28, 1827, she married 

Walter Palmer, a promising young doctor two years her senior who was also a 

devout Methodist and superintendent of the Sabbath school.  They appear to have 

been a perfect match for each other.  They shared the same religious devotion, 

which led Walter to support Phoebe in all her evangelical endeavors.  Walter 

became a well-respected homeopathic doctor and eventually established a “large 

and lucrative practice.”38  The family lived comfortably and the Palmers were 

able to support themselves as evangelists as well as to contribute to various 

benevolent societies and religious causes.  Around 1855 the Palmers bought a 

publishing house, which published many of Phoebe’s books.39  In 1864 the couple 

also bought the most popular of the holiness magazines, The Guide to Holiness, 

                                                 
38 George Hughes, The Beloved Physician: Walter C. Palmer M. D., and His Sun-lit Journey to 
the Celestial City (New York: Palmer and Hughes, 1884), 56-57. 
39 As one of Palmer’s biographers, Charles Edward White, points out, we do not know exactly 
when the Palmers went into the publishing business because the history of the publishing house is 
not discussed in any of the Palmer biographies, letters or diaries.  We know that in 1855 books 
began to appear under the imprint of “Foster & Palmer, Jr.”  “Foster” referred to Elon Foster, the 
Palmers’ son-in-law.  In 1867 “Foster and Palmer Jr.” became “Walter C. Palmer, Jr.”  See White, 
The Beauty of Holiness, 30-31. 
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which Phoebe edited until her death in 1874 and Walter continued to edit after her 

death. 

Until her sanctification in 1837, Phoebe Palmer devoted most of her time 

to caring for her children and participating in religious activities when she had 

time.  Between September 28, 1828 (her first anniversary), and August 28, 1835, 

Palmer bore four children, two girls and two boys.  Only one of these children 

survived.40  She attended her husband’s class meetings and her sister Sarah’s 

Bible classes, and she wrote Sabbath school skits and religious poetry.  The 

crucial factor in Palmer’s decision to engage eventually in popular writing and 

public evangelism seems to have been her sanctification at age twenty-nine.   

When the third of Palmer’s first four children died on July 29, 1836, she 

decided that God had taken her children because she had allowed her love for 

them to distract her from her duty to God.  Palmer’s sister Sarah, who had 

experienced sanctification two years earlier, had combined her two Bible classes 

into a meeting for women seeking the experience of sanctification.  While 

attending Sarah’s holiness meetings and with her sister’s guidance, Phoebe 

experienced sanctification on July 26, 1837, almost exactly a year after the death 

of her third child.  I will talk more about this pivotal experience later. 

After her sanctification Palmer devoted herself to evangelism in earnest, 

beginning with visits she made to individuals at the request of her pastor.  In 1838 

she reported testifying at camp meetings.  Later she was asked to teach a young 

                                                 
40 In all, Palmer gave birth to six children; three survived.  Their names and birth dates are as 
follows: Alexander H., born September 28, 1828 (died July 2, 1829); Samuel M. born April 29, 
1830 (died June 19, 1830); Sarah born April 11, 1833; Eliza born August 28, 1835 (dies July 29, 
1836); Phoebe born 1839; Walter Clark, Jr. born November 20, 1842. 
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ladies’ Bible class that she continued to teach for nine years.  She engaged in 

domestic revivalism by exhorting visitors to her home and working to convert her 

servants.  She spoke at protracted meetings, camp meetings, class meetings, love 

feasts and at the Juvenile Missionary Society.  She tirelessly distributed tracts to 

the sick and poor.  Later, she held religious meetings in the local prison.  In 1839, 

after filling in for Walter as class leader when he was away on business, Phoebe 

Palmer became the first female class leader in New York City.  Also in 1839, the 

year her fifth child (the second to survive) was born, she began traveling around 

New York state to help promote revivals.  In 1840 Phoebe took over the 

leadership of the Tuesday Meeting for the Promotion of Holiness, which the 

previous year had begun to admit men.  In the late 1840s or early 1850s she began 

receiving invitations to speak at camp meetings and revivals.  In addition, she 

helped establish the Five Points Mission and was corresponding secretary for the 

New York Female Assistance Society for the Relief and Religious Instruction of 

the Sick Poor.  

In many ways Palmer was a typical middle-class Methodist woman of her 

time.  She was economically and socially privileged, certainly, and no doubt 

intellectually gifted, but she shared with other Methodist women a faith in 

personal religious authority, a belief that religion should reach people of all 

classes, and a religious culture that focused on changing the heart through a crisis 

religious experience.  Palmer and her Methodist contemporaries also shared a 

history of women’s religious contributions in nearly every area of religious life.  

Palmer and her generation lived in the midst of changes brought on by 
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industrialization: new work and social patterns that increasingly separated the 

classes and the genders.  If Palmer differed from her contemporaries, it was in her 

refusal to submit to these changes quietly.  Palmer’s writings, her theology and 

her evangelical career were in many ways attempts to simultaneously adjust to 

and resist the complex changes impacting her culture.   

PALMER’S RELIGIOUS THOUGHT 

Because Palmer’s theology has been more thoroughly studied than any 

other area of her life, and virtually no attention has been paid to her books as 

literary creations or to the responses of her middle-class urban audiences, I intend 

to focus on Palmer’s most popular books and their appeal to nineteenth-century 

audiences in this chapter, providing only enough theology to help readers fully 

appreciate what she was up to.41  It is essential to have some background about 

the Methodist notion of sanctification to understand how Palmer seized upon it 

and used it for her own purposes.  This discussion will also be useful when we 

discuss the other three evangelists in this study because Palmer’s teachings laid 
                                                 
41 For more in-depth discussions of Palmer’s theology see White, The Beauty of Holiness; Raser, 
Phoebe Palmer; Chris Armstrong, “Ravished Heart or Naked Faith: the Kernel and Husk of 
Phoebe Palmer,” Paper presented at the twenty-seventh annual meeting of the Society for 
Pentecostal Studies, March 1998; Melvin E. Dieter, The Holiness Revival of the Nineteenth 
Century (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1980) and Melvin E. Dieter, “The Development of 
Nineteenth Century Holiness Theology,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 20, no. 1 (Spring 1985): 
61-77; Dale E. Dunlap, “Tuesday Meetings, Camp Meetings, and Cabinet Meetings: A 
Perspective on the Holiness Movement in the Methodist Church in the United States of the 
Nineteenth Century,” Methodist History 13, no. 3 (1975): 85-106; Charles Edwin Jones, 
Perfectionist Persuasion: The Holiness Movement and American Methodism, 1867-1936 
(Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1980) and Charles Edwin Jones, “The Posthumous Pilgrimage of 
Phoebe Palmer,” Methodist History 35, no. 4 (July 1997): 203-213; Dale H. Simmons, “Storm 
Clouds Over Beulah Land,” Methodist History 30, no. 1 (1991): 31-41; Charles Edward White, 
“What the Holy Spirit Can and Cannot Do: The Ambiguities of Phoebe Palmer’s Theology of 
Experience,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 20, no. 1, 108-121; and Mildred Bangs Wynkoop, 
“Theological Roots of Wesleyan Understanding of the Holy Spirit,” Wesleyan Theological 
Journal 14, no. 1 (Spring 1979): 77-98. 



 39

the basic groundwork for their ministries.  The concept of sanctification, also 

referred to as “holiness,” “entire consecration,” “perfect love” or being “wholly 

the Lord’s,” had been an important part of Methodism ever since John Wesley, 

the founder of Methodism, was introduced to the idea by Moravian Pietests in the 

1730s.42  He expressed his ideas about holiness in a tract entitled “A Plain 

Account of Christian Perfection as Believed and Taught by the Reverend Mr. 

John Wesley.” first issued in 1739.43  As Palmer did later, Wesley saw 

sanctification as a second work of grace after conversion in which the individual 

was cleansed not only from sin (as in conversion) but from the desire to sin.  

Wesley saw this cleansing of the heart, a “perfection of motives and desires,” as 

necessary for salvation.44  Wesley taught that sanctification could be both a crisis 

experience and a period of growth.  In his early career he taught that 

instantaneous sanctification came only at a point shortly before death, but later 

taught that it could occur any time after conversion.  In either case, however, 

sanctification was preceded by a period of “waiting,” as Wesley called it, in 

which one did acts of Christian service, sought God through scripture, prayer and 

communal worship and finally became convicted of the remnants of sinfulness in 

one’s heart and of the need for sanctification.  Wesley taught that the most 

important component in obtaining sanctification was faith, which he described as 

a “supernatural faculty” given to a sincere seeker by God.  For Wesley, 
                                                 
42 For these various terms for sanctification see Phoebe Palmer, Present to My Christian Friend on 
Entire Devotion to God (fourteenth American edition; reprint Salem, Ohio: Schmul Publishers, 
1979), 9.  (As with The Way of Holiness I quote from this reprint edition because it is the most 
commonly available to readers today.  This book was first published in 1845, but the fourteenth 
edition (n. d.) was a more widely circulated version with some added material.) 
43 Synan, Holiness-Pentecostal Movement, 18. 
44 Ibid. 
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sanctification was essentially an act of grace, in which God purified the heart of 

the earnestly striving Christian in God’s own due time.45 

When Methodism was formally organized in the United States in 1784, it 

fully embraced Wesley’s teachings about sanctification.  Francis Asbury, the 

leader of early American Methodism, was a holiness advocate.  Accounts of 

Methodist revivals in Virginia in the late 1700s describe the quest for 

sanctification as a central part of the revival experience.  Methodist itinerants, 

who spread the holiness message throughout the states, included holiness as a 

central part of their message.   

By the early nineteenth century, however, although perfectionism had 

become a popular theme in American culture, its popularity among Methodists 

had begun to decline.  According to historian Gregory Schneider, by the 1830s 

Methodists’ numbers were growing, their class status was rising, and their 

political clout was increasing.  They had established seminaries, Sabbath schools, 

missionary and temperance societies and growing numbers of church newspapers.  

In an effort to shore up their respectability, Methodists began rejecting innovative 

practices like class meetings and love feasts and began discouraging women’s 

public participation as class meeting leaders, exhorters and evangelists.  New 

ideas about the home and Republican motherhood led many Methodists to 

reassign the responsibility for religious nurturing from the church to the home.  

Accompanying all these changes was a declining interest in another novel 

Methodist teaching, sanctification.  I have speculated about how Palmer’s parents’ 

                                                 
45 For a discussion of Wesley’s views on holiness see Synan, Holiness Pentecostal Movement, and 
Raser, Phoebe Palmer.  
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apparent lack of interest in the doctrine may have been linked to their efforts to 

improve their economic and social status.  This tendency appears to have been 

true for Methodists as a whole.  One nineteenth-century Methodist historian wrote 

that at the time Palmer began her ministry, “the old Bible doctrine of Entire 

Sanctification had, largely, been overshadowed.”  Ambivalence toward the 

doctrine extended from the clergy to lay people and generally “skepticism as to 

the possibility of obtaining heart-purity extensively prevailed.”46  It was widely 

believed that only the oldest and most devout Christians should seek the blessing 

of sanctification.   

Phoebe Palmer’s teachings and the holiness movement arose as a response 

to this shift in Methodism.  Although her emphasis on sanctification was 

controversial at first, slowly Phoebe Palmer’s influence so pervaded Methodism 

that, as historian Troy Messenger has observed, after the Civil War mainstream 

Methodists journals promoted her books.47  In addition several Methodist bishops 

became holiness advocates and by 1868 the Methodist Evangelical Association 

began speaking and writing about sanctification using Palmer’s terminology, 

advocating special holiness meetings and altar calls, and supporting the National 

Association for the Promotion of Holiness in its advertisements and editorials.48  

After Palmer’s death the holiness movement again became controversial, not 

because of its teachings on sanctification, but because the independent holiness 

                                                 
46 Hughes, Beloved Physician, 165. 
47 Messenger, Holy Leisure, 10. 
48J. Wesley Corbin, “Christian Perfection and the Evangelical Association through 1875,” 
Methodist History 7 (January 1969): 28-44. 
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organizations, which operated outside the authority of the Methodist church, 

threatened its sovereignty. 

Drawing on Methodist theologians like John Fletcher and Adam Clarke 

and theological popularizers like Hester Ann Rogers and William Carvosso, 

Palmer made the doctrine of sanctification the sole focus of her career and 

writings.  While few of Palmer’s ideas were completely new, her emphases were 

innovative.  Palmer seized upon Wesley’s idea that sanctification could be an 

instantaneous experience and entirely dismissed the part of his teachings that 

emphasized process and struggle.  Palmer taught that sanctification was an 

experience that each individual could and should have immediately.  She said, “it 

has been a solemn...conviction with me, that the reason why more sincerely pious 

persons do not attain the witness that the blood of Jesus cleanseth [sanctification], 

is for want of bringing the matter to a point, and then deciding with energy and 

perseverance, I must and will have it now.”49  Palmer argued that God wanted 

each person to be sanctified immediately and that any postponement of receiving 

the blessing was a sinful waste of time.  In one book she called her version of 

sanctification “the short and easy way.”50  She criticized people who spent too 

much time in what she called “needless perplexities” and she urged her followers 

to eschew “guilt,” “gloomy fears,” or “fearful anticipations of impending wrath” 

and to focus on having faith that God would keep his word.51 

                                                 
49 Palmer, Way of Holiness, 140. 
50 Palmer, Faith and Its Effects, 232. 
51 Palmer, Way of Holiness, 15, 20. 



 43

Although both Wesley and Palmer saw faith as the key to sanctification, 

Palmer rejected Wesley’s emphasis on faith as an experience of grace and instead 

defined faith as “taking God at his word relying unwaveringly upon his truth.”52  

She argued that all that was necessary for sanctification was placing all one had 

(time, talents, relationships) at God’s disposal (consecration), and then having 

faith, or believing that God would keep his promise in the Bible that he would 

sanctify those who offered themselves to him.  She said, “How presumptuous, and 

strangely inconsistent, not to believe that God does receive you, now that you 

comply with the conditions.”53  Palmer called the offering of self to God “the altar 

covenant” and famously taught that “the altar sanctifies the gift,” meaning that 

Christ (the altar) could make any person’s consecration of self acceptable to 

God.54  This “altar pharaseology” was Palmer’s own invention.   

As Palmer’s biographer Harold Raser has observed, Palmer’s worldview 

was fairly mechanistic.  He summarizes her worldview this way, “There are laws 

which govern god’s ‘moral universe’ just as there are laws governing the physical 

universe...  If one understands these laws and acts in accordance with them, it is 

certain that the designated means will achieve the desired ends.”55  Technically, 

however, Palmer did not reject the role of grace.  As another of her biographers, 

Charles White, has observed, Palmer believed that sanctification was dependent 

                                                 
52 Palmer, Way of Holiness, 28 
53 Guide to Holiness June 1875, 162-4. 
54 Palmer drew this teaching from Matthew 23: 19 “Ye fools and blind for whether is greater, the 
gift, or the ALTAR that sanctifieth the gift” and Exodus 29: 37 “Whatsoever toucheth the ALTAR 
shall be holy.”  See Wheatley, Life and Letters, 532-533, for Palmer’s discussion of the origins of 
her “altar phraseology.” 
55 Raser, Phoebe Palmer, 184. 
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on “God’s supernatural grace, but she thought that [people] were silly to beg for 

what had already been promised and commanded.”56 

A critical element of Palmer’s teachings about sanctification was her 

rejection of emotion as a confirmation of one’s spiritual state.  She taught that it 

was the individual’s responsibility to seek sanctification, whether or not one felt 

emotionally compelled to do so, and that it was the individual’s responsibility to 

trust in God’s promises to fulfill his part of the agreement, whether or not one 

received an emotional confirmation that one had been sanctified.  This was a far 

cry from John Wesley’s emphasis on religion that warmed the heart.  

Methodism’s heavy emphasis on obtaining an emotional conversion experience 

had been a sticking point for Palmer.  Never able to work up the “overwhelming 

sorrows and despairing views of relationship to God” that were supposed to 

motivate one to seek God’s grace through conversion, Palmer had assumed for 

years that her spiritual experience was lacking, “she felt like weeping because she 

could not weep.”57  Rather than being visited with a dramatic conversion 

experience, Palmer’s conversion had merely been a gradual “realization of trust 

and hope in God.”58  After her sanctification, which came about when Palmer 

decided to trust God’s word, regardless of her feelings, she came to the 

conclusion that God expected his children to exercise faith independent of their 

emotional states.  She argued that not only was emotion irrelevant to spiritual 

experience, but it could become a substitute for faith.  She said, “to the degree 
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57 Palmer, Way of Holiness, 49-50. 
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sensible emotion, or manifestations through the medium of the senses are given, 

faith is not necessary.”59  She firmly declared, “One plunge into the open fountain 

can do more towards cleansing the soul from sin than rivers of tears.”60  This 

discarding of emotion as an important component of religious experience was 

probably due to several factors including a cultural context of revivalism that 

over-emphasized emotion, a new kind of rationalism pervading American culture, 

the changing class status of Methodists that made emotional worship seem 

unattractive and Palmer’s own inability to summon an emotional conversion 

experience.  As we begin to explore some of Palmer’s audiences’ responses to her 

books, we will see how Palmer’s teachings about emotion responded to a vexing 

problem for many nineteenth-century Methodists.    

Palmer’s teachings about sanctification were radically democratic.  

Anyone willing to meet God’s simple conditions could reach the heights of 

spiritual perfection, regardless of his or her ability or inability to feel God’s grace 

through emotion.  Women could have the experience equally with men and the 

laity with the clergy.  Palmer taught that lay church members must be sanctified 

to play a vital role in saving the church from declension and evangelizing the 

world.  She taught that one of the results of sanctification was empowerment to 

“spread the good news, make converts, and carry on myriad sorts of religious 

work” and that refusing to use this gift could result in the loss of sanctification.61  

Not only did sanctification help in the salvation of others, it also helped the 
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60 Palmer, Incidental Illustrations, 94. 
61 Raser, Phoebe Palmer, 210. 
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testifier get “clear in his experience.”  Failure to testify was “one of the most 

certain signs of a lack of religious life.”62  As we will see more clearly later, this 

teaching had serious implications for women who used it to justify their public 

preaching careers.   

It is critical to remember that although Palmer rejected certain elements of 

revivalism (mainly its excessive reliance on emotion), she was its product and one 

of its chief proponents.  For example, despite the rationalism of her teachings, 

Palmer shared her Methodist’s forbearers’ scorn for convoluted theology and 

insisted that true religion must be lived.  Or in the terms of nineteenth-century 

Methodists, she taught that the only really valuable kind of religion was 

“experimental” religion—religion that has a practical impact in one’s life.  She 

handwrote a scathing critique inside the front cover of one of the books in her 

library, S. Franklin’s A Critical Review of Wesleyan Perfection in Twenty-Four 

Consecutive Arguments.  She thought it “a very unprofitable book” because “it 

seems to be an effort on the part of the author to display his literary ability rather 

than to lead men...out of spiritual Egypt into the Canaan of perfect love.”  She 

firmly believed that “the doctrine of holiness...must be experimentally 

apprehended in order to be understood.”63   

In addition, Palmer’s championing of a second work of grace paralleled 

revivalism’s emphasis on conversion.  As religious historian Melvin E. Dieter put 

it, “The appeal to the spiritual advantage of a second crisis in the Christian’s life 
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was an extension of the basic revival call in every respect.”64  Palmer was clear 

and consistent in her teaching that sanctification was distinct from conversion: she 

said that sanctification cleansed the heart from the desire to sin, while conversion 

only cleansed the heart from the effects of past sin, and she taught that 

sanctification was a rational transaction independent of emotion, while conversion 

was generally seen as an emotional change of heart.  But some of Palmer’s 

followers overlooked these distinctions and treated sanctification as another 

conversion experience or used preaching on sanctification to get people 

converted.  One of Palmer’s readers, Johnson Rifenberick, for example, reported 

that reading Palmer’s 1848 book Faith and Its Effects for the first time led to a 

thoroughly traditional conversion: “I had read but few pages before I was 

powerfully awakened, and in the space of ten days was soundly converted to 

God.”65  Many ministers used Palmer’s books on sanctification to promote 

revivals.  In a review of one of Palmer’s books on holiness, D. Sherman from 

Warren, Massachusetts affirmed, “I know of no human book that will stir a 

person’s soul to its lowest depths as Faith and its Effects.  We once circulated a 

few dozens of that book among a Church spiritually dead, and the result was a 

gracious revival, and some twenty souls were saved.”66  One reader, “Sister 

Huntly of Elmira, N. Y.,” probably hoping to get her children “saved,” “read The 

Way of Holiness through aloud to her family, in 5 hrs.”67  In the 1870s, holiness 
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advocates used the argument that preaching on sanctification produced 

conversions to justify their activities to the mainstream Methodist church.   

As an evangelist Palmer was careful to avoid squelching her audience’s 

religious emotion, only reminding them in her writings that faith must come 

before emotion and not vice versa.  In the later decades of the nineteenth century, 

as the holiness movement became more popular with the lower classes, it began 

embracing ecstatic religious experience as an antidote to “cold formalism” in the 

church.  Many holiness groups were characterized by their emotional displays.  

As Raser observed, “For later holiness people, it seems that Palmer’s ‘naked faith’ 

was as difficult a concept as it was for her contemporaries, and they found more 

palpable assurance that the ‘second blessing’ was attained in exercises of ‘holy 

joy’ a reassertion of revivalism’s regard for emotion, and an ironic twist to a ‘way 

of holiness’ which had been conceived to steer clear of emotion.”68  That many 

nineteenth-century evangelical Christians were so embedded in revivalism that 

they did not absorb Palmer’s anti-emotionalism is hardly surprising.  What is 

remarkable about Palmer’s career is the way she was able to make room for 

religious emotion while also offering a religious path to those who found 

emotional experience to be problematic. 

Despite the fact that Palmer’s teachings about sanctification sometimes 

got swept into revivalism’s wide path of emotion, her approach to sanctification 

remained consistent throughout her career.  Nearly all of her sixteen books took 

sanctification, in one form or another, as their topic and Palmer tirelessly 
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preached the doctrine at camp meetings and revivals as well as promoting it 

through Tuesday Meetings for the Promotion of Holiness and her holiness journal, 

The Guide to Holiness.  Palmer’s unshakable conviction that God had given her a 

message to convey somehow enabled her to overcome nineteenth-century 

strictures on women’s public speech.  We can begin to see how this process 

worked in Palmer’s budding identity as a writer. 

“PAPER TALK”: THE BEGINNINGS OF PALMER’S LITERARY CAREER 

Although Palmer claimed that her sole purpose in writing was to spread 

her religious message, accounts of her early life suggest that she may have once 

had literary aspirations.  According to Richard Wheatley, Palmer’s earliest 

biographer, “aspirations to literary celebrity were frequent and powerful in 

[Palmer’s] earlier life.”69  Throughout her life Palmer had an interest in poetry.  

Her first known piece of writing was a skillfully written poem she composed on 

the flyleaf of a New Testament she received at age eleven from the British consul, 

George Buchanon, expressing her feelings about the Bible.  In addition to poetry 

(a book of which was published after her death), Palmer’s early literary efforts 

consisted of extensive diary entries, letters, and “pieces and dialogues for Sunday 

School anniversaries.”70  Apparently Palmer’s Sunday School pieces were quite 

popular.  In 1838 she wrote in a letter to a friend that she had recently written 

“hymns, dialogues and pieces for Sabbath-school celebrations—I don’t know how 

many.”71  In 1841 she wrote to her close friend Mary D. James that the requests 
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for “hymns, pieces, dialogues” for the “Christmas and New Year’s 

anniversaries...have been more numerous than usual, this year.”72  In fact, by 1844 

Palmer had written so many of these Sabbath School pieces that she considered 

publishing a volume of them.73   

But despite her apparent success Palmer appears to have had a fair amount 

of anxiety about writing.  In her diary of January 4, 1838, she reported that when 

first asked to write “dialogues pieces and hymns for the Christmas celebration” 

she “hesitated much, fearful lest in some measure I might check that spirit of 

intense devotion.”  However, she continued, “the performance of the duty seemed 

necessary, and I undertook it as being the order of God, with the humble prayer 

that He would permit me to be useful in this way, by making the effort really 

serviceable to the good of souls.”  To her delight, Palmer discovered that “my 

prayer has been answered even beyond my expectation.”74  As this diary entry 

indicates, Palmer was hesitant about writing publicly until she felt certain that she 

was fulfilling a purpose higher than her own. 

It seems that Palmer, like so many aspiring young female writers in the 

nineteenth century, simply found the prospect of writing without something as 

powerful as divine sanction to be too intimidating a prospect.  Feminist literary 

scholars such as Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Elaine Showalter, and, in the 

case of autobiography, Sidonie Smith, have made the point repeatedly that one of 

the reasons nineteenth-century women did not publish their writings as often as 
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men was that writing for women went against prevalent notions of gender.75  In 

general, a woman who published her writings in the nineteenth-century entered 

the masculine realm of the public world and the intellect, a realm that was seen as 

a dangerous threat to her femininity.  The ambition and drive needed to produce 

publishable works were seen as inherently unfeminine.  In addition, existing 

literary forms tended to favor masculine ways of thinking and being which made 

it difficult for women to accurately represent their thoughts and experiences and 

still produce recognizably literary material.  It is no accident that the best-selling 

women writers of the nineteenth century produced domestic fiction in an attempt 

to reconcile ideal notions of private womanhood with public identities as 

writers.76  For Palmer, the evangelical project provided another way to challenge 

strictures on women’s published writing.  As Krueger points out, evangelical 

writing helped legitimate women’s words with “its reliance on scriptural 

authority, claim to immediate divine inspiration, and dialogic stance toward an 

audience as potential converts.”  Evangelical writing also provided women writers 

“with effective rhetorical tactics in their struggle for access to authoritative 

language, supplying at once camouflage and firepower.”77 
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Rather than developing her talent as a poet, Palmer eventually chose to 

devote her literary talents to divinely sanctioned writing, religious writing that she 

claimed was elicited by God for the spiritual instruction of others.  Palmer’s 

career highlights the considerable amount of anxiety many nineteenth-century 

women had about publishing their writings and the ways religion made at least 

some public writing possible while severely limiting its subject matter and style.  

We will see in the discussions of her most popular books that follow that although 

Palmer’s claim to a divine call enabled her to overcome gender norms to publish 

books, ideas about gender still entered into the writing process, shaping how and 

what she wrote. 

THE WAY OF HOLINESS AND PALMER’S DEVELOPMENT AS A WRITER 

Before discussing Palmer’s literary techniques in detail, an introduction to 

Palmer’s most popular book, the work that set the tone for the rest of her career, is 

in order.  Palmer’s shift from writer of Sunday School programs to author of a 

theologically daring book was by no means a smooth one.  Palmer began her 

career as an author rather timidly with the anonymous publication of a Sunday 

School book for young people entitled Mary, or the Young Christian (1840).  The 

book was a biography of the early life of Mary D. James, Palmer’s childhood 

friend, which was designed to introduce young people to Christian perfection.78  

In the fall of 1841, Palmer published a series of articles in the Christian Advocate 
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and Journal explaining her views on sanctification.79  Then in 1843 she quietly 

published a small book based on the Advocate articles entitled The Way of 

Holiness.  Palmer claimed that she would have been unable to write The Way of 

Holiness without God’s help.  She composed the book during a serious illness 

“from which I had but little expectation of recovering.”  Throughout the writing 

process, she reported, she had been in “almost an agony of pain.”80  Palmer 

claimed that it was only “by the power of divine aid” that she was able to 

complete the book.81  Unfortunately we do not know any details about this illness.  

Palmer’s biographer, Harold Raser, speculates that Palmer may have been 

suffering from an early attack of nephritis, a chronic inflammatory disease of the 

kidneys that Palmer suffered from in later life.  Whether or not the illness had 

psychosomatic components, Palmer’s claim to have been aided by God in the 

writing helped deflect charges that her publication of the book had been motivated 

by masculine ambition or “egotism,” as Palmer called it. 

According to Palmer’s biographer Richard Wheatley, The Way of 

Holiness was originally published anonymously.  But later, in order to be 

consistent with her teaching that a sanctified soul must be willing to testify about 

his or her experience, Palmer had a new title page printed bearing her name, and 

the first edition of the book came out in 1843.  That year Palmer wrote Leonidas 

Hamline, the editor of The Ladies’ Repository (a Methodist publication for 
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women), sending him a copy of the book, “our little volume” as she diminutively 

referred to it.  She explained that she began to consider collecting the Advocate 

articles on which The Way of Holiness was based after receiving positive 

responses to the articles.  The Ladies’ Repository published favorable notices 

about the articles in its March 1843 issue.  But according to Palmer, despite this 

positive feedback, she needed further encouragement to publish a book.  She 

prayed “that persons whose character would entitle them to be considered 

accredited judges, might also be led to give their opinion of the articles in print.”  

When Thomas Upham, a Bowdoin College professor, and his wife wrote Palmer 

telling her that they had requested the republication of the articles in the holiness 

journal Guide to Christian Perfection, Palmer decided to move ahead with the 

publication of a book.82  She first published the articles alone, but they proved to 

be too short to “make a fair volume,” so for the second edition she added a short 

autobiographical sketch and diary entries that she called “Notes by the Way.”  

According to Palmer’s biographer Wheatley, there was such widespread demand 

for the book from the beginning that Palmer did not have time to make the “Notes 

by the Way” section as long as she originally planned.  The second edition of the 

book quickly sold out and by the end of 1843 Palmer published a third edition of 

The Way of Holiness.   

From the book’s inception Palmer was careful to deflect any charges of 

“egotism,” particularly deadly for a nineteenth-century woman, who was 

supposed to be modest and retiring, by claiming that her sole purpose in the 
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publication of the book was to “do good.”  She told Leonidas Hamline that “if this 

volume should do good to any of Christ’s little ones, my utmost ambition will be 

gratified.”83  Palmer further worked to avoid charges of selfish ambition by 

including a self-deprecating preface in the second edition of the book.  She 

humbly thanked her readers for throwing “the mantle of charity” over the book’s 

“imperfections” and claimed that the book’s “humble aim” was “to guide the 

sincere seeker in the way of holiness.”84  And like other disenfranchised 

nineteenth-century writers, Palmer included letters of support from prominent 

men, Leonidas Hamline and Asa Mahan, at the beginning of the narrative.85  In 

contrast, a book written by a man on the same subject that same year (Thomas 

Upham’s Principles of the Interior or Hidden Life) included no testimonials. 

The Way of Holiness with Notes by the Way is really two books.  The first 

half of the book, The Way of Holiness, is a systematic delineation of particular 

steps for the attainment of sanctification.  Although the subtitle of the book, “a 

narrative of religious experience,” suggests that it will function as a traditional 

spiritual autobiography, tracing the protagonist’s progression from sin to 

salvation, The Way of Holiness does not read like most spiritual autobiographies.  

While it was common for nineteenth-century spiritual autobiographies to de-

emphasize secular information in favor of the spiritual, they usually provided 

enough information about the author to give readers a sense of their lives and 

personalities.  In the first part of The Way of Holiness, we learn almost nothing 
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about the author.  One reason for this may have been that Palmer originally 

intended to publish the book anonymously and so avoided including information 

in the narrative that would reveal her identity.  Instead of telling about Palmer’s 

life, this part of the book traces the well-organized and carefully-reasoned interior 

musings of a generic narrator on the subject of holiness.  Each section in Part I of 

the narrative begins with theological statements or questions such as, “How shall I 

know when I have consecrated all to God?” which are followed by a systematic 

exploration of the issue.86  Even the titles of the sections of Part I read more like 

those of a theological treatise than a narrative of experience: Sections 1-7 of Part I 

fall under the heading, “Is There a Shorter Way?” and sections 8-9 of Part I fall 

under the heading, “There is But One Way.”  Whether a function of the book’s 

original anonymity or not, Palmer’s effacement of self in the first part of the 

narrative served at least three functions.  It helped Palmer deflect charges of 

“egotism” by denying that there was anything inherently interesting in the 

author’s life; it allowed reader’s to more easily imagine themselves in the place of 

the generic protagonist; and it allowed Palmer to explicitly outline the steps to 

sanctification without requiring readers to glean the steps from a fully rounded 

narrative. 

As one might expect, section 1 of Part I begins with the narrator’s 

assertion that after studying “the Scriptural foundation” she came to the 

conclusion that “God requires present holiness” and that, indeed, “there is a 

shorter way.”  She lists the various “delays” that kept her from obtaining the 
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“shorter way” (waiting to be convicted of the need for sanctification, believing 

that sanctification was “beyond her reach,” paying attention to the “opinions” of 

other Christians rather than relying on the Bible) and describes her resolve to seek 

sanctification “with firmness of purpose” (16-17).  The following sections 

describe how the narrator “set apart a season” to pray for sanctification, 

“deliberately resolved on counting the cost,” and prepared to “enter the bonds of 

an everlasting covenant” (23-24).  Throughout the narrative Palmer meets mental 

objections such as, “When and how shall I know that thou dost receive me?” and 

temptations from the “arch deceiver,” with the words of scripture and her own 

interpretations (39).  She repeatedly answers readers’ objections that she is 

eliminating grace from the process by arguing that her desire to seek 

sanctification and her perception of the shorter way were a manifestation of God’s 

grace.  She teaches readers about the altar covenant, about the necessity of “a 

continuous act” of consecration to retain sanctification, and the “duty of 

believing”(47).  These delays in her quest for sanctification create suspense until 

finally, after multiple reassurances from God, she engages in “a transaction 

eternal in consequences” (30) and declares, “I am thine—wholly thine!”(31).  The 

account of her sanctification is so consistent with the rational tone of the rest of 

the narrative that one almost misses the culminating spiritual event.  In the 

remaining sections of Part I Palmer revisits and summarizes the points presented 

in the previous sections.  

Part II of The Way of Holiness, “Notes by the Way,” has an entirely 

different tone and purpose than Part I.  This part of the book is divided into eight 
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sections, with sections 1-7 reading like a traditional spiritual autobiography that 

gives the reader a fuller picture of the author’s spiritual history and of her 

emotional highs and lows.  This section tells the reader about Palmer’s childhood 

and parents, her early experiences with revivalism, of visions she received, her 

struggles with domesticity, her Bible study practices, her early evangelical 

experiences, and her children’s deaths. Section 8 consists of first-person journal 

entries taken from Palmer’s diaries during the first few years after her 

sanctification.  This section is without a doubt the most personal and least 

polished part of the narrative.  “Notes by the Way” functions as an illustration of 

the principles set out in Part I.  Here, the language is more vivid, and the 

experiences recounted are more personal and less universalized.  In this part of the 

book Palmer again recounts her experience of sanctification as she recorded it in 

her diary, but here the account reads more like a crisis spiritual experience than a 

“transaction:”  

Between the hours of eight and nine—while pleading at the throne of 
grace for a present fulfillment of the exceeding great and precious 
promises....I received the assurance that God the Father, through the 
atonement of the Lamb, accepted the sacrifice; my heart was emptied of 
self...and I realized that I dwelt in God, and felt that He had become the 
portion of my soul, my All in All (82-83). 

Later that night after a horrible nightmare, she reported that “the full tide 

of joy flowed into my soul” (82-83).87 The addition of Part II to the more 

theologically-oriented Part I was perhaps intended to more fully meet readers’ 
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expectations for a narrative of religious experience while reinforcing the 

theologically daring principles outlined in the first part.  It also presented a more 

nuanced picture of Palmer’s attitudes toward emotion.  While Palmer firmly 

taught in her official writings that emotion was superfluous to the experience of 

sanctification, “Notes by the Way” indicates that in her personal life and probably 

in her evangelism emotion played a much larger role than her writings would 

indicate.  After all, Palmer was as much a product of revivalism as she was a 

reviser of it.   

Because it cleared away any uncertainty about how sanctification might be 

sought and made room for involuntary emotion while denying that emotion was a 

requirement for salvation, The Way of Holiness was immensely popular 

throughout Palmer’s life.  The book established Palmer’s name in Methodist 

circles and set the tone for the rest of her literary career.  Her subsequent books 

repeated or elaborated on the ideas she presented in The Way of Holiness and 

extended the “feminine” literary techniques she introduced in this popular book.  

PALMER’S “FEMININE” WRITING STYLE IN THE WAY OF HOLINESS 

The story of how Palmer managed to become an amazingly popular writer 

and evangelist at a time when women’s value was calculated by the strength of 

their ties to the home is the story of one woman’s brilliant response to her 

culture’s psychological needs and her manipulation of existing rhetorical modes.  

It can also be seen as the somewhat tragic story of a woman whose rhetorical 

tools built her a vehicle to public success that would also severely restrict her 

movement.   
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Palmer was fortunate that writing in ways that were consistent with 

nineteenth-century ideas about gender dovetailed with Methodist ideology about 

literature.  Because of its emphasis on changing people’s hearts as well as its 

interest in reaching the lower classes, Methodism valued simplicity in language 

and the use of personal experience and disavowed excessively legalistic or 

rational arguments.  As rhetorician Karlyn Kohrs-Cambell has pointed out, 

nineteenth-century women’s rhetoric was similarly experience-oriented, tending 

to employ emotional over rational appeals.88  This convergence worked out nicely 

for Palmer, who developed “feminine” rhetorical techniques in her first book that 

she relied on and honed throughout her career.  Palmer’s rhetorical tools included 

using experience and scripture to claim the authority to write, employing the 

conversational mode and establishing a persona for the narrator in keeping with 

nineteenth-century ideas about womanhood.   

Claiming the Authority to Write 

A potential problem for nineteenth-century women writers was finding a 

reliable source of authority for speech.  According to Krueger, Methodist women 

writers and preachers could draw authority from one of two sources: 1) an “ethos 

of prophesy” or 2) an “ethos of simplicity.”  Writers who drew on an “ethos of 

prophesy” could claim to have a prophetic gift which allowed them to be a 

passive medium for a divine message.  Although Palmer did claim to be a passive 

vessel for God’s message, she was critical of mysticism, which made the “ethos 

of prophesy” untenable for her.  Instead she relied on an “ethos of simplicity.”  As 
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Krueger explains, this ethos taught that “God revealed himself directly and plainly 

in scripture and in believers’ lives.”  Thus, “the most effective means of 

evangelizing was to repeat the gospel truth in the simplest terms possible.89  One 

of the reasons Palmer relied so heavily on her own experience in The Way of 

Holiness and all her other writings was that Methodism was, by definition, an 

“experimental” religion, one that placed religious experience above doctrine and 

that took the experiences of its members seriously.  Not surprisingly, Palmer 

taught that experience was the most effective teaching tool.  After recounting how 

she has shared her religious experience with “a friend,” Palmer observed in 

“Notes by the Way,” “that which is learned by experience is much more deeply 

written on the heart than what is learned by precept.”  She argued that not only do 

the lessons of experience “remain written in living characters upon the mind,” 

they also enable us “to tell the travelers coming after us, just how...we overcame, 

and the peculiar lessons learned by passing through this or that trial.”90  Palmer 

called her reliance on experience to teach spiritual truths “the incidental mode” 

and saw this not only as a more impressive way of teaching truth than merely 

explicating scripture, but also a clearer way.  Late in her career Palmer wrote 

about her literary philosophy:  “I adopted the incidental mode of illustrating truth, 

apprehending it as God’s way of simplifying spiritual realities, and making them 

tangible to the understanding of the humble.”91 
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Palmer also drew inexhaustibly on another unassailable source of 

authority, the Bible.  For Palmer to convince readers of the efficacy of her new 

holiness teachings and to avoid charges of heresy for preaching new doctrine, it 

was critical to convince them that her teachings really were based on the Bible, 

and that the sanctified Christian really was a “Bible Christian.”  She declared in 

the introduction to The Way of Holiness that “with this traveler, the BIBLE was 

the all-commanding chart by which the propriety of each successive step was 

determined.”92  And she thoroughly buttressed each of her teachings with several 

scriptural references.  We learn in Wheatley, however, that Palmer did not find 

the scriptural references to support her “altar phraseology” until after she began 

teaching the doctrine, which suggests that Palmer sometimes used scripture to 

support her ideas rather than vice versa, as she always claimed.93 

For a woman to revise Methodist theology, even in the guise of personal 

experience, was unprecedented.  For a religion in which even the most liberal 

ministers said women could persuade and share their spiritual experiences but 

never teach authoritatively, Palmer’s theological innovations were quite an 

achievement.94  Palmer, of course, argued that she was teaching nothing new.  She 

said that she was simply returning to Wesley’s teachings and basing her ideas 

solely on the Bible.  Although Palmer received some fairly serious opposition in 

the early 1850s, her supporters always far outweighed her enemies.  This was so 
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much so that by the late 1850s Palmer was able to write a theological treatise on 

women’s right to preach that met with no public opposition.   

The Conversational Mode 

Another technique Palmer used to avoid charges of unwomanly self-

assertion was to suggest that her book was solicited by an individual’s question.  

Section I of The Way of Holiness began with a question from “one of the children 

of Zion.”95  Palmer’s Methodist biographer Richard Wheatley explains that the 

questioner was “Dr. Bull, a Presbyterian Elder,” who had asked Palmer the 

question “in a convention of earnest Christian friends.”96  In order to be able to 

claim that one’s writing was solicited, many eighteenth and nineteenth-century 

women writers chose to write in an epistolary format.  As Krueger points out, “the 

letter, unlike the sermon, was an acceptable genre for women writers” because “it 

was associated with private rather than public discourse” and thus “implied that 

its author was responding to a request—engaging in a dialogue—rather than 

presuming to speak without invitation.”97  Palmer was an avid letter writer, as we 

shall see, and frequently used the form in her published writings.  One of her most 

popular books, Faith and its Effects, was a volume of letters. 

As the quotation from Krueger suggests, responding to a question allowed 

the writer to write in a conversational mode rather than a more authoritative 

preaching mode.  Nineteenth-century women, although discouraged from public 

speaking, were encouraged to develop the more private mode of conversation.  
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And for Methodist women, conversation, particularly in class meeting and camp 

meetings, was an effective method for producing conversions.  Palmer’s writings 

include numerous transcripts of her evangelical exchanges.  Here are excerpts 

from a representative conversation between “Mr. C.” and a female “Christian 

friend...with whom he had, for a score of years, been conversant,” undoubtedly 

Palmer:   

The conversation turned, as it had often done before, on the subject of 
present and full salvation…  Mr. C. replied in a manner somewhat chilling 
for him to the heart of his ardent friend: 

“It seems to me that I have never had those painful convictions that Mr. 
Wesley speaks of.”  Said his friend [Palmer]: 

“Brother C., I have known you over twenty years…Now, suppose all the 
painful convictions of the past twenty years were gathered up within the 
compass of a few months, would not these amount to painful convictions? 

“Indeed they would!” he exclaimed… 

“Brother C., if you knew you were going to die in two minutes, what 
would you do? 

“I would cast myself on the infinite merits of my Savior!” he quickly 
responded.   

“Do you think he would save you? 

“Yes, I, even I, through his precious merits, would be saved! 

“What, from all sin?... 

“At this point, he manifested much emotion, and, amid tears and smiles 
exclaimed:-- 

“‘O, sister, you have cornered me!’  He now saw where his error had been, 
in taking the ‘longer way,’ when, in less than two minutes, he might, at 
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any period during his earnest religious career, have cast himself wholly on 
the infinite merits of his Savior, and been saved at once from all sin.98 

That the conversational mode was a common form of Methodist women’s 

writing is attested to by a letter Palmer received from her best friend, Melinda 

Hamline, who asked Palmer for advice about a book she was thinking of writing.  

“I am scarcely able to write an intelligible letter, but yet I am thinking of 

attempting a small volume, for the purpose, not only of directing to the ‘shorter 

way’ but to the best way of continuing in it.”  She felt that she should “adopt the 

most familiar possible style” and wondered if Palmer favored “the conversational 

method.”99  In talking about her own writing, Palmer once made the explicit 

connection between oral communication and writing: “I have accustomed myself 

so much to talking on paper, that, with me, the responsibility of paper talk seems 

to differ but little from oral communication”100  The Way of Holiness mimicked 

conversation in several ways: it engaged in a dialogue with an imaginary reader, 

employed direct address, and supplied responses from the reader throughout the 

text. 

The Narrator’s Persona 

Palmer also wrote in a gender-specific mode in The Way of Holiness and 

many of her other works, when she created a persona for the narrator in keeping 

with traditional Methodist roles for women.  Rather than choosing to speak as a 

scriptural expert, prophetic seer, or clerical authority (positions that were 
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available to men), in her books Palmer adopted the voice of a concerned female 

friend, perhaps a class leader or Bible class teacher (two roles Palmer played in 

real life).  Although a Methodist woman could speak authoritatively as a 

minister’s wife, camp meeting or revival exhorter, love feast testifier, or Sabbath 

school teacher, the roles of class leader and Bible class teacher were two positions 

in which a woman might have ongoing institutional authority over specific 

individuals.  Palmer created this persona through the progression of the narrative.  

As mentioned earlier, the persona presented in Part I was a Christian woman who 

was attempting to answer the question of “one of the children of Zion.”  Palmer 

also created this persona through the use of direct address, a technique by which 

the narrator steps outside the bounds of the narrative to address the reader 

directly.  Literary scholar Robyn Warhol has shown how this technique was used 

extensively by women writers in the nineteenth century to create identification 

between the reader and writer or to address and resolve the reader’s objections.101  

Although men also used this technique in the nineteenth century, they usually 

used it ironically, to create distance between reader and writer rather than 

identification. The phrase “dear reader” is perhaps the most familiar use of this 

technique.  In addition to creating identification between reader and writer, this 

technique also creates personas for readers and writers.  In the case of Palmer, 

phrases like “dear child of Jesus” and “waiting child of Jesus” place the reader in 
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the position of religious seeker and the narrator in the position of more fully 

experienced Christian guide.102   

“AFFECTIONATE ATTENTIONS”: PALMER’S GENDERED RHETORIC AFTER 
THE WAY OF HOLINESS 

One can get a clearer picture of the ways nineteenth-century gender 

ideology shaped Palmer’s writing by looking at the forms she chose for books 

subsequent to The Way of Holiness.  Although Palmer wrote several religious 

biographies (a standard Methodist form) and two evangelical travel narratives 

(straightforward accounts of her evangelism in Britain and Ireland), her most 

popular works further developed the conversational advice mode of The Way of 

Holiness.  Even more than The Way of Holiness, Palmer’s second popular advice 

book, Present to My Christian Friend on Entire Devotion to God, first published 

in 1845, positioned Palmer’s readers as recipients of the author’s womanly 

advice.  The original intended audience of the book was primarily Palmer’s 

“Bible and evening classes.”  An 1847 edition of the book includes a dedication: 

“To the members of my Bible and Evening Classes, with fervent prayer to the 

God of all grace, that they may be Bible–Christians.”103  The 1847 edition of the 

book was diminutive in size (about 2 inches by 4 inches) and may well have been 

intended for Palmer’s young Christian charges to carry in their pockets as a 

contemplative tool.  The size of the book indicates that it was not meant to be a 

complex treatise to be studied in one’s library; instead it was intended for use in 
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everyday life.  The introduction instructs the reader, “I hope you will carry this 

small token of affectionate regard to your closet, and, in solemn, prayerful 

waiting, decide on perfecting holiness in the fear of God.”104  This small edition 

of the book soon went out of print and the fourteenth edition of the book, which 

included a new preface, a new dedication and included a regular size became the 

standard edition of the book.  Although the fourteenth edition of the book appears 

to have been aimed at a broader audience than earlier editions, it still positions 

Palmer as a concerned older female friend.  It is dedicated to “My Beloved 

Christian Friend.”  The dedication reads, “Will you accept this little token of 

regard from one deeply interested in your welfare?”105 

Like The Way of Holiness, Entire Devotion is simply written and purports 

to be taken strictly from the Bible, downplaying Palmer’s role as interpreter of 

scripture.  Palmer announced in the preface that “it has been the effort of the 

author to maintain Holiness as the great leading doctrine in the Bible.”106  The 

book sets out to answer three questions: 1) what is holiness? 2) how does one 

become sanctified? and 3) what are the advantages of sanctification?  Even more 

than in The Way of Holiness, Palmer used a variety of literary techniques to 

engage the reader in a dialogue.  First, she used direct address extensively.  She 

directly invoked the reader with phrases such as “Beloved one,” “Dear disciple of 

Jesus,” and “precious lover of Jesus” (6, 21, 69).  She also engaged the reader in a 

virtual conversation by asking questions like, “Are you, reader, a joyful 
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Christian?” and “Is a joyless disciple reading these lines?” (63, 65, 68)  Palmer 

took this conversational technique a step further when she provided imaginary 

responses for the reader as in, “But perhaps you may say…,” or “Perhaps you 

never felt a more piercing sense of your helplessness,” or “Do you feel a fearful 

shrinking, which you would fain overcome?” (7, 19)  She also supplied questions 

that the reader might be asking such as “But may I not in affection and interest be 

as truly in oneness with the Saviour without taking upon me the responsibilities of 

a solemn covenant engagement?” (70)  After using these conversational 

techniques to bring the reader to a conviction of the necessity of being sanctified, 

Palmer then urged the reader to commit to doing certain things.  “Will the reader, 

however young or old, begin to try the simple process now?,” or “Resolve that 

you will live no longer to please yourself, but that your joys shall be Christ’s 

joys” (68, 65).  Palmer perpetuated the appearance of person-to-person interaction 

by starring scripture references within the text with a notation at the bottom of the 

page that read, “please turn to these passages” (22).   

Finally, after Palmer had convinced the reader of the need for 

sanctification, persuaded him or her to make the commitment to be sanctified, and 

had convinced him or her of the necessity of committing all to God immediately, 

she presented the reader with a first-person consecration form, printed in the 

book, in which the reader could imagine him or herself to be the “I” speaking the 

words Palmer had written.  She even provided blanks for the reader to insert 

appropriate dates.  Part of the consecration form reads, “In the name and in the 

presence of the triune Diety, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, I do hereby consecrate 
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body, soul, and spirit, time, talents, influence, family, and estate...”107  Although 

in this book Palmer’s conversational techniques are most prevalent, she also 

extensively employed the “incidental” mode, illustrating each of her points with 

examples from classic Methodist biography, the Bible, letters she had received, 

and incidents in her own life.  Like The Way of Holiness this book is clearly not 

meant to be a display of literary virtuosity or theological speculation; rather, it is 

concerned with producing a particular, tangible result in the reader. 

Palmer’s other successful book, Faith and Its Effects: or, Fragments from 

my Portfolio (1848), which sold almost as many copies as The Way of Holiness, 

extends the modes and techniques in the first two books.  The subtitle, 

“Fragments from my Portfolio,” indicates that the author is making no pretensions 

to literary greatness.  She is instead humbly providing the reader with “fragments” 

of her experience and thought that she hopes might be helpful.  The book is a 

compilation of actual letters Palmer wrote to people in various stages of religious 

seeking.  The letter, of course, is the most common written form of the 

conversational mode, a feminine technique Palmer employed in her other books 

as well.  The book reiterates themes Palmer presented elsewhere: that 

sanctification should be sought immediately, that sanctification is not a privilege 

but a duty, that it is available to anyone, that sanctification can benefit the entire 

church (it prevents backsliding in the converted, makes Christians into 

evangelists, and makes the clergy more effective), that those who receive 
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sanctification have a duty to testify about their experience, and that sanctification 

is a Biblically correct doctrine.   

By the time Palmer published Incidental Illustrations on the Economy of 

Salvation in 1855, she was beginning to grow comfortable with her public role as 

a religious teacher.  Although Incidental Illustrations did not sell as many copies 

as Palmer’s other conversational books, it warrants mention for its extension of 

Palmer’s stylistic choices.  Rather than a purely utilitarian work addressed to a 

specific audience, this book is a colloquial collection of short anecdotes and 

opinion pieces that covers a wider variety of themes than Palmer had ever tackled 

before.  Although she covered all her standard teachings about holiness (steps to 

achieving the blessing and how one might overcome obstacles in achieving it), 

she also tackled themes like the importance of Christian cheerfulness, missionary 

work, how churches should be built and decorated, and her opinions about 

fashion.  While Palmer’s foray into editorializing about a wider variety of subjects 

was a departure from her previous care to stick to simple Bible fundamentals in 

the service of the cause of holiness, she was still careful in Incidental Illustrations 

to remain experience-centered and practical.   

Although Incidental Illustrations may have included a few variations on 

Palmer’s usually single-minded teaching on sanctification, it was far from a 

radical departure from her usual topic.  Like her rhetoric, the content of Palmer’s 

books was remarkably consistent throughout her career.  In our age obsessed with 

novelty, it is difficult to understand why Palmer stuck to the same theme for so 

long and why her readers continued to buy her books.  The short answer to the 
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first question is that Palmer found in the cause of sanctification a justification for 

a public speaking and writing career.  The reasons why audiences read her books 

are complicated and have to do with the revivalism’s sometimes excessive focus 

on producing a single emotional experience and with changing gender roles.  By 

examining Palmer’s relationship to her readers through her correspondence, we 

can begin to understand in much deeper ways how Palmer’s books responded to 

nineteenth-century needs and anxieties. 

BOOK DISTRIBUTION 

Before exploring Palmer’s relationship with her readers, we must 

understand something about the networks which distributed Palmer’s books.  

Halfway between pre-modern and mass culture, Palmer had the unique experience 

of knowing many of her readers personally and selling her books through personal 

religious networks while at the same time having access to a wider market.  In its 

early days, Methodist literature was circulated by itinerant preachers who made 

books available to people in sparsely populated areas who otherwise would not 

have had access to them.  Preachers continued to be important book distributors 

well into the nineteenth century.  S. C. Adams reported to Palmer in 1852, “I have 

sold a large number of your Books over a thousand copies [sic] and I have heard 

thousands thank God they ever read them.”108  Eventually, however, the church 

established book “depositories” in major urban centers (Boston, Buffalo, 

Pittsburgh, Chicago, St. Louis, Atlanta, and San Francisco).109  For people who 
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lived in eastern urban centers some Methodist books were available in book 

stores.   

In addition, books were usually available at camp meetings.  But Palmer 

also distributed a significant number of her books herself.  She frequently 

received letters like this one, from Beulah Burnell in Ohio in 1853: “I wish I 

could get a few of the way of holiness my own is cent [sic] and never 

returned.”110  The distribution system did not always work efficiently and 

sometimes people familiar with Palmer’s works found them hard to obtain.  

William Reddy wrote Palmer in 1857: “I have not been able to procure “The Way 

of Holiness.”  It is not in the Book Stores and you have no depository in their 

parts...  I wish Dr P would bring along some of your books when you come to 

Camp Meeting.”111  

In addition, many of Palmer’s books found their way to readers through 

informal lending networks.  As one of Palmer’s readers wrote in a letter to her, “I 

was thankful for the precious little books you had been pleased to send me…I lent 

them until I entirely lost sight of them but still hope they are doing good.”112  So 

Palmer’s books were distributed through a system that was in the midst of shifting 

to full commercialization.  Palmer’s relationship with her readers reflects this 

transitional point in publishing history. 
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PALMER’S RELATIONSHIP WITH HER READERS   

As Palmer’s published letters suggest, she was a tireless correspondent, 

and it is through her epistolary exchanges with readers that we can begin to 

comprehend Palmer’s appeal to nineteenth-century Methodist audiences.  It is 

something like the chicken and egg quandary to try to determine whether 

Palmer’s letter writing produced her literary style, or whether her conversational 

literary style encouraged people to write her.  What we can say is that Palmer’s 

extensive contact with her reading public through letters made her an unusually 

culturally sensitive writer.  Palmer did not have to guess what her reader’s 

concerns were, how they responded to her books, or who made up the bulk of her 

reading public because she spoke with hundreds of her readers every year through 

letters, and could fully expect the ones who lived nearby or visited New York to 

stop by for the Tuesday Meeting or for a personal consultation.  In addition, as a 

woman writing in the nineteenth century with few female literary models, 

Palmer’s letter writing provided her with a literary identity as a religious advice 

writer and with practice in writing persuasive instruction on obtaining religious 

experience.  Not surprisingly, the relationship between Palmer and her 

correspondents became paradigmatic of the relationship between Palmer and her 

literary consumers.   

From the time she published The Way of Holiness Palmer received 

hundreds of letters a year from people in many walks of life.  Some of Palmer’s 

correspondents included W. Butterfield, who was perhaps mentally unstable and 

terrified of death; Horace Hoag, who was going to seek his fortune in the 
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California gold rush; Mary Ann Mills, a young unmarried teacher in spiritual and 

emotional distress; and Mary Boswell, a mother anxious for her son’s conversion.  

A brief list of some of Palmer’s other correspondents includes R. M. Hatfield, a 

new minister in Pawtucket, uneducated and seriously doubting his ability to do 

the job; Melinda Hamline, a prominent Bishop’s wife whose husband was rapidly 

declining with a “nervous illness”; D. D. L. Leech, struggling to educate his 

children although deep in debt; David Peudell, an established minister who 

couldn’t give up a tobacco habit; William Lyon, headmaster of a school for forty 

boys who suffered the deaths of his two children and wife, which caused him to 

eventually lose faith in sanctification; Fredericha Bochler, the impoverished and 

ill granddaughter of a Moravian missionary who had influenced Wesley, Peter 

Bochler; Laura Brewer, a young mother so ill she had to place her newborn baby 

in another’s care; Clarinda Hayward, an itinerant preacher’s wife, struggling to 

care for a newborn baby in her husband’s absence; and Mrs. Gray, a widow who 

cured her child’s deafness through prayer.  Each of these people and many others 

wrote Palmer seeking advice, solace, prayer, or human connection.   

A few of Palmer’s correspondents knew her from social circles, many 

knew her from their association with the Tuesday Meeting or from having heard 

Palmer speak at camp meetings, and the majority simply appear to have known 

Palmer from reading her books.  This latter group usually apologized for writing 

as strangers but reported that, after reading Palmer’s books, they felt they knew 

Palmer personally.  For example, in 1847 Mary Boswell wrote that she had “read 

‘The Way of Holiness’ to profit” and apologetically explained that she had “taken 
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the liberty to write you” because she “[felt] as though I were personally 

acquainted with you.”  If they shared no other bond, Boswell felt that they were 

“united in the strong tie of Christian fellowship.”113  And on August 22, 1848, 

Maria J. Kelley wrote: “Forgive a liberty taken by one of whom you have no 

knowledge, but I am only opening a new avenue among the many in which you 

are accustomed to tread for the spiritual benefit of those about you.”  The fact that 

Palmer’s readers felt they could then begin a personal correspondence with the 

author, and that many of them actually did, highlights the differences between the 

ways audiences saw authors before commercialization and after.  When people 

read Palmer’s books they thought little of beginning a correspondence with the 

author and Palmer felt obligated to respond.  Today there is a much wider gap 

between readers and writers.  Also the fact that readers expected the persona in 

the books to be identical to the author’s suggests a belief in the one-to-one 

correspondence between artistic representation and life that many post-modern 

readers no longer have. 

While a few of Palmer’s correspondents wrote for practical help (an 

unmarried woman needed help finding a teaching job, a friend wanted help 

getting her son converted, a minister wanted Palmer to select and order wallpaper 

for his church, and a widow needed help settling her husband’s will), most people 

wrote to ask for spiritual advice.  In this way Palmer must have learned a 

tremendous amount about the anxieties and concerns of her readers.  Problems 

people wrote about included difficulty retaining the assurance of sanctification, 
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fear of speaking publicly, fear of death, death of loved ones, illness, isolation, 

difficulty distinguishing between spiritual and physical feelings, fears of 

hypocrisy, fears that the correspondent was mistaken in the profession of 

sanctification, weakness of faith, coldness of love, over-concern with opinion of 

friends, and, for ministers, nervousness over prospective appointments, poverty, 

and insensitive flocks.   

People seem to have found it a great relief to be able to be talk completely 

openly about their feelings; men and women alike shared their deepest concerns.  

Frances Nash wrote on October 2, 1857, “It is like water to the thirsting, when I 

can feel that I may speak freely.”  Mary Bennett wrote in an 1848 letter, “I have 

thot [sic] many times if I could but tell you the feelings of my soul it would be a 

great comfort to me.”114  Nineteenth-century Americans who were increasingly 

separated from family and community support networks by migration to urban 

centers and the frontier must have been looking for trustworthy authority figures 

to replace those they had lost.  They were not able to find these authority figures 

in Methodist class meetings, as they had in decades past because Methodist social 

meetings were falling out of use by about the 1830s.  

In addition, men’s roles were changing.  Just as industrialization was 

pushing women toward qualities associated with the domestic sphere (personal 

piety, emotion, vulnerability and tenderness), it was pushing men away from 

those personality traits and toward characteristics associated with the public 

sphere (strength, competitiveness, and invulnerability).  Not surprisingly, many 
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men found this to be a less-than-perfect fit.  Because in the Methodist world it 

was still acceptable for men to exhibit emotion in relation to religion, many of 

them felt comfortable sharing their feelings with Palmer and turning to her as a 

source of reassurance they could not find in the secular world or perhaps even 

from ordained ministers.  In the surviving Palmer correspondence, the writing 

styles of men and women are remarkably similar.  Men are just as likely to share 

their fears, sorrows and weaknesses as women.  Palmer’s correspondence with 

men shows that the holiness movement provided an alternate space where men 

could express their feelings in ways that they could not in mainstream American 

culture. 

In her replies to letters from men and women Palmer established the 

persona she would use in all her writings.  She presented herself as a firm but kind 

spiritual superior.  In response to the waves of emotion she received from her 

readers, Palmer’s replies were calm and reassuring.  Her letters were probably 

characterized by “a gentle and friendly manner,” as one of Palmer’s 

correspondents described a personal consultation.115  Palmer rarely talked about 

her own struggles and always presented herself as an undoubting pillar of spiritual 

strength.  Sometimes Palmer gently reproved people, but more often she reminded 

them of her basic holiness teachings—particularly the ones involving what she 

called “naked faith” or believing that one was sanctified whether one felt like it or 

not.  Palmer saw her letter writing as a serious responsibility.  She reported that 

“it is my habit, in writing letters, to kneel down with my blank sheet, and ask the 
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Lord to give matter and manner.”  And Palmer believed that God blessed her 

efforts: “I am not without hope that these particles of truth, scattered broad-cast, 

may yield a revenue of praise to Jesus.”116  Now that we understand something 

about how Palmer’s correspondence with readers educated her about their needs 

and informed her writings, we will turn our attention to an examination of the 

ways Palmer’s readers responded to her books. 

“A CHANNEL OF COMFORT”: AUDIENCE RESPONSES TO PALMER’S BOOKS 

Because Palmer’s readers wrote her, not just to respond to her books but to 

ask for spiritual advice, they frequently told stories of their own.  Often in their 

letters they recounted their life histories, talked about their most urgent concerns, 

and told about the ways religion had met or failed to meet their needs.  Through 

these stories, which articulated the impact of historical forces on individual lives 

in ways that their authors might never have been able to articulate in more 

systematic ways, we learn about the ways revivalism sometimes failed people and 

about how Palmer’s teachings filled a gap.  The discussion that follows will 

examine the responses of two main groups of readers.  The first group of people 

seized on Palmer’s teachings as a way to clarify the ambiguities of revivalism.  

The second group clung to Palmer’s teachings that championed the human will 

over feeling as a cure for various kinds of emotional problems. 

The first group of Palmer’s readers, people who appreciated the clarity the 

books shed on a confusing process, were looking for practical direction not 

widely available in an experience-centered culture of revivalism.  While, as 
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mentioned earlier, the doctrine of sanctification was nothing new to Methodism, 

the way Palmer taught the doctrine was innovative.  Before Palmer, the process 

by which the blessings of God’s grace in conversion and sanctification were 

bestowed on an individual was somewhat mysterious.  While the steps to 

conversion were clearly delineated by early Methodists (conviction of sin, 

surrender to God, forgiveness of sins and change of heart), no one really 

explained how one was to become convicted of sin if the feelings did not come 

naturally or through the emotional efforts of ministers, class leaders and 

revivalists.  In The Way of Holiness Palmer describes the advice friends gave her 

when she was desperately seeking a conversion experience.  As usual she 

describes her experience in third person: “Believe—only believe! Was the oft-

repeated admonition of the friends of Jesus; and her heart would as frequently 

silently ejaculate, ‘But what and how am I to believe?’ ‘till she became nearly 

wearied with what seemed to her an almost unmeaning admonition, 

unaccompanied, as it generally was, with the necessary explanations.”117  Palmer 

said in one of her books that “few, perhaps, have been more perplexed in relation 

to faith than the writer was in early life.”118 

Although the development of revivalism in American religious history 

was an important shift away from the Calvinist doctrine of predestination, which 

had denied that individuals had any power to influence their own salvation, its 

emphasis on the individual’s responsibility for his or her own conversion 
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presented problems of its own.119  Because the experience of conversion was the 

central focus of most religious teaching and activity for evangelicals, people who 

never had a definite emotional conversion experience suffered from severe 

distress about their eternal salvation.  In The Way of Holiness Phoebe Palmer 

described her distress at not being able to name “the precise time when that 

change [conversion] took place.”  She said, “Not to have had an experience like 

most others born into the kingdom of Christ, who are so fully able, from the 

overwhelming circumstances of the occasion to state the precise moment, was a 

fruitful source of temptation, resulting in years of painful solicitude.”  For some 

reason Palmer was unable to summon up the emotional conviction of sin that was 

commonly thought to be a necessary prelude to conversion.  She imagined that “if 

she could plunge herself into those overwhelming sorrows, and despairing views 

of relationship to God…she could then come and throw herself upon his mercy 

with greater probability of success.” 120  People like Catharine Beecher, Emily 

Dickinson and Phoebe Palmer, who shared an evangelical worldview but never 

had a definite conversion experience, usually questioned their own religiosity.  

For the many evangelicals who were less talented and resourceful than these 

women, the inability to name a definite conversion experience could be socially 
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damaging as well.  It could call into question one’s legitimacy as a Christian and 

subject one to the condescending solicitation of converted friends and relatives.121   

In a way, Palmer’s teachings about holiness were an antidote to this 

problem.  Because sanctification was a second and higher work of grace, one 

technically could not be sanctified without being converted.  So if one could 

manage to experience sanctification, one’s worries about whether or not one had 

really been converted were over.  The beauty of Palmer’s version of sanctification 

was that whether or not it was accompanied by an emotional experience was 

irrelevant.  For Palmer, sanctification was entirely based on an individual’s faith 

in the word of the Bible and his or her willingness to consecrate everything to 

God.  Palmer urged her readers to “take God at his word, whatever [your] 

emotions might be.”122  She counseled her readers over and over to “resolve that 

you will not make your feelings…a standard for your faith” and reminded them 

that “‘the just shall live by faith,’ not ecstasies.”123  This teaching of Palmer’s was 

nearly radical in a time when Charles Grandison Finney’s new revival methods 

aimed at stirring Christians to the heights of emotional conversion were at the 

peak of their popularity and when sentimentalism, particularly for women, with 

its goal of promoting virtue through refined feelings was paramount. 

Palmer was not the only religious leader who resisted revivalism’s 

emphasis on emotion.  Horace Bushnell, Congregational minister and the author 
                                                 
121 Catharine Beecher described her difficulty with conversion in exactly the same terms as 
Palmer—she was unable to summon deep feelings of guilt.  According to Beecher’s biographer, 
Kathryn Kish Sklar, Beecher said, “she simply could not feel as she ought and asked...how she 
could force herself to feel.” Catharine Beecher; A Study in American Domesticity (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1973), 33. 
122 Palmer, Way of Holiness, 28.  
123 Palmer, Entire Devotion to God, 22. 
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of Views of Christian Nurture (1847), for example, argued that salvation could be 

inculcated from birth by pious mothers, rather than be the product of a single 

dramatic conversion experience.  But Bushnell differed from Palmer in important 

ways.  Bushnell embraced middle-class values and all they implied for women.  

Rather than expanding women’s sphere, as we shall see Palmer did, Bushnell 

gave women more reasons to embrace the home.124 

Palmer’s version of sanctification also served as an antidote to the 

bewilderment she and other evangelicals felt by providing people with clear and 

simple steps for achieving sanctification.  In The Way of Holiness Palmer told the 

reader that through her Biblical studies she had discovered specific steps for 

achieving holiness and that “HOLINESS, SANCTIFICATION, perfect love, were 

no longer so incomprehensible, or indefinite in nature or bearing, in relation to the 

Lord’s redeemed ones.”125  Although Palmer did frame The Way of Holiness as a 

narrative of experience, a story in other words, she was explicit about the fact that 

she was outlining “progressive steps,” as she called them, for others to follow.  

“May it not be presumed,” she asked, “that some heretofore wavering one be 

induced to rest more confidently in the assurance that the word of the Lord is 

tried…by stating…the steps successively taken by which this disciple of Jesus 

entered?” 126  Unlike conversion, however, sanctification was a task at which, by 

following Palmer’s steps, one was practically guaranteed to succeed. 

                                                 
124 Horace Bushnell, Views of Christian Nurture (Hartford: E. Hunt, 1847). 
125 Palmer, Way of Holiness, 32. 
126 Ibid., 23. 
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A significant number of Palmer’s readers were persuaded by the clarity 

and simplicity of her message.  One of Palmer’s correspondents who had been 

seeking sanctification for some time had been particularly frustrated with the lack 

of clear instruction from his sanctified peers.  “Perfect love and ability to impart 

information do not always accompany each other,” he stated succinctly.  He 

explained that “there are but two or three near me who profess to have experience 

in the holy way, and these however willing they may be do not possess a talent to 

give the necessary information.” 127  Thus, he was particularly grateful for 

Palmer’s books.  He even reported having found an answer to a particular 

problem on a particular page of The Way of Holiness.  Another of Palmer’s 

readers praised her conversational style and clarity: “My dear friend, you are 

graciously endowed from our divine Master with talents to speak to his children, 

in a comfortable and clear manner, what they hate to do for their good.”128  

Another of Palmer’s readers who had read Faith and its Effects praised Palmer for 

sticking simply to the practical question of how one attains sanctification: “You 

have wisely left hair breadth distinctions, and labored arguments in relation to its 

nature and importance, to theologians.”129 

Many of Palmer’s readers described themselves as moved to seek 

sanctification after reading Palmer because she explained what sanctification was 

and how they could obtain it.  After reading Faith and Its Effects, Clarinda 

Hayward wrote that “though I had read so much on the subject before, it had 

                                                 
127 David S. Peudell to Phoebe Palmer, 11 October 1847, MECR. 
128 Ernestine Lilliendhal to Phoebe Palmer, 27 December 1841, MECR. 
129 D. D. L. Leach to Phoebe Palmer, 4 June 1850, MECR. 
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never looked so plain, so simple, so easy before my mind.”130  Another reader told 

Palmer that he hadn’t considered seeking sanctification because “I had hitherto 

considered holiness an attainment too high for me” until he read “and yet 

again...perused” The Way of Holiness.  Palmer’s teaching that holiness was 

available to every Christian made him suspect that he was “resting beneath my 

privilege.”  He happily reported that he had since been “led into the second rest of 

faith.”131  Another reader was moved to seek the blessing after reading The Way 

of Holiness.  “It was the first book which gave me tangible views of the great 

doctrine of holiness.  In that book I saw this blessing standing out before my 

hopes in a substantial, practical form.”132 

Most published reviews in Methodist journals also commented on the 

power of Palmer’s writings to clarify a confusing doctrine.  Wesleyan Magazine 

praised The Way of Holiness for its “clear exposition of the doctrine of entire 

sanctification, and the scriptural way of attaining the experience of this 

inestimable blessing.”133  The Family Guardian praised Faith and Its Effects for 

its “simple, concise, and persuasive style.”134  The Christian Advocate and Journal 

published a review of Faith and Its Effects in 1845, declaring that “the author 

shows clearly that it is the will of God that believers should be wholly sanctified.  

In doing this, she exposes and corrects the errors into which some have fallen” 

and “points out the short and good way of attaining to this state of grace.”  The 

                                                 
130 Clarinda Hayward letter to Phoebe Palmer, 5 November 1851, MECR. 
131 H. L. Houghton to Phoebe Palmer, 4 August n.y., MECR. 
132 Palmer, Entire Devotion to God, 83. 
133 Wheatley, Life and Letters. 484. 
134 Quoted in Christian Advocate and Journal, 21 November 1850, 187. 
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reviewer approvingly noted that Palmer’s teachings adhered strictly to scripture: 

“[She] supports all she advances by direct and incidental appeals to the word of 

God.”135   

A somewhat more distressed group of readers found comfort in Palmer’s 

books and letters.  The first of this group were people who had been buffeted by 

spiritual uncertainty for much of their lives.  Many of these people’s spiritual 

problems might be diagnosed today as depression or anxiety.  These people’s 

levels of emotional distress were sometimes so high that they had trouble eating, 

sleeping, caring for their loved ones, or working.  In the early nineteenth century, 

religious struggle was a socially acceptable way for people to talk about 

emotional difficulties.  Spiritual autobiographies are replete with stories of people 

who find themselves in so much emotional distress that they weep uncontrollably, 

suffer panic attacks, and, not infrequently, consider suicide.  In evangelical circles 

this distress was called conviction, a necessary build-up of emotional tension that 

preceded the cleansing wave of conversion.  But if one experienced this kind of 

emotional tension after conversion, there was little explanatory apparatus with 

which to understand what was happening.  Sometimes people began to doubt that 

they had been converted at all, or just as bad, to fear that they were “backsliding.”  

This of course added distress about one’s spiritual status to whatever emotional 

trauma one was already experiencing.  Palmer’s teaching that the state of one’s 

emotions had little to do with one’s spiritual destiny came as a great relief to 

people.  In addition, Palmer’s confessions about her own spiritual struggles, while 
                                                 
135 Reprinted in Christian Advocate and Journal 21 November 1850, 157.  All these were 
Methodist newspapers except the Advocate and Family Guardian, which was published by the 
New York Female Reform Society. 
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certainly mild by today’s standards, gave people a sense of hope.  The attainment 

of the experience of sanctification seems to have brought many people’s spiritual 

anguish to an end. 

W. Butterfield is perhaps the most vivid example of this type of reader.  

Butterfield was in poor health and extremely fearful of dying.  He wrote Palmer at 

least twelve times in a three and a half year period (from December 1848 to April 

1851) and visited her home for several consultations.  It would be difficult to 

summarize the level of distress conveyed in Butterfield’s letters to Palmer.  He 

referred to himself as “a poor, weak, distressed by fears, sinner.”136  He felt he 

could confide in Palmer because “you can sympathise [sic] with a poor child of 

dust in his troubles doubts and fears” as she had “experienced them yourself.”  

Then he proceeded to pour out his anguish about what he feared to be his 

impending death:  “Sister the misery the sorrow the deadly unhappiness that I 

have felt for many and many a month pass...  God, grant that you, may never 

experience what I have.”  He believed that sanctification would give him peace: “I 

want to feel that blessed peace that flows from a sense of reconciliation with the 

great God—I want to feel that peace that you so long have enjoyed, that bids 

defiance to death, the grave and hell.”137  In his letters to Palmer, Butterfield 

quoted several times from The Way of Holiness and Faith and Its Effects and 

indicated that he was trying to seek spiritual solace as Palmer had done.  He 

wrote: “In the ‘Way of Holiness’...you relate that...you prayed that God would 

visit you and enlighten you...that you might be enabled forever after to know with 

                                                 
136 W. Butterfield to Phoebe Palmer, 25 March 1850, MECR. 
137 W. Butterfield to Phoebe Palmer, 28 January 1851, MECR. 
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perfect assurance that you were accepted by Him.  It is with such views that I 

have made my requests to the Lord.”138  On another occasion he quoted a passage 

from The Way of Holiness in which Palmer described a vision of “Jesus at the 

right hand of the Father pleading my cause.” To this passage Butterfield 

responded, “I have thought there is yet hope in my case.”139  Unfortunately, 

Butterfield was not one of Palmer’s brightest success stories.  Although we do not 

know his eventual fate, Palmer appears to have grown impatient with his endless 

pleas for help.  In an undated letter Butterfield quotes Palmer as saying, “I have 

nothing more to say than I have said and nothing more that I can do but to pray 

that you may look to Jesus.”  Characteristically Butterfield responded by making 

another desperate request, “Dear Sister, remember this Do pray for me.”140 

In another case, an individual’s distress took the form of “nervous 

prostration and mental depression.”  In 1848 Maria J. Kelley wrote Palmer on 

behalf of her father, Reverend Horace Agard, a retired preacher.  Maria explained 

her father’s emotional state this way, “His spiritual horizon is almost constantly 

overcast with dark and angry clouds, and he is exposed to the buffetings of the 

arch enemy, by whom he is tossed to and fro like a bubble on a billow.”  Like so 

many of Palmer’s other correspondents, Agard took his emotional distress as a 

sign of backsliding: “He groans for a full salvation but Satan tells him he has 

never had regenerating grace.  He fears he mistook the call of the church for that 

of God when he entered the ministry.”  After reading Faith and its Effects Agard 

                                                 
138 W. Butterfield to Phoebe Palmer, 20 January 1850, MECR. 
139 W. Butterfield to Phoebe Palmer, 7 December, n.y., MECR. 
140 W. Butterfield to Phoebe Palmer, 17 June 17 n. y., MECR. 
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began to hope that Palmer could help him find respite from his anguish.  His 

daughter wrote, “He does not lean on an arm of flesh but his mind has turned 

repeatedly toward Sister Palmer.”141  We do not know whether Reverend Agard 

received the solace he sought or not, but it is significant that he turned to Palmer 

in his crisis. 

One last example of a distressed reader who found solace in Palmer’s 

books will suffice.  In 1849 a young school teacher named Mary Ann Mills wrote 

Palmer, giving her spiritual history and asking for advice.  She claimed that she 

had been particularly “prone to do evil” from childhood, which led to guilt.  She 

stated that “fearfulness and melancholy are characteristics of my disposition 

which have been sinfully nourished till they almost or quite terminated in 

misanthropy.”  Mary Ann had a very active imagination and enjoyed daydreaming 

which, she believed, further led her away from God.  Although Mary Ann was 

converted at twelve, she soon returned to her wordly ways.  She eventually 

decided to seek God more seriously after a romance of two years ended and she 

began a frustrating career as a school teacher.  She explained that she had been 

engaged in self-recrimination and “agonizing prayer” when she read The Way of 

Holiness and was surprised to learn that “it was not agonizing prayer but faith that 

drew the blessing closer.”  One day when she was home alone, Mary Ann 

reporting the following: “[I] shut myself in my room, and read the portion of the 

‘Way of Holiness’ describing your resolution not to leave until you obtained the 

blessing...and asked myself why cannot I now believe as others did & enter into 

                                                 
141 Maria J. Kelley to Phoebe Palmer, 22 August 1848, MECR. 
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rest.”142  Mary was eventually sanctified, and, although she continued to write 

Palmer about her spiritual ups and downs, she credited Palmer with much of the 

improvement in her life. 

There was another group of Palmer’s readers who found a tough sort of 

solace in her works; these were people who had lost loved ones, children in 

particular, to death.  Palmer used accounts of the deaths of three of her children in 

her books to teach spiritual lessons.  Her first two sons, Alexander (“a lovely, yet 

pallid little exotic”), born in 1828, and Samuel, born in 1830, both died before 

they were a year old.143  In The Way of Holiness Palmer wrote about her mistake 

of investing too much time in the material concerns of motherhood.  Rather than 

having Alexander baptized immediately, Palmer “with thousands of 

mothers…spent hours of precious time embroidering his [baptismal] garments.”  

As a result of this delay, Alexander was unbaptized when he died suddenly.  

When Samuel was born, Palmer felt that God had “made up my loss” and decided 

to devote herself solely to motherhood, cutting back on her evangelical work 

outside the home.  She reported reflecting on “the manner in which I had been 

accustomed to make myself useful, beyond the immediate limits of my family” 

and deciding that “‘Now that God has made up my loss, I will live for this one 

dear object [her child].”144  After Samuel’s sudden death, Palmer realized her 

error in placing her domestic duties above the salvation of souls.  

                                                 
142 Mary Ann Mills to Phoebe Palmer, 6 May 1849, MECR. 
143 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 26. 
144 Palmer, Way of Holiness, 151-152. 
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A final blow was the accidental death of the Palmers’ fourth child, Eliza.  

Palmer wrote most completely about the tragedy in her Diary of July 29, 1836, the 

date of Eliza’s death.  Earlier that day Palmer had been holding eleven-month-old 

Eliza, who fell asleep in her arms.  She put Eliza in her cradle in the nursery and 

went to attend to a caller, instructing the nurse to bring Eliza to her chambers 

when the caller left.   

In less than an hour, an appalling shriek from the direction of the nursery 
startled me.  I flew to the spot, and what a scene met my gaze!  The gauze 
curtains that surrounded the cradle of the sleeping infant, through the 
carelessness of the nurse had caught fire.  I grasped my darling from the 
flames.  She darted one inexpressible look of amazement and pity, on her 
agonized mother, and then closed her eyes forever on the scenes of the 
earth.145 

In Incidental Illustrations in the Economy of Salvation Palmer wrote about 

the spiritual lesson she learned from Eliza’s death.  In a published letter to a 

“bereaved father” Palmer wrote, “Now that our loved one was beyond our care, 

we felt that it was due that the energies which might have been more exclusively 

devoted to the loved object, should be rendered diffusive, and directed to other 

channels, where they might flow abroad in streams of spiritual life to 

multitudes.”146  It seems that Eliza’s death did turn Palmer’s thoughts to spiritual 

matters.  Almost exactly one year after Eliza’s death, Palmer was sanctified.   

Palmer’s philosophy about infant death can be summarized most 

succinctly in the phrase she often repeated, “God takes our treasures to heaven 

                                                 
145 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 31.  This is also one of the most sentimental passages Palmer ever 
wrote.  It is interesting to note that Palmer often waxed much more sentimental in her private 
writings than in her public ones. 
146 Palmer, Incidental Illustrations, 117-120. 
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that our hearts may be there also.”147  Palmer remained consistent in this teaching 

throughout her career.  In April of 1874, five months before her own death, 

Palmer wrote her best friend, Melinda Hamline, about the death of her 

granddaughter and namesake, Phoebe, whose younger sister, Mamie, had died not 

long before.  Palmer wrote: “Day and night I am pleading that they [the child’s 

parents, Palmer’s son Walter and daughter-in-law Mary] may both be speedily 

sanctified wholly, as I am sure that this is the design of infinite Love in this great 

trial.”148 

Infant death was something of a preoccupation for nineteenth-century 

Americans.  While historians disagree about whether this fascination with infant 

death was a result of high mortality rates (“one out of six children died in the 

1850s before reaching the age of five”), declining birth rates, or a new 

sentimentalized approach to mourning, a host of new cultural forms emerged in 

the first decades of the nineteenth century that attest to Americans’ interest in the 

subject.149  A whole corpus of sentimental mourning literature assured parents that 

their children were in a better place and went into great detail describing what that 

place might look like.  The spiritualist movement emerged to connect the living 

                                                 
147 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 30-31. 
148 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 146. 
149 The statistic about infant mortality rates comes from Karen Sanchez-Eppler, “Then When We 
Clutch Hardest: On the Death of a Child and the Replication of an Image,” in Sentimental Men, 
edited by Mary Chapman and Glenn Hendler (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999).  
Centuries of Solace: Expressions of Maternal Grief in Popular Literature, by Wendy Simonds and 
Barbara Katz Rothman, (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992), summarizes the historical 
debate about the impetus for the various popular cultural forms that dealt with infant death.  Ann 
Douglas’s “Heaven our Home: Consolation Literature in the Northern United States, 1830-1880” 
in Death in America, edited by David E. Stannard, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1975) is a classic article on the relation between sentimentalism, domesticity and infant 
death. 
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with the world of the dead.  Photographic portraits of deceased children were not 

an uncommon way for parents to memorialize their departed loved ones.  This 

coincided with the cemetery movement, which made cemeteries pleasant and 

beautiful places for the dead to reside and their loved ones to visit.  Methodists 

were no exception to this trend.  The Methodist Book Concern sold books with 

titles like The Child in Heaven: or, Thoughts on the State of the Early Dead and 

Asleep in Jesus; or Words of Consolation to Bereaved Parents.150  The Methodist 

women’s magazine The Ladies’ Repository published sentimental poems about 

children who went to heaven to be taught by Christ directly, to be free from 

illness, and who would welcome their mothers when they eventually joined their 

deceased children.151  Palmer also responded to this preoccupation with infant 

death, but (at least in her public writings) in firmly unsentimental ways. 

In 1854 the prominent Methodist minister Elias Bowen wrote Palmer 

about his “deep affliction.”  His youngest son, seventeen-year-old Watson, had 

recently died.  As he put it, “Our dear son, Watson...is no more.”  Despite his 

belief that God was “the great and only source of comfort,” Bowen was 

desperately seeking Palmer’s “prayers and sympathies,” observing that “Christian 

friends are often made a channel of comfort to the afflicted.”  Bowen explained 

that he was taking his son’s death harder than the rest of the family: “We are all 

deeply afflicted, but they all bear it better than myself.”  He theorized that this 

might be due to his personality: “My nature is sympathetic—I feel deeply for my 
                                                 
150 L. D. Davis, The Child in Heaven: or, Thoughts on the State of the Early Dead (Syracuse: E. 
H. Babcock & Co., 1853) and W. B. Clark, Asleep in Jesus; or, Words of Consolation to Bereaved 
Parents (Philadelphia: W. S. Martien, 1854). 
151 See for example the poem, “Death of an Infant,” reprinted from Mother’s Magazine in the 
Ladies’ Repository, October 1843, 293. 
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children.”  He was finding it impossible to put his son’s death out of his mind; 

instead, he found himself “associating my dear Watson with every object that 

rises to view, in the house, the barn, the yard, the family altar, the Church, the 

Seminary bell which used to call him to his recitations, my heart almost dies 

within me.”  Bowen’s symptoms sounded like deep depression: “I look out upon 

the world as a blank, and feel little interest in any thing of this life.”  Bowen 

pleaded with Palmer: “if our gracious Saviour has any word of comfort for me by 

you, I beg you will send it without delay.”152 

While we do not have Palmer’s responses to most of the letters she 

received, we can speculate that a letter Palmer published in Incidental Illustrations 

addressed to a “Bereaved Father” might have been a response to Elias Bowen.  

The “bereaved father” to whom Palmer’s letter was addressed had apparently also 

lost a son for whom he was unable to stop grieving.  Palmer’s response was to 

gently chide him on the duration of his anguish: “I fear you do wrong in refusing 

to be comforted.”  She reminded him that he had been sanctified and thus had 

immediate access to the Holy Spirit: “The Comforter proposes consolation, but 

you refuse the proffered grace, and say, that you will go down to the grave 

mourning for your son.  Is this right?”  After recounting her own experiences of 

bereavement, Palmer expressed her conviction that her children’s death had a 

purpose: “I believe it was the design of God, that the death of that lovely child 

should be made the occasion of the spiritual life of many.”153  While eschewing 

                                                 
152 Elias Bowen to Phoebe Palmer, 12 October 1854, Palmer correspondence file, United 
Methodist Archives at Drew University. 
153 Palmer, Incidental Illustrations, 117-120. 
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the sentimental mourning of her time, Palmer’s approach to death was 

paradoxically comforting.  She provided mourners with the assurance that the 

death of their loved ones had a purpose and she offered a cause, evangelism, into 

which mourners could channel their grief. 

It is difficult to measure the effectiveness of Palmer’s teachings about 

death because the Palmer archives contain many more letters asking for solace 

than letters of gratitude from bereaved people whom she had successfully 

comforted.  Palmer did receive an account of how her philosophy brought solace, 

though, in a letter from Horace Hoag, who wrote Palmer during his voyage to join 

the gold rush in San Francisco.  Hoag related an encounter he had on shipboard 

with a man he called “the Italian.”  The “Italian” was personally acquainted with 

Palmer, probably through Palmer’s charitable work in New York City.154  

According to Hoag, the Italian remembered Palmer fondly from their first meeting 

in New York, where “your kind words endeared life again to him.”  When the 

“Italian” became ill on the voyage to San Francisco, Hoag gave him a copy of 

Palmer’s book Faith and its Effects.  Before he had finished the book, the 

“Italian” experienced a tragedy.  His beloved dog, which “had traveled with him 

in all of his exile and been his companion for eight years,” fell overboard and the 

ship was sailing too fast for the crew to rescue it.  According to Hoag, this was the 

last straw for the man who had apparently endured much hardship: “he seemed 

irreconcilable to his loss.”  But when the man read about Palmer’s response to the 

deaths of her children, he had a change of heart.  He said to Hoag, “if the grace of 

                                                 
154 See page 37 of this chapter for a very brief discussion of Palmer’s charitable work in New 
York City. 
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God had enabled the author to feel thus reconciled to the will of him on the death 

of loved children can I not obtain grace to support me on the death of a dog.”  

Apparently the man received the peace he sought.  According to Hoag, “he soon 

seemed reconciled and told me that he regarded its death as a providence of 

God.”155 

In the book, Oracle at the Supermarket, Steven Starker gives a brief 

history of self-help books in America and identifies several characteristics of the 

typical self-help book: it is addressed to the lay reader, “attempts to communicate 

in a lively, interesting, readable and simplified manner appropriate to a wider 

readership,” and “purports to be of immediate use to the reader, offering 

instruction on some aspect of living.”156  Starker’s conclusions about self-help 

books are relevant to Palmer.  Ultimately, he argues, self-help books are not as 

valuable for the information they impart as for the inspiration they give readers.  

Self-help books send “an urgent message of free will, personal power, and dogged 

optimism.  In general, it lifts the spirit, engenders and supports hope, and keeps 

people striving towards their goals; it fends off feelings of helplessness, 

hopelessness, despair and depression.”157  Nineteenth-century readers’ letters 

attest to the fact that Palmer’s books operated as early self-help books. 
                                                 
155 Horace Hoag to Phoebe Palmer, n. d., MECR  I have been unable to find the passage Hoag 
refers to in either an 1850 or an 1867 edition of Faith and its Effects.  While it is possible that 
Hoag was referring to an edition of the book I have not had access to, I find that possibility 
unlikely because when Palmer’s books changed from edition to edition it was usually through the 
addition of new sections at the end of the text rather than alterations in the existing text. It is 
possible that Hoag was mistakenly referring to a passage in one of Palmers other books.  A 
passage like the one Hoag described appears in Incidental Illustrations and The Way of Holiness.  
We know from Hoag’s other letters to Palmer that he had definitely read The Way of Holiness and 
Entire Devotion to God. 
156 Steven Starker, Oracle at the Supermarket (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1989), 9. 
157 Starker, Oracle at the Supermarket, 170-171. 
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In addition, Palmer’s teachings pre-dated twentieth century developments 

in psychotherapy.  Palmer’s emphasis on behavior rather than states of feeling 

became a central tenet of behavioral psychology one hundred years later.  She 

seems to have intuited that encouraging people with emotional problems, 

particularly anxiety disorders, to focus on changing their behaviors rather than 

changing their emotions could have therapeutic effects.   

From Palmer’s readers’ responses to her books we get a far richer sense of 

what her books were about then we ever could from a study of the texts alone.  

We learn that Palmer’s “feminine” literary techniques (her focus on simple 

experience rather than doctrine, her use of the conversational mode, her creation 

of a female narrator congruent with Methodist women’s leadership roles) not only 

allowed her to avoid criticism in publishing her writings, but they spoke to a need 

in many Methodist audiences.  People dislocated from traditional support 

networks by migration, urbanization and industrialization found comfort in 

Palmer’s brand of stern, yet nurturing, leadership.  Palmer’s teachings about 

sanctification extended the “democratization of American Christianity” by 

making the heights of spiritual perfection available to literally anyone.158  They 

also dislodged religious progress from emotional states, thus freeing people who 

were either not prone to emotionalism or who were buffeted by their emotions to 

claim a religious experience based on will, rather than feelings beyond their 

control.  In this way Palmer extended a trend in American Protestantism that 

placed increasing responsibility for salvation in the hands of the individual rather 

                                                 
158 The term “democratization of American Christianity” comes from Nathan Hatch’s book of the 
same title. 
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than in the hands of God.  Her teachings also offered a respite from nineteenth-

century sentimentalism, particularly in regard to infant death.  But as we will see, 

Palmer’s biggest impact was on a group of Methodists we have yet to discuss, 

nineteenth-century women. 

“THE LORD SHALL SELL SISERA INTO THE HAND OF A WOMAN”: WOMEN IN 
THE HOLINESS MOVEMENT 

Although it was not until relatively late in her career that Palmer published 

her groundbreaking work on women’s right to preach, The Promise of the Father, 

she had been responding to gender issues throughout her ministry.  Although, as 

we have already discussed, women were essential to the founding of Methodism 

in the United States and Britain and were publicly active in the church in 

numerous ways, as the nineteenth century wore on they, like other middle-class 

women, began to be immersed in the ideology of separate spheres.  Both John 

Wigger and Gregory Schneider have delineated the ways nineteenth-century 

Methodists’ concern with improving their class status and with improving the 

church’s public image led to the downplaying of many of Methodism’s more 

distinctive aspects, including its support of women evangelists and exhorters.  In 

addition, while social religion (class meetings, prayer meetings, and love feasts) 

and the home operated within the same sphere in eighteenth-century Methodism, 

their functions began to diverge in the nineteenth century.159  Social religious 

meetings began to decline in Methodism and the home was expected to assume 

much of the responsibility for the salvation of souls.  By 1840 mainstream 

Methodism was encouraging women to exchange their previous roles as 
                                                 
159 Wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm and Schneider, The Way of the Cross Leads Home. 
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exhorters, class meeting leaders, and sometimes even preachers for a more private 

kind of “influence.”  As The Ladies’ Repository, a Methodist magazine that 

celebrated separate sphere ideology, declared in an article called “Silent 

Preaching,” women’s duty was not to call sinners to repentance with public 

speech but to spread their “wordless eloquence into the secret places of individual 

life and feeling.”  It went on to argue that women performed their Christian duties 

by gentleness, forgiveness, exerting influence over their children, and bearing 

with their husband’s faults.160  The mainstream Methodist magazine, The 

Christian Advocate and Journal, began to send similar messages at about the same 

time.  The 1843 issue of the Christian Advocate and Journal included an article 

called “The Wife at Home,” proposing that women needed to devote their time to 

making the home an attractive place where men could go to resist the temptations 

of the world.   

It is no accident that, just as women were being shepherded into closer 

association with the home, Phoebe Palmer and the holiness movement arrived on 

the scene to redefine Methodist women’s roles and proper sphere.  As already 

established, one of Palmer’s most oft-repeated teachings was that each sanctified 

individual, male or female (and she emphasized that women were not exempt), 

had a duty to testify publicly as to his or her experience.161  The notion that a 

sanctified individual was automatically called to evangelize pervaded Palmer’s 

teachings and could be a very empowering doctrine for women.   
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A letter Palmer wrote to “Miss D” conveys a sense of the empowerment 

that accompanied the belief that God called one to do his work.  Note in particular 

here that Palmer used the word “ordain” to describe God’s sanction of the 

woman’s calling, which suggests that a woman’s call by God to evangelize is 

equivalent to the official church sanction men received through ordination.  Part 

of the letter reads:  “And now, my dear sister, do not be startled, when I tell you 

that you have been ordained for a great work…Christ, the great Head of the 

church, hath chosen you, and ‘ordained you, that ye should go and bring forth 

fruit.’”  Palmer then proceeded to use language normally only associated with 

ministers, “O my sister, yours is indeed a high and holy calling…O how mighty 

may you be as an instrument in the hand of God!”162 

Although the metaphor of the evangelist as an “instrument in the hand of 

God” had been a way of describing male and female religious workers since at 

least colonial times, it was a perfect bit of rhetoric for the mid-nineteenth century.  

It emphasized the evangelist’s weakness and passivity—characteristics that were 

also associated with ideal womanhood.  The implied message was that a woman 

need not give up the characteristics that fit her for ideal womanhood to be an 

evangelist, and that in fact her weakness perfectly suited her to God’s purposes 

because God shows his power by using the weak.  Palmer compared sanctified 

women called to God’s work to the ram’s horns that demolished the wall of 

Jericho.  She called the horns “powerless, and even unseemly” and philosophized, 

“when he intends that the strong citadel which sin has raised in the hearts of men 
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should be assailed, if he chooses instruments as impotent, or as unlooked for, as 

were those ram’s horns, we will not question his wisdom.”163  All that was 

required for women to engage in evangelism, Palmer implied, was the surrender 

of oneself to God—something middle-class nineteenth-century women had been 

taught to do since birth. 

Responses from Palmer’s female followers suggest that her teachings did 

empower them to go beyond their usual limits.  Elizabeth Hatfield wrote Palmer 

in 1843 to report that she had been sanctified.  “I have gained that advantage over 

the enemy of my soul which you so ardently desired I should while with you.”  

She went on to report that she had been doing her best to fulfill her duty to 

evangelize.  She had been “speak[ing] in class meeting” and in “public prayer 

meetings and love feasts” and she had started “a [Bible] class of 8 or 9.”  She 

credited holiness teachings with her new-found courage: “I found it difficult to 

break the snare at first but I saw it so clearly to be my duty and my 

responsibilities so much greater than ever before that I dared not refuse.”  Re-

emphasizing the depth of personal responsibility she felt, she asked Palmer to 

“pray for me that my skirts may ever be found clear of the blood of souls.”164 

L. A. Bailey, another of Palmer’s correspondents, described the thought 

process by which, through Palmer’s teachings about sanctification, a woman 

might summon the courage to step outside her prescribed gender role.  Ms. Bailey 

wrote, “I felt in a very impressive manner that this church must be made holy.”  

But then she asked herself, “what position do I hold in this society what can I do 
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towards the accomplishment of this great end.”  Although her “insignificance and 

utter helplessness came over me as I looked at my personal powers,” she realized 

that God could give her power to accomplish what she felt she could not do on her 

own.  She reported that she felt “joy in [her] heart” because “I knew where my 

secret strength [lay] it was upon one that is Mighty.”  Then she reiterated a central 

tenet of Palmer’s philosophy: “I love to reflect that God has chosen the weak 

things of the world to confound the mighty and the things which are not to bring 

to nought the things that are.”165 

Palmer’s claim that all sanctified women were called to evangelize 

sometimes resulted in changes in her female followers’ relationships with men.  

As Quaker and Methodist women evangelists had discovered throughout the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the claim to answer directly to God often 

freed women from the necessity to answer to male authorities.166  Phoebe’s and 

Sarah’s relationships with their husbands seem to have gone against nineteenth-

century gender norms.  Both women seemed to have married men whose 

dispositions kept them out of the limelight.  Sarah’s husband, businessman 

Thomas A Lankford, was “modest in manners” and “quiet in social intercourse.”  

Although Sarah frequently led religious meetings, her husband refused to pray in 

public.167  Similarly, Phoebe’s husband, Walter, was described as possessing 

“native diffidence and reserve” which “might have kept him in obscurity but for 
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his all-conquering faith, and purpose of entire consecration.”168  Although Dr. 

Walter Palmer was well known, it was primarily as his wife’s companion.  When 

a correspondent wrote to invite the Palmers to a camp meeting, he apologetically 

explained, “Not recollecting the Doctor’s Christian name I address this to Sister 

Palmer.”169  Most invitations to revivals and camp meetings politely paid their 

respects to Dr. Palmer but addressed themselves primarily to Phoebe.  Phoebe 

Palmer usually gave the main sermon when she and Walter appeared in public, 

and Walter usually followed with an exhortation.  Even Walter Palmer’s 

biographer conceded that Phoebe Palmer’s “name has the greater prominence in 

the revival-scenes of the period.”170 

While the apparent gender role reversals in Phoebe and Sarah’s marriages 

may be more attributable to individual disposition then to Palmer’s philosophy, it 

is clear that other women of the period were able to leverage holiness teachings to 

exercise greater power in their relationships with men.  One dramatic example 

comes from Phoebe Palmer’s correspondence with her friend Melinda Hamline.  

This incident also indicates yet another use for Palmer’s books—gender 

resistance.  In a letter to Melinda Hamline, Palmer reported that Mrs. Butler, a 

Congregational woman who was married to a prominent Vermont doctor, was 

sanctified while reading Incidental Illustrations.  As Palmer’s teachings prompted, 

Mrs. Butler dutifully testified of the experience before her entire congregation.  

When her brother-in-law, a Congregational minister, heard the news, he wrote an 
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outraged letter to her husband (his brother), suggesting that he curtail his wife’s 

behavior.  Incidental Illustrations soon disappeared from Mrs. Butler’s home and 

her husband took her on a trip to New York, “hoping…to wean her mind from the 

subject.”  While in New York, Mrs. Butler managed to slip away long enough to 

visit Phoebe Palmer and obtain another copy of the book.  “Never have I given a 

book, I think with greater satisfaction,” Palmer triumphantly added.  As a 

postscript to the story, Palmer’s biographer reported that after Mrs. Butler’s return 

home she “nobly championed the doctrine of entire sanctification, in the 

Congregational Church…and soon had the joy of beholding her brother [probably 

her brother-in-law] helped into the experience.”171 

Despite the sometimes transformative effects of her teachings, Palmer was 

not a radical opponent of nineteenth-century gender roles.  She believed that 

women’s realm was the home, unless they were called out of it (which all 

sanctified women apparently were) by God.  One brilliant way that Palmer 

reconciled her teachings about women’s duties to evangelize with their assigned 

role in the private sphere was to blur the boundaries between the private and 

public spheres, thus extending women’s influence by extending the private 

sphere.  First, Palmer taught that a woman’s duty to evangelize began in her own 

home, with her family, servants and guests.  The home should be dedicated to 

God as a sacred space, not so much for the good of the family, but for the 

evangelization of all who entered.  Sarah Palmer’s experience at a new home in 

Caldwell is indicative.  “When I first went to Caldwell, on entering the house I 
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knelt and asked the Lord to take possession—to control and bless every one who 

might visit it.  When friends came...it was our habit to kneel...and ask the Lord to 

make us a blessing to each other.”172  Both Phoebe and Sarah entertained 

multitudes of guests and saw their entertaining as evangelism.  Phoebe wrote in 

her diary in 1839:  “My friends seem to have learned what to expect from me, and 

if afraid of serious conversation, do not make long visits—unless they become 

interested in the subject which, in all companies, I feel it a duty to bring forward 

as most prominent.”173  So the boundaries of the home were extended to include 

all religious seekers who might enter.   

“THE CONSECRATED PARLOR”: TUESDAY MEETINGS FOR THE PROMOTION 
OF HOLINESS 

While other nineteenth-century women also seized on their new role as 

guardians of the home to extend the boundaries of the private sphere, most 

notably in temperance and moral reform societies, Palmer popularized a unique 

institution that placed women at the head of large religious meetings in their own 

homes, the Tuesday Meeting for the Promotion of Holiness.174  Sarah Palmer 

started the Tuesday Meeting in 1835 by combining two prayer meetings for 

women she led at Mulberry St. and Allen Street Methodist Episcopal churches.  

The groups started meeting on Tuesday afternoons at the house Sarah and Phoebe 

shared and became dedicated to seeking the blessing of sanctification.  Phoebe 

explicitly dedicated the home to public worship: “the second floor was set apart 
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for a chapel.”  At Palmer’s request, “a favored minister of Christ...consecrated 

[the parlor] in the name of the holy Trinity, for holy service.”175  In 1839 men 

began attending the meeting after Thomas Upham (Bowdoin College professor 

and leading Congregational theologian) was sanctified after attending the Tuesday 

meeting with his wife.  In 1840 Phoebe took over the leadership of the meeting 

and it continued to grow.  The group began meeting in Dr. Palmer’s “back office” 

but soon grew so large that it had to begin meeting in two parlors on the second 

floor of the house.  In December of 1857, Palmer wrote that the meeting was 

“densely crowded as usual.  Many, unable to get in, occupied the hall and stairs.  

Have concluded to enlarge our borders.  Husband is contracting for an additional 

building.”176  At its height the meeting attracted an average of two hundred men 

and women every week.  Palmer compared the crowds that attending the meetings 

to those at “tent-meetings or camp-meetings.”177  As Reverend Roche wrote about 

the Tuesday meeting in The Ladies’ Repository in 1866, “It is one of the greatest 

spiritual centers in any land.  We doubt whether under any pulpit of our country, 

there sit as many ministers, for the single purpose of spiritual help.  For 

successive weeks, we have seen from twenty to thirty preachers of the gospel.”178  

Scores of people wrote to Palmer, asking her to lead the Tuesday Meeting in 

prayer for them.  In 1839 Palmer’s friend, Timothy Merritt, started a newspaper, 

The Guide to Christian Perfection (later called The Guide to Holiness), to give 

verbatim accounts of Tuesday meeting proceedings.  Men and women all over the 
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country established their own holiness meetings, many of them also in middle-

class parlors, outside the auspices of clerical control. 

The most important characteristic of the Tuesday Meeting, other then its 

devotion to promoting holiness, was its democratic structure.  As Palmer said, “it 

is this equalizing process, that, to our mind, forms one of the important 

characteristics of this meeting.”179  After an initial scripture, hymn, and prayer, 

the meeting was open to anyone who wished to “speak, sing, or propose united 

prayer.”180  There was no set order to the meeting.  Although several ministers 

usually attended, they received no special treatment.  As Palmer said, “In these 

meetings the utmost freedom prevails.  The ministry does not wait for the laity, 

neither does the laity wait for the ministry.”181  There was a particular gender 

component to this democracy; not only did the laity have equal status with the 

ministry but women had equal status with men.  As Palmer said, paraphrasing 

scripture, “Whether male or female, all are one in Christ Jesus.”  She then 

compared the Tuesday meeting to the gatherings of Christ’s early followers, a 

comparison that she would later also make in Promise of the Father to justify 

women’s ministries: “Here were the chosen apostles of our Lord, and here also 

were the beloved Marys, Joanna, and the ‘many other women’ who…followed the 

Man of Sorrows.”182  In fact, on one occasion in private correspondence, Palmer 

argued that women were best suited to lead the Tuesday meeting.  Once when 

Palmer had to be away on a Tuesday she asked her sister Sarah to fill in for her.  
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She explained to her friend, Mrs. James, why she chose her sister rather than one 

of the many clergyman who usually attended: “You may wonder why I should 

regard it so needful that a special person should be present to take charge of the 

meeting, when there are generally three or four ministers and several leaders, etc. 

present.  The reason is...that it is a peculiar meeting, and needs that peculiar 

management which a very childlike, simple piety exhibits.”  Apparently the 

clergy were lacking the kind of primitive purity the holiness movement sought to 

revive.  As Palmer put it, “it is not every day that you meet with those who know 

just how to come down to the simplicity of the Gospel.”183 

It is no accident that this founding institution of the holiness movement 

began in the place that most symbolized women’s cultural authority—the parlor.  

To contemporary observers, the Tuesday Meeting was explicitly associated with 

the parlor, or the “the Consecrated Parlour” as they called it.184  In some ways the 

parlor seems a perfectly natural choice for the holding of domestic religious 

meetings.  It was the room in the nineteenth-century home that was open to the 

public, that, in fact, was designed for public display.  Parlors were a middle-

ground between the rough and tumble public world of commerce and the 

sentimentalized private world of the home.  While the parlor, “the chapel of the 

new middle-class religion,” was a place to display or to establish one’s class 

status through symbols of gentility like pianos, richly upholstered sofas, and other 

decorative items, for Protestants, the parlor could also serve to promote Christian 

values through the display of Christian artifacts (crosses, family Bibles) and 
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through family worship.  Significantly, the rise of middle-class culture, the 

privatization of religion, the sacralization of the home, and the new popularity of 

parlors all arose at the same historical moment.  In many ways, the Tuesday 

Meeting meshed with these new ideas about class and gender.  It was a meeting 

held in the private sphere to promote religious values.185 

But in other ways the Tuesday Meeting resisted cultural trends.  First, 

Tuesday Meeting gatherings were larger than most meetings held in parlors, other 

than funerals and weddings which, obviously, were rare occasions.  Tuesday 

Meetings were also inclusive in their invitation.  The meetings were advertised in 

various religious journals and anyone who shared the goals of the meeting was 

welcome to stop in.  There was a sense of excitement and disorder at Tuesday 

meetings because the Palmers never knew who or how many people would attend 

or whether they would all fit in the parlor or wind up trailing out the hall and 

down the stairs.  The people who attended could range from eminent professors of 

theology to middle-class ladies from the Palmers’ own Methodist congregation to 

German immigrants or black washerwomen like Amanda Berry Smith.  Secondly, 

the Tuesday Meetings were occasions in which women presided over men, even 

over male ecclesiastical leaders.  This violated middle-class norms because, 
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according to Colleen McDannell, even the smallest religious gatherings in parlors, 

family worship, were normally led by men.  Third, in contrast to most parlor 

gatherings that relied on a standard of middle-class decorum to guide behavior, 

Tuesday Meetings encouraged ecstatic religious experience on the order of camp 

meetings.  For example, Palmer reported in her diary, April 11, 1835 that at the 

most recent meeting “one person...was unable to sustain the shock of power, and 

sunk down overwhelmed.”186  Finally, Tuesday Meetings resisted new middle-

class norms by encouraging their members to eschew many middle-class 

distractions like fashion, novel reading and other amusements, and called their 

attendees to the radical work of evangelizing the world in a very public way as 

evangelists and camp meeting exhorters.187   

While Palmer’s popularization of the Tuesday Meeting institution and her 

teachings about sanctified women’s responsibility to evangelize opened avenues 

for women’s public activity in religion, larger historical forces limiting women’s 

activities to domesticity applied a counteracting force.  Although Palmer was able 

to leverage her reputation as a religious writer and her partnership with her 

husband to win acceptance for her public evangelism, ordinary women’s attempts 

to evangelize often met with opposition.  Unwilling to satisfy herself with her 

own success, Palmer attempted to secure the same opportunities for all women. 

Palmer’s last major theological book, Promise of the Father, was a 

groundbreaking argument for women’s right to address public assemblies.   

                                                 
186 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 245. 
187 McDannell, “Parlor Piety.” 



 111

“A FIRE SHUT UP IN THEIR BONES”: PALMER’S DOUBLE-VOICED 
CHALLENGE TO SEPARATE SPHERES IN PROMISE OF THE FATHER  

By 1860, Phoebe Palmer had written her most influential books.  She had 

weathered most of the opposition she would ever receive, she had clearly and 

completely outlined her practical holiness theology, she had raised the Tuesday 

Meeting for the Promotion of Holiness to a nationally-known and imitated 

institution, and she was an internationally-known evangelist.188  Although Palmer 

published accounts of her evangelism in Britain and Ireland as well as some 

spiritual biographies in the 1860s, she focused most of her attention from 1860 

until her death on conducting revivals and editing The Guide to Holiness, the 

pioneering holiness journal she and Walter bought in 1864.  Palmer’s most 

popular books (The Way of Holiness, Entire Devotion to God, and Faith and Its 

Effects) continued to enjoy steady sales throughout the decades after they were 

written.  Palmer had established her theology through these books in the 1840s 

and 50s and spent the rest of her life spreading the message.  But before Palmer 

retired from her role as religious innovator in the early 1860s, she published a 

final theological treatise, perhaps the most daring book of all, and she managed to 

do it without provoking public dissent.  In her characteristically shrewd way, 

Palmer managed to employ enough of the gender rhetoric of her day to actually 

undermine gender distinctions. 

Like Palmer’s other works, Promise of the Father was careful to pre-empt 

charges of self-aggrandizement by claiming to be solicited.  In the preface Palmer 
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explained with characteristic humility and self-deprecation: “We were pressed to 

service which we had long desired that a more able hand might perform.”189  The 

opening to Promise of the Father is consistent with the rest of the book in its 

mixture of conservatism and radicalism.  Palmer opened by assuring readers that 

she did not intend to argue for women’s rights: “Do not be startled, dear reader.  

We do not intend to discuss the question of ‘Women’s Rights’ or of ‘Women’s 

Preaching’ technically called.”  But Palmer’s reason for not discussing these 

issues was not that she was uninterested, or that she opposed these causes.  She 

explained ambiguously that “we leave this for those whose ability and tastes may 

better fit them for discussion of this sort.”  After a restatement of conventional 

separate spheres ideology Palmer added, almost under her breath, “we do not 

doubt that some reforms contemplated in recent movements may, in various 

respects, be decidedly advantageous.”190 

Similarly, although Palmer claimed that she would not be addressing the 

issue of “women’s preaching,” that is exactly what she did.  The issue of 

preaching in Methodism went all the way back to Wesley, who made a technical 

distinction between preaching and exhorting.  Wesley wrote in a letter to Sarah 

Crosby in 1769: “Keep as far from what is called preaching as you can: therefore 

never take a text; never speak in a continued discourse without some break, about 

four or five minutes.”191  Historian John Wigger explained the technical 

difference between exhorting and preaching: “Exhorting consisted of simply 
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telling one’s testimony of conversion, or relating life experiences in the faith, with 

the goal of imploring listeners toward greater holiness…  Preaching, on the other 

hand, consisted of ‘taking,’ or reading, a text of scripture and then explaining the 

meaning of the passage.  Only licensed preachers were supposed to exercise the 

privilege of taking a text.”192  In Methodism, “preaching” was a loaded word.  

Although in practice many exhorters crossed over the line and preached, for 

women or laymen to call what they did “preaching” provoked certain censure.  

Although Palmer explained that she was uninterested in exploring preaching with 

its modern-day connotations of “oratorical, display, onerous titles, and pulpits of 

pedestal eminence,” she argued that in the Bible preach and prophesy meant the 

same thing, to “speak to others for edification, exhortation and comfort” and that 

“women did preach, or, in other words, prophesy, in the early ages of Christianity 

and have continued to do so down to the present time, to just the degree that the 

spirit of the Christian dispensation has been recognized.”193  While Palmer’s 

delineation of the Bible’s definition of preach varied little from Methodist 

definitions of exhort, it is significant that Palmer insisted on using a loaded 

Methodist word to describe women’s evangelical work. 

Palmer’s own evangelical practices suggest that there may have been a 

personal reason she wanted to establish a tradition of women’s preaching.  

Although after about 1855 Walter accompanied Phoebe on her evangelical tours, 

it appears that gender roles were reversed in their speaking arrangements.  Walter 

Palmer’s biographer described a Palmer-led meeting this way: “Mrs. Palmer 
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would give one of her clear Bible-expositions.  Truth fastened itself upon the 

mind and conscience of many hearers.  Then the doctor would follow with one of 

his pungent exhortations.”194  In nineteenth-century Methodism it was not 

uncommon at camp meetings or revivals for a minister to give a scripturally-based 

sermon and then call on a particularly effective layperson to follow with an 

exhortation.  Although Palmer’s sermons were euphemistically-termed “Bible 

expositions,” it sounds as if Palmer played the role of the ordained minister while 

Walter played the role of lay exhorter.  

Aside from its opening professions of inadequacy, Promise of the Father 

marked a radical stylistic departure from Palmer’s earlier works in two important 

ways.  First, its tone was completely different from that of Palmer’s other works.  

While the voice in Palmer’s other works is intimate and friendly, like a concerned 

aunt, the tone of Promise of the Father is more distant and formal, sometimes 

even outraged.  Part of the shift in tone cames from the fact that Palmer was 

explicitly addressing the clergy who were in a position of authority over her.  The 

title page reads “addressed to the clergy and laity of all Christian communities.”  

But it also came from Palmer’s purpose in writing the book, which was to point 

out a “sinful” practice in the church.  At times the reader witnesses Palmer’s own 

frustration emerging.  In addition, Palmer expected some opposition to the book, 

even fearing, as she said in the introduction, that the book might “jeopardize the 

reputation of our work.”  As a result, she distanced herself from her readers, 

“fastidious critic[s].”  She wrote: “We did not set out to write a popular book: had 
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we commenced our volume in anticipation of this, we should not have chosen a 

theme which we so well knew would be reproving to the formal professor, 

whether of the ministry or laity.”195   

The other way Promise of the Father broke sharply with the past was in its 

attitude toward Biblical interpretation.  While as in her other books Palmer relied 

heavily on the Bible to authorize her arguments, in Promise of the Father she no 

longer presented the Bible as the unmediated word of God.  In Palmer’s other 

works she presented Biblical passages as unambiguous conveyances for God’s 

word.  She frequently made statements like, “In hearing God speak through this 

medium [the Bible]…I hear God speak as verily as though I heard him speak from 

the heavens in a voice louder than ten thousand thunders.”196  When she quoted 

and interpreted Bible passages to support her teachings, Palmer usually implied 

that her interpretations were the only possible correct ones.  She rarely provided 

either textual or historical evidence to support her interpretations.  In Promise of 

the Father Palmer argued for a more nuanced reading of the Bible that took the 

possibility of multiple interpretations into account.  Palmer’s interpretive 

techniques included studying Biblical passages in historical context, comparing 

different translations, intertextuality (cross referencing scripture with other 

scripture to clarify meaning), and metaphorical, rather than simply literal, 

readings of passages.197  
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Palmer’s Response to Paul’s Prohibition 

Like virtually every other nineteenth-century woman who chose to defend 

women’s right to public speech, Palmer has to deal with Biblical passages from 

Paul such as, “Let your women keep silence in the churches,” which had been 

used repeatedly to limit women’s public speech.198  Palmer argued that Paul had 

directed these remarks only to a small group of Corinthians whose situation was 

unique.  Understood in context, Palmer explained, Paul was simply prohibiting 

Corinthian women from engaging in “disorderly debates,” a vexing Corinthian 

problem, and not prohibiting all women from prophesying.199  Furthermore, 

Palmer argued, if all Paul’s teachings about women’s public speech were 

examined together, one would realize that Paul was, in fact, in favor of women 

prophesying as he advised women who prayed or prophesied to do so with their 

heads covered.  If Paul warned women that “every woman who prayeth or 

prophesieth with her head uncovered, dishonoreth his head,” then surely Paul 

intended for women to pray and prophesy, Palmer reasoned (8-9).  Palmer further 

argued that many of Paul’s instructions were based on cultural differences rather 

than spiritual principles.  She pointed out that Paul had also advocated the 

wearing of veils by women, which Palmer’s contemporaries who prohibited 

women’s public speech chose to ignore.  She argued, “there would be far more 

consistency in enforcing a scrupulous adherence to this custom [veils for women], 

                                                 
198 See 1 Corinthians 14: 34: “Let our women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted 
unto them to speak; but they are commanded to be under obedience, as also saith the law.” 
199 Palmer, Promise of the Father, 6, 49, 47.  Subsequent references to this book will appear in 
parenthesis in the text. 
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which has been obsolete except in Eastern heathen countries, than in enforcing the 

doctrine that women should not pray or prophesy in religious assemblies” (45). 

Palmer’s most original and amusing response to Paul’s writings was 

taking Paul’s prohibition to its logical conclusion.  “If the letter of this prohibition 

were obeyed rather than the Spirit, with equal propriety might women be 

prohibited from opening their mouths to break silence under any circumstances.”  

Then she offered some provoking examples, “Does not every woman that opens 

her mouth in the church in the presence of man to sing or cough, or, if fainting, to 

say, I am ill, render herself liable, on this principle, to be silenced?” (160) 

Ultimately, Palmer conceded that men had final authority in the church: 

“It is an unalterable law of nature.  Adam was formed, then Eve, and all the 

daughters of Adam must acknowledge man first in creation, long as time endures” 

(9-10).  Although Palmer questioned this elsewhere in her book by claiming that 

the promptings of the Holy Spirit took precedence over all earthly authority 

including the authority of male clergy (“where the church order is at variance with 

divine order, it were better to obey God than man”), in the context of Paul, Palmer 

argued that the only prohibition on women’s speech was speaking in a way that 

“usurps authority over a man” (vi).   While many nineteenth-century Americans 

might have interpreted women speaking publicly in mixed-gender groups as 

“usurping authority over a man,” Palmer seems to define it much more narrowly 

as speaking when not moved upon by the Holy Spirit.  She quoted an “author of 

an excellent work” who argued that women who spoke in public when “under the 

influence of the Holy Spirit assume thereby no personal authority over others.”  
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Rather she argued, “They are instruments through which divine instruction is 

communicated to the people” (49, 6).  Because the claim to speak “under the 

influence of the Holy Spirit” is completely subjective, this nod to nineteenth-

century gender hierarchies had almost no real prohibitive power. 

In addition to careful Biblical analysis, Palmer’s most extensive tool was 

her old standby, “incidental illustrations.”  She gave example after example of 

women throughout Christian history who prophesied for the good of the Christian 

community.  She used examples from the Old Testament (Deborah, Hulda, 

nameless women evangelists mentioned in Psalm 78:11) to show that God used 

women to prophesy whenever he chose to.  She used examples of preaching 

women from the New Testament to make the core argument of her book from 

which its title is derived, which is that when God poured out the Holy Spirit at 

Pentecost, after Christ’s resurrection, the Holy Spirit came on men and women 

alike, giving them the gift of prophesy.  The scripture on which Palmer’s many 

references to the “promise” was based is Acts 2:17: “And it shall come to pass in 

the last days, saith God, I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh: And your sons 

and your daughters shall prophesy.”  Palmer argued that as Christ’s second 

coming was near, the Christian church was again in a time of Pentecost, and God 

was again sending the Holy Spirit to empower men and women alike.  She 

referred to these visitations of the Holy Ghost as “pentecostal power” and the 

“specialty of the last days” (87, 154).  Then Palmer used examples of women 

preaching in Wesley’s time as well as her own to show that God had called 

women to do his work in the modern church and to make the utilitarian argument 
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that the preaching of women had saved many souls.  She also used them to indict 

contemporary ministerial opposition to women’s preaching. 

Separate Spheres and Women’s Evangelism 

In addition to Palmer’s sophisticated Biblical analysis and her 

documentation of women’s role in Christian history, the most significant aspect of 

Promise of the Father was its use of separate spheres ideology, which had been 

used to argue against women’s public speech, to support women’s evangelism.  It 

is instructive to compare Palmer’s response to separate sphere ideologies with that 

of her contemporaries who founded the women’s rights movement at Seneca 

Falls, New York, in 1848.  According to Karlyn Kohrs-Campbell, the leaders of 

the early women’s movement argued for their demands based on a mixture of 

justice (arguments based on natural rights philosophy that emphasized women’s 

similarities to men as human beings with basic rights) and expediency (arguments 

which emphasized women’s difference from men and their need for special 

protection in order to properly perform their function as protectors of the home).  

Later advocates of suffrage reflected this split.  Frances Willard, the leader of the 

Women’s Christian Temperance Union, whole-heartedly advocated women’s 

domestic role, arguing that the vote would allow women to use their special 

qualities as nurturers and moral exemplars for the public good.  Similarly, women 

in the temperance and moral reform societies used notions of women as protectors 

of the home to justify their involvement in public housekeeping.  They argued that 

“alcohol was an inducement to immorality as well as a social and economic threat 
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to the home.”200  In contrast, leaders of the National Women’s Suffrage 

Association (Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton) argued for the vote 

as part of a broad set of reforms that would make women equal with men. 

Many of Palmer’s arguments reflect the division between justice and 

expediency that characterized the work of her contemporaries.  But Palmer also 

proposed a third possibility that neither denied the reality of separate spheres nor 

abandoned a notion of women’s equality.  Essentially Palmer argued that, while 

gender differences were important in everyday existence, there was a separate 

spiritual sphere where these differences were obsolete.   

In order to argue for a spiritual sphere in which gender distinctions were 

irrelevant, Palmer, like eighteenth-century British Methodist women preachers, 

uncovered evidence for such a sphere of equality in the Bible.  As literary 

historian Christine Krueger says of eighteenth and nineteenth-century evangelical 

women: “Contradictions within their culture’s myth of ideal womanhood were 

often made apparent...through their reading of scripture and application of its 

egalitarian doctrines to their social and political circumstances.”201  Palmer quoted 

a male clergyman (so as to deflect charges of radical Biblical interpretation on her 

own part) to highlight the scripture “God is no respector of persons” (Acts 10:34).  

She used the scripture to argue that the operations of the Holy Spirit were exactly 

the same for men and women.  She quoted J. J. Gurney, a Quaker minister, for 

example, who argued that “There is no respect of persons with God.”  He 

explained that men’s and women’s souls are the same to God and that both are 

                                                 
200 Karlyn Kohrs-Campbell, Man Cannot Speak For Her, 6. 
201 Krueger, The Reader’s Repentence, 8, 9. 
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“susceptible” to the “influences of the spirit.”202  Palmer further drew on 

egalitarian currents in the Bible to find examples of spiritual equality.  She quoted 

passages in Acts which describe the Holy Spirit descending on men and women 

alike after Christ’s resurrection and return: “Did the tongue of fire descend alike 

upon God’s daughters as upon his sons, and was the effect similar in each?” (21) 

Palmer supported the teaching that God deals equally with his daughters 

and sons by describing women’s evangelism in characteristically masculine, 

heroic terms.  She used terms like “earnest,” “intelligently pious” and “intrepid” 

to describe Christ’s female followers and further used heroic language when she 

argued that “a large portion of the most intelligent, courageous, and self-

sacrificing disciples of Christ are females” (29).  She also quoted from the diary 

of Mary Barritt Taft, the wife of a British minister, who was said to have been 

responsible for the conversion of two hundred people by her efforts alone.  Palmer 

quoted a letter from a Reverend Fenwick to Mrs. Taft in which the Reverend 

equated Mrs. Taft’s evangelism with the heroic labors of male prophets and 

evangelists: “God himself has sent you, like the great Wesley and the great 

Whitefield, namely as a blessing to the nation.”  Then Fenwick went on to 

describe the traits Mrs. Taft would need to be successful in her ministry with 

reference to the qualities of the Biblical prophets Abraham, Joshua, Moses, Job 

and Saint Paul.  The unspoken teaching here is that there are no distinctions 

between God’s daughters and his sons in the work of evangelism. 

                                                 
202 Palmer, Promise of theFather, 67.  Subsequent references to this book in parentheses. 



 122

Having used Biblical precedents to establish that God deals equally with 

his sons and daughters through the Holy Spirit, Palmer then went on to radically 

extend the doctrine.  More liberal clergy who accepted women’s occasional 

evangelism might reconcile the belief in spiritual equality with separate spheres 

by arguing that God did occasionally use women to do his work, but that such 

instances were “special calls,” or unusual circumstances in which God called 

extraordinary women to do his work when no men were available.  While this 

teaching did acknowledge the legitimacy of women’s evangelism, it at the same 

time limited that evangelism to extraordinary cases.  Although Palmer sometimes 

perpetuated the rhetoric of “special calls” (after all, this was the justification on 

which her career was primarily based), she also undermined such limitations by 

arguing, first, that God did not call women only when men were unavailable.  She 

used the example of the prophetess Deborah in the Old Testament to support this 

point:  “Deborah…was called to judge Israel—not because there were no men in 

Israel who might fill the position, but because God, in his wisdom, had so 

ordained” (2).  She then went on to change the definition of “special call” by 

arguing that “any call that comes from Christ is an extraordinary call” (11).  She 

further argued that God’s ways are inexplicable so that one can never assess the 

validity of a call by the individual’s seeming ability or fitness for the calling.   

In fact, Palmer argued, sometimes God chooses the least qualified in order 

to show his power.  In this argument, as elsewhere in the book, Palmer slipped 

back into nineteenth-century gender rhetoric by arguing for women’s essential 

difference.  The idea that God calls the weak to confound the strong was a 
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thoroughly Biblical one, often used by women preachers to deflect charges of 

selfish ambition or unwomanliness.  As we have seen, by using this argument a 

woman could claim to be an ideal woman (retiring, hesitant, weak) and still be an 

evangelist (through God’s power, not her own.)  Palmer stated the argument this 

way: “The Lord of the vineyard may take the most sensitive, shrinking, and feeble 

members of the household of faith, and so endue them with power from on high 

as to make them mighty through His Spirit.”  She summarized the argument 

succinctly: “the weaker the instrumentality, the more eminently does it exemplify 

the power of grace” (174). 

Realigning Ideal Womanhood with Public Evangelism 

Palmer further used nineteenth-century gender rhetoric to support 

women’s preaching when she argued that contrary to common belief, women’s 

gender traits as understood by nineteenth-century Americans actually perfectly 

suited them for evangelism.  While most social commentators argued that 

women’s emotional sensitivity and feebleness suited them better to the domestic 

sphere than the public one, Palmer argued the contrary.  First, Palmer argued that 

women’s inherent “power of persuasion and the ability to captivate” perfectly fit 

her for evangelism (341).  Secondly, she argued that women’s emotional 

sensitivity suited them for public prayers: “Who that has heard the melting, 

subduing tones of the female voice, as it has fallen on the ear of man in prayer, 

but will be penetrated with the force of the fact, that a gift of power has been 

withheld from the social assemblies of the pious?” (15)  Palmer then used 

nineteenth-century notions of women’s inherent selflessness and “unflinching 
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constancy” to argue that, like the women at Christ’s tomb, a woman has the 

ability to be truer to the cause of Christ than her male counterparts.  After all, 

Palmer reminded the reader, it was a man who betrayed Christ, not a woman.  In 

describing the women at Christ’s tomb who were the first messengers of his 

resurrection, Palmer focused on sentimental womanly traits: “agonized hearts,” 

“weeping eyes” and “quenchless love” (16-17).  Contrary to popular associations 

of public speech with manly self-assertion, Palmer connected the evangelizing of 

the women at Christ’s tomb with their “unselfish, womanly natures.”  Palmer 

said, with clear reference to women evangelists of her own day, “It was not in a 

woman’s heart to be selfish in her joy” (17-18).  Here Palmer brilliantly used the 

notions of middle-class womanhood her opponents would accept and simply 

substituted public evangelism for the private sphere as the place where womanly 

traits could best be used. 

In addition to realigning conventional womanhood with public 

evangelism, Palmer redefined what it meant to protect ideal womanhood.  

Throughout the nineteenth century, especially during the first half, opposition to 

women’s public speech centered on the notion that women’s natures, like their 

creamy-white hands, were especially refined and that exposure to the public 

sphere might harden them.  This was also a major argument for prohibiting 

women from voting.  Palmer turned the table on this argument by suggesting that 

prohibiting women from public evangelism did violence to their sensitive natures.  

In Promise of the Father Palmer countered the notion that women who engaged in 

public evangelism were in danger of losing “those lovely and becoming traits of 
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character, which we admire in the female sex.”  Rather, Palmer argued, “Religion 

does not despoil women of her refined sensibilities, but only turns them into a 

finer mould” (9).  Here, brilliantly, Palmer realigned public evangelism 

(associated with the rough, male public sphere) with piety (associated with the 

softer and safer private sphere). 

In a more defiant mode, Palmer mocked those who hypocritically opposed 

women’s public evangelism based on an erroneous desire to protect her 

womanliness.  Here, Palmer used the Old Testament prophetess Deborah as a foil 

to mock nineteenth-century attitudes towards women’s evangelism: “Who talked 

of Deborah as overstepping the bounds of womanly propriety, in either judging 

Israel, or in leading forth the armies of God to victory?”  She then compared 

opponents to women’s public speech to the “whisperers [who] might have said 

that…she stepped beyond the sphere of woman, and weakened her influence.”  

Then Palmer described the ultimate fate of those critics and implied that this 

might also be the fate of opponents of her ministry: “But whether there were such 

whisperers is not recorded; and if so, in fact, their names are written in the dust, 

while the names of this ancient prophetess…stands recorded in the Book of 

eternal remembrance” (2-3).  In these passages one senses Palmer’s rage and 

frustration at those “whisperers” who criticized her and other women who dared 

reject conventional roles, and in fantasy at least, Palmer seizes the pleasure of 

confining those critics to “the dust.” 
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Misreadings of Promise of the Father 

It is at least in part a testament to the finesse with which Palmer 

manipulated nineteenth-century gender rhetoric that several of her readers thought 

she was making a more conservative argument than she actually was.  Reverend 

Henry Belden, a Congregational minister from Brooklyn, contributed a letter of 

support for Promise of the Father that was published in its preface. He praised 

Palmer’s book and agreed that women had important religious work to do, but 

only “in the several situations and spheres of action in which God has placed 

them.”  He reiterated Paul’s teachings limiting women’s public speech and 

warned that women should not “act as authoritative teachers” (ix).  He pointed to 

women’s semi-private speech in the Tuesday Meetings for the Promotion of 

Holiness as exemples of women’s potential usefulness in the church.  Belden 

appears to have missed some of Palmer’s more radical arguments.  By using his 

letter of support to frame the main body of her text, Palmer was able to appease 

readers who were expecting a more conventional argument. 

A review described Promise of the Father as “written in much the same 

style as the ‘Way of Holiness,’ ‘Faith and Its Effects,’ etc. by the same author.”203  

It would only be possible to read Promise of the Father as an extension of 

Palmer’s earlier works if one were reading for similarities.  The fact that Palmer’s 

readers were not surprised by what they found in Promise of the Father attests to 

                                                 
203 Ladies’ Repository, April 1859, 248. 
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the fluency of Palmer’s double-voiced argument, her alternating employment and 

rejection of nineteenth-century gender norms.204 

Aside from the books’ double-voicedness, another possible explanation 

for these misreadings of Palmer’s book is that Palmer was so well-known and 

respected as an impeccably proper woman who had never challenged clerical 

authority that readers did not expect to find radical arguments in her book.  

Promise of the Father drew on years of diplomacy and cultural capital 

accumulated by Palmer over her career.   

In 1860 Palmer presented a copy of Promise of the Father to Queen 

Victoria.  In a letter to Leonidas and Melinda Hamline in 1860 from Ryde, Isle of 

Wight, England, Walter reported that Queen Victoria was also on the Island and 

that Mrs P. presented her through her private secretary, a copy of the ‘Promise of 

the Father,’ and received a note from Sir Charles Phipps of ‘Her Majesty’s 

gracious acceptance’.”205  Phoebe had written of Queen Victoria admiringly in 

chapter one of Promise of the Father as a woman who had been “brought out of 

the ordinary sphere of action.”206  She used Victoria to highlight the absurdity of 

                                                 
204 The double-voicedness of Palmer’s writing is attested to by the responses of twentieth-century 
scholars as well.  Scholars have come up with well-supported diametrically opposed readings of 
Palmer’s writings. Theodore Hovet’s “Phoebe Palmer’s Altar Phraseology” and Anne Loveland’s 
“Domesticity and Religion in the Antebellum Period” respectively suggest that Palmer freed 
women from the domestic sphere and confined them to it.  In addition, Palmer’s biographer 
Harold Raser has argued that Palmer rejected emotion and mystical experience while scholars like 
Chris Armstrong (“Ravished Heart or Naked Faith: the Kernel and Husk of Phoebe Palmer.” Paper 
presented at the twenty-seventh annual meeting of the Society for Pentecostal Studies, March 
1998) and Amanda Porterfield (in an unpublished paper in Drew University Archives) argue that 
Palmer was a mystic who embraced emotion.  As most of these scholars acknowledge in the end, 
Palmer did all these things: she both embraced and rejected domesticity and emotion at different 
times in her career.   
205 Wheatley, Life and Letters, 368. 
206 Palmer, Promise of the Father, 2. 
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criticizing women’s public actions on the grounds of separate sphere ideology: 

“Look at Her Most Gracious Majesty Queen Victoria, the reigning sovereign of 

the most mighty, intelligent people of this or any other age.  Who questions her 

ability for her station, and talks of her as having transcended the bounds set by 

public opinion for the sphere of woman?”207  While Palmer eventually became 

disillusioned with Queen Victoria because of her patronage of the theatre and 

horse racing, the fact that Palmer shared Promise of the Father with Queen 

Victoria suggests that Palmer believed she and Victoria shared the common 

enterprise of expanding women’s sphere and that perhaps Palmer’s aspirations for 

women were not as limited as she sometimes suggested.208 

“A NAME IN HEAVEN”  

As she neared the end of her life, Palmer’s activities only seemed to pick 

up speed.  She wrote in a letter to her friend Melinda Hamline in 1872, “I find the 

passion for soul-saving, that has so fired my inmost being for over thirty years 

past, does not diminish, but as time shortens, intensifies.”209  Palmer refused to 

take precautions for her health, despite her physician husband’s best efforts.  In 

1869, for example, Palmer traveled 12,000 miles.210  She wrote to her sister Sarah, 

“Often do I feel constrained to explain to Dr. P., ‘We are immortal till our work is 

done.’”211  In 1871 Palmer developed a painful kidney disease called nephritis.  

She suffered for three years, eventually losing her sight and hearing, before dying 
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in her husband’s arms on November 2, 1874.  Although many prominent 

Methodist ministers offered hyperbolic tributes to Palmer after her death, only 

Reverend A. Lowrey hinted at the fine line she walked between denominational 

loyalty and heresy.  Lowrey said, “In order to lift sincere persons over the bar 

of...unbelief, she would seem to lead them out, sometimes to the very crest of 

presumption; but in such cases, she always left the bridge of orthodoxy in good 

repair behind her.”212  Only when we understand the precariousness of Palmer’s 

position during her lifetime, can we understand her single-minded devotion to 

holiness.  The single-mindedness with which Palmer spread a single doctrine is 

the key to her success in the nineteenth century, just as it explains her obscurity 

today.   

Palmer’s claim to exemplify the spiritual endowment of “heart purity” as 

well as her mission to save the Methodist church from declension and evangelize 

the world legitimated her public career at a time when women’s public activities 

were severely limited.  Immediately after her sanctification, Palmer had a vision 

of the public pressure that would come to bear on her as a woman claiming a 

public role.  In The Way of Holiness she related the experience in third person, 

which was a particularly appropriate way to describe a vision in which she is the 

object of everyone’s scrutiny:   

She seemed permitted to look down through the vista of the future, to 
behold herself as having begun a race, in a way luminously lit up by the 
rays of the Sun of Righteousness, with the gaze of myriads of interested 
spectators—ay, even the gaze of the upper, and also the lower world—
intensely fixed upon her, touching her progress in a course that seemed to 
admit no respite, or turning to the right or to the left, and where the 
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consequences, inconceivably momentous, and eternal in duration, were 
pending.213 

There were reasons, despite the importance of her cause, for Palmer’s 

single-mindedness.  One was that her public image rested upon it.  Because 

Palmer enjoyed an almost unprecedented amount of influence for a Methodist 

woman and because she taught a potentially radical doctrine that held herself and 

others to extremely high spiritual standards, she appears to have been subject to 

the most minute and crushing scrutiny.  Any deviation from her original course, 

any modification in her theology, any surrender to literary flourishes or spiritual 

complexity could have opened Palmer up to the most destructive kind of 

criticism.  Palmer undoubtedly learned this mid-way in her career (1851-56) when 

she was barraged by accusatory articles in the Christian Advocate from Hiram 

Mattison, a minister and professor at Falley Seminary in Fulton, New York.  

Mattison’s chief complaints were that Palmer, a layperson and a woman, had the 

nerve to engage in theological speculation, that she taught that the only 

requirement for the achievement of sanctification was to “believe that ye have it 

and ye have it,” and that she was misleading her followers with a new view of 

holiness that was un-Wesleyan.  Mattison’s attacks went on for several years until 

the Advocate editor finally refused to print any more contentious articles on 

holiness. 

Around the time of the Mattison controversy Palmer met with even more 

exacting criticism.  Palmer, as had Wesley, declared that those who lived in entire 

consecration to God should show outward indications of their inward state with 
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simple and unworldly dress.  As one of Palmer’s correspondents Mary Boswell 

described the importance of appearance:  “We owe it...to our fellow men to live 

holy lives, avoiding even the appearance of evil, for the irreligious part of the 

community, judge not from the teachings of the pulpit...but from our life and 

conversation whether they be a reality in religion.”214  In 1852 Palmer received a 

letter from a concerned minister, S. C. Adams, in Penfield, New York, who 

reported that although “I have been admirer of your books on the subject of 

holiness and read them with profit,” he had heard a disturbing rumor that “you are 

in the habit of wearing ‘a splendid gold chain.’”  The stakes involved in quelling 

the rumor were high.  The rumor threatened to endanger  “the cause of our Lord 

in this place where I am now preaching the gospel.”  After Palmer firmly denied 

the charges, Adams shared the source of the rumor: “I was ashamed to tell you it 

was a prominent Methodist …He does not like the cutting truths you tell.”215  This 

rumor may have been widespread because Mary Yarrington also wrote Palmer in 

July of 1852, quoting Palmer’s own writings to point out the error of her sporting 

a gold chain.   

Aside from the rumored gold chain incident, however, Palmer’s behavior 

appears to have been above reproach.  In 1855 The Christian Advocate and 

Journal wrote an approving article about Palmer that indicated just how much 

every aspect of her life was scrutinized:  “For everyone that knows her…knows 

that with her entire sanctification is a fact.”  The evidence for this spirituality 

apparently rested in more than her commitment to evangelism: “Her personal 
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appearance, her household arrangements, and everything with which she stands 

connected, is to every observer an out-spoken testimony of the fact that, to her 

mind, sanctification means separation from the spirit and maxims of the world.”  

For Palmer, an impeccable image and single-minded devotion to one subject were 

personal capital with which she maintained her influence.  While readers today 

may wish that Palmer’s thought had developed more complexity over time, or that 

she had given more attention to literary nuances, Palmer’s intellectual and literary 

penchant for straightforwardness authorized her career. 

In this way Palmer was not so different from other prominent women of 

her time.  Catharine Beecher compared Palmer to Harriet Beecher Stowe, saying 

that both women “are employed by the Divine Master in enlightening the public 

with their pen.”216  Both women claimed to write for the public good, rather than 

for personal gain, and both women claimed to be called by God.  Harriet Beecher 

Stowe claimed that God dictated Uncle Tom’s Cabin to her.217  We have seen 

how Palmer also claimed herself to be God’s instrument.  Despite the limitations 

of each woman’s publications from a narrowly literary standpoint, both women’s 

writings had enormous cultural influence and were beloved by thousands (and in 

Stowe’s case millions) of readers.  In the wake of the civil rights and women’s 

movements, Beecher Stowe has become something of a (sometimes contested) 
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cultural hero.  Palmer, on the other hand, has been forgotten by all but theologians 

and scholars of the holiness movement.   

Palmer was acutely aware of the immortality of words: “A wrong 

sentiment may live and speak while the hand that wrote them is moldering in the 

grave.”218  Although Palmer’s words may no longer speak to readers as they did 

in the mid-nineteenth century when people were so desperate for religious 

comfort and advice and many women were looking for a public outlet for their 

talents, the responses of Palmer’s readers still stand as a powerful testament to the 

importance of her work.  A handwritten note on the inside back cover of an old 

copy of Beloved Physician indicates the value with which nineteenth-century 

readers could infuse religious books.  The book is missing its original cover and 

appears to have suffered water damage. The note reads:  

This book went through the terrible cyclone that struck our town and 
nearly destroyed everything but human beings but thank the Lord he 
spared our lives, and now I will send this book away trusting it will find its 
[way] to some [heart] if not already consecrated to God it will bring light 
to that soul I would not send it soiled as it is if it had been my own 
carelessness but send it with a trusting prayer [sic].219 

A final reader’s note testifies to the historical value of Palmer’s work.  It is 

a handwritten message written in an 1867 edition of Faith and Its Effects which 

reminds us of Palmer’s real readers, particularly women, who found solace, 

direction, and sometimes even empowerment in her words.  The note reads: “New 
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Year’s Day 1894, Netty from Lucy, May God [send] his blessing upon this book 

and keep you Dear Friend [hid] away in Jesus.”220 

                                                 
220 This copy of the book is at the Seeley G. Mudd Library, Yale University. 
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CHAPTER 2 

“Color-Line Holiness”: Amanda Berry Smith, Race and the 
Holiness Movement 

“It demands great force and great cunning to assault the mighty and 

indifferent forces of white supremacy, as Negroes in this country have done for so 

long.  It demands great spiritual resilience not to hate the hater whose foot is on 

your neck.” 

James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time  

 

By the summer of 1873, when Amanda Berry Smith’s career as an 

evangelist was getting under way, the holiness movement had begun a new phase.  

It had shifted from a local phenomenon, sustained mostly by weekly holiness 

meetings in parlors or local churches, to a national movement.  The National 

Camp Meeting Association for the Promotion of Holiness had been established in 

1868 by a group of Methodist clergy, and by 1873 the Association had hosted 

fifteen national camp meetings.  By 1884 there were thirty holiness periodicals 

and eighty official holiness evangelists as well as holiness associations and 

meetings in all regions of the country.1  In addition to consolidating itself in 

organizations, the holiness movement had become more public through the 

establishment of camp meetings.  Although women holiness evangelists 

proliferated during this period, organizational control had shifted from women to 
                                                 
1 George Hughes, ed.  Christian Holiness Almanac and Yearbook (New York: Palmer and 
Hughes, 1884). 
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the clergymen who ran local and national holiness associations and edited 

holiness newspapers.  During this period the Methodist church continued to move 

closer to the mainstream and holiness advocates were becoming more vocal in 

their opposition to the process.  Although the aging Palmers were still an 

important part of the movement, they were beginning to serve a symbolic role as 

pioneers rather than as actual leaders.   

In 1873, when the National Camp Meeting Association hosted a ten-day 

camp meeting in Landisville, Pennsylvania, at which Amanda Berry Smith played 

a prominent role, the Palmers were “busy as usual, but in a distant field.”2  Unlike 

traditional Methodist camp meetings, which catered to isolated settlers on the 

frontier, holiness camp meetings after the Civil War catered to urban church-goers 

who wanted to combine religious instruction with recreation.  To facilitate easy 

travel for its urban participants, the Landisville Camp Meeting was easily 

accessible by both the Reading & Columbia and Pennsylvania Railroads.  The 

campground itself was carefully organized to keep out undesirables and provide 

attendees with every possible convenience.  Participants entered the Landisville 

campground through a “strong gate” (intended to keep out peddlars and rabble 

rousers) and passed by a restaurant, “furniture emporium,” baggage depot, 

dormitories, and a boarding tent before crossing a small bridge to the hub of the 

camp ground: a circle of small tents, “tasteful cottages,” and the National 

Tabernacle, a large tent purchased by the National Association, estimated to hold 

                                                 
2 Adam Wallace, A Modern Pentecost; Embracing a Record of the Sixteenth National Camp-
Meeting for the Promotion of Holiness held at Landisville, PA July 23 to August 1st, 1873 
(Philadelphia: Methodist Home Journal Publishing House, 1873), 38. (Subsequent citations in 
parentheses.) 
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two to three thousand people with an octagonal preaching stand. The Landisville 

grounds consisted of “twenty-five acres of majestic oak, walnut and hickory trees, 

towering over one hundred feet, free from underbrush”(13).  One participant 

called the Landisville campground a “leafy temple” and compared the tree trunks 

that surrounded the grounds to “pillared aisles in a vast cathedral” (17).  For camp 

meeting planners the camp ground was a perfect combination of accessibility, 

natural beauty, and organization. 

The 1873 Landisville camp meeting had been well-publicized in the 

Methodist Home Journal, where camp meeting organizers urged people to “Come 

from the North; come from the South; Come from the East; Come from the West!  

Come fully marshalled for the conflict, with banners flying…Come, expecting the 

baptism of power” (15).  A Methodist Home Journal article, published just as the 

camp meeting was beginning, offered advice to those who were fortunate enough 

to attend: “Keep your blessed Bible near you at Landisville…Be sure to pray in 

secret…Be eager to win a soul for Jesus” (16).  This sense of expectancy carried 

itself into the opening meeting of the camp on Wednesday evening, July 23.  

National Association President John Inskip began the meeting with a prayer: “We 

have now come to a crisis… there is a conscious trembling to enter upon the chief 

work before us.”  Among other things Inskip asked God to “send on this people a 

Pentecost of power beyond anything that has ever occurred since that day of 

wonders in Jerusalem.”  After an address by the local Camp Meeting Association 

President, Inskip again spoke to the audience, urging them to “let the influence of 

the blessed Holy Spirit so rest on your consecrated hearts that it will seem as if 
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this whole inclosure [sic] is surrounded by a wall of fire, so that when the sinner 

enters our gates he may feel that he is standing on holy ground.”  After the 

meeting closed with a song and a prayer, Inskip dismissed the audience urging 

them to “whisper it all around to one another—‘Jesus saves me now.’  Tell it all 

over the ground.  Separating here for the night, let this be our salutation.  Keep it 

in mind—‘Jesus saves me’” (28).  

Thus began ten days of intense activity.  If they wished, worshippers could 

be busy from 5:00 in the morning to 10:00 at night.  The daily schedule included 

the following (with breaks for food and rest in between): 5:00 a.m. consecration 

meeting, 8:00 a.m. love feast, 10:00 a.m. sermon, 1:30 p.m. private prayer, 

children’s church, tent meetings and social exercises; 2:30 p.m. sermon, 5:00 p.m. 

supper hour, followed by experience meetings in individual dwellings and 7:30 

p.m. preaching and altar work.  It is no wonder that evangelists like Phoebe 

Palmer found themselves suffering from exhaustion after attending several camp 

meetings in one summer. 

In this highly-charged camp meeting atmosphere, clergymen exercised a 

considerable amount of control.  One attendee at the Landisville camp meeting 

described a minister’s role in the camp meeting this way: “Everybody and 

everything must bow to the control of one master mind.  That mind, imbued by a 

fervor extraordinary and guided by supernatural wisdom and power, holds the 

congregation in a steady, unrelaxing grasp” (29).  Despite the focus on the clergy, 

an unusual lay person stood out.  On the fourth day of the camp meeting, in the 

early afternoon, an informal meeting was held “in the grove at the head of the 
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grounds” because all other places for holding religious services were occupied.  

Four clergymen and a tall black woman in Quaker dress gathered with “a large 

company” to pray.  Then the plain-dressed African American woman, “Sister 

Smith,” was “urged to take part in the meeting.”  Her long oration is printed in 

full in the camp meeting report.  Among other things, she said, “There is one text; 

I never can understand the whole of it—‘Unto me who am less than the least of all 

saints, is this grace given, that I should preach among the gentiles, the 

unsearchable riches of Christ.’  I am glad the word ‘gentiles’ is there.  I used to be 

afraid of white people.” After telling her conversion and sanctification stories, 

Smith continued explaining how race related to her religious experience: “I used 

to wish God had not made me black, and think—if he had only made me white; 

but this pride and prejudice was now taken away, and I was glad that god made 

me as I was.  This utmost salvation goes to the very bottom, and covers all cases 

and circumstances” (90-91).  Smith appears several other times in the camp 

meeting report.  At a love-feast on the fifth day of the camp meeting, when 

reportedly one hundred lay people spoke, “Sister Smith” is identified as having 

given a comparatively long “testimony” about her conversion and sanctification 

and having sung a hymn.  On Sunday afternoon the report indicates that “Amanda 

Smith…was applying the morning sermon to some young people” (120).  And 

then, perhaps most dramatically, on the eighth day of the camp meeting, Monday, 

late in the evening, Smith is reported to have led “the colored people’s meeting” 

for the black waiters and black “visitors” at the camp.  The report describes the 

meeting: “The singing was so full of soul-stirring power, that it soon attracted a 
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large crowd of white spectators and participants.  In prayer there was a 

considerable margin of eccentricity, but entirely characteristic and sincere.”  

According to the report, Smith’s “design was to show them the simple way to be 

saved by faith, and to testify to all, from her own past experience, that they might 

partake of the water flowing out of the smitten rock in the desert, which rock was 

Christ.”  The reporter continued, “In the experience given there was a quaint 

pathos and tenderness that touched very deeply the sympathies of their white 

brethren and sisters looking on.”  Although “it was near midnight when these 

demonstrations entirely ceased,” no one seemed to mind.  Because the custom 

was to give African Americans the “last part of the night service” and the earliest 

morning service (the least desirable times), white attendees, especially those from 

the South, had grown accustomed to “falling into unconscious slumber, with the 

full chorus of happy colored people sounding in their ears” (203-204). 

Unlike that of other black “visitors” to the camp meeting, however, 

Smith’s participation was not limited to all-black meetings.  On the ninth day of 

the camp meeting, for example, Smith was called on to pray at the regularly 

scheduled 8:00 a.m. meeting (206).  Although at the time of the Landisville camp 

meeting in 1873 Amanda Berry Smith had only been engaged in full-time 

evangelism for a few years, her participation at the camp meeting held many of 

the seeds of what soon became a flourishing ministry as a holiness evangelist.  

Smith’s evangelical career would eventually span over thirty years, taking her to 

camp meetings and churches across the United States as well as to Great Britain, 

India and Liberia.  
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One of the most important components of both Smith’s participation at 

Landisville and her career as a whole was her engagement with one of the most 

complex and troubling American issues of her time, race relations.  As was 

evident in Smith’s sermon at the grove in which she said that sanctification both 

took away her fear of whites and her desire to be white, Smith connected religious 

experience with emancipation from even the most personal and damaging effects 

of racial inequality.  She also saw religious experience as liberating whites from 

the damaging racial dance.   

But as the segregation of African American services at the Landisville 

camp meeting illustrates, there was a major contradiction in white people’s 

celebration of Smith the evangelist and of black culture, as evidenced by their 

fascination with the singing and praying at “the colored people’s meeting,” and in 

their treatment of African Americans as a group.  One of the purposes of this 

chapter will be to unravel some of the many threads of nineteenth-century white 

attitudes toward African Americans, particularly in the context of Methodism, to 

show how widespread racism could co-exist with the popularity of a black 

religious leader. 

A basic question arising from Smith’s life and career, a question that her 

black contemporaries spent a fair amount of time speculating about, was why a 

black woman living during the nadir of American race relations would choose to 

build a career among white audiences when she had a vibrant religious 

community of her own.  Many of Smith’s black contemporaries concluded that 

she was motivated by greed while her white contemporaries assumed she was 
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simply expressing a desire to be white, which they considered logical.  But a 

careful examination of Smith’s life and thought, in the context of her own time, 

reveals that Smith felt alienated from the African Methodist Church by its strategy 

of race uplift through assimilation and was drawn to the white holiness movement 

by its encouragement of women’s evangelism.  Despite the time she spent in 

white holiness circles, however, Smith shared the same preoccupations as such 

black reformers of her time as Ida B. Wells, Booker T. Washington and Anna 

Julia Cooper.  Rather than trying to downplay her racial difference, Smith’s voice 

in her sermons, letters and autobiography called constant attention to the plight of 

African Americans in post-Reconstruction America.  Only when we understand 

the complexity of black racial identity in the late nineteenth century can we fully 

appreciate what Smith was up to.   

This chapter will continue the story of the Methodist holiness movement 

we began with Palmer, but through a very different lens, the life of Amanda Berry 

Smith.  Through Smith we will see the holiness movement move from a relatively 

private institution to a public one that by the 1880s gained general acceptance 

within the Methodist Church.  Although the holiness movement continued trends 

toward middle-class respectability evident in the Methodist Church at large, it was 

ambivalent about this shift and was nostalgic about “old time” more ecstatic 

religion.  By the end of Smith’s life the holiness movement began making inroads 

into rural areas of the South and West, gradually becoming more doctrinally 

radical and embracing lively worship practices.  As a result of its radical teachings 

and in response to pressure to conform from mainstream denominations, the 
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holiness movement gradually splintered into a number of independent 

denominations that would form the nucleus of the burgeoning pentecostal 

movement.  Because Smith was loyal to the mainstream holiness movement that 

had its peak in the 1870s and 80s, she provides a good window into this part of 

the movement’s history.  In the next chapter we will learn more about the more 

radical holiness splinter groups.   

Although doctrine was never Smith’s primary concern, her ministry 

showed subtle signs of a shift in the doctrine of sanctification.  Rather than an 

experience that produced personal purity, as Palmer saw it, by the late nineteenth 

century sanctification gradually came to be seen as an experience that empowered 

the socially marginal.  Smith existed somewhere in between these polarities, 

seeing sanctification as an experience that cleansed people’s hearts of self-doubt 

and racism and gave them enduring grace.  Smith’s continual linking of 

sanctification to social issues foreshadowed a major concern of the early 

pentecostal movement. 

As in the discussion of Palmer, this chapter will analyze how Smith’s life 

was shaped by Methodism, the holiness movement in particular, and how Smith 

found a place in the movement.  The chapter will begin with a fairly detailed 

narrative of Smith’s life before she began engaging in public evangelism, when 

she was thirty-two years old.  Smith’s and Palmer’s lives bear some similarities: 

both developed an interest in sanctification at around the same age (Palmer was 

sanctified at twenty-nine and Smith at thirty-one) after the loss of children, both 

were shaped by New York culture, both were heavily involved in Tuesday 
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meetings, camp meetings and revivals, both had trans-Atlantic ministries.  But the 

fact of their differing racial identities made an enormous difference in their 

educational opportunities, work lives, and most importantly for our purposes, in 

their religious teachings.  While both women’s interests were primarily spiritual, a 

subtext of Palmer’s teachings, as we have seen, was newly developing middle-

class gender codes as well as the place of emotion in revivalism.  A major subtext 

of Smith’s sermons and writings, on the other hand, was how religion came to 

bear on racial identity and inequality in the post-Reconstruction years.  Like 

Palmer, Smith used rhetoric to obtain a voice among both whites and blacks at a 

time when black women were probably the least heard people in America.  Like 

Palmer’s, Smith’s message was successful because it touched on key issues and 

concerns in American culture at that time: white Americans’ interest in black 

culture, prevalent stereotypes about African Americans, northern Methodists’ 

guilt about their ambivalent stand on slavery, and anxiety about the freed slaves’ 

destiny.   

Well into her career (in 1893) Smith wrote a lengthy autobiography, The 

Story of the Lord’s Dealings with Mrs. Amanda Berry Smith, that appears as 

honestly free-wheeling as Palmer’s autobiographical writings seem stiffly 

programmatic.  Aimed at a primarily white audience, Smith’s autobiography, 

when viewed next to her autobiographical sermons and testimonies printed in 

holiness periodicals, sheds light on the complexity of late nineteenth-century 

black racial identity and on Smith’s rhetorical maneuverings in a treacherous 

white world. 
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Although this chapter will be a continuation of many of the themes 

introduced in the previous chapter (the development of the holiness movement, 

women’s evangelism, Methodism and class), it will differ in significant ways.  In 

order to get at the key elements of these women’s ministries and to supplement 

existing scholarship, I focused on different aspects of their lives.  First, because 

there have already been several extensive studies of Palmer’s life and theology, I 

chose to focus on her writings and her readers which have received relatively little 

attention.  I also found this to be the most useful way at getting at what interested 

me most about her ministry—how she responded to the needs of her audiences.  

Smith, on the other hand, had gone virtually unstudied until Adrienne Israel 

published a biography of her in 1998.  Therefore, I felt some responsibility to 

introduce her to audiences in some detail.  The details of Smith’s life are 

important, not just for their own sake, however, but for what they reveal about the 

experiences of working-class urban black women in the late nineteenth century, a 

subject we have too little information about.  And the details of her life are also 

important because they help us know what her religious teachings were 

responding to.  As I said in the introduction to this dissertation, all theology is in 

some sense autobiographical, and only when we comprehend the obstacles Smith 

had to face can we fully appreciate her teachings.  I chose to recount those details 

of her life--her racial identity, her relationship to Methodism, her experience of 

widowhood and poverty, and her evangelism--that illuminate her teachings.  In 

discussing Smith’s ministry I concentrated on what she was most known for, her 

sermons and, to a much lesser extent, her songs.  Therefore, I spend a significant 
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amount of time reconstructing the context for her sermons in holiness camp 

meetings and discussing the rhetorical form and content of her sermons.  Smith’s 

autobiography, a courageously detailed account of the conditions of her life, was 

her last word on her life and career and thus an important rhetorical conclusion to 

her ministry.  For this reason, I also pay considerable attention to her 

autobiography.   

“BOUGHT TWICE, AND SET FREE TWICE”: SMITH’S EARLY LIFE AS A FREED 
SLAVE AND A METHODIST 

Amanda Jane Berry was born on January 23, 1837, on Rachel Green’s 

dairy farm in Long Green, Maryland, about twelve miles north of Baltimore.3  

Amanda’s mother, Mariam Matthews, her older brother, and her maternal 

grandmother and about eleven other slaves were part of the estate Shadrach Green 

left to his wife Rachel when he died in 1815.4  Amanda’s father, Samuel (Sam) 

Berry, was a slave on nearby Luke Ensor’s farm, where Sam helped his owner run 

the farm and sell its produce in Baltimore.  Sometime in the 1830s or 40s, Luke 
                                                 
3 Adrienne Israel’s biography of Smith, Amanda Berry Smith: From Washerwoman to Evangelist 
(Lanham, Maryland: The Scarecrow Press, 1998), has been an invaluable resource for information 
about Smith’s childhood in Maryland and Pennsylvania and about her family history.  The other 
main source of information about Smith’s life is her autobiography, The Story of the Lord’s 
Dealings with Mrs. Amanda Berry Smith (Chicago: Meyer and Brother, Publishers, 1893) on 
which most of the short biographical entries in reference books as well as two short biographies 
written in her lifetime, which formed the corpus of Smith scholarship until the publication of 
Israel’s biography of Smith, are based. 
4 There is some confusion about the spelling of Amanda’s mother’s name.  In her autobiography, 
Smith spells her mother’s name, Mariam, but in Israel’s biography of Smith she spells the name 
Miriam.  It is possible that Israel’s spelling is the correct one since her discussion of Smith’s 
parents draws on official documents like census records and wills.  Smith may have been spelling 
her mother’s name phonetically since she received very little education as a child.  Also, her 
mother died when she was thirteen, so it is possible that she never saw her mother’s name spelled.  
But without knowing definitively the proper spelling of Ms. Matthews’ first name, I will assume 
that Smith spelled her mother’s name correctly and will follow her spelling of Mariam.  One 
indication that Smith spelled her mother’s name correctly is that her mother’s nickname was 
Mary. Smith, Autobiography, 34. 
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Ensor allowed Sam Berry to buy his freedom and by 1840 Berry had also 

purchased the freedom of his wife and five children from Rachel Green by 

making and selling brooms and husk mats and hiring himself out to local farmers 

at night after he had worked all day for his mistress.  After the purchase of 

Mariam and their first five children, the Berrys established themselves as farmers 

on Luke Ensor’s land and went on to have eight more children in freedom.  Sam 

was well respected by local white farmers.  But in 1845 the family was forced to 

move to York County, Pennsylvania, to avoid Sam’s re-enslavement.  Sam had 

broken a Maryland law by leaving the state to visit his brother (an escaped slave) 

in Pennsylvania, and staying outside the state for more than the prescribed ten 

days.  In order to avoid Sam’s re-enslavement, the penalty for breaking one of the 

many discriminatory regulations placed on blacks, the family moved across the 

Pennsylvania border to York County. 

Shrewsbury Township, where the family settled on a wealthy farmer’s 

land, had a population of about 1, 659 people, a small percentage of them black.  

Southeastern Pennsylvania was an important destination for runaway slaves.  

Although black immigrants to the area were resented by whites because of their 

poverty and their threat to white supremacy, blacks bonded together in refugee 

societies and mutual aid organizations to protect freed blacks from re-enslavement 

and to help impoverished black migrants get an economic foothold.  They also 

maintained the Underground Railroad, a project to which Smith’s parents were 

devoted.  Later in life Smith recalled her parents scanning the Baltimore Weekly 

Sun for fugitive slave ads; feeding, housing and listening to the sad stories of 
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fugitive slaves; and occasionally encountering violently hostile slave hunters. 

Watching her parents’ participation in the Underground Railroad had a lasting 

impact on Smith, both as an example of race loyalty and as a metaphor for 

spiritual freedom.  Adrienne Israel aptly characterizes Smith’s childhood as taking 

place “on the perilous boundaries between bondage and freedom.”5  For the rest 

of her life Smith would be drawn to border regions: between bondage and 

freedom, white and black communities, and between middle-class and working-

class worlds.   

In both Long Green, Maryland, and Shrewsbury, Pennsylvania, Amanda 

and her family were surrounded by a primarily white population on whom the 

family’s welfare depended.  Although she was only about three years old when 

her father bought her freedom, Amanda remembered her mistress, Rachel Green.  

“I was a good deal spoiled, for a little darkey,” Smith remembered about fifty 

years later in her autobiography.6  Green and her daughters gave Amanda bread 

with butter and sugar, dressed her up for church and protected Amanda from her 

mother’s discipline.  But there was a darker side to Smith’s relationship with her 

mistress: “they were getting me ready for market but I didn’t know it” (22).  

Similarly, while the white farmers in Long Green gave Sam work and treated him 

with respect, they were also prepared to re-enslave him for breaking a minor 

discriminatory restriction on black travel.  Finally, although whites in Shrewsbury 

gave the Berrys protection from the violation of slave hunters and even covertly 

endorsed their activities on the Underground Railroad, they prevented Smith from 

                                                 
5 Israel, Washerwoman to Evangelist, 9. 
6 Smith, Autobiography, 22. (subsequent citations in parentheses). 
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getting an education by insisting that black children be taught only at the end of 

the day after white children had finished their lessons.  From these experiences 

Smith learned the practical lesson that powerful white people could be useful 

friends but were not to be trusted completely.  Although throughout her life Smith 

would build useful friendships with whites, she always thought of the black 

community as her home. 

Smith’s parents appear to have been unusually capable and loving.  

Although Smith thought her father “was the grandest man who ever lived” and 

claimed to be his favorite, she reserved her highest praise for her mother, whose 

courage and faith she seems to have taken as a model (25).  In her autobiography 

Smith described her mother as “a woman of marvelous faith and prayer” who 

courageously stood up to slave hunters who invaded the family’s home.  When 

Mariam passed by a dangerous bloodhound to speak out in the town square 

against the abuses of the slave hunters, she acquired a reputation as someone with 

supernatural powers: “they began to say she had some kind of charm and they 

were shy of her.  Ever after that nobody, black or white, troubled Sam Berry’s 

wife” (35).  In addition, Smith admired her mother’s domestic skills.  According 

to Smith, she was an excellent cook and laundress and “a great economist.”  

Smith appears to have had a close relationship with her mother.  In her 

autobiography she recalled, “She [Smith’s mother] would call me to her and let 

me lay my head in her lap; and there is no place on earth as sweet to a child as a 

mother’s lap” (25).  An indication of Smith’s parents’ support is that when she 
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joined a Methodist church at age thirteen, they joined the church as well so that 

she would not have to attend church meetings alone at night.   

When she was thirteen, Amanda’s life changed dramatically.  First, she 

left her home to become a live-in domestic.  A Georgia-born widow in 

Shrewsbury named Mrs. Latimer needed help cooking and cleaning for her five 

children.  According to Smith, at first “Mrs. Latimer was very kind to me and I 

got on nicely” until Smith’s attendance at a Methodist class meeting began to 

interfere with her work.  Smith was late getting home from class meeting because 

“I was black and could not be led in class before a white person.”  According to 

Smith, when this happened, “I would get such a scolding.”  In order to keep her 

job, Smith stopped attending the class meeting and subsequently lost interest in 

religion.  Even though it would be years before Smith again became serious about 

religion, her decision to join the Methodist church that year would begin a 

lifelong affiliation with the Methodist tradition in its black and white 

permutations, although she spent most of her teenage years and early young 

adulthood under the influence of Quakers, Presbyterians and Baptists (27-29).  

That first experience with Methodism also presaged Smith’s lifelong struggle with 

racism in a religion that was radically democratic in theology but not in practice.   

Later that year Amanda’s life changed again in a tragic and irreversible 

way.  Although we know nothing of the circumstances, sometime during 

Amanda’s fourteenth year, her mother died.7  Being one of the older children in 

the family (Amanda was the oldest daughter with one older brother), she probably 

                                                 
7 See page 357 in Smith, Autobiography for a rare mention of her mother’s death.  
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had to shoulder more responsibility for supporting the family after her mother’s 

death.  She never returned to school after her fourteenth year. 

Up to that time, Smith’s education had been limited.  Both her parents 

were literate and she received most of her instruction from them.  She taught 

herself to read by cutting letters out of her father’s newspapers and having her 

mother arrange the letters in words.  When she was eight Smith briefly attended a 

private school run by an abolitionist Methodist minister, which closed after only a 

few months when the teacher left.  Her only other experience of formal education 

was at a white school in Shrewsbury two and a half miles from her home.  She 

and her brother walked there, even on the coldest winter days, but were 

disappointed to find that, as in the Methodist class meeting, they could only be 

taught after the white children.  The school was so crowded that sometimes 

Amanda and her brother waited all day only to receive a few moments of 

instruction as the other children put on their coats at the end of the day.  In all 

Smith received about three months of formal education. 

In 1854, at age seventeen, Smith decided to marry.  Marrying at an age her 

father considered to be “rather young” may have been an attempt to compensate 

for her mother’s death or to break out of the exhausting cycle of domestic work 

that began the year her mother died.  Smith wrote in her autobiography that one of 

the reasons she married Calvin Devine was “all the nice things [he promised] he 

would do for me” (42).   

At any rate, after working as a live-in domestic with various families in 

Shrewsbury and Columbia, Pennsylvania, Amanda was married to Calvin Devine 
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by a Columbia Baptist minister.  The couple were unhappily married for about 

eight years.  They had two children, the first of whom died.  The second, Mazie, 

would be Smith’s only child to survive to adulthood.  In about 1862, Devine 

joined the Union army and was never heard from again.  Smith was, perhaps 

deliberately, ambiguous about whether her husband died in the war or took the 

opportunity to abandon her.  In her autobiography she wrote, “my 

husband…enlisted and went south with the army, from which he never returned.”  

Smith was frank about the fact that the marriage was not happy.  “He could talk 

on the subject of religion very sensibly at times; but when strong drink would get 

the better of him, which I am sorry to say was quite often, then he was very 

profane and unreasonable” (42).  It is possible that the couple were separated by 

necessity or by choice before Calvin joined the army.  By the time he enlisted, 

Smith was working as a live-in domestic in Lancaster, about ten miles away from 

Columbia, and there is no indication that Devine was living there with her.   

“I have fallen out with the devil and don’t never mean to make up”: 
Conversion 

After her thwarted attempt at finding religion while working for Mrs. 

Latimer, Smith did not explore religion again for several years.  But eventually 

she was brought to a reconsideration of the fate of her soul through a life-

threatening illness in 1855.  Smith’s autobiography relates the events leading up 

to her conversion, a year after her illness, in formulaic terms.  Like the 

protagonists of most spiritual autobiographies, Smith described herself as a proud, 

independent young woman.  “I would not give in, pride held me.”  But in 1856, 

when she was working as a live-in domestic in Columbia, probably after her first 
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child’s death and before Mazie’s birth, a revival began at the local Baptist church.  

Smith was aroused with conviction of her own sinfulness but unwilling to confess 

her sins in public.  Several months later at a new job with a Quaker family, Smith 

experienced conversion while struggling in prayer in the basement.  “Hallelujah, I 

have got religion; glory to God, I have got religion!” was her immediate response 

(43). 

In the late 1850s or early 1860s Smith apparently joined an African 

Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) Church in Lancaster, Pennsylvania.  A black 

offshoot of the Methodist Episcopal Church, founded in 1816 in Philadelphia by a 

group of northern free blacks led by the famous black minister Richard Allen, the 

A.M.E. Church was established to offer African American Methodists an 

alternative to the second-class treatment they received in the mainstream 

Methodist church.  In addition the church became one of the main avenues for 

mutual aid and race uplift among African Americans.8  Although she was 

frustrated by the other members’ lack of practical knowledge about the doctrine of 

sanctification (a standard Methodist teaching), the Lancaster A.M.E. Church 

appears to have been like a surrogate family for Amanda.  She called George 

James, a deacon in the church, “Father James” and went to him for advice on 

religious matters.  She was active in prayer meetings, belonged to a class meeting, 

and did her part in sitting up and praying with the sick and dying.  Years later 

Smith would remember individual members of the Lancaster A.M.E. Church 

fondly: “What men and women they were to pray in those days.  How I remember 
                                                 
8 See V. R. George, Segregated Sabbaths: Richard Allen and the Emergence of the Independent 
Black Churches 1760-1840 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973) for an excellent history of 
the founding of the African Methodist Episcopal church. 
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Candes Watson, Sarah Henderson, Chris Stokes, Simon Morris, John Morris, Jake 

Snively, and a host of others.”9 

As far as we know, this was Smith’s first immersion in a cohesive black 

community.  Living in rural areas and working in domestic service for whites up 

to that time, Smith had been surrounded mostly by whites.  Smith would retain 

her membership in the A.M.E. Church throughout her life and it may be that this 

initial positive experience with a black community helped shape Smith’s sense of 

race loyalty.  Although she never gave up her membership in the A.M.E. Church, 

she would eventually drift to participation in the mainstream Methodist Church, a 

decision we will explore in detail later as it reveals much about the complexity of 

the African Methodist community.    

“The wings of hope and arms of faith shall bear you conqueror through” 

After her husband Calvin’s death or disappearance, Smith moved to 

Philadelphia in 1863, probably to escape advancing Confederate troups.  She 

continued to work as a live-in domestic, boarding Mazie out wherever she could, 

sometimes in less than ideal circumstances.  She wrote of visiting Mazie at some 

of the homes she lived in: “When I would go and see the condition of my poor 

child, and then had to turn away and leave her and go to my work I often cried 

and prayed; but what could I do more?”10  

After her move to Philadelphia, Amanda joined Mother Bethel African 

Methodist Episcopal Church.11  She characterized the A.M.E. congregation she 
                                                 
9 Smith Autobiography, 89. 
10 Ibid., 57. 
11 Although Smith never identified the congregation by name, Israel was able to document 
Smith’s membership through Mother Bethel membership records. 
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attended in Philadelphia as  “congenial and spiritual.”12  While attending the 

A.M.E. Church in Philadelphia, Amanda met a deacon named James Smith.13  

Although he was twenty years her senior, he aspired to a career as a Methodist 

minister and Amanda was drawn to marriage with him by the hope that she might 

be able to keep a home for nine-year-old Mazie and engage in evangelical work 

through the role of minister’s wife.14 Only after the marriage sometime between 

1863 and 1865 (we do not know the precise date of the marriage) did Amanda 

learn that her husband had no intention of entering the ministry and had only said 

so to win her consent to marry him.  When she found out, Amanda was 

devastated: “I felt I could not stand the disappointment.”15 

Things in the marriage went from bad to worse.  In her autobiography 

Smith hinted at some kind of conflict between James’s eighteen-year-old daughter 

[Mary] and nine-year-old Mazie or between Amanda and Mary.  After naming the 

members of their blended family, Smith merely said, “At times, things in the 

house were very unpleasant.”16 

Approximately a year after the marriage (again we do not know the exact 

date), Amanda became pregnant and gave birth to a baby girl named Nell.  When 

                                                 
12 Smith, Autobiography, 61. 
13 According to Matthew Simpson’s Cyclopaedia of Methodism 5th rev. ed. (Philadelphia: L. H. 
Everts, 1883), a deacon was a “minister in full standing” who worked under the supervision of an 
elder.  Deacons helped administer communion, instructed the youth and baptized.  It was also their 
duty to help the sick and the poor. 
14 Israel, From Washerwoman to Evangelist, 23-24, provides valuable information about James 
gleaned from the 1850 U. S. Census and the Philadelphia city directory.  Israel establishes that 
James was twenty years Smith’s senior, a former resident of Baltimore, where he had served as 
choir director of the local A.M.E. church (Smith also provides this information on page 96 of her 
autobiography), and a widower.  
15 Smith, Autobiography, 59. 
16 Ibid., 57. 



 156

Nell was six months old, Amanda took a summer job in Wheatland, Maryland, 

with an old employer.  She took baby Nell and Mazie with her.  The workload 

was backbreaking: “I had to do all the cooking for the house, and eight farm 

hands, beside helping with the washing and doing all the shirts and fine clothes 

and looking after my children.”  When Nell became sick after three weeks with “a 

summer complaint,” Smith may have lacked the time and resources to nurse her 

back to health.  In six weeks Nell was dead.  In her autobiography Smith wrote, 

“My mother heart was sore and sad.”17 

Upon returning to Philadelphia after her summer work ended, Smith took 

a pay cut by taking in washing and cooking and cleaning in other people’s homes 

by day, rather than finding another job as a live-in domestic, so that she could 

maintain a home of her own.  

In 1865 the family moved from Philadelphia to New York so James could 

take a job at Leland’s Hotel.  Smith described her feelings about the move this 

way: “We were strangers, I especially.”  Rents were higher in New York than in 

Philadelphia and the Smiths had difficulty finding a place to live.  Although 

James quickly made friends through his membership in masonic organizations, 

Smith felt out of place in the sister organizations for women.  In addition she had 

trouble affording the dues and clothing to wear to the auxiliary functions.  

Amanda’s decision to give up her membership in the various organizations caused 

severe conflict with James.   

                                                 
17 Smith, Autobiography, 59-60. 
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By the time Amanda became pregnant again, the Smiths had been forced 

to move from their room on York Street because of finances.  Amanda began 

having difficulty doing her housecleaning job because of her pregnancy and was 

evicted from her new residence because the landlord feared Smith would become 

ill and stop paying rent.  Out of options, Smith went to the public Colored Home 

but found conditions there to be so horrendous that she left after a week.  Smith 

does not mention where Mazie was living during this time.  A friend from 

Philadelphia now living in New York agreed to take Smith in until the baby was 

born on September 11, 1866.  Smith named him Thomas Henry after an A.M.E. 

minister who was uncompromising in his opposition to slavery.18  When Smith’s 

new baby was three months old, she found a job as a live-in domestic.  After a 

couple of days, Smith became uncomfortable with the behavior of the female 

residents of the house and quit the job.  (She was vague about exactly what 

bothered her about them:  “I saw that they were not straight.”19)  

On her way to solicit help from another Philadelphia friend, Amanda saw 

a room for rent sign on Amity Street, found that she had connections to the 

landlord from Long Branch and was able to rent a damp furnished basement 

apartment for $6.00 a month.  Amanda immediately began taking in washing to 

                                                 
18 The chronology of the birth of Smith’s last two children is very confusing.  In her 
autobiography, Smith mentions the birth of Thomas Henry during her discussion of life in 
Philadelphia (60), and doesn’t give the name of her first child born in New York.  Since she never 
mentions William’s birth, it is easy for readers to conclude that Thomas Henry was born in 
Philadelphia and William Henry was born in New York.  According to Israel’s analysis of birth 
records at the Bureau of Records and Vital Statistics, Metropolitan Board of Health, New York 
City, both Thomas Henry and William Henry were born after Smith moved to New York City in 
1866 and 1868, thus clearing up a considerable amount of confusion in Smith’s autobiography. 
(see Israel, Washerwoman to Evangelist, chapter 2, fn 30 and 47) 
19 Smith, Autobiography, 66. 
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make money.  Despite their common acquaintances, the landlord rapidly began to 

sell all the furnishings in the Smiths’ apartment, including the bed and stove.  

Luckily, an upstairs apartment became vacant and the Smiths were able to rent it 

for $8 a month from a different landlord.  Just when things began to look better 

for Amanda (she was in a larger upstairs apartment and beginning to make a 

steady income through her laundry work), little Tom Henry became sick and died.  

“My poor heart was sad,” she wrote.20 

Smith continued to take in washing, so much that she sometimes worked 

for twenty-four hours at a time, only occasionally leaning against the windowsill 

to rest, afraid that she would fall into a deep sleep if she lay down to rest and thus 

waste the coal she was burning to heat the irons.  Amanda’s conflicts with James, 

who had by this time found a better-paying job as a coachman, continued: “He 

was one of those poor unfortunate dispositions that are hard to satisfy, and many a 

day and night my poor heart ached as I wept and prayed God to help me.”21  

Amanda began to pray that James’s job would take him away so that she could 

have some peace.  On top of everything else, Amanda began having painful 

conflicts with her neighbors, two women who also attended her church.  Also, at 

some point during this time Amanda became pregnant again. 

Amanda was afraid her prayer for James’s departure had received an 

unexpected answer when his career took a sudden downward turn.  He lost his job 

as a coachman to an Irishman who would take $25 a month less than James.  

After two weeks James found a new job, but in New Utrecht, New York.  When 

                                                 
20 Smith, Autobiography, 68. 
21 Ibid. 
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Amanda refused to accompany him there, saying that she had just gotten a stable 

line of washing clients and was afraid to move with the new month-old baby, 

named William Henry, James became angry.  He agreed to pay Amanda’s rent, 

but otherwise left her alone to care for herself and the children. 

I relate the details of this difficult period in Smith’s life, in part, to show 

why holiness theology appealed to her.  As many scholars of African American 

religion have observed, “Both Black religion and theological reflection are 

characteristically biographical and experiential...Black people have done theology 

out of their guts, out of individual and collective experiences of struggle.”22  For 

Smith, holiness offered a sense of personal empowerment and peace when nearly 

everything else in her life inspired despair.  Without understanding Smith’s 

“experience of struggle,” it is easy to miss the nuances of her teachings, the ways 

they responded to the material and psychological barriers life presented to Smith 

and other poor black people during this period. 

“A PLACE OF BROAD RIVERS”: SANCTIFICATION 

With James gone to his new job in New Utrecht, except for every other 

weekend, Amanda began seeking the blessing of sanctification in earnest.  She 

had first become interested in seeking holiness after her conversion.  “I was 

deeply convicted for the blessing of heart purity,” she wrote in her 

autobiography.23  But living in rural areas, far from the urban centers of holiness 

activity, Smith had had trouble finding support for her quest.  When Amanda 

                                                 
22 Gayraud S. Wilmore and James H. Cone, Black Theology: A Documentary History 1966-1979 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1979), 3. 
23 Smith, Autobiography, 84. 
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approached senior members of the A.M.E. Church in Lancaster for help, they 

discouraged her.  Like many of the people Phoebe Palmer corresponded with, 

Smith’s religious mentor in Lancaster, Father James, had told her, “God does not 

sanctify you until just before you are ready to die.”24  Then, probably influenced 

by Baptist theology, Smith decided that if she could be baptized by immersion, 

she might receive the spiritual empowerment she sought.  She and a few other 

members of her church had hatched a scheme to bring a minister from 

Philadelphia to town who would be willing to perform the baptisms. When their 

plans ran aground due to bad weather and her minister’s death, Smith gave up on 

the idea.   

After moving to New York, Smith’s interest in sanctification was 

rekindled when she confided to an older woman at her church, Mother Jones, 

about her marital problems.  Mother Jones urged her to seek sanctification to give 

her “enduring grace.”25  Although Smith had made several aborted attempts at 

obtaining sanctification since receiving Mother Jones’s advice, she had been 

unsuccessful and felt that James’s absence would give her greater freedom to seek 

the experience.  Soon after James left for New Utrecht, Amanda heard a voice 

while cleaning her room: “On Sunday morning go to Green Street Church and 

hear John Inskip.”26 

The following Sunday, on which James was scheduled to come home for a 

visit, Amanda awoke early, cleaned her house, cooked a large meal, bathed baby 

                                                 
24 Smith, Autobiography, 87. 
25 Ibid., 62. 
26 Ibid., 72. 
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Will and sent Mazie off to her 9:00 a.m. Sunday school class.  After Mazie 

returned, Amanda asked her to keep an eye on the sleeping baby while she hurried 

over to Green Street Church to hear Inskip preach.  There were several obstacles 

to Amanda’s attendance at Green Street Church that morning.  One was that 

Green Street Church was a prominent white church that Smith was unaccustomed 

to attending. Another was that James would be returning home at any time and 

always became irritated when Amanda was not there to meet him.  The third was 

that Amanda would have to leave baby Will with Mazie.  Although Mazie was 

thirteen and capable of caring for the baby, Amanda had an irrational fear that 

something bad would happen to the baby in her absence.   

Inskip had been in charge of Green Street M. E. Church for about a year.  

Smith had heard Inskip preach when he first arrived at Green Street because at the 

time she had been too ill to walk the greater distance to Sullivan Street A.M.E. 

Church where she was a member.  Like most African Americans in segregated 

New York, Smith had a keen sense of where she did and did not belong.  

According to a historian of black New York, African Americans in the city 

“created a separate world; a world with its own churches, its own societies, its 

own recreational facilities, its own cultural life.”27  Green Street Church, one of 

the pillars of New York Methodism, which had been built in a wealthy part of the 

city but found its membership declining as the neighborhood changed, was a 

white congregation with gallery seating for black visitors.  Its minister John 

Inskip, who had led a fairly typical life as a Methodist minister (aside from 

                                                 
27 Seth M. Scheiner, Negro Mecca. A History of the Negro in New York City, 1865-1920 (New 
York: New York University Press, 1965), 86. 
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causing a stir by advocating “family sittings” in church as opposed to sex-

segregated seating earlier in his career), had recently experienced sanctification 

and was eagerly preaching the doctrine.  In her autobiography Smith gives readers 

the impression that she did not know Inskip was a holiness advocate and that she 

was led to attend his sermon that day solely through divine inspiration.  Despite 

Smith’s reluctance on this particular Sunday, she went to Green Street Church, 

where she was the only black person in the congregation.  Smith sat in the third 

row from the back of the church rather than the gallery, probably so that she could 

leave early without attracting attention if family duties necessitated.  

Inskip’s sermon that day was based on Ephesians 4:24: “And that ye put 

on the new man, which after God is created in righteousness and true holiness.”  

When Inskip used the word “sanctification” to describe his topic, Smith was 

instantly enthralled.  In her autobiography she wrote, “it seemed he was preaching 

right to me.”28  Although Smith was repeatedly tormented with the thought that 

something bad was happening to baby Will, she stayed in her seat and listened to 

the entire sermon.  Inskip addressed the question of how one keeps the blessing of 

sanctification once one gets it, a question Smith had wrestled with: “With my 

trials and peculiar temperament and all that I have to contend with, if I got the 

blessing how could I keep it?” (76)  Inskip drew an analogy to breathing—one 

does not have to think to breathe, even when one is very tired; neither does one 

have to think about how to keep God inside once one is sanctified.  According to 

Smith, once she understood this truth, she felt the first wave of sanctification 

                                                 
28 Smith, Autobiography, 75. (subsequent references in parentheses). 
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rolling over her.  She described the physical sensation as sinking and rising at the 

same time.  “The vacuum in my soul began to fill up; it was like a pleasant 

draught of cool water,” she wrote.  Three times Smith felt a wave of spiritual 

power and the accompanying urge to shout aloud, and three times she suppressed 

the desire for fear that she would she would be “put out.”  After experiencing a 

few moments of despair, in which she felt that she had lost the gift of 

sanctification by being overly-concerned about what the white congregation 

thought, Smith rose, with great difficulty, for the closing hymn.  When the 

congregation sang, “his blood now cleanseth,” Smith felt a new “wave of glory” 

and shouted, “glory to Jesus!”  To her relief, rather than looking askance at her 

enthusiastic behavior, Inskip responded, “Amen, Glory to God” (79). 

In Smith’s account of her sanctification we see very little evidence of 

Palmer’s teaching about sanctification as a rational transaction.  Smith and other 

holiness enthusiasts of her time appear to have absorbed Palmer’s teaching that 

sanctification was available to anyone immediately and her emphasis on its power 

to cleanse the church, but they appear to have embraced older notions of 

sanctification as an emotional crisis experience rather than Palmer’s notion of 

sanctification as a dispassionate choice.  As we have seen, Palmer left room for 

emotion in her teachings by simply arguing that, although emotion was not the 

basis for sanctification, it could be present.  National Holiness Camp Meetings 

promoted sanctification and conversion alike and at camp meetings the two 

experiences could look very similar.  But holiness advocates maintained that the 

effects of sanctification were deeper and more powerful than those of conversion.  
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As the nineteenth century wore on and the holiness movement became more 

radical as it spread to rural parts of the South and West, sanctification and 

conversion continued to be conflated until in some parts of the pentecostal 

movement the two experiences were officially combined.  “Finished work” 

pentecostal groups, led by Chicago pastor William H. Durham in 1910, argued 

that conversion and Baptism of the Holy Spirit (an experience similar to 

sanctification but marked by speaking in tongues) happened at the same time.  

According to Smith, sanctification was a pivotal experience in her life.  It 

cured her of her fear of white people and filled her with a desire to preach.  It 

established her connection to the holiness movement and in particular to John 

Inskip, who would be Smith’s mentor (along with his wife Martha) for the next 

ten years.  Smith’s emphasis in this instance on the importance of expressing her 

religious feelings with shouting would become a mainstay of her appeal to white 

Methodists who were deeply concerned about the loss of religious enthusiasm in 

their worship. 

“HE GIVETH POWER TO THE FAINT, AND TO THEM THAT HAVE NO MIGHT” 

Although immediately after her sanctification Smith felt immense peace 

and relief, nothing in her personal life seemed to improve.  She continued to have 

conflicts with James, who was skeptical about Smith’s sanctification.  The 

leadership of her home church, Sullivan Street A.M.E. Church, changed from 

“Brother Patterson,” who was sympathetic to professors of sanctification, to 

Nelson Turpin, who “openly opposed and denounced the doctrine and experience 

of the blessing of full salvation” (109).  Smith began to feel like a “speckled bird” 
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among her own people, as she put it, and experimented with at least one of the 

radical holiness splinter groups, the Free Methodist Church, but eventually 

decided to keep her membership in the A.M.E. Church when she encountered 

racial prejudice in the Free Methodist Church. 

Within months of her sanctification, Smith faced one of the most painful 

periods of her life.  In June of 1869 five-month-old Baby Will, who Smith called 

“the brightest and most promising of all the five children I had,” began having 

seizures (122).  For five weeks Smith stayed up nearly around the clock trying to 

nurse Will back to health and washing and ironing when he rested.  When Smith 

began to see signs of Will’s imminent death, she was devastated.  “Oh! the agony 

of my soul,” she wrote (123).  Physically exhausted and nearly penniless (she had 

.50 left after spending $1.50 on a doctor), Smith searched for the strength to 

accept her son’s death.   After hours of prayer she finally said, “Oh, Lord, Thy 

will is so sweet, I only say Thy will be done,” and then, she wrote years later, “the 

joy sprang up in my heart.”  About eight hours later, at 2:00 a.m. on a Saturday 

morning, Will died in Smith’s arms.  Unable to afford the luxury of time to 

grieve, Smith prepared the body for burial and then made several laundry 

deliveries to customers.  Weak from grief, sleep deprivation and overwork, Smith 

sent a messenger to summon her husband from his job in New Utrecht and sent 

Mazie to bring some friends to help.  When Mazie returned with the news that all 

her friends were busy, Smith wrote, “I lay down for a few moments, then broke 

into a flood of tears.  ‘Lord help me!’ I said” (124).  A little later that morning a 

messenger from her husband came saying that James was sick himself and could 
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not come.  Smith had been hoping James might help pay for the funeral (which 

would cost $30) as she had only received $2.00 for her washing that day. 

A female friend gave Smith $20.00 and she was able to arrange a funeral 

for the next day, Sunday.  The funeral was to begin at 1:00 and when James had 

not arrived by 3:00 the undertaker insisted that they proceed without him.  Smith 

hoped James would meet them at the cemetery, as it was close to his place of 

work, but he never appeared.  “I could not describe the feelings of that hour,” 

Smith wrote (125).  She managed to pay for the balance of burial costs with 

money collected at the Quarterly Meeting of Sullivan Street A.M.E. Church.  

Four months later, in November of that year, James Smith died of stomach 

cancer and was buried in Greenwood Cemetery along with Will.29  Considering 

all the space Smith devoted in her narrative to Will’s death, her description of 

James’s death is so cursory it is easy to miss.  Out of chronological order in the 

narrative, in a section where Smith described how she confounded James’s son-

in-law when he barraged her with abusive language when she was visiting James 

in New Utrecht, Smith wrote: “My husband, James Smith…died, in November 

1869, at New Utrecht, N.Y.  Since then I have been a widow and have traveled 

half way round the world, and God has ever been faithful.”30  

“I IF I BE LIFTED UP WILL DRAW ALL MEN UNTO ME”: SMITH’S 
EVANGELICAL CAREER BEGINS 

Amanda Berry Smith’s intense desire to engage in evangelical work 

emerged in about 1855, during a serious illness.  At the time Smith was about 
                                                 
29 See Israel, Washerwoman to Evangelist, 51 and 65 fn 9 for information about James’s death 
and burial. 
30 Smith, Autobiography, 96. (subsequent references in parentheses). 
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eighteen years old and had been married to Calvin Devine for about a year.  She 

did not give the cause of the illness, but it is possible that it may have been related 

to the birth and death of her first, unnamed child.  According to Smith’s account, 

the doctors had exhausted all their options for helping her and warned her family 

that she would probably die.  Smith’s father, Sam Berry, urged Smith to pray, but 

she said she hadn’t the physical strength.  While dozing, Smith reported seeing an 

angel at the foot of her bed: “It stood on one foot, with wings spread, looking me 

in the face and motioning me with the hand; it said ‘Go back,’ three times.”  Then 

Smith had a vision of herself at “a great Camp Meeting” preaching to “thousands 

of people” from a high “platform” as tall as the trees.  She recalled, “I was on this 

platform with a large Bible opened and I was preaching from these words:--‘And 

I if I be lifted up will draw all men unto me.’  O, how I preached, and the people 

were slain right and left” (42-43).  Immediately after waking from the vision, 

Smith began to recover from her illness.  She sought conversion soon after. 

Although Smith spent the next fourteen years of her life trying to eke out a 

living, bearing and burying children and dealing with marital conflict, the dream 

of preaching was never far from her mind.  The reason she chose James as a 

second husband was that she hoped to be able to evangelize through the role of 

preacher’s wife.  After Will’s and James’s deaths, much of Smith’s energy was 

freed for evangelical work.   

In the winter of 1869 she began her evangelical work by holding a prayer 

meeting in her home on Saturday nights.  “The Lord had made it clear to me, that 

I was to have a prayer meeting at my room for those who wished to draw nearer 
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to the Lord.  I never expected to do anything more than this,” she wrote in her 

autobiography (130).  She also began testifying at local black churches in Harlem, 

Brooklyn, and Jersey City and attending class meetings and prayer meetings at 

local white Methodist Churches.  Given the poor treatment African Americans 

received in most white churches (segregated seating, prohibitions against public 

participation), it is not surprising that Smith began her ministry working primarily 

with black people.  “All this was among my own people, and our own colored 

churches…but very little with white people, comparatively,” she wrote in her 

autobiography (132).   

In October 1870 Smith felt inspired to leave the local area and evangelize 

at black churches in Salem, New Jersey, where she had never been before and 

knew no one.  While, as in all spiritual autobiography, Smith may have 

exaggerated the role of divine intervention in her decision to begin preaching in 

Salem, if there were other reasons she decided to evangelize there, she does not 

mention them in her autobiography.  She marked the trip to Salem as the true 

beginning of her career as an evangelist: “I left my home at God’s command, and 

began my evangelistic work,” she recalled of this trip years later (152).  Smith 

took Mazie to Philadelphia to stay with her grandfather and, with donations from 

friends, bought a ticket to Salem.  An A.M.E. pastor in Jersey City Heights had 

given Smith the name of a widow she could stay with in Salem, but when Smith 

arrived, the widow proved to be cold and inhospitable.  Smith eventually found 

the home of the local minister, who was also unfriendly.  Luckily, Smith’s old 

minister from Lancaster, Pennsylvania, who was visiting for Quarterly Meeting, 
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stopped by and put in a good word for her.  The next day, after the local minister 

gave his sermon, he dismissively introduced Smith:  “‘There is a lady here, Mrs. 

Amanda Smith…she says the Lord sent her;’ with a toss of his head which 

indicated he didn’t much believe it” (156).  Although she “trembled from head to 

foot,” Smith spoke on Acts 9:2, “Have ye received the Holy Ghost since ye 

believed?”  Smith did not record her audience’s response to the speech, but that 

Sunday evening she was allowed to speak again, after her former pastor gave his 

sermon.  This time Smith was again extremely nervous, but “the Holy Ghost fell 

on the people and we had a wonderful time.  Souls were convicted and some 

converted that night” (157). 

After this modest success the local minister agreed to allow Smith to 

preach on Thursday night.  This time the response was electric: “The Lord 

convicted sinners and backsliders and believers for holiness, and when I asked for 

persons to come to the altar, it was filled in a little while from the gallery and all 

parts of the house.”  Almost immediately, “a revival broke out, and spread for 

twenty miles around.”  As often seemed to be the case, the revival “went from the 

colored people to the white people” (158).  The local minister reported that Smith 

had been “a very useful helper in the vineyard of the Lord.”31 

“A SPECKLED BIRD AMONG MY OWN PEOPLE” 

Although throughout her ministry Smith preached to black people when 

she could, as early as 1870 she began attending primarily white National Holiness 

Camp Meetings sponsored by the National Association for the Promotion of 
                                                 
31 As quoted in Israel, Washerwoman to Evangelist, 54.  Originally in A. M. E. Recorder 1 April 
1871. 
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Holiness, where she quickly rose to prominence.  She gradually came to focus her 

ministry almost exclusively on the white holiness community.  While this angered 

many black people, who accused Smith of being a “white folks nigger,” there 

were complex reasons for this decision.32  Many of them had to do with the 

contrasting ways that Smith and her A.M.E. contemporaries approached religion 

and racial inequality.    

Smith had first crossed racial boundaries to receive instruction on holiness 

in John Inskip’s Green Street Church simply because no one in her own A.M.E. 

Church was interested in the doctrine.  As Smith put it, “I cannot get real food for 

my soul in my own church.”33  Smith’s experience reflected a general lack of 

interest and even opposition to holiness in the A.M.E. Church.  As noted, Smith’s 

A.M.E. minister, Nelson Turpin, fiercely opposed holiness doctrine.  Smith also 

found opposition to holiness expression at Union Church, a black uptown church.  

When Smith attended a Union meeting, “there were remarks and insinuations 

thrown at me.”34  When Smith went to preach at black churches in Salem, a 

woman warned her, “Don’t you say a word about sanctification here.  Honey, if 

you do, they will persecute you to death.”35 

The historical reasons for the holiness movement’s greater popularity 

among whites than African Americans are multiple.  One is that at the end of the 

nineteenth century middle-class black people both within and without the 

Methodist church were trying to assimilate into mainstream middle-class 

                                                 
32 Smith, Autobiography, 453. 
33 Ibid., 116. 
34 Ibid., 111. 
35 Ibid., 157. 
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American culture.  The black middle class sought to prove its fitness for equality 

through conformity to the cult of domesticity at home, and through the formation 

of literary clubs, masonic associations, charitable organizations and class-based 

congregations.  Black literary production during this period shied away from 

experimentation, consisting mostly of genteel literature, domestic novels and 

traditional poetry intended to demonstrate that African American writers could 

match the best of white writers in their sensitivity and mastery of difficult literary 

forms.  The chief outlet for this genteel literature was the “scholarly and 

sophisticated” AME Church Review.36   

Like upwardly mobile African Americans as a whole, northern black 

churches shied away from theological and liturgical experimentation in favor of 

demonstrating their dignity through religious decorum. While the members of 

many white Methodist churches had already arrived at the improved class status 

they had sought at the beginning of the nineteenth century and were feeling 

ambivalent about it (one impetus for the rise of the holiness movement and a 

renewed interest in camp meetings as we shall see), the members of black 

Methodist churches were on the outside anxiously struggling to improve their 

class status and to become more respectable in mainstream American and upper-

class black eyes.  The A.M.E. Church wrestled with negative stereotypes, many of 

them expressed by black elites.  As A.M.E. bishop Daniel Payne said in a letter to 

Henry Highland Garnett, “There are those among the so-called leaders of our 

people—the colored race, who seem to have a supreme contempt for the A.M.E. 

                                                 
36 Dickson D. Bruce, Black American Writing From the Nadir: The Evolution of a Literary 
Tradition 1877-1915 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1989), 22-23. 
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Church, because of its comparative poverty and ignorance.”37  A writer for the 

Christian Recorder described two common stereotypes of the A.M.E. Church.  

The first characterized A.M.E. members as “ignorant bores, without culture, and 

without taste, and they profess to wonder how anyone, of the least aesthetic 

passion could cast in among us.”  To other critics, A.M.E. members “are 

fanatics...As well hope to convert the eastern Dervish...as to convert us from our 

‘disorderly service.’”38 

In an attempt to combat such negative images of the church and out of a 

sincere desire to be an agent of education for masses of freed slaves who had little 

access to formal education, the leadership of the A.M.E. Church advocated 

educational requirements for the ministry and discouraged ecstatic religious 

behavior. To them, the A.M.E. Church’s mission was not only to save souls, but 

also to unite the race under one denominational umbrella and uplift downtrodden 

ex-slaves in the South and poor migrants in the North. At an A.M.E. General 

Conference in 1872 (a conference Smith attended only to be shunned by the all-

male leadership), the leader of the church, Bishop Wayman, described the 

church’s mission:  “Although we have not possessed the learning of a Newton or 

the eloquence of a Cicero or Demosthenes; yet we have labored to enlighten our 

race and lead them from degradation and ignorance to the highest pinnacle of 

Christian civilization.”39  Bishop Wayman’s rhetoric in this passage is particularly 

telling.  Although the passage starts out with a self-deprecating claim to inferior 

                                                 
37 Christian Recorder, 10 April 1873, 1. 
38 Christian Recorder, 9 May 1872, 3. 
39 Christian Recorder, 9 May 1872, 1, General Conference Edition, Nashville, TN. 
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education, the very names he uses to reference his inferior “learning” and 

“eloquence” (Newton, Cicero and Demosthenes) conspicuously announce his 

refinement. 

At the close of the Civil War the A.M.E. Church sent more than seventy 

black missionaries to the South and gained 250,000 new members.  Missionaries 

attempted to reform black southerners’ religious lives by introducing the A.M.E. 

hymn book (as an alternative to spirituals, which African Methodist Bishop 

Daniel A. Payne called “cornfield ditties”), discouraging the ordination of 

illiterate ministers, and suppressing the ring shout, which they called “a 

heathenish way to worship and disgraceful to themselves, the race, and the 

Christian name.”40   Black southerners did not passively accept these attempts at 

reform.  There were debates over new ministerial qualifications, and many 

southern blacks chose to join Baptist or even the black branch of the Methodist 

Episcopal Church, South (which had supported slavery), the Colored Methodist 

Episcopal Church, rather than have their religious behavior regulated by A.M.E. 

leaders.41  Given the A.M.E. Church’s intense struggle during this period to 

                                                 
40  The reference to Daniel A. Payne comes from Andrew Ward, Dark Midnight When I Rise: The 
Story of the Jubilee Singers, Who Introduced the World to the Music of Black America (New 
York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2000), 132; James T. Campbell, Songs of Zion: The African 
Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States and South Africa (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1995), 54. 
41 Christian Recorder, 11 February 1871, 2, for example, recorded a debate over ministerial 
education that occurred at the first General Conference of the Colored Methodist Episcopal 
Church.  Some delegates advocated educational requirements for ordination, arguing that without 
requirements “men who can’t reach the standard of other colored churches would come to us and 
get ordination and slab off.”  But the debate was brought to a climax when a “patriarch” from 
Alabama, Anderson Jackson, declared: “I’ ain’t for us brutherin, to measure out a man by a book, 
and say who God shall call, and who he sha’n’t.  No, sir, never. T-a-k-e c-a-r-e.  My father, sir, 
didn’t know A from B, and yet by his preaching, hundreds—yes, thousands—was converted.  
Scores of ‘em in heaven now, white as well as black.”  According to the conference reporter the 
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reform and control religious behavior, it is not surprising that the A.M.E. Church, 

particularly in the North where Smith was preaching, would find little of interest, 

and perhaps much to oppose, in the holiness movement, which during this period 

was beginning to recall ecstatic forms of religious worship originating in the 

South.  It is also worth noting in the context of the story I will continue to tell in 

the next chapter that the holiness movement in the early years of the twentieth 

century found some of its most enthusiastic supporters among rural southern 

blacks.   

While it would be a mistake to ignore the powerful messages of race pride 

and unequivocal demands for black civil rights articulated by the A.M.E. Church, 

a clear legacy of Richard Allen’s refusal to accept segregated worship, the 

church’s attitude toward the various forms of black culture was complicated by its 

leaders’ intense interest in “uplifting” the race through assimilation.42  Kevin 

Gaines has described the reasons for many black elites’ rejection of southern and 

working-class black culture.  According to Gaines, black elites in many ways 

accepted mainstream negative attitudes toward southern and working-class 

blacks, believing that if they could distinguish themselves economically and 

culturally from the rest of the race they would be able to claim their rights as 

citizens.  Therefore, they saw “class stratification” as a sign of “race progress” 

and built their own identities in contrast to southern and working-class African 
                                                                                                                                     
effect of Jackson’s speech was electrifying:  “This speech seemed to carry the Conference by 
storm….the friends of education strove for some time in vain to secure fair hearing.”   
42 The A.M.E. church itself was conscious of its heritage of civil rights agitation.  In 1873 the 
Christian Recorder printed an article stating, “Richard Allen declared for a free and independent 
church, within whose folds the question of caste should not be known…Our love of liberty, yea 
more our fight for manhood and to be treated as such is not an ephemeral feeling, it is the fruit 
which has been handed down from our ancestors.” (5 June 1873, 1)  
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Americans.43  While the A.M.E. Church was not generally the home of black 

elites, most of whom joined Presbyterian or Episcopal Churches or rejected 

religion altogether, it did aspire to improving its members’ economic and political 

status through many of the same methods endorsed by black elites.  The A.M.E. 

Church’s rejection of working-class black culture and its emphasis on middle-

class behavioral norms alienated Smith, who used colloquial speech and 

celebrated black culture through ecstatic behavior and black music.  For the 

A.M.E. Church’s part, it was more interested in celebrating educated, refined 

black women like Mary Church Terrell (a member of the Memphis black elite, 

who taught at Wilberforce before becoming president of the National Association 

of Colored Women) or Gertrude Mossell (daughter of Philadelphia black elites 

who wrote for the Christian Recorder and A.ME. Church Review) than a holiness-

shouting ex-washerwomen.  This would change somewhat after Smith became 

internationally famous. 

During Smith’s lifetime a shift in black attitudes toward political equality 

reinforced the budding emphasis on class in the A.M.E. Church.  During 

Reconstruction, African Americans, including many A.M.E. leaders who were 

elected to fill political offices in the South, tended to focus on political equality.  

But as Reconstruction failed and blacks swiftly lost newly gained political 

positions, African American efforts shifted to emphasize economic advancement 

over political equality.  The pragmatic reasoning was that if blacks could not win 

equality through political means, then perhaps they could through economic ones.  

                                                 
43 Kevin Gaines, Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth 
Century (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), xv. 
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These twin factors, class differentiation and a new focus on economic 

advancement rather than political equality, created an atmosphere in the A.M.E. 

Church that Smith, lacking many of the qualifications for middle-class status (a 

husband, a steady income, education, refined speech), found to be inhospitable.44  

It is clear from Smith’s autobiography that her discomfort in black 

congregations probably had as much to do with class as with their opposition to 

holiness doctrine.  In her autobiography Smith recounted a dream in which 

clothing served as a metaphor for class.  In the dream Smith’s “plain dress” was a 

mark of her loyalty to holiness doctrine as well as her poverty, and the expensive 

clothing of her tormentors was a clear symbol of their upper-class status.  In the 

dream Smith finds herself in a meeting place with “three very stylishly dressed 

colored ladies and several finely dressed colored gentleman,” who “looked at me 

with a scowl of contempt on their faces as they eyed my dress from head to foot.  

Then they began to make remarks.  I felt that they didn’t want me there…How cut 

I felt; and I said, ‘I wish I was out of here.’”  Then Smith saw in a vision four 

roaring lions coming toward her, perhaps symbolizing the upper-class members of 

her congregation.  She prayed for help and they were swallowed up by two large 

clouds.  Smith goes on to suggest that this kind of class-based ridicule did not 

occur only in her dreams.  She wrote, “I had much to suffer, in and with my own 

people.”45  It would certainly be a distortion to suggest that more than a small 

minority of African Methodists actually inhabited a middle-class economic 

                                                 
44 For a discussion of the shift from a focus on politics to a focus on economic progress see 
August Meier’s Negro Thought in America, 1880-1915 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1963). 
45 Smith, Autobiography, 145-146. 
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position, and there was undoubtedly some diversity among northern A.M.E. 

congregations when it came to embracing assimilation as an avenue for 

advancement.  But in the New York congregations Smith attended, middle-class 

aspirations (if not actual class status) were strong. 

The A.M.E. Church during this period was full of dichotomies.  As 

historian James T. Campbell has said, “Bulkwarks of racial solidarity, these 

institutions became vehicles of class differentiation; progenitors of an enduring 

nationalist tradition, they were simultaneously arenas of assimilation, within 

which tens of thousands of African Americans imbibed the manners and mores of 

the dominant society.”46  Although Smith was uncomfortable enough with the 

A.M.E. Church’s emphasis on assimilation to leave it for long periods of her 

career, she was so indelibly shaped by its emphasis on racial solidarity and 

nationalism that these became enduring themes of her writings and sermons 

directed to whites and eventually led Smith to turn back to her black home church 

once she was established in her career. 

“There is a tendency just visible in some quarters to leave the Negro women 
behind”: Gender and the A.M.E. Church 

After spending a few months leading her first revival in Salem, New 

Jersey, and preaching in surrounding areas, Smith took a temporary domestic job 

in Philadelphia while the regular servant took five weeks off to visit her daughter.  

While in Philadelphia, Smith took the opportunity to attend the 1871 A.M.E. 

annual conference, where she witnessed the election of delegates to the following 

year’s conference to be held in Nashville, Tennessee, in May of 1872.  The 
                                                 
46 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 15. 
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Nashville conference was to be a historic event for the race, as Smith described it, 

“the first time in all these years this religious body of black men, with a black 

church from beginning to end, was to be assembled south of Mason and Dixon’s 

line.”  Because black public assemblies had been illegal in the South before the 

Civil War, this event symbolized African Americans’ new freedom and was also a 

marker of black unity across regional lines.  Smith was seized with a strong desire 

to go but knew that it would be difficult, particularly since she had no prominence 

within the church and was known to a few delegates as a “woman preacher, which 

was to be dreaded by the majority, especially the upper ten.”  Smith ventured to 

ask one of the men who had just been elected delegate how much it would cost to 

attend and he replied, “I tell you, Sister, it will cost money to go down there: and 

if you ain’t got plenty of it, it’s no use to go.” When another delegate asked the 

first why Smith wanted to attend, he replied loudly enough for Smith to hear, 

“Woman preacher; they want to be ordained.”  His friend replied, “I mean to fight 

that thing.”47  

Smith managed to raise the funds to attend the conference in Nashville in 

1872.  When she arrived, she was shunned by male delegates who believed she 

“was there to agitate the question of the ordination of women,” and she felt out of 

place with their wives who were “dressed to the height of their ability.”  

According to Smith, “I could not rank with them; so I was all alone.”  Smith had 

trouble finding lodgings and transportation to and from the conference meetings, 

and the delegates and their wives were unfriendly.  “No one had paid the slightest 

                                                 
47 Smith, Autobiography, 199-200. 
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attention to me, any more than if I had not been in the world.”48  By a stroke of 

luck, Smith happened to run into an acquaintance, Ella Sheppard, the accompanist 

for the Fisk Jubilee Singers, on the street one day.  They knew each other from a 

performance Smith had given with the Jubilee Singers in Boston.  At this time 

both Smith and the Jubilee Singers were just starting out (the Jubilee Singers 

began touring in 1871) and it is not too surprising that as black performers who 

sang traditional black religious music they would have been asked to perform 

together when they were both in Boston where Smith did some of her early 

evangelizing.  When the conference delegates attended a Jubilee Singers 

performance at Fisk University later that week, Ella Sheppard alerted George 

Leonard White, the choir director, to Smith’s presence in the audience and he 

called her to the stage for an impromptu performance of what later became her 

trademark song, “All I want is a Little More Faith in Jesus.” Smith brought down 

the house.  Referring to the delegates and their wives who had been shunning her, 

Smith wrote, “Of all the surprised and astonished men and women you ever saw, 

these men and women were the most so.”49   

When Smith summarized the experience by saying, “Even with my own 

people, in this country, I have not met with the pleasantest of things,” she was 

challenging her white audience’s assumption that, because she was black, her 

relationship with the black community was uncomplicatedly positive.50  She was 

also revealing another facet of her alienation from the black community.  While 
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49 Ibid., 203. 
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class played a big part in her estrangement at the Nashville General Conference, 

gender played an even bigger one.  As Smith demonstrated, preaching women 

were unpopular with male ministers, in part because they offered extra 

competition in a very small arena for professional advancement.  But women 

evangelists were particularly unpopular with upper-class church members, “the 

upper ten.”  As we have already seen, part of the reason for this was that middle 

and upper-class African Americans, in particular, were striving to conform to 

middle-class white behavioral norms, including gender norms, in order to prove 

their qualification for full citizenship.  Women like Smith threatened to upset this 

delicate process.    

In addition, A.M.E. responses to Smith’s ministry provide a gauge for 

some of the tensions surrounding gender within black culture.  It is no revelation 

to point out that there has historically been more gender equality in African 

American culture than in mainstream American culture.  While the story of 

gender in African American culture is complex, we can abbreviate it here and say 

that because black men and women did the same kinds and amounts of work 

during slavery, and because the slave system denied black men the option of 

patriarchy, African American men and women in slavery shared more equitable 

divisions of power than the rest of American culture.  For free blacks, both before 

and after the Civil War, the economic necessity of both men’s and women’s 

employment outside the home contributed as well to a more equitable sharing of 

authority.  But along with this power sharing in black culture existed the equation 

of black freedom with manhood.  For many black people freedom meant men 



 181

having the dignity of political and economic opportunity and the power to protect 

black women and children.  Frederick Douglass, for example, was one of the most 

outspoken equators of black freedom with manhood; the most famous line from 

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass is, “You have seen how a man was 

made a slave; you shall see how a slave was made a man.”51  But at the same time 

Douglass was also one of the strongest male supporters of women’s suffrage in 

the United States.  The black church, as we will see later in the case of Mary 

Magdalena Tate, was one space where black men sought to use their leadership 

skills to enjoy the prestige and authority that was denied them in the rest of 

American society.  But at the same time black churches were full of capable black 

women on whom the church depended for funds, administrative labor, spiritual 

guidance and recruiting.52     

The issue of women’s ordination in the A.M.E. Church became a sounding 

board for many of these gender issues.  As early as 1844, the A.M.E. General 

conference was faced with the issue of whether or not to license women 

preachers.  There had been women preachers and exhorters from the earliest days 

of the church on whom the church depended because of a scarcity of male clergy.  

Richard Allen, for example, denied Jarena Lee’s request for a license to preach 

but helped her get speaking engagements in churches in Pennsylvania and 

allowed her to travel with him and other ministers in New Jersey and New York.  

But as the church became more established, women’s contributions as preachers 
                                                 
51 Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, reprinted in The Classic Slave 
Narratives, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., ed. (New York: Penguin Books, 1987), 294. 
52 For a discussion of African American gender roles see Paula Giddings, When and Where I 
Enter: The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America (New York: W. Morrow, 1984), 
58-60. 
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became less necessary and male church leaders began to see shoring up their own 

authority as a higher priority then encouraging women’s leadership.  In 1848 the 

Daughters of Zion, an A.M.E. women’s organization, petitioned the General 

Conference to license women preachers.  The motion was defeated then and in 

1852 and 1864.  In 1868, the church compromised a bit and established an official 

non-clerical position for women, “stewardess,” which had specific duties and 

authorities but was still under the control of the male clergy.53  Finally, in 1884 

the General Conference approved of licensing women as local preachers or 

exhorters as a move to gain control over local clergy, many of whom had begun to 

license women on their own.  But still women could not be ordained as ministers, 

and in 1888 the General Conference reaffirmed its position against women’s 

ordination.  It was not until 1948 that the A.M.E. Church finally authorized 

women’s ordination.54  Although the church took a firm stand against the 

ordination of women for over 100 years, it made several concessions to equal 

rights.  In the 1872 General Conference alone, the delegates voted to allow 

women to be electors in the election of trustees, struck down gender-segregated 

seating, and removed the word “obey” from the marriage ceremony.55 

                                                 
53 “How the Stewardesses System Operates in the A. M. E. Church,” Christian Recorder, 15 May 
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55 Christian Recorder 11 May 1872, 1, and 25 May 1872, 2. 
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In the black religious press, debates about gender roles tried to balance the 

goals of black male emancipation, race uplift, gender equality and assimilation to 

the middle class white norm of separate spheres.  While an 1884 Southwestern 

Christian Advocate article espoused separate sphere doctrine as clearly as any 

issue of Godey’s Ladies Book, an 1885 article in the same newspaper cautioned 

against neglecting women’s rights in the effort to uplift the race:  “There is a 

tendency just visible in some quarters to leave the Negro women behind...the cure 

for this lies in making Negro women in all things peer of the Negro man.”56  This 

quote brilliantly identified the crux of the problem—that the abstraction that 

represented black freedom “the Negro man” (rather than an alternative term like 

“the slave”) was frequently taken literally and thus perpetuated a disproportionate 

focus on black men’s rights at the cost of black women’s rights.  An 1886 article, 

written by a woman, espoused separate spheres in the name of race uplift, arguing 

that, by attending to her narrow “sphere” of the home and acknowledging that 

man “rules over us,” the black woman could use gentle influence to “broadcast 

our powers for good.”57  But an 1872 Christian Recorder article presented the 

complicated argument that, although “women’s sphere” was a blessed reality, 

women should be allowed to explore all areas of endeavor as an experiment 

aimed at gaining a “true knowledge of the proper capacities and by consequence 

the proper ‘rights’ of women.”  On the subject of women’s preaching the article 
                                                 
56 1884 reference is to Southwestern Christian Advocate, 17 January 1884, 5.  “Men, on account 
of his superior physical strength, is fitted for going out into the world and engaging in its conflicts, 
and as a protector and provider for the family; to woman was given less physical strength, but 
finer feeling, and a more clinging and affectionate nature, to enable her, the better, to attend to the 
many little duties connected with the care and training of children.”  The 1885 reference is 
Southwestern Christian Advocate, 15 January 1885. 
57 Southwestern Christian Advocate, 11 March 1886. 
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commented:  “Ought women to preach?  That depends on whether they can 

preach.”58   

While the A.M.E. Church was a more hospitable place for ambitious 

women than mainstream Victorian culture, the holiness movement offered more 

opportunities for women’s public participation than the A.M.E. Church or almost 

any church in America (except the Quakers and some small radical sects).  We 

have already seen how Phoebe Palmer challenged separate-sphere ideology with 

her argument that sanctification obligated men and women alike to become public 

emissaries of God’s word.  In Amanda Berry Smith’s time, Palmer’s teachings 

were beginning to have a perceptible impact.  The pages of the Christian Standard 

and the Advocate of Christian Holiness are replete with references to women 

evangelists like Estelle Williams, Mary A. Small, Anna E. Fryer, Liddie H. 

Kenney (one of Smith’s best friends), Emma Spence, Maggie Craig, Amanda J. 

Roberts, Isabella Hartsough, Cassie Smith, Julia A. J. Foote, Isabella (Belle) 

Leonard, and Mary C. Woodbury, to name only a few.  In 1880 the National 

Camp Meeting Association hosted a “Woman’s National Holiness Camp-

Meeting” in Mt. Tabor, New Jersey, where women did nearly all the 

“preaching…exhorting, and testifying.”59  Holiness books and newspapers called 

for more “lay evangelism” (which often meant women’s evangelism) and touted 

the merits of women’s contributions.  A nineteenth-century history of holiness 

camp meetings, Days of Power in the Forest Temple, written by George Hughes 

(a religious publisher and prominent member of the National Association for the 
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Promotion of Holiness), celebrated women’s contributions to the camp meeting 

movement: “The National Camp-Meeting throws open a wide and effectual door 

for this class of gospel-workers [women evangelists].  There is room within its 

hallowed circles, as the past has shown, for Sisters Palmer, Lankford, Keen, 

Willing, Inskip, James, Wittenmyer…Smith, Wright, Amanda Smith, and all the 

holy women,--true helpers in Christ Jesus,--who are disposed to range themselves 

under this banner.”60  Celebrated women evangelists like Sarah Smiley (a Quaker 

Bible teacher), Hannah Whitehall Smith (author of the best-selling book The 

Christian’s Secret to a Happy Life), Catharine Booth (of the Salvation Army) and 

Amanda Berry Smith received constant coverage in the holiness press.  Scholars 

Nancy Hardesty, Lucille Sider Dayton and Donald Dayton have identified several 

factors that they feel help explain the sources of the holiness movement’s 

“feminist thrust.”61  Factors relevant to Smith include a theology centered on 

experience that gave ordinary people authority and responsibility to preach; 

doctrine centered on individual interpretation of scripture (rather than scripture as 

taught by authorities); emphasis on the Holy Spirit; freedom to be experimental; 

and a reformist critique of the status quo.  In addition, I think, the holiness 

movement’s status as a movement rather than a denomination made institutional 

authority less of an issue so that the question of women’s ordination was 

irrelevant.  It is no wonder that, as an evangelist, Smith felt more comfortable in 
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the holiness movement than in the A.M.E. Church, which had a more conflicted 

response to women’s preaching. 

It is impossible to know with any certainty precisely why Smith shifted 

her attention from black to white audiences.  Perhaps it was not a conscious 

decision at all.  Maybe Smith simply found herself swept under the auspices of a 

white movement that was ready to embrace a working class black female 

evangelist.  What we can say for sure is that in the A.M.E. Church Smith 

confronted opposition to holiness doctrine and women’s evangelism and an 

emphasis on education, refinement and middle-class gender roles that excluded 

her.  If these factors did not drive her to the white holiness community, they 

certainly made her absence from the black community less painful.  While there is 

little historical evidence to explain just how Smith was catapulted from the ranks 

of holiness camp meeting exhorters to a nationally-known evangelist we know 

that it happened in the early 1870s and that it happened quickly.  The next portion 

of this chapter will focus on the interactions between Smith and her white 

holiness audiences.  Like Palmer’s writings, Smith’s sermons and testimonies 

were shaped by her audiences’ expectations and needs, and Smith and her 

audiences need to be studied together in order to illuminate them both.  

“HOW SENSITIVE MANY WHITE PEOPLE ARE ABOUT A COLORED PERSON”: 
SMITH’S INITIAL FORAY AMONG WHITE HOLINESS AUDIENCES 

Although Smith’s gradual movement toward the white holiness movement 

does not appear to have been a calculated decision, by the early 1870s she was 

becoming immersed in it.  She began testifying at holiness meetings (including 

the Palmers’) and working behind the scenes at camp meetings, particularly 
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holiness camp meetings.  In the first years of her ministry, Smith paid her way to 

camp meetings by working as a domestic for other camp meeting attendees.  She 

attended her first national holiness camp meeting at Oakington, Maryland, in 

1870, at the invitation of her employer Margaret Clark, who agreed to give Smith 

a space to sleep in her tent in exchange for cleaning services.  At other meetings, 

Smith served as a general servant:  “I often did things for the ladies, brushed and 

settled up their tents, or got them a pitcher or bucket of water.”  She added 

proudly, “ I never felt that it hurt my dignity.”62  One summer at Ocean Grove, 

Smith and Mazie helped with cooking and waitressing in exchange for a small 

tent on “Mrs. Sander’s” lot.  

At first Smith attended the meetings mostly as an observer, unless she was 

directly invited to participate.  In her autobiography she recalled, “I had not been 

accustomed to take part in the meetings, especially when white people were 

present, and there was a timidity and shyness that much embarrassed me; but 

whenever called upon, I would ask the Lord to help me, and take the timidity out 

of me; and He did help me every time” (174).  Smith was cautious for good 

reason.  At Oakington Camp Meeting, when Smith rose to respond to another 

woman’s testimony: “I was told to sit down, there were others who wanted to 

speak” (119).  Even worse, at Kennebunk Camp Meeting in Maine, Smith was an 

object of merciless curiosity: “the people gazed at me and followed me about and 

just stared at me…Sometimes I would slip into a tent away from them.  Then I 

would see them peep in, and if they saw me they would say, ‘Oh! Here is the 

                                                 
62 Smith, Autobiography, 176. (subsequent references in parentheses). 
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colored woman.  Look!’ Then the rush!” (183).  At a camp meeting in 

Lindenville, Vermont, Presiding Elder McCann publicly embarrassed Smith with 

a racist lecture on humility: “He told me incidents where colored people had been 

made a good deal of, and how they came down, and how they were 

spoiled…People pitied me for his great solicitude…Some laughed and others 

seemed to feel sorry…I didn’t know what to do; but I prayed mightily” (190).   

Smith met with difficulty at private holiness meetings as well.  Once at the 

Palmers’ Tuesday Meeting, Smith experienced the painful impact of racism: “A 

lady came in, and there was a very comfortable seat by me, and after looking 

about for some other place she finally decided to take the one by me; but I saw 

she was uncomfortable.  She fanned and fidgeted and fussed and aired herself till 

I wished in my head she had gone somewhere else” (119).  One of Smith’s most 

devastating encounters with racism was at a Sarah Smiley Bible reading.  Sarah 

Smiley was a popular Quaker Bible teacher whose style contrasted sharply with 

Smith’s.  While Smith was known for her simplicity and humility, Smiley was 

known for her “intellectual training and culture.”63  Unlike Smith, who shouted, 

Smiley’s manner was “calm and unaffected.”64  Smith attended the lecture at the 

invitation of some friends.  When Smith arrived early at Twenty-Fourth Street 

Church, where Smiley was scheduled to speak, several people recognized her 

from Palmer’s Tuesday Meeting and Ocean Grove Camp Meeting and asked her 

to sing while they waited for the lecture to begin.  Smith hesitated for fear of 

breaching propriety but finally consented to sing a few songs.  She was careful to 

                                                 
63 “Miss Smiley,” Christian Recorder, 17 April 1873, 7. 
64 Hughes, Days of Power, 110. 
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sit down before Sarah Smiley arrived to begin her lecture.  After the reading 

Smith spoke to Smiley, who “seemed rather cool.”  Smith recalled, “then I was 

frightened and sorry I had said anything to her.”  Presently, one of Smiley’s 

associates asked Smith to leave.  Smith was devastated:  “I cried about that thing 

for two days, every time I thought of it…that is the only time I have been ordered 

out of a church from a religious meeting, or any other kind.”65 

Through these and other experiences, Smith learned a wariness around 

whites.  She wrote candidly about the strategies she developed to deal with whites 

in her autobiography:  “I always tried to avoid pushing myself, or going where I 

was not wanted.  And then I knew how sensitive many white people are about a 

colored person, so I always kept back…  I was something like the groundhog; 

when he sees his shadow he goes in; I could always see my shadow far enough 

ahead to keep out of the way.”66 

Despite opposition, Smith appears to have begun to gain recognition early 

on as an exhorter.  According to an 1873 report of an Ocean Grove camp meeting, 

“Much good was done by exhorters and others through the audience, and 

speaking words of counsel to such as seemed disposed to listen.  In the good work 

they were ably aided by Sister Amanda Smith, who seemed to be in her element 

in the penitence-meetings.”67  Similarly, at a camp meeting in Knoxville that same 

year Smith was reportedly “abundant in labors at the altar.”68   

                                                 
65 Smith, Autobiography, 194-196. 
66 Ibid., 197. 
67 E. H. Stokes, Ocean Grove, Its Origins and Progress (Ocean Grove Camp Meeting Association, 
1874). 
68 Advocate of Christian Holiness, November 1873, 113. 
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When we understand the pitfalls that awaited Smith in the white holiness 

movement--the potential of being accused of being too proud, of being shunned 

when she competed with white evangelists for attention, of being treated as a 

curiosity--we can appreciate the rhetorical choices she made in her writings and 

speeches--why she did not challenge white supremacy more often, what was at 

stake when she expressed racial pride, and how she presented her racial 

difference.  But before discussing Smith’s rhetoric in more detail, I would like to 

explore one element of Smith’s movement from a lay exhorter to an 

internationally famous evangelist.  

A “JOSHUA TO LEAD ME”: SMITH’S RELATIONSHIP WITH JOHN INSKIP 

As I mentioned earlier, we do not know exactly when Smith became a 

sought-after evangelist in the white holiness movement, except that it was 

sometime in the early 1870s.  While I will argue later that part of the reason for 

Smith’s phenomenal success was the ways she responded to white Methodists’ 

anxiety about racial issues, another reason for her success was that she attached 

herself to the most prominent leaders of the holiness movement, particularly John 

Inskip.  It was a substantial stroke of luck that Smith was sanctified in John 

Inskip’s church.  Inskip was a respected minister in the mainstream Methodist 

Church (he had been elected President of the New York Preachers’ Meeting in 

1865) and later a well-known leader of the holiness movement.  Because she was 

sanctified in Inskip’s church, Smith could identify herself as his spiritual protégé 

and he apparently felt a paternalistic obligation to her in return.  Smith’s most 

common testimony was the story of her sanctification—a story in which she never 
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failed to mention John Inskip.  Even in extremely short speeches, like a thirty-

second love feast testimony, Smith managed to slip in Inskip’s name:  “I was 

never clearer in my conversion than at the time I was seeking sanctification.  I 

was wholly sanctified in the old Green St. Church, New York, while Brother 

Inskip was preaching.”69  More characteristic is this dramatic tribute to Inskip in a 

letter Smith wrote while living in Africa, published in the Christian Standard:  “I 

shall praise God through all eternity that God ever raised up Brother Inskip as the 

Joshua to lead me, even me, into the promised land of Holiness.”  Then Smith 

launched into the details of her sanctification including the date, place and 

Inskip’s text that day.  Then she made the connection to Inskip even more 

explicit, describing her belief that he was preaching just for her: “I have often 

wondered if anyone else in the congregation got the blessing that morning beside 

the poor dark wash woman, Amanda Smith.  I always said that Brother Inskip 

preached that morning for me especially, though he had never seen me or spoken 

to me.”70  While Smith’s unfailing mention of Inskip was partially the 

acknowledgement of a spiritual debt, it also worked to legitimate her.  By 

associating herself with the founder and long-time president of the National Camp 

Meeting Association for the Promotion of Holiness and the editor of one of its 

most prominent journals, the Christian Standard, Smith went a long way towards 

establishing herself as a reliable spokesperson for God. 

Smith’s frequent homages to Inskip in her sanctification story worked both 

ways, though.  It helped buttress Inskip’s reputation by illustrating his power as 

                                                 
69 Advocate of Christian Holiness, September 1877, 213. 
70 Christian Standard and Home Journal, 2 August 1884, 2. 
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an evangelist.  In Inskip’s biography Smith’s sanctification is mentioned as one of 

the crowning achievements of Inskip’s career: “His [Inskip’s] second year in 

Green Street was in all respects equal to the first...  It was during this year, that 

Smith, the world-renowned evangelist, was brought into the experience of perfect 

love.”  Then Inskip’s biographers proceeded to explain the import of this 

accomplishment: “No one is able to estimate the far-reaching influence of that 

experience.  It has been felt in four continents where she has successfully 

proclaimed the power of Jesus to save to the uttermost.  If his ministry in Green 

Street had accomplished nothing more than the full salvation of this ‘elect lady,’ it 

would have been a grand success.”71  In a Christian Standard article written just 

after Smith left for Europe in 1878, Inskip indicated his pride at being responsible 

for Smith’s sanctification as well as his sense of responsibility towards her:  

“Those who have heard her [Smith] tell her wonderful experience will not be 

surprised that we feel some special interest in her success.  We can never forget 

the Sabbath morning in the Green Street M. E. Church of New York, of which we 

had the honor at the time to be the pastor, when she entered into the rest of 

faith.”72  

In addition to giving her credibility, Smith’s relationship with the Inskips 

helped promote her career in more concrete ways as well.  Martha Inskip became 

Smith’s guide and companion in women’s evangelism.  Martha, who had married 

John in 1836, was a strong woman who appears to have been an equal if not the 

                                                 
71 William McDonald and John E. Searles, “I Am, O Lord, Wholly and Forever Thine”:The Life 
of Reverand John S. Inskip (Chicago and Boston: The Christian Witness Co, 1885), 183. 
72 Christian Standard and Home Journal, 8 May 1880, 148. 
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dominant member in the marriage.  After overcoming an initial period of bad 

health early in the marriage, Martha became an energetic partner in her husband’s 

ministry.  She founded good-sized Sunday Schools in at least two of her 

husband’s congregations, she advised John on dealing with the Methodist 

hierarchy, she assisted her husband in revivals (on one occasion she was 

responsible for two hundred conversions to her husband’s one hundred), she spent 

nine of her husband’s fourteen months as a chaplain during the Civil War with 

him in the field, she embraced the holiness movement before John and against his 

wishes, and she was a respected evangelist in her own right.   In the 1870s, 

holiness newspapers repeatedly linked Amanda Smith and Martha Inskip in their 

reports of camp meeting work.  While both women were active exhorters at the 

altar, Martha also had a vigorous ministry geared toward children.  She usually 

led separate “Young People’s Meetings” at holiness camp meetings and in the 

early part of Smith’s career, enlisted her help.73   

In addition, through the Inskips, Smith met and befriended many of the 

most prominent members of the holiness movement—the members of the Camp 

Meeting Association, Methodist bishops, holiness periodical editors, and wealthy 

men and women who kept her afloat through donations.  Also Inskip’s role as the 

long-time editor of the holiness newspaper the Christian Standard must have 

contributed to the frequent coverage Smith’s activities received in the holiness 

press.  Even after John Inskip’s death in the 1880s, his name evoked fond 

memories among the holiness community of the glory days of holiness camp 
                                                 
73 See Smith, Autobiography, 208, for one example of Martha’s mentoring of Amanda.  For more 
biographical information about Martha Inskip see McDonald and Searles, Life of John Inskip and 
“Mrs. Martha J. Inskip,” Advocate of Christian Holiness, January 1880, 2. 
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meetings and the origins of national holiness associations.  Throughout her career 

Smith continued to use Inskip’s name to remind her audiences of the good old 

days and her part in them.     

Smith associated herself with prominent holiness leaders throughout her 

career.  One of the most famous and beloved Methodists of the nineteenth century 

was William Taylor, also known as the “missionary bishop.”  After writing a 

popular memoir about his early career as an itinerant evangelist among the rough-

hewn participants of the California gold rush, Seven Years Street Preaching in 

San Francisco, California, Taylor started an independent self-supporting mission 

in South America.74  After that mission was established, he moved on to Africa, 

shortly after Smith arrived there as an independent missionary.  Taylor was 

beloved among Methodists for his adventurous exploits in the name of 

evangelism and for his superhuman strength and fearlessness.  Smith became one 

of Taylor’s close associates while in Africa and it was partly her relationship with 

him that kept her in the American holiness press throughout her sojourn overseas.  

Her connection to him also helped build her career after she returned to the United 

States.    

There was a downside to the Inskips’ paternalism, however, as Smith 

eventually learned.  In 1872 the National Association was to host a holiness camp 

meeting in Knoxville, Tennessee.  Smith heard through a friend, Mrs. Little, that 

some holiness leaders were saying that “it will not do if you go, at all…  it is 

down South, and they are afraid it will hurt their meeting if you go.”  Although 

                                                 
74 William Taylor, Seven Years Street Preaching in San Francisco, California (New York: Carlton 
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the Inskips couched their disapproval of Smith’s attendance in protective 

language, “we think too much of her [Smith] to have her go down there and not 

be treated properly,” it was clear that they were unwilling to challenge the racist 

norms of the South on Smith’s behalf.  Smith felt that she should go and was 

worried that if she went against the Inskips’ wishes, they “will think I have done it 

impertinently.”  There was the additional problem that the National Association 

was helping pay the expenses of all the other evangelists who were attending but 

would not pay Smith’s.  After determining through prayer that God wanted her to 

go and would protect her from the “Kuklux,” and after receiving a donation in the 

exact amount she needed to attend, Smith traveled to the Knoxville meeting on 

her own.  When Smith arrived in Knoxville, after the camp meeting was 

underway, holiness leaders were making little headway in overcoming southern 

“prejudice against the doctrine.”  They responded to Smith’s arrival with mock-

concern.  Smith related their reaction with heavy irony:  “Some of the good folks 

said, when they heard that I was on the ground, they were very sorry, for I must 

not expect to be treated as I was treated at home; meaning the North; poor 

things!”  At the Love Feast service the following morning Smith felt inspired to 

relate her sanctification experience from where she sat on the black side of the 

segregated tent.  The audiences’ reaction was thrilling.  “The spirit of God seemed 

to fall on the people,” Smith wrote.  One particularly stubborn southern minister 

immediately stood weeping to apologize for his opposition to holiness doctrine.  

“He ended by saying, ‘This colored sister, who has given us her experience, God 

bless her.’”  Later that day Smith was resting in her friend Mrs. Little’s tent when 
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John Inskip came in and remarked to Mrs. Little, “I was mistaken in not wanting 

Sister Smith to come.”  Smith excused Inskip’s betrayal in the pages of her 

autobiography, saying, “I know he only wished me well,” but in the same breath 

she blamed him for bowing to southern racism: “How far God’s ways are above 

our ways, and His thoughts are above our thoughts.”75 

Smith’s complicated relationship with the Inskips reveals the 

precariousness of her position in the holiness movement.  We have no way of 

knowing for sure what Smith’s fate would have been without the Inskips, but it is 

likely that without their patronage Smith would not have been able to gain a 

foothold among white holiness enthusiasts.  This meant that Smith sometimes had 

to submit to the Inskips’ wavering on issues of racial equality without overt 

protest.  One wonders at the frustration and resentment this must have produced.  

Although Smith’s reputation was built on white views of her as cheerful and 

forgiving, hints of hostility emerge in her autobiography, as in her sarcasm in the 

incident above.  In addition some of Smith’s anger might have been misdirected at 

other African Americans, most notably against the black staff of the Industrial 

Home she founded late in her career in 1899.76  At any rate, the caution with 

which Smith was required to approach her relationship with the Inskips is 

indicative of the care with which she had to maneuver through racial minefields in 

the holiness movement at large.  In order to understand the ways Smith addressed 

these complex racial dynamics, it is important to know something about the late 

                                                 
75 Smith, Autobiography, 205-211. 
76 See Israel, Washerwoman to Evangelist, 127-147, for a discussion of Smith’s relationship with 
the black Industrial School staff. 
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nineteenth-century holiness camp meeting which was the main focus and forum 

for the movement. 

“THE FOREST TEMPLE”: A BRIEF HISTORY OF POST-BELLUM HOLINESS 
CAMP MEETINGS 

Camp meetings were not the first outdoor religious meetings in America.  

Antecedents included the outdoor preaching of Whitefield and Wesley, “big 

meetings” held by Pennsylvania Germans, outdoor services held by Separate 

Baptists in Virginia and Methodist Quarterly Meetings.  What seems to have set 

camp meetings apart was the practice of camping overnight for extended periods 

of religious activity.  Although there is some dispute about whether camp 

meetings originated with Presbyterians or Methodists, we know they began 

sometime in the late eighteenth century in various places in the South (Kentucky, 

Tennessee, Georgia, North and South Carolina).  Some historians designate the 

famous 1801 camp meeting at Cane Ridge, Kentucky, as the first planned camp 

meeting.77  At any rate camp meetings came to be regular events, particularly in 

rural parts of the South and West and on the frontier, where isolated country 

people gathered together for religious support and socializing.  Antebellum camp 

meetings often had the air of a carnival, with large uncontrolled crowds slipping 

into religious ecstasy or taking the opportunity to engage in more worldly pursuits 

like courting, drinking and buying from vendors who often hawked their wares on 

the edges of camp meeting grounds.  By the end of the Civil War, camp meetings 

                                                 

77 See Kenneth Brown, Holy Ground: A Study of the American Camp Meeting (New York: 
Garland Publishing Inc., 1992) for most of this historical background and in particular a 
discussion of the debate about whether Presbyterians or Methodists founded the practice. 
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had declined in popularity partly because of their unruliness and partly because of 

the establishment of permanent religious institutions throughout the South.  After 

the Civil War it was largely the Methodist holiness movement that was 

responsible for reviving them, but in a different mode.   

According to historian Charles Edwin Jones, the founders of the National 

Camp Meeting Association for the Promotion of Holiness were a group of 

Methodist clergy, reared and trained in rural areas, who found themselves serving 

urban congregations.  They responded to the disconcerting changes wrought by 

urbanization and industrialization with nostalgia for the early days of Methodism 

symbolized by the camp meetings they remembered from their childhoods.  They 

adapted camp meetings for their urban middle-class congregations by establishing 

permanent camp meeting grounds in resort settings (on lakes or the ocean) within 

easy commuting distance of cities by steamship or train.  Ellen Weiss has 

compared these permanent camp grounds to the suburb:  “Both…were intended as 

societies of the like-minded, with a strong family ideology, living in nature.”78  

Troy Messenger, a historian of the Ocean Grove Camp ground, describes the 

camp meeting as an extension of Phoebe Palmer’s parlor culture: “Ocean Grove 

[and other permanent camp grounds] was parlor society writ large.  It was an 

intentional gathering of like-minded evangelicals who came together to seek 

holiness through hearing and doing the testimonies of perfection.”79  And also, 

like the suburbs and middle-class parlors, the new camp meeting grounds were 

                                                 
78 Quoted in Brown, Holy Ground, 24. 
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generally racially segregated.  This was not new.  Tucker’s Grove Camp Meeting 

near Machpelah, North Carolina, founded in 1876, the oldest continuously 

operated black camp meeting, was founded by the A.M.E. Zion Church because 

Grassy Branch Camp Meeting, founded five years earlier, refused to include 

blacks in its services.  Despite the fact that holiness campgrounds did not 

officially exclude African Americans, the expense of transportation and lodgings 

at these new resort camp grounds made attendance beyond the means of most 

black people.  At Ocean Grove Camp Meeting, for example, black people appear 

most visibly as the 199 black peddlers who were turned away or fined in 1878.80 

The earliest of these camp meeting resorts was probably Wesleyan Grove 

Camp Meeting at Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts, officially founded in 1865, 

but perhaps the most famous Methodist camp meeting ground, and one most 

frequently attended by Smith, was Ocean Grove in New Jersey, founded in 

1869.81  William Osborn, a founding member of the National Camp Meeting 

Association for the Promotion of Holiness, came up with the idea of Ocean Grove 

as a summer resort for ministers based on the philosophy that “religion and 

recreation should go hand in hand.”82  Ocean Grove started out as a six-acre tract 

of wooded land and grew to a small 230-acre town of Victorian cottages built on 

streets laid out at right angles.  People could also rent (and still can today) tents in 

the summer, also laid out in careful rows surrounding the city center.  In the 
                                                 
80 Brown, Holy Ground, 8 and Charles Edwin Jones, Perfectionist Persuasion: The Holiness 
Movement and American Methodism, 1867-1936 (Metuchen, N.J: The Scarecrow Press, 1974), 
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81 According to Jones in Perfectionist Persuasion, 25-26, Wesleyan Grove had been an informal 
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82 E. H. Stokes, Ocean Grove, Its Origins and Progress (Ocean Grove Camp Meeting Association, 
1874), 32. 
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center of the town was the “tabernacle,” a meeting space which changed over the 

years from a bower, to a tent, to a large building.   Holding their first camp 

meeting in 1870, the founders of Ocean Grove planned “that our people shall 

enjoy the sea, the sail, the bath, the lake, the grove—everything, but everything 

subordinate to religion.”83  Although recreation was a strong pull at Ocean Grove 

(early illustrations look like pictures of Coney Island with people swimming, 

boating, fishing and strolling on the pier), it was carefully regulated.  Apparently 

the line between religion and recreation sometimes became a little too fuzzy.  The 

1886 Ocean Grove Annual Report printed the following “URGENT REQUEST”:  

“Please do not bathe during the hours of public worship.  Avoid boating during 

the same time.  Please do not arrange for pleasure excursions by boat or land 

during meeting hours.  Please do not play croquet or any thing of the kind, either 

in the parks or on private grounds, during the meetings.”84 Ocean Grove officials 

also enforced Sabbath observance by prohibiting train service on Sunday.  This, 

of course, helped insure that working people (who had to return to jobs on 

Monday) would not be able to attend services.   

Ocean Grove found ways to make religion meetings feel like recreation.  

One of the most popular religious meetings at Ocean Grove was its daily “surf 

meetings” usually held in the evenings on the beach.  At these meetings, 

evangelists and ministers could use the ocean as a powerful metaphor for religious 

principles and children could play in the sand while parents relaxed on the beach 
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and received spiritual sustenance.  Frances Willard, a regular at Ocean Grove, had 

fond memories of a surf meeting led by Amanda Smith:  

I shall never forget one Sunday evening and the surf meeting, of which she 
[Smith] was the principal figure.  From 10 to 30,000 people were seated in 
the sand; they seemed to be somewhat assorted in family groups; little 
children had their pails and shovels...  A weird figure took possession, 
high enough for all to see that it was Amanda Smith, the African Sibyl, the 
Christian saint.  Her tall well-proportioned figure was outlined against the 
sunset, her long arms swinging to the rhythm of the tune; her wonderful 
velvety voice rang out in a vibrant contralto, deep, and so swelling, that all 
could hear, as she sang (beckoning toward the ocean)—‘There’s a 
wideness in God’s mercy,/ Like the wideness of the sea,/There’s kindness 
in His justice,/ that is more than liberty.’  She went through the whole of 
that wonderful hymn all alone.  Tears came into women’s eyes; little 
children stopped their play, and men pulled their hats down farther over 
their faces [punctuation added to hymn].85  

Post-Civil-War camp meeting attendees saw a subtle shift in acceptable 

decorum as well.  Antebellum camp meetings had been known for exhibitions of 

powerful physical manifestations of God’s grace: swooning, barking, leaping, 

screaming, and so forth.  While exuberant physical demonstrations were never 

discouraged altogether, after the Civil War there appears to have been much more 

emphasis placed on contemplation and silence.  A nineteenth-century historian of 

the camp meeting movement described the shift this way: “The boisterousness so 

often witnessed has given place to silent and solemn approaches to the divine 

throne.”86   He further observed, “This feature of silence has been constantly 
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observed, and frequently commented upon.”87  This paralleled similar changes in 

Methodist churches where religious ecstasy had been traded for respectability.   

A further shift seems to have been an increase in “social meetings” and 

exhortation at camp meetings.  As already noted, Methodists made a distinction 

between preaching and exhortation.  Preaching was done by clergy, usually from 

a scriptural text.  Exhorting was done by lay members and involved speaking 

before a group or one-on-one.  Although, technically, exhorting was usually based 

on the relation of personal experience while preaching was the explication of 

scripture, exhorters frequently did both.  Although the camp meeting had always 

tended to provide more opportunities for lay participation than regular church 

services, post-Civil War camp meetings consciously encouraged the participation 

of lay exhorters.  Some of the most effective exhorting went on at the altar or in 

private tents, where the exhorter had discussions with those seeking conversion or 

sanctification about the obstacles they faced in meeting their goals.  Some 

exhortation also went on in “social meetings,” or “groups of devoted 

ones…assembled for happy converse.”  These groups aimed to raise their 

members’ level of spirituality by “sitting around, forming a homelike circle, 

singing the pleasant songs of Zion, and telling of Jesus’ precious love.”88  A good 

number of exhorters were women and many, like Smith, established their 

reputations as exhorters before becoming evangelists.   

While this new emphasis on lay feminine persuasion at camp meetings 

fostered Smith’s career as an evangelist, the homogeneity of camp meetings 
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placed Smith in a difficult position.  Because she was part of a small minority and 

sometimes the only black person at meetings, Smith found herself a solitary 

object of curiosity. Much like Palmer, who was valued for a narrow range of 

qualities (her unimpeachable piety and her single-minded attention to the doctrine 

of sanctification) from which no variation was tolerated by her audiences, Smith 

was valued for the narrow role she played (shouting black saint).  The enthusiasm 

and noise Smith brought to camp meetings was an antidote to the restrained piety 

that had become the camp meeting norm, and the echoes she provided of old-

fashioned camp meetings quelled Methodist anxiety about new forms of 

organization that were pervading their lives.  In the melding of religion and 

recreation that took place in camp meeting resorts, the line between religious 

instruction and entertainment could sometimes fade and Smith, known for the 

humor and pathos of her sermons as well as her beautiful singing, provided the 

perfect melding of the two.    

“SOMETHING LIKE THE GROUND HOG”: SMITH’S PUBLIC PERSONA, 
SPEAKING STYLE AND TEACHINGS 

Within a year or two of beginning to evangelize in earnest, Smith gave up 

domestic work, sent Mazie to live with “a nice family” in Philadelphia, and began 

to rely for a living on donations she received at speaking engagements.  The two 

publications of the National Association for the Promotion of Holiness, The 

Christian Standard and Home Journal (published in Philadelphia) and the 

Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness (published in Boston), reported 
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on Smith’s activities regularly, frequently including transcripts of her speeches.89  

By 1872 Smith was so well known in Methodist circles that a mainstream 

Methodist paper mistakenly identified Smith as a member of the all-male, all-

clergy ruling body of the holiness movement, the National Camp Meeting 

Association for the Promotion of Holiness.90 

By 1875 Smith was speaking at Women’s Christian Temperance Union 

(WCTU) meetings in New York, associating with its national officers, including 

the then corresponding secretary Frances Willard, who later became President of 

the WCTU and who was a friend and admirer of Smith’s.  Smith eventually 

became one of the WCTU’s most persuasive spokespersons.91  Henry Ward 

Beecher, one of the most famous preachers in America, invited Smith to preach at 

his two mission churches in Brooklyn, the Bethany and the Mayflower, in 1878. 

It was during this period, from 1870-1880, that Smith established her 

persona as a public figure and developed her characteristic speaking style and 
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1909).  Advocate of Christian Holiness (1870-1881) was later called Advocate of Bible Holiness 
(1882) and Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness (1883-1951).  
90 The Advocate of Christian Holiness, November 1872, 119, reported, “‘The North-Western’...in 
its issue of Oct. 2 informs us that Mrs. Amanda Smith is one of the National Camp-Meeting 
Association.  We had not learned this fact before.  Wonder who manufactured it for Bro. Edwards; 
or was it original to him?...  Sister Smith is a glorious lover of holiness, and is doing much for its 
promotion, more, we fear, than some of the lordly race who only treat her to a pious sneer.” 
91 Smith was appointed to a position as “national evangelist” for the WCTU in 1892, which she 
declined because of time constraints, but she continued to speak for the WCTU when she could.  
Smith’s relationship with Willard and the WCTU was troubled at times because Smith insisted on 
fitting work for the WCTU into her schedule as an evangelist and not vice versa.  Willard saw 
Smith as an African exotic rather than an equal partner in temperance work.  On an 1893 anti-
lynching speaking tour, Ida B. Wells accused Willard of condoning lynching.  She also criticized 
Willard’s lack of interest in involving southern black women in the WCTU.  Giddings, When and 
Where I Enter, 91. 
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themes.  Smith spent the decade of the 1880s evangelizing around the world—in 

Great Britain, India and Liberia—and then returned to the United States in the 

1890s to the greatest popularity of her career.  Always in demand, Smith spent the 

1890s giving American audiences what they had learned to love and expect from 

her in the 1870s.  It is important to understand how Smith constructed her public 

image and message in camp meeting and holiness meeting testimonies, sermons 

and letters.    

Holiness leaders believed that the best way to move people to a spiritual 

change was by circulating as many “testimonies” (first person accounts of 

people’s spiritual experiences) as possible.  Phoebe Palmer’s journal, The Guide 

to Holiness, which had been founded in 1837 for the express purpose of sharing 

the content of her Tuesday Meetings for the Promotion of Holiness with a larger 

audience, had been a prototype for the scores of holiness newspapers that sprang 

up in the 1870s and 1880s.  Preserved in long runs of holiness newspapers are 

dozens of word-for-word accounts of Smith’s speeches, which were published 

during her lifetime for the benefit of holiness readers.  Through these reports 

twenty-first century readers can get an idea of how Smith presented herself to her 

audiences and how that self-presentation changed over time.92  In general, we will 

see that Smith’s rhetoric responded to two, often opposing, forces: the 

expectations and concerns of white audiences and Smith’s and other African 

Americans’ need for hope and personal dignity.  In her sermons and testimonies 

Smith used her personal experience as a rhetorical tool to challenge her white 

                                                 
92 I am indebted to Adrienne Israel for tracking many of these citations down for her recent 
biography of Smith, From Washerwoman to Evangelist. 
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audiences’ prejudices, offer a spiritual solution to racial problems and appeal to 

Methodist nostalgia.  At the same time, Smith’s speeches responded to bleak 

conditions for African Americans in the post-Reconstruction years by offering 

hope as well as freedom from internalized racism.  

“O for a Holiness that Obliterates the Color Line” 

Referring to a statement by Russell Richey, historian John Wigger 

observed, “When it came to slavery what Methodism ultimately transmitted to the 

nation was ‘a troubled conscience.’”93  Although when John Wesley founded 

American Methodism in 1784, he insisted on policies that firmly opposed slavery, 

Methodist leaders in America eventually stopped enforcing the church’s 

prohibition of slavery for fear of alienating some of their most influential 

members.  But even this compromise did not prevent the church from splitting 

into northern and southern factions in 1844 over the issue of slavery.  As the 

blank in Phoebe Palmer’s writings over the issue of slavery or even the Civil War 

makes clear, even northern white Methodists who opposed slavery saw the issue 

as a secular one, peripheral in their minds to the more pressing concern of the 

salvation of souls.  Even many Methodists who felt strongly about the 

incompatibility of Christianity and slavery tended to keep their views to 

themselves.  John Inskip, for example, Smith’s mentor and one of the founders of 

the National Holiness Camp Meeting movement, was privately opposed to 

slavery.  He convinced his mother to free her slaves and served as a chaplain to 

Union troops during the Civil War.  Inskip’s sermon notes from a four-year period 
                                                 
93 John H. Wigger, Taking Heaven By Storm: Methodism and the Rise of Popular Christianity in 
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 140. 
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(1843 to 1847) reveal that, although he gave hundreds of sermons during that time 

on topics ranging from “The general circulation and free use of the Bible” to 

“Popery,” his anti-slavery opinions were relegated to scattered notes at the back 

of his sermon book, which he apparently never voiced in public.  It was Inskip’s 

opinion that slavery “is more a question of civil polity than of theology or 

morality.”94 

Like most Christians, Methodists believed in the inherent equality of 

souls, but most made an arbitrary distinction between spiritual equality and social 

equality.  Although most Methodist churches had the same membership 

requirements for blacks and whites, they routinely segregated worship services.  

Richard Allen’s refusal to put up with social inequality within the church was at 

heart an argument that Christians’ social and religious behavior had an equal 

bearing on the fate of their souls.   

The Methodist church had attracted African Americans from its earliest 

days.  Methodist missionaries had been among the first, along with Baptists, to 

succeed in converting slaves.  And because of Methodists’ beliefs about the 

equality of the Holy Spirit, radical holiness groups like the Free Methodists, 

which split from the church partially over the issue of slavery, were a painful 

reminder to mainstream Methodists that their religion opposed tyranny in any 

form.  This guilt about a central contradiction in their religious practice was 

compounded by a deep sense of loss over the church’s schism over the issue of 

slavery. 

                                                 
94 McDonald, Life of Inskip, 49. 
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It is easy to see why northern Methodists were immensely relieved when 

the Civil War ended and why they were so eager to make inroads in the South and 

to do their part in educating freed slaves.  Here was a chance to get beyond all the 

contradictions of the antebellum years and to re-unite the North and South in one 

church.  After the Civil War the northern Methodist Episcopal Church saw itself 

as the chief agent of “southern reeducation and redemption.”95  It founded a 

Freedmen’s Aid Society, established schools for blacks, and sent missionaries to 

the South.  In 1863 the United States government officially turned all churches of 

the Methodist Episcopal Church, South pastored by Confederate sympathizers 

over to the northern M. E. Church.   The northern Methodist church saw this as a 

providential opportunity to unite with their southern “brethren.”  The M. E. 

Church, South did not see the situation in as positive a light.  The M. E. Church, 

North became locked in a divisive battle with both the A.M.E. Church and the M. 

E. Church, South for the membership of southern blacks.96   

One of the ways the M. E. Church, North’s urge for redemption from its 

failure to oppose slavery manifested itself after the war was the reminder made by 

clergymen that the Methodist church had an obligation to freed slaves.  In an 1886 

Christian Witness article, a Reverend J. Livesy declared that African Americans 

ought to especially warrant “Christian sympathy” because they were “the nations 

and the church’s wards.”  Echoing church-wide guilt, he went on, “We owe them 
                                                 
95 Clarence E. Walker, A Rock in a Weary Land (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1982), 84.  See Walker for a more in-depth discussion of both the A. M. E. and M. E. Church’s 
competitive efforts to absorb freed slaves into their organizations. 
96 For more information about the War Department warrant that gave the M. E. Church, North 
permission to occupy churches of the M. E. Church, South pastored by confederates see Clarence 
E. Walker, A Rock in a Weary Land (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1982), 84-
85. 
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[ex-slaves] a vast debt, which it will take us long to pay,” and surmised that the 

best way to repay this debt was to share “the blessed possibilities of grace to 

which the impartial Gospel of Jesus invites them.”  In addition, he repeated a 

recurring theme among some Methodists, a theme that was honed and emphasized 

by Smith, that holiness would cure blacks of an “old feeling of personal 

inferiority” and remove from whites their “domineering insolence.”97 

This vision of racial unity as part of the Christian mission was a 

reoccurring theme among late nineteenth-century Methodists.  But most white 

Methodists talked more about racial unity as a millennial fantasy rather than as 

something to be worked out through acts of reciprocity and atonement.  Examples 

of white Methodists’ longing for a tension-free racial unity appear in camp 

meeting reports for the late nineteenth century.  For example, a report on a camp 

meeting held at Doty’s Island, Wisconsin, in June and July of 1877 describes 

three language groups, “American, Scandinavian and Indian,” uniting in worship.  

According to the report, the “Indian” camp meeting attendees sang “The Gates 

Ajar” in Mohawk while the English-speaking attendees joined in the chorus.  The 

reporter editorialized:  “The religion of Christ is a uniting power, and makes all 

who possess it brothers, whatever the language or color.”98  Whether this “uniting 

power” extended beyond the camp meeting grounds, the reporter did not say.  

Earlier that year, in April, the Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness 

published a report by Irving Lowrey from South Carolina about a holiness 

meeting being held at “Brother Epps’” plantation.  “He has built a house on his 

                                                 
97 Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness, 21 January 1886, 2. 
98 Advocate of Christian Holiness, September 1877, 208-209. 
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place, in which holiness meetings are held.  Here his neighbors, both white and 

colored, gather for worship.  And we were told, by a prominent colored brother, 

that the demon caste is never seen there.  They are all one in Christ Jesus.”99   

More than anything, white Methodists’ belief in racial unity through 

holiness reflected a longing to be free of guilt and responsibility for slavery, a 

longing rarely connected to a belief in racial equality.  Even the most generous 

ideas about facilitating the education and advancement of ex-slaves were often 

laden with the paternalism inherent in Livesy’s identification of ex-slaves as the 

“church’s wards.”  Less benignly, some calls for the education of ex-slaves 

perpetuated the same stereotypes of African Americans as child-like brutes that 

southern white supremacists used to justify violence against freed slaves.  An 

1872 Advocate of Christian Holiness article, for example, declared, “Christians, 

North and South, should in some ways unite to save this poor, helpless, ignorant 

people to Christianity…the great need of the North, as well as the South is full 

salvation…  this baptism received, and the ‘freed man’ will flock to the cross, and 

results will be averted which are fearful at present to contemplate…  What a 

grand spectacle…to see a company of Christians…uniting…to save a poor, 

ignorant, helpless, but dangerous class of fallen humanity.”100  The article reveals 

several underlying themes informing white Methodist efforts at educating freed 

slaves:  the belief that African Americans were a “dangerous class,” the desire to 

unite northern and southern white Methodists in the project of black 

                                                 
99 Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness, 28 April 1887, 2. 
100 Advocate of Christian Holiness, June 1872, 237. 
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rehabilitation, and the belief that sanctification could turn ex-slaves away from 

their supposed barbarous tendencies. 

Still, there was a tiny minority of white Methodists who took seriously 

Methodist teachings about universal brotherhood.  One of the most eloquent 

advocates of racial equality in the Methodist church at the end of the nineteenth 

century was a white Methodist minister from Louisiana, L. P. Cushman.  In his 

articles for the Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness, Cushman 

called racial segregation “the sin of caste.”  In 1885, Cushman responded to an 

article by a black southern minister, Irving Lowery, which called for holiness 

evangelization among African Americans, echoing some racist whites in his 

argument that African Americans were especially sinful and in particular need of 

full salvation.101  Cushman rejected any insinuation that African Americans were 

worse off spiritually than anyone else.  He said, “the low standard of Christian 

experience, and misconception of the nature of entire sanctification which Bro. 

Lowery refers, is not confined exclusively to the colored people.”  He went on to 

make the radical argument that blacks in the United States did not constitute a 

separate race at all, because any African blood was so intermixed with the blood 

of other races as to make black people racially indistinct from other Americans: 

“in them there is a blending of all the races, and few things can be more disjointed 

than to speak of the colored people of this country as belonging to the African 
                                                 
101 Lowery was the pastor of a Methodist Episcopal Church in Aiken, South Carolina.  He was 
born in South Carolina, was the first student at Caflin University when it opened in October of 
1869, went to Weslyan Academy in Massachusetts and went on to become a contributing writer to 
various secular newspapers, a prominent trustee of Caflin University and a minister.  Lowery’s 
politics were conservative.  He believed that slavery had been part of a divine plan to redeem 
Africa.  For more biographical information see Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness, 
4 August 1887, 5. 
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race.”  Then, making extended reference to the parable of the Good Samaritan in 

the New Testament, Cushman compared blacks to the victim in the parable who 

fell among thieves:  “millions of colored people…have for over two hundred 

years fallen among a class of white thieves, who have ‘stripped them of their 

raiment (manhood and womanhood), and wounded them and departed, leaving 

them half dead.’”  Decrying racial segregation in the Methodist church (black 

seating in galleries, the prohibition of black public participation in religious 

services), Cushman declared, “there is a loud call for holiness that recognizes the 

fatherhood of God, the brotherhood of man, the oneness of all who are in Christ, 

without the least reference to their color or previous condition…  What right has 

any man to lay down restrictions where God has not?”  After describing a saintly 

black man he knew in Louisiana (“his very countenance was a benediction”), 

Cushman concluded, “O for a holiness that obliterates this color-line!”102  

Cushman called attention to racial inequities within the Methodist church 

throughout the 1880s.  In an 1887 article called “Caste in the Methodist Episcopal 

Church” Cushman spoke out against Chattanooga University, owned and operated 

by the Freedman’s Aid Society of the M. E. Church, which refused to admit black 

students.103  Two years later Cushman wrote in response to a letter from a white 

teacher in the South published in Zion’s Herald which perpetuated stereotypes of 

southern blacks as secretive, suspicious and impervious to religious influence.  

Cushman referred to southern African Americans as “my brothers in black,” as if 

race were as superfluous as a suit of clothes, and then went on to argue that 
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103 Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness, 6 January 1887, 6. 
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African Americans were as moral as anyone else and that their guarded responses 

to racist white Christians were understandable.  He then went on to repeat, in 

altered form, the argument that African Americans were “that class of American 

citizens who of all others have the largest claim upon our Christian sympathy and 

charity.”104  Rather than the church’s or the nation’s “wards,” Cushman referred 

to freed slaves as “American citizens,” reminding his readers that African 

Americans had rights which the rest of the country was bound to respect. 

Although few Methodists were as adamant or eloquent as Cushman in 

their advocacy of racial equity, some Methodists who tried to evangelize blacks 

out of paternalistic motives found themselves moving toward Cushman’s position.  

Not coincidentally, one of these people was one of Smith’s closest associates.  

William Osborn was a close associate of John Inskip and one of the founding 

members of the National Camp Meeting Association for the Promotion of 

Holiness as well as the founder of one of the most popular Holiness camp meeting 

sites at Ocean Grove, New Jersey.  In the early 1870s Osborn left a church in 

southern New Jersey to become the Presiding Elder of the predominantly African 

American St. John’s District in Florida.  He described his psychological 

transformation this way: “When I went to Florida I found I had not counted the 

cost.  My work was principally among the colored people; and to eat and sleep 

with these people, and be the guest of one of their ministers, was something new 

to me.  I was not used to that.”  Osborn was so unprepared for daily interaction 

with African Americans that he questioned his call: “I thought perhaps some other 
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brother had better be sent there: that I was mistaken in going, and could do better 

in the North.”  Before giving up, however, he sought sanctification: “I went to 

Jesus and got the baptism, and then I found this was just the work.  I never was so 

blessed; I love to preach full salvation to that people.”105  Eventually Osborn 

would befriend Amanda Berry Smith at camp meetings, marry a radical 

Oberlinian named Lucy Drake, who was Smith’s traveling companion to India, 

and open a missionary school to prepare African Americans to serve as 

missionaries in Africa.  He became known as the “colored Presiding Elder.”106     

But people like William Osborn and L. P. Cushman were among the 

minority of Methodists, either in the mainstream church or the holiness 

movement.  The career of one black Methodist minister, Marshall W. Taylor, 

reveals much about the northern Methodist church’s continued ambivalence about 

the status of African Americans after the Civil War.  Marshall Taylor was born to 

free parents in 1846 in Lexington, Kentucky.  He joined the Methodist Episcopal 

Church when he was seventeen (1863) and was educated in Iowa and Ohio.  He 

was licensed to preach in 1869, when he was twenty-three, became a missionary 

in Arkansas in 1871, was ordained a deacon in 1877, joined the itinerancy in 1869 

and subsequently became a pastor and presiding elder.  He published articles in 

church periodicals as well as books, including a biography of Smith, The Life, 

Travels, Labors, and Helpers of Mrs. Amanda Smith, The Famous Negro 

Missionary Evangelist, and a book of African American religious songs called 

Plantation Melodies.  Taylor was a “conservative man” who placed the 
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responsibility for black advancement on the shoulders of African Americans 

through assimilation.  He said, “We must imitate the best examples set for us by 

cultivated whites, and by so doing we will teach them that they can claim no 

superiority on account of race.”  He favored black economic advancement over 

political advancement but did call for protective legislation to shield black women 

from rape and opposed racial inequality within the church.  In 1880, Taylor was 

appointed a “fraternal delegate” from the M. E. Church to the A.M.E. Church.  In 

1884 Taylor become the first black editor of a major Methodist newspaper, the 

Southwestern Christian Advocate, published in New Orleans, Louisiana.  He used 

the pages of the journal to raise awareness about political and economic issues 

pertinent to southern African Americans and to call freed slaves to renewed 

efforts at personal advancement.  The appointment of Taylor to the editorship of 

the paper revealed the white M. E. Church’s desire to appear more generous on 

racial issues.  As Taylor described their motive for appointing him editor:  “The 

selection of a Negro for this position was designed to illustrate the theory and 

practically empathize [sic] the doctrine already expressed in the law of the Church 

that ‘color is not a bar to office therein.’”107   

The church may have been trying to make up for recent racial policies that 

included the exclusion of a northern black delegate from a Sunday School 

Convention held in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1878, which raised a cry of protest from 

                                                 
107 All quotations in this paragraph are from “Salutory” and “The New Editor,” Southwestern 
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Travels, Labors, and Helpers of Mrs. Amanda Smith, The Famous Negro Missionary Evangelist 
(Cincinnati: Printed by Cranston and Stowe for the Author, 1887). 
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the pages of the Southwestern Christian Advocate.  It is clear that the Methodist 

Episcopal Church was interested in improving its relations with black Methodists 

as its establishment of Taylor as “fraternal delegate” to the A.M.E. Church would 

suggest.  In 1872 the M. E. Church had proposed a merger with the A.M.E. 

Church which the A.M.E. Church refused, arguing that the M. E. Church was not 

ready to accept African Americans as full members into its body: “When 

prejudice on account of color, shall be swept from the Church, and shall disappear 

like dew before the morning sun, then, and not until then, will the grand mission 

of the African Methodist Episcopal Church as a separate organization, be at an 

end,” wrote A.M.E. leaders.108  When the M. E. Church, North had earlier 

proposed a merger in 1866, A.M.E. leaders refused on the same grounds, pointing 

out that  “colored ministers cannot sit as actual or honorary members of all the 

Annual Conferences of the M. E. Church.”109  With good reason, A.M.E. leaders 

suspected that the M. E. Church’s motives for merging had more to do with 

expanding its membership then any desire to help the A.M.E. Church.  After the 

Civil War the A.M.E. Church had sought to enlist the wealthy M. E. Church, 

North’s financial aid in evangelizing freed slaves, but instead the M. E. Church 

refused to co-operate, trying to gather southern blacks into its own fold by 

untruthfully telling them that the A.M.E. Church discriminated against whites.   

In 1884 the M. E. Church continued to harbor doubts about whether black 

members should receive equal standing.  That year the Methodist Episcopal 
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Committee on Episcopacy decided to create an African “Episcopal residence” for 

the purpose of missionary work and a debate ensued over whether the leader of 

this new area should be a full-fledged bishop.  Because the new episcopacy would 

be in Africa, someone suggested that the new bishop should be black.  The 

racialist thinking behind this suggestion was that African Americans were better 

suited to the harsh African climate and that they had a better chance of relating to 

the African natives.  The proposal was that a black man be appointed as a “half-

fledged bishop.”  There does not appear to have been any debate about whether 

only allowing its black bishops “half” status would impede the church’s goal to 

persuade the A.M.E. Church to re-unite with the “mother” M. E. Church.  

Marshall W. Taylor and three other black men were nominated for the position 

but all declined for reasons not reported.  A white man, Smith’s mentor William 

Taylor, was offered the job and given the title of ”missionary bishop” which was 

neither a half-fledged nor full-fledged bishop but “a new species...a third order of 

bishops.”  Although the M. E. Church appeared eager to attract black members 

and to be seen as a haven of Christian brotherhood across racial barriers, its 

schizophrenic treatment of Taylor (appointing him editor of the church’s southern 

paper but refusing to appoint a black man to a position as bishop in equal 

standing) reveals its more general ambivalence on racial issues.  

How Smith Circumvented Audiences’ Prejudices and Proposed 
Sanctification as a Solution to Racial Problems 

Despite the Methodist church’s desire for racial unity, blacks remained 

unequal outsiders.  In order to communicate persuasively with her white 

audiences, Smith needed to overcome her status as a social outsider.  One 
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technique she used to overcome her audience’s prejudices about her and to help 

them identify with her was to couch virtually every message in a story about her 

life.  Smith’s use of personal experience as a rhetorical tool is similar to that of 

Sojourner Truth, who spent most of her career speaking to whites, in abolitionist 

and women’s suffrage organizations.  In their analysis of Sojourner Truth’s 

rhetoric, Suzanne Fitch and Roseann Mandzink describe how storytelling can 

bypass an audience’s preconceptions.  Quoting William G. Kirkwood, they say: 

“storytelling can briefly override auditors’ immediate defenses and introduce 

views of life which would otherwise have been rejected before they could prompt 

self-examination in listeners.”110   Fitch and Mandzink’s argument about Truth’s 

use of personal experience in her speeches is true of Smith as well:  “By 

grounding her responses...to resistant audiences in narrative form, Truth used the 

story of her life to transcend negative definitions and preconceptions of her.”111 

Not surprisingly, one of the issues Smith’s personal narratives usually 

addressed first was her racial difference.  Unlike other black evangelists earlier in 

the century, like Zilpha Elaw and Jarena Lee, who generally refrained from 

emphasizing their racial differences, Smith usually drew attention to her racial 

identity.  As in the account of the Landisville Camp meeting with which this 

chapter began, Smith frequently began her sermons by talking about her 

blackness.  Readers may recall that Smith began an exhortation at Landisville by 

quoting a scripture about cross-cultural contact: “‘Unto me who am less than the 
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least of all saints, is this grace given, that I should preach among the gentiles, the 

unsearchable riches of Christ.’”  Then Smith went on to talk explicitly about her 

relationship to her white audience: “I am glad the word ‘gentiles’ is there.  I used 

to be afraid of white people.”  By acknowledging her racial difference at the 

outset Smith diffused her white audiences concerns that she might be trying to “be 

white.”  But Smith never stopped at merely acknowledging the differences 

between her own and her audiences’ racial identities. She nearly always moved on 

to suggest that religion conquered racial differences, playing into many white 

Methodists’ desire for a racial unity that would occur through spiritual rather than 

social means.   

One of Smith’s central teachings was that the experience of sanctification, 

which was fortuitously the central focus of the holiness movement, could 

eliminate both black internalized racism and racism within the Methodist church.  

Smith often used the relation of her sanctification experience as an opportunity to 

talk about this solution to a searing social problem.  In her autobiography Smith 

described the transformation she experienced when she was sanctified this way: 

Somehow I always had a fear of white people—that is, I was not afraid of 
them in the sense of doing me harm, or anything of that kind—but a kind 
of fear because they were white, and were there, and I was black and was 
here!  But that morning on Green street, as I stood on my feet trembling, I 
heard these words distinctly.  They seemed to come from the northeast 
corner of the church, slowly, but clearly: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female, for ye are 
all one in Christ Jesus.” (Galations 3:28.)  I never understood that text 
before.  But now the Holy Ghost had made it clear to me.  And as I looked 
at white people that I had always seemed to be afraid of, now they looked 
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so small.  The great mountain had become a mole-hill.  “Therefore, if the 
Son shall make you free, then are you free, indeed.”112  

This experience, of having racial hierarchies upended as she realizes her own 

worth, reoccurs throughout the autobiography and in Smith’s sermons.   

Just as importantly, according to Smith, sanctification could cure whites of 

racist feelings.  In the nineteenth century it was standard Methodist teaching that 

sanctification led people to behave in kinder, more loving ways--it could lead 

quarreling brothers to reconcile and it could lead dishonest people to deal honestly 

with others.  Smith, however, emphasized the less popular idea that sanctification 

could lead white people to treat black people as equals.  Her autobiography 

contains several such incidents—embedded arguments for the link between 

sanctification and racial equality.  Smith related the following incident that 

occurred at a camp meeting in Martha’s Vineyard where she sang and preached.  

A “swell lady” who “did not condescend to things of low estate” was at the tent 

meeting where Smith sang, “All I want is a little more faith in Jesus.”  When the 

woman heard Smith singing, “she walked out of the tent and said to herself as she 

passed out, ‘I came here to seek the blessing of a clean heart.  I did not come to 

hear a negro ditty.’”  But then “the blessed Holy Spirit said to her, ‘Is not that 

your need, ‘a little more faith in Jesus?’ Then her eyes were opened, and she said, 

‘O, Lord, I see.’ Then she went into her tent and there prayed, and the Lord sent 

the baptism and gave her the desire of her heart.”113 

                                                 
112 Smith, Autobiography, 80. 
113 Ibid., 223. 



 221

In another episode in the autobiography, Smith was helping at a revival at 

Horton Street (she doesn’t say what city) where a woman in the congregation 

harbored racial animosity toward Smith.  Later the woman told Smith, “she 

disliked me because I was a colored woman.”  The woman “went to church full of 

prejudice but when God saved her He took it all out, and now she loves me as a 

sister and thinks I have a beautiful color!  Of course, I call that a good conversion 

to begin with.”  Then Smith made a pointed comment about the link between sin 

and racism:  “Some people don’t get enough of the blessing to take prejudice out 

of them, even after they are sanctified.”114   

Another time, when Smith attended a camp meeting in Maine, she was 

treated as a curiosity.  In the autobiography she describes a man named Jacob C., 

who “had never seen many colored persons, and never cared to have anything to 

do with them when he could help it.”  Jacob came to the camp meeting seeking 

sanctification but felt waves of prejudice arise in him every time he saw Smith 

“sing, or pray, or testify.”  According to Smith, “he could not get on.”  The man 

prayed to be free of his prejudice and addiction to tobacco and soon after 

experienced sanctification.  When he attended an afternoon meeting, “the first 

thing he saw when he got up and stood on his feet, he said, was the colored 

woman standing on a bench with both hands up, singing ‘All I want is a little 

more faith in Jesus.’ And he said every bit of prejudice was gone, and the love of 

God was in his heart, and he thought I was just beautiful!”  A year later when 
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Smith saw the man he gave her two dollars and “said the past year had been the 

best year of his life.”115  

While, as we shall see, Smith’s teaching that sanctification could address 

the effects of racism could have powerful psychological implications for African 

Americans, it appealed to white Methodists because it addressed a vexing issue 

that had been a problem ever since they had capitulated to the system of slavery.  

Through Smith white Methodists were able to play out a fantasy that all the 

wrongs of slavery could be cured by a personal spiritual experience.  Not only did 

Smith teach that this could be so, but her very presence among whites as an 

evangelist seemed to testify that the process was already beginning.  If it seems 

that Smith was merely providing white Methodists with absolution they had not 

earned, we must remember that Smith’s teachings were complex and almost 

always addressed African American concerns as well.  We will see later that in 

labeling racism a sin and in insisting that “secular” issues like racial inequality 

had spiritual implications, Smith called white Methodists to a higher standard of 

behavior.  She also responded to the effects of racism in the lives of African 

Americans by offering an escape from internalized racism and hope for a future of 

racial equality.  In doing so, Smith predated the early pentecostal movement, 

which explicitly linked the return of the gifts of the Holy Spirit with the formation 

of a new kind of cross-cultural and cross-racial Christian community.  But before 

we explore the ways Smith’s teachings responded to African American 
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perspectives, we must explore another major facet of her appeal to white holiness 

audiences, her response to white Methodist nostalgia. 

As I briefly discussed in the section on holiness camp meetings, 

throughout the nineteenth century Methodists’ class status and respectability 

continued to improve.  In Phoebe Palmer’s time Methodism had shifted from a 

rural working-class religion to one with a sizable middle-class urban population.  

As a consequence, Methodism itself began to change through the building of 

elaborate class-stratified churches where the wealthy rented the most desirable 

pews, through the decline of the itinerancy, and through the decline of class 

meetings and love feasts (both intimate religious meetings that created a strong 

sense of community as well as helped control members’ behavior).  Two areas of 

perceived declension with which Smith’s audiences were particularly concerned 

were the rise of intellectualism in the church accompanied by a decline in 

personal testifying and the decline of ecstatic worship behaviors.  As a result of 

these changes Methodists began to fear that they had lost what was most essential 

about Methodism, its appeal to the heart and its democratic identity as a religion 

of the masses.  The holiness movement and its revival of camp meetings were an 

attempt to counteract these changes.  The next sections of this chapter will focus 

on how, for white Methodists, Smith embodied an older and truer version of 

Methodism and eased their fears about losing what was most essential to their 

religion.   



 224

Methodist Nostalgia for Simplicity in Preaching 

As has been established, in the 1870s, when Smith was establishing 

herself as an evangelist, her speeches nearly always focused on her personal 

experience.  She invariably told her conversion and sanctification stories or, less 

frequently, she told how God had helped her through some difficulty or healed 

some spiritual or emotional wound.  A Christian Standard report of one of Smith’s 

sermons is typical: “Amanda Smith related her personal experience in detail, 

hoping, thereby to help some one.  From her ‘wonderful and definite and 

desperate and powerful conversion’ to her entire sanctification she passed along 

the stages of her personal experience.”  The audience’s response was gratifying: 

“The people listened with delighted profit and interest...Her vivid description of 

the difficulties through which she passed...drew all hearts into sympathy with her 

and shed a flood of light on seeking souls.”116  In part, this focus on personal 

experience was in conformity to Methodist tradition.  Methodists (and revivalists 

in general) believed that the most effective way to convert sinners was to 

persuade them with personal experience.  As “Brother McDonald,” (probably 

William McDonald, Inskip’s close friend and a leading member of the NAPH) 

said in an 1890 sermon:  “When Christians testify to the power of God in their 

souls, it serves as a bridge to convey the poor sinner across the gulf.  The most 

powerful preaching is that of individual experience.”117  Smith articulated her own 

theory of pulpit oratory this way:  “She had observed that learned lectures, 
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however interesting, seemed to accomplish but little good.  She had observed that 

the truth is its own best evidence...Testimony would never spoil a sermon.”118   

This was historically a response against “the ecclesiastical tyranny of the 

learned eastern hierarchy in the churches.”119  By making personal experience, 

rather than scriptural or theological knowledge, the basis of religious teaching, 

revivalism made ordinary people experts on religious matters.  As McLoughlin 

has said, revivalism “broke down the distinctions between social classes, put the 

laity on an equal plane with the clergy, encouraged equality of the sexes.”120 

By the late nineteenth century, white Methodists began to notice that not 

only were their preacher’s sermons becoming more intellectual, but fewer people 

were testifying to their religious experience.  An 1890 article, “A Witnessing 

Church,” published in The Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness, 

argued that an “emphasis on consistent testimony to a vital experience and holy 

life” was one of the “distinctive features of Methodism” and a “source of the 

marvelous spiritual power and success of our church.”  It placed the decline of 

this practice in historical context: “From its beginning until a comparatively 

recent period Methodism required a vital religious experience, and ready 

testimony by all its membership to that experience.  In the social meetings of the 

church,--the class meeting, the prayer meeting, the love feast,--every member was 

expected to bear testimony to a consciousness of Christ’s power to save.”  To the 

writer’s alarm, “an increasing number of our membership, some of them 
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influential in the management of the church locally and connectionally, do not 

participate in our experience meetings.  Their voices are not heard in prayer and 

testimony.”  The author linked this decline in testifying to economic success and 

feared that it might poison the entire church: “The men who control Methodism 

to-day are its wealthy business men of high standing and success in industrial and 

commercial enterprises…If they are worldly, and give no witness in word or life 

to a genuine religious experience, the church will more and more degenerate to 

their standard.”121 

Of note here is the sense that a rise in class status was being accompanied 

by a watered-down spirituality, that “vital experience” was being replaced by cold 

respectability.  It is clear that Methodists were anxious about losing what was 

“distinctive” about Methodism.  One of the qualities Smith’s audiences 

appreciated most was her penchant for simplicity rather than theological 

speculation.  Smith’s adherence to personal experience in her preaching touched 

an approving chord in the reform-minded holiness movement. 

“Romantic Racialism” and Methodist Nostalgia for Religion of the Heart 

Nineteenth-century Methodists worried that seemingly small changes like 

a decline in personal testimony or a calming of Methodist worship behavior were 

signs of much deeper and far more serious change.  As was established in the 

discussion of Phoebe Palmer, Methodism, which pioneered American revivalism, 

held as a central belief the idea that the only way to bring people to God was to 

arouse them to an emotional conviction of their sinfulness and to lead them to 
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seek a dramatic spiritual experience in which they accepted God’s grace and were 

forgiven for their sins.  While, as we have seen with Palmer, this focus on 

emotional religious experience proved untenable for some people for 

psychological reasons and unattractive to others for social reasons, many 

Methodists worried that the church’s move away from emotional revivalistic 

practices was compromising its mission to save souls.  Holiness Methodists, who 

were organized around the assumption that the church needed to be purified, 

fretted about these changes more than most Methodists.  As has happened so often 

in American history, they projected onto black people those qualities that they 

could not find in themselves.  Because they stereotyped African Americans as 

child-like exemplars of old-time Methodist simplicity, emotionalism and 

humility, white Methodists were particularly eager to accept Smith as a projection 

of their own desires for a purer, more primitive brand of Methodism. 

Like most Americans, white Methodists believed that blacks and whites 

were fundamentally different.  Along with white Methodists’ belief in the general 

inferiority of blacks—a belief evidenced by white Methodists’ equivocation about 

whether African Americans should be ordained to full bishop status and some 

white Methodists’ belief that unconverted blacks posed a potential threat to the 

rest of the nation—they also placed a positive value on some stereotyped racial 

differences.  In addition to negative stereotypes about blacks, white Methodists 

(and many other American Protestants for that matter) also believed that blacks 

were basically child-like, emotional, forgiving, and cheerful.  George Fredrickson 

has dubbed the nineteenth-century belief in black superiority in the Christian 
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virtues “romantic racialism.”122  Harriet Beecher Stowe was an influential 

subscriber to the belief in black spiritual superiority.  Stowe’s character Uncle 

Tom in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, who is endlessly patient, forgiving and selfless, is 

perhaps the most famous illustration of this kind of benign racism.123  As 

Fredrickson has pointed out, this kind of stereotyping, like nineteenth-century 

ideals of womanhood, placed its objects on a pedestal and subjugated them at the 

same time.  

Methodist magazines of the latter part of the nineteenth century are full of 

inspirational anecdotes, which reveal their belief that African Americans naturally 

possessed child-like Christian virtue.  Significantly, in these stories the black 

characters invariably speak in dialect (thus highlighting the characters’ low class 

status and racial difference), the protagonists of the stories are always slaves or 

ex-slaves (it is as if free blacks or educated blacks do not exist), they have a 

superhuman ability to endure suffering, and the black protagonists of these 

anecdotes almost universally exude love and forgiveness for their white 

oppressors.  In addition, like the plots in minstrel shows, these stories are 

invariably humorous or sad.  As James Weldon Johnson said of black dialect in 

literature, “it is an instrument with but two full stops, humor and pathos.”124   
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Some recurring themes in these stories are how God blesses the poorest 

and lowliest of people, the need for sincerity in prayer and the importance of faith 

in grim circumstances.  The stories often feature a “black Saint,” someone who 

through years of suffering and submission to God’s will exemplifies Christian 

fortitude.  The image of the “black saint” was so effective that it was appropriated 

in advertisements.  Sellers of Athlophoros, a rheumatism medicine, used this 

image in an 1885 issue of Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness.  The 

ad is entitled “Aunt Rachel’s Joy,” and the copy reads, “Aunt Rachel, the dear old 

colored saint, who has been a constant sufferer with Inflammatory Rheumatism 

for 16 years, has been greatly benefited by Athlophoros…I think it a most 

wonderful medicine.”125 

Sometimes these anecdotes featured uneducated blacks who astounded the 

eloquent with their simple faith.  One of these accounts was of an “ordination” at 

“a colored church in the South.”  Listening to the examination of the man about to 

be ordained, a member of the congregation requested permission to “ax a 

question.”  Then the man asked, “I would like to know if the brother believes the 

Holy Ghost am a pusson or a circumlocution.”  The reporter concluded the story 

by comparing the black southerner’s experiential knowledge with the minister’s 

(and by extension the northern church’s) intellectualism:  “We meet and hear 

some in the North who act as if there was no Holy Spirit or spiritual religion, who 

makes out of religion only a circumlocution.”126  The popularity of stories like 

these in the Methodist press suggests that Smith’s simplicity in preaching not only 
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appealed to Methodist audiences because it addressed their fear about rising 

intellectualism in the church, but it also fit a popular romanticized image of black 

Christian simplicity.  

Newspaper and biographical accounts of Smith written during her lifetime, 

like the inspirational anecdotes from Methodist newspapers, were often laden 

with romantic racialism.  Frances Willard, President of the WCTU, wrote a telling 

article in 1890, comparing Smith to one of the few other black women in the 

white public eye, Sojourner Truth.  In addition to reporting that Smith was 

“almost as unique a character as ‘Sojourner Truth,’” Willard made an implied 

comparison between the two by dubbing Smith “the African Sybil, the Christian 

Saint.”  This nickname for Smith, which is also the title of a 1916 biography of 

her by a British admirer named M. H. Cadbury, is an echo of Harriet Beecher 

Stowe’s nickname for Sojourner Truth, “Libyan Sibyl.”  The nickname came 

from the title of an 1863 article Stowe published in Atlantic Monthly about 

Truth’s visit to her home in Andover.127  As Truth’s biographer Nell Irvin Painter, 

put it the article by Stowe “depicts herself and her [white] guests as a neutral 

American audience and Truth as a denizen of the desert on display in the 

exhibition hall of Stowe’s parlor.”  The term “Libyan Sibyl” came from William 

Wetmore Story’s 1860 romantic sculpture entitled “Libyan Sibyl.”  According to 

Truth’s biographer, after Stowe, “virtually every mention of Truth until the turn of 

the century identified her as the ‘Libyan Sibyl’ or some version of that phrase.”128  
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It is worth noting that although the temperance movement and the abolitionist and 

suffrage movements by and large excluded black women from their ranks, both 

embraced romanticized black women (Smith and Truth) as spokespersons.  It is 

also important to note the narrow lens through which white culture was equipped 

to see these two very different black women.    

Similarly, reviews of Smith in the holiness press often emphasized her 

racial difference, painting her as a romantic exotic, supposedly naturally 

embodying traits like simplicity and emotionalism that Methodists simultaneously 

eschewed and sought.  More than one reviewer called her a “child of nature.” 129  

One reviewer described Smith’s speech as being full of “homely illustrations” and 

“quaint expressions.”130  Another said Smith had “a manner peculiarly her 

own.”131   Like the black characters in the omnipresent anecdotes in Methodist 

magazines, Smith was praised for her simplicity and common sense.   

Similar words describing Sojourner Truth and the Fisk Jubilee Singers in 

the press reveal the cast into which all public black people were placed.  Like 

Smith, the Jubilee Singers were praised for their “unaffected, simple fervor,” were 

called “children of nature,” and descriptions of their singing focused on its racial 

origins: they were said to sing in the “characteristic style and weird cadence of 

their nation.”132  The language used to describe Sojourner Truth in newspapers is 

also remarkably similar to the language used to describe Smith.  Various papers 

printed articles referring to Truth as a “weird, wonderful creature,” “quaint in 
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language, grotesque in appearance, and homely in illustrations” with a “peculiar 

and remarkable manner.”133    

The response of one of Smith’s fans, perhaps better than any other, shows 

how romantic racialism, perpetuated in popular depictions of African Americans 

in literature (particularly the writings of Harriet Beecher Stowe), shaped the way 

audiences responded to Smith.  A woman from England wrote the following 

about the time she met Smith at a “drawing room meeting” in 1879:  “I was quite 

startled when Amanda Smith rose to speak, the fine figure and the glowing face, 

seemed so familiar, I felt as if I had loved her since childhood.”  Then she realized 

why Smith seemed so familiar: “She was the living incarnation of the dear old 

‘Mammy” [sic] in Uncle Tom, the loving, noble ‘Milly’ in Dred and most of all 

she was the clever, pungent ‘Queen of Ethiopia,’ who as ‘Candace,’ reigned in the 

kitchen and household of ‘Mr. Marvin’ in The Minister’s Wooing.”134  There 

appears to be a strange blurring of literary creation and reality in the way Stowe 

“created” the character of Sojourner Truth as “Libyan Sibyl,” just as she created 

the literary characters of Mammy, Milly and Candace which in turn shaped 

Smith’s public persona.  Although most of Smith’s audiences probably would not 

have been as explicit as the woman quoted above in their equation of Smith with 

romanticized black literary characters, the idea of the simple, humble and 

forgiving black saint, perpetuated by Stowe’s novels and anecdotes in the 
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Methodist press, had a pervasive influence on audiences responses to and 

expectations of Smith.   

In addition to believing that African Americans were simple and humble, 

romantic racialists also believed that they were naturally emotional—which 

happened to coincide with Methodists’ vision of the early church.  A New York 

Times report of a black minister’s prayer at Sing Sing Camp-meeting in 1877 

expresses the latent Methodist belief that African Americans were naturally 

attuned to what was most essential about Methodism.  According to the reporter, 

when “Brother Alexander Stewart, (colored,) of Philadelphia…began his prayer 

his voice and thoughts were perfectly under his control” but quickly “the 

emotional temperament peculiar to the negro, and the warm imagination with 

which nature had endowed him, combined to throw him into a state of ecstasy in 

which the living presence of the Creator was brought so forcibly before his 

mind’s eye that he failed to express his feelings in a connected manner.”  The 

reporter saw in Stewart’s prayer an element that was missing in the church: 

“During this year’s meeting so far no other exhibition of old-fashioned 

Methodism has occurred.”135   

Similarly, an 1890 Christian Advocate article conveyed the following 

image of African American religious enthusiasm as particularly attuned to true 

Christianity.  The story reads, “Bishop Joyce, told of a colored woman in a 

meeting in the South, who stood up and waved her handkerchief, when told that 
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she had better not shout, said, ‘Please let me shout a little.  I want to get used to it 

before I get to heaven.’”136  

Smith was clearly aware of stereotypes of blacks as excessively emotional, 

and she portrayed herself as someone naturally inclined to “shouting” and gave 

her audiences permission to do the same.  In 1872 at Oaks Corners Camp meeting 

Smith said in a love feast testimony:  “If I am a colored woman, the Lord has 

made my soul white.  They tell me that colored people are only excited.  Be it so: 

I confess I am wonderfully in love with the Exciter.  I tried for a long time to 

manage religion, but I am where it goes itself.”137   This was a theme of Smith’s 

throughout her career.  In 1896 she led a love feast at Mountain Lake Park Camp 

meeting.  First she read Psalm 100 and then she said, “There is a good deal in this 

Psalm about making a noise.  We are here to make a noise.  Some people object to 

our making a joyful noise to the Lord and tell us to keep still.  I always tell such 

people that this is the quietest world we will ever get into.”138   

According to camp meeting reports, Smith’s audiences responded to her 

invocation of old-time Methodism with old-fashioned enthusiasm.  At Ocean 

Grove Camp Meeting in 1875 Smith reportedly sang a hymn with “a voice as 

resonant as a bugle note, pathetic and sweet as the strains of an Aeolian harp.”  

The effect on the audience was dramatic:  “As the singing proceeded, the vast 

multitude taking up the chorus, preachers and people wept, shouted, and made the 

grove resound with ‘glory to God.’”139  At Mountain Lake Park Camp meeting in 
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1896 an observer reported:  “As usual, when Sister Amanda sings, the people 

waved their handherchiefs [sic], shouted and clapped their hands, and some 

moments passed before order was restored and testimony resumed.”140  In Des 

Plaines, Illinois, in 1892, an observer noted Smith’s tendency to vocally express 

her religious fervor as an audience member:  “Her presence in the audience made 

an amen corner for the whole tent.  It was worth much to hear her say: ‘Yes, yes!’ 

‘Hallelujah!’ ‘Bless the Lord!’ ‘Glory to His name!’ ‘That’s so.’”141   An 1891 

Christian Standard report of Smith’s work explicitly linked her popularity to 

Methodist nostalgia: “Amanda sang, and the congregation heartily joined with her 

in singing...one of the old-time plaintive tunes that some of us were accustomed to 

hear in our childhood.  The charm of the tune, that voice of Amanda’s, that no one 

can describe, the accompanying motion of body and eyes and hands, the precious 

memories of the auld-lang-syne brought back by the words and melody, the 

united prayer and praise that blended with hers like the voice of many waters—

were almost too much for the pent-up enthusiasm of that throng of saints.”142 

A final example reveals how nineteenth-century Methodists paradoxically 

saw African Americans as inferior but capable of great spiritual power.  A number 

of reviews perpetuated the image of Smith as a black Saint by juxtaposing the 

darkness of her skin with the light that was said to shine from her face.  J. M. 

Thoburn, a Methodist missionary bishop in India, described the first time he 

encountered Smith in 1876 this way: “I lifted my head, and saw the coloured 
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sister of the morning kneeling, with her hands spread out and her face 

aglow...Something like a hallowed glow seemed to rest on the dark face before 

me, and I felt that she was possessed of a rare degree of spiritual power.”143  

Another review contrasted the color of Smith’s skin with “divine grace,” referring 

to her as  “a lovely monument of Divine Grace—in ebony.”144  These sorts of 

images, while complementary of Smith (the exception), served to reinforce deep-

seated American notions of blackness as evil by suggesting that dark skin and 

spiritual light were opposites.  

Whether Smith’s use of racial stereotypes to advance her ministry was 

calculated or not, it was successful because it responded to a central theme in 

nineteenth-century Methodism.  Smith’s audiences were drawn to her as an 

exemplar of what they felt they had lost, simplicity and enthusiasm.  As we will 

see in the following section, there was one more aspect of the Methodist past that 

Methodists tried to reclaim through Smith, its democratic outreach to the poor and 

unlettered.   

“The Least of All Saints”: Smith Recalls Methodism’s Early Appeal to the 
Masses 

Methodism’s appeal to the working classes had been a central part of its 

formation in the United States through a process historian Nathan Hatch has 

called “the democratization of American Christianity.”  This democratization 

involved a shift in focus away from elites to ordinary people.  Hatch has described 

the various denominations that sprang up after the revolution (the Methodists, 
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some varieties of Baptists, the Christians and Disciples, and the Mormons) as 

“collective expressions of self-respect, instilling hope, purpose, meaning, and 

identity in thousands of persons whom the dominant culture had defined as 

marginal.”145  According to Hatch, this was especially true of Methodism.  

Francis Asbury, the Methodist Bishop who shaped the early American Methodist 

movement, taught that “it was the church’s ‘duty...to condescend to men of low 

estate,’ and he worked tirelessly to embrace the lowly, white and black, and to 

transfer resources from the center to the periphery of the movement.”146 

Naturally as the bulk of the Methodist population shifted from working 

class to middle class, Methodists had some confusion about their identity.  Smith 

responded to this confusion by reassuring her audiences that God (and by 

extension Methodism) still reached out to the most socially marginal people.  

Blacks, newly freed from slavery, in dire economic straits, the objects of 

increasing social regulation, seemed to illustrate this tenet better than any others.  

In an 1874 report of a holiness meeting in Philadelphia, similar to the Palmers’ 

Tuesday meeting, a reporter recorded the testimony of “a colored sister” who said, 

“it is so precious to know that the richest blessings are not kept for the high; the 

poor may have them…I have been whipped into Christ; God took father and 

mother and friends, but I glory in tribulation.”147  The idea that Methodism was 

still the religion of the motherless and fatherless, still a home for the poor, and 

still a haven for those suffering trouble, spoke to what many Methodists sensed as 
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an essential part of their religion.  The fact that, in large part, Methodism was not 

the religion of the down-and-out but of the upwardly-mobile in the late nineteenth 

century seemed refutable with testimonies by this “colored sister” and with the 

fact that a black washerwoman was one of its most popular evangelists.       

For just this reason Smith’s construction of her identity as a washerwoman 

appealed to her white audiences.  In many of her speeches, Smith used images 

from her laundry work to make the connection between herself and the lowliest of 

occupations.   At Ocean Grove Smith said, “speaking of being called to 

evangelistic labors”:  “I hadn’t much to give up, that’s true, only two wash-tubs, a 

wash-board, and four smoothing irons; but that was as much for me to give as a 

good many thousands of dollars’ worth for some folks—because it was my all.”148  

By the end of her career Smith’s identity as a washerwoman had become so 

integral to her image that people used it to identify her.  In 1888, when Smith’s 

friends were trying to raise money for her journey home from Africa, D. R. 

Stanley wrote to the Christian Standard:  “God did so wonderfully bless her from 

the time she surrendered all to Jesus—time, talent, reputation, influence 

(including ‘smoothing irons, tubs, and washboard’) and entered into partnership 

with the ‘Mighty to Save [sic, no close quote in original].”149    

Smith had had many jobs in her life ranging from cook, to child care 

provider, to housekeeper.  She actually only spent a few years of her life in New 

York, when she was married to James, as a washerwoman.  She could have 

focused on her identity in any of these occupations, or her identity as a mother, 
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but it is significant that she chose the occupation of washerwoman to describe 

herself.  For one thing, washing was one of the poorest paid, most difficult jobs in 

existence.  Because washing clothes was the most hated task of housewives (it 

took an entire day or more to do one week’s washing in several physically 

exhausting steps and another day to iron), women with any extra money at all 

usually elected to have someone else do their washing.150  Any kind of “lived out” 

domestic work, such as washing clothes, was a poor arrangement for the worker 

because domestics who “lived out” were paid the same amount as those who 

“lived in” but didn’t gain the benefits of free room and board.151  Despite its lack 

of advantages, in 1890 laundry work was the third most prevalent occupation for 

black women.152  Identifying herself with one of the most back-breaking and 

poorest paid of occupations gave authority to Smith’s statement that, “Unto me, 

who am the least of all saints, is this grace given.”153   It assured her middle-class 

white audiences that Methodism was still the church of the masses.  But, as I have 

                                                 
150 In Catharine Beecher, Treatise on Domestic Economy (1841; Reprint, New York: Source 
Book Press, 1970), Beecher provides a detailed account of the steps involved in washing clothes in 
the nineteenth century.  One had to transport water, heat the water, pre-soak white clothes, wash 
twice in suds, boil in soap for an hour, rub dirtiest spots, rinse, wring, throw clothes into a tub of 
bluing, wring, dip in starch and then hang to dry.  Once the clothes were dried, they had to be 
pressed with heavy irons heated in a fire or on the stove, making sure not to get cinders on the 
clean clothes.  According to Beecher, “it is a common complaint, in all parts of the country, that 
good washers are very rare.”(308).  Also see Susan Strassner, “Blue Monday” in Never Done: A 
History of American Housework (New York: Pantheon Books, 1982) for a discussion of laundry 
and laundresses. 
151 See Faye E. Dudden, Serving Women (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1983) for 
further information on paid domestic work in the nineteenth century. 
152 Claudia Tate, Domestic Allegories of Political Desire:The Black Heroine’s Text at the Turn of 
the Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 52.  Out of 2.7 million black female 
wage laborers 38.7% worked in agriculture, 30.8 % did household domestic services, 15.6 % did 
laundry work and 2.8 % worked in manufacturing. 
153 Smith reportedly quoted this scripture at an 1876 Ocean Grove camp meeting love feast.  
Ocean Grove Record, 9 September 1876, 371. 
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said before, Smith’s teachings did more than just ease the worried consciences of 

white Methodists.  She applied holiness teachings in novel ways to the 

experiences of African Americans.   

“He Counts Me in the Whosoever”: How Smith Applied Democratic 
Methodist Teachings to the Plight of African Americans 

Despite their appeal to white audiences, Smith’s sermons repeatedly 

grappled with the historical situation of African Americans in the United States at 

the time.  By 1877, Reconstruction was officially over.  Northern Republicans had 

grown tired of the expense of fighting a guerrilla war with former slave owners 

who terrorized blacks and white Republicans and by April 1877 the last federal 

troops were withdrawn from the South and most state governments were again in 

the hands of Democrats.  Black disenfranchisement through literary tests, property 

requirements, poll taxes and outright violence could now operate without 

restraint.  Without their own land, the majority of southern blacks subsisted as 

sharecroppers without much hope of advancement.  White supremacist vigilante 

groups like the Ku Klux Klan used lynching and other forms of violence to limit 

African American protest.  Throughout the South as well as many places in the 

North, Jim Crow laws requiring segregated seating on trains and other public 

accommodations reinforced white supremacy.  In 1896 the Supreme Court upheld 

white people’s right to discriminate in this way through Plessy vs. Ferguson.  For 

African Americans in the North, economic times were hard, with recent 

immigrants competing with blacks for jobs.  In scientific discourse and popular 

culture alike blacks were surrounded by images of themselves as unattractive, 

unintelligent and immoral. 
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In the midst of this bleak state of affairs, one of Smith’s most frequent 

addresses was an optimistic message about having faith in the midst of 

difficulties.  In 1874 Smith attended a large holiness meeting at Green Street 

Church, Philadelphia, where she gave one of her longest sermons on record.  Her 

theme was that “there is a kind of faith that will believe God right in the face of 

difficulties.”  Using the characteristically down-to-earth metaphor of a recent train 

ride, Smith explained, “I take Christ in the dark.  He is as much Christ in the dark 

as when in the light.”  Then she described a recent train ride in Boston where the 

passengers “laugh[ed] as they entered the cars.”  But soon the train “entered a 

dark tunnel.”  Smith explained, “It was necessary for the people to go through the 

tunnel; but they were safe while they kept their tickets and remained on the train.”  

Soon the train exited the tunnel and the passengers once again saw “the trees, and 

mountains, and the sun shining.”  The characteristically hope-filled moral of the 

story was “When we get in the dark place let us keep our ticket, keep our faith 

steady in Christ.”154   

As Jean McMahon Humez has pointed out, “that joyful sense of complete 

personal security, of attaining to sanctification in life, could be of great 

psychological value for a woman who had to deal daily with white racism.”  She 

quotes the most famous line of Smith’s autobiography in which Smith explicitly 

links the power of sanctification to her blackness:  “I think some people would 

understand the quintessence of sanctifying grace if they could be black for twenty 

                                                 
154 Advocate of Christian Holiness, March 1874, 201. 
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four hours.”155  Some scholars have pointed out that the concept of sanctification 

changed subtly over the nineteenth century.  While Phoebe Palmer saw 

sanctification as empowering to the extent that it gave authority to women and 

laypeople, she defined sanctification primarily as a purifier, an experience that 

removed sin from the hearts of the sanctified.  Later in the nineteenth century, 

holiness advocates placed greater emphasis on sanctification’s empowering 

function.  They believed that it literally gave people power to overcome their 

oppressors and to be a force for God in the world.  This belief in sanctification as 

empowerment blossomed in the concept of spirit baptism in the pentecostal 

movement.156   

Somewhere between these two polarities was Smith’s unspoken definition 

of sanctification.  Like Palmer, Smith saw sanctification as a heart purifier, in that 

it could cure people of sin, including racial animosity.  But she also saw it as 

empowering in that it gave an individual “enduring grace.”  An 1873 Christian 

Recorder article makes this definition of sanctification explicit.  The article 

describes sanctifying grace as “a peace that keeps us patient and cheerful under 

difficulties, that keeps us humble and truthful under trials and temptations.  This 

is the grace that must prevail in a distressing hour.”157  This was the definition of 

sanctification Smith adopted when she first prayed for sanctification to help her 
                                                 
155 Jean McMahon Humez, ed, Gifts of Power: The Writings of Rebecca Jackson, Black 
Visionary, Shaker Eldress (Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1981), 5.  Smith, 
Autobiography, 116-117. 
156 Donald Dayton, “The Doctrine of the Baptism of the Holy Spirit:  Its Emergence and 
Significance,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 13 (Spring 1978):114-126; Dale E. Dunlap, 
“Tuesday Meetings, Camp Meetings, and Cabinet Meetings: A Perspective on the Holiness 
Movement in the Methodist Church in the United States in the Nineteenth Century,” Methodist 
History 13: 3 (1975): 85-106. 
157 Christian Recorder, 2 January 1873, 1. 



 243

endure her difficult marriage with her second husband James.  And it is probably 

the meaning she had in mind when she made the statement about the 

“quintessence of sanctifying grace” being linked to being black in America.   

When one thinks on the dark days for black Americans after the fall of 

Reconstruction, Smith’s love feast testimony at Walter and Sarah Palmer’s in 

1877 takes on added meaning:  “Though it might be as dark as midnight all round 

her, when God says to her, ‘Be not afraid,’ she determined that she would not 

be.”158  Like most communications, Smith’s message of holiness as empowerment 

could be interpreted differently by people in different social positions.  While the 

message could bring immense comfort to people (either black or white) who were 

subject to painful forces beyond their control, it could also inadvertently assuage 

the consciences of white Christians who were either passively or actively 

supporting white supremacy 

For the careful reader, however, it is clear that Smith’s optimism was 

grounded in a clear recognition of exactly how bad things were.  A friend from 

Keswick, England, said that when Smith was recuperating from an illness in 

southern England “she was often found sitting in a rocking-chair saying as she 

rocked herself backwards and forwards, ‘Amen.  Hallelujah.’  When asked why 

she was doing this, she said, ‘Amen’ signified her acquiescence in God’s will 

concerning the trying things that were going on (and there were many), and 

‘Hallelujah’ showed her confidence that there was a glorious time coming for 

which she was even then praising.”159 

                                                 
158 Christian Standard and Holiness Journal, 23 June 1877, 195. 
159 Cadbury, Life of Smith, 52-53. 
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For Smith, the democratic idea at Methodism’s roots, that God was as 

interested in “the least of all Saints” as in the wealthy entrepreneur, was a 

teaching that had radical implications for race relations if taken literally.  At a 

holiness meeting she led at Green Street Church (coincidentally this is also the 

name as the church in New York where Smith was sanctified) in Philadelphia in 

1874 Smith said, “I used to read such promises in the Bible, but I did not know 

them experimentally.  I would hand them over to those more favorably situated in 

life; but it seemed too much that I should enjoy full salvation.”160  Then after 

describing her humble origins, Smith went on to tell how she came to be standing 

before her audience as an exemplar of heart purity.  One of her favorite hymns 

was “He Counts Me in the Whosoever.”  Smith, fully aware of the irony, loved to 

say she was royalty.  She called herself a “royal black” or a “daughter of the 

king.”  At an 1879 holiness convention in Keswick, England, Smith sang “I’m the 

Daughter of a King.”  And then, “she looked down at her plain dress saying, ‘I’ve 

not got my robes yet,’ and then went on singing, ‘I’m the child of a King.’”  

These messages were so effective among white audiences because they addressed 

middle-class white Methodists’ anxiety about departing from Methodism’s roots 

as the religion of the downtrodden.  But at the same time, Smith’s message of 

equality regardless of color or class came straight out of African Methodism.  The 

idea that religion could abolish social differences was more than just a comforting 

narrative for black Methodists.  It was a lifeline of hope and a call to greater 

consistency with Christian ideals.   

                                                 
160 Advocate of Christian Holiness, March 1874, 201. 



 245

“EVERY LINE IN THESE MELODIES BREATHES A PRAYER FOR LIBERTY”: 
SMITH’S SINGING, RACIAL PRIDE, AND WHITE FASCINATION WITH BLACK 
CULTURE 

Historians of popular culture have established that throughout the 

nineteenth century, but particularly in its last quarter, white Americans were 

fascinated with black culture.161  Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin had 

not only been the first American novel with black central protagonists; it was an 

unprecedented best-seller.162  The novel’s plot was soon adapted for the stage in 

scores of popular Uncle Tom melodramas.  Dialect literature, which was 

preoccupied with the varieties of speech, especially black speech, came into its 

own during this period.  Blackface minstrelsy, born before the Civil War to 

become “America’s first national, popular entertainment form,” was alive and 

well after the Civil War.163  The Fisk Jubilee Singers and scores of  “jubilee” 

groups that imitated them rose to great popularity in the 1870s, with their 

marketing of African American spirituals to white audiences.  A new genre of 

popular music, “coon songs,” developed in the 1890s, six hundred of which were 

published in the 1890s alone, which humorously reinforced stereotypes of African 

Americans as dim-witted buffoons.164  Outside of popular culture, scientists, aided 
                                                 
161 White Americans’ attraction to black culture was certainly not specific to Smith’s time.  We 
have seen it endure well into the twenty-first century in white suburban teenagers’ love affair with 
rap, the renaissance of popular black women fiction writers in the 1980s, and black stand-up 
comedy. 
162 Robert C. Toll makes the point about Uncle Tom’s Cabin being “the first American novel with 
blacks as its central characters” in Blacking Up: The Minstrel Show in Nineteenth-Century 
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 88. 
163 J. Stanley Lemons said, “the minstrel show was America’s first national, popular entertainment 
form” in “Black Stereotypes as Reflected in Popular Culture, 1880-1920,” American Quarterly 29 
(Spring 1977): 102-16. 
164 James H. Dorman, “Shaping the Popular Image of Post-Reconstruction American Blacks: The 
‘Coon Song’ Phenomenon of the Gilded Age,” American Quarterly 40, no. 4 (December 1988): 
450-71. 
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by Darwinian thought, were interested in explaining racial differences and 

theories about the origins of the races abounded.  Before the Civil War scientists 

and scientific popularizers like Josiah Nott and Samuel Cartwright mixed Biblical 

teachings about the origins of the world with phrenology to teach polygenesis—

the idea that the different races were in fact separate species, and that the white 

race was superior.  After the absorption of Darwinism by American scientists, 

professional and amateur scientists like Virginia planter Edward Eggleston and 

Harvard psychologist William McDougall began to propose that the white and 

black races developed at different times in evolutionary history and that the black 

race was closer to its original ape ancestors than the white race.165   

Americans were fascinated with the continent of Africa as a place of 

exotic savagery.  Images of African Americans, usually humorously demeaning, 

also circulated through advertising cards, magazine advertisements, and 

valentines.166 According to Toll, the mid-1870s, when Smith’s career was getting 

underway, saw a “reawakening in the Northern public’s curiosity about slave life 

and the plantation.”167  This was the decade when Joel Chandler Harris’s “Uncle 

Remus” stories began feeding the public’s thirst for nostalgic plantation stories.   

Many of these representations of black culture were belittling, but there 

was more to them than the desire to display black culture’s inferiority and 

otherness as a justification for political and economic disenfranchisement.  Part of 

                                                 
165 For a discussion of scientific racism in the early to mid-nineteenth century see Fredrickson The 
Black Image, 75-91.  For an outline of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century  “science of 
race” see I. A. Newby, Jim Crow’s Defense: Anti-Negro Thought in America, 1900-1930 (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1965). 
166 Lemons, “Black Stereotypes,” 103. 
167 Toll, “Blacking Up,” 235. 



 247

the fascination with black culture was a thwarted desire for reconciliation, a 

contradictory desire to heal the yawning racial divide between white and black 

Americans.  Another part of the American obsession with black culture came 

from white America’s frequently unacknowledged guilt over slavery and its 

legacy.  And for all classes of Americans (for middle-class Americans whose 

behavior was marked by regulation and self-control, for upwardly-mobile 

immigrant Americans who were struggling to assimilate, and for working-class 

Americans whose work lives were becoming increasingly more standardized) 

black culture represented a kind of pre-industrial spontaneity and freedom the rest 

of America felt it was giving up in its march of progress.  In addition to this 

complex mix of motivations was white America’s anxiety about black efforts for 

advancement, about the possibility of racial amalgamation, and about possible 

black retaliation for white mistreatment. 

Onto this complicated cultural scene came Amanda Berry Smith, who, 

although she was known and valued primarily as an evangelist, also used singing 

to cross cultural and racial boundaries, establish links with the Methodist past, 

move audiences and reinforce themes in her sermons.  Although Smith’s 

repertoire included all the Methodist standards, she sang three or four hymns so 

often that they became her trademark songs.  These songs included “He Counts 

Me in the Whosoever,”  “A Little More Faith in Jesus” and “The Lord Will 

Provide.”  All three of these songs embodied key themes in Smith’s ministry.  As 

noted, “He Counts Me in the Whosoever” expressed the democratic idea that God 

deals equally with the lowliest and loftiest of people.  “The Lord Will Provide,” 
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written by S. C. Harrington, dealt with the idea of trusting God to meet one’s 

needs.168  The words of the song are, “In some way or other the Lord will 

provide;/It may not be my way,/ It may not be thy way,/And yet, in his own way, 

The Lord will provide.”  When Smith sang this song she not only communicated a 

message of optimism and hope, but she also subtly reminded audiences that she 

was a full-time evangelist and depended on her audiences for a living.   

“A Little More Faith in Jesus,” an African American spiritual, was 

probably Smith’s most famous song.  Marshall Taylor included the song among 

the “plantation melodies” his two female assistants gathered and transcribed and 

he published in 1882.  As Andrew Ward indicated in his recent history of the Fisk 

Jubilee Singers, the origins of African American religious songs are difficult to 

ascertain precisely.  Among their antecedents are work songs, ritual shouts and 

circle dances of Africa and white Protestant hymns.169  Whether of European or 

African origins, spirituals took on a distinctly identifiable African American 

rhythm and tone when they were embraced by slaves in the South.  F. S. Hoyt, 

who wrote the introduction to Plantation Melodies, provided one possible 

scenario for this musical syncretism.  He suggested that black people 

“memorized, loved, and adopted” the “stirring devotional hymns” they learned in 

white congregations.  “Not being able to read, and, therefore, unable to correct 

their recollections by reference to the printed page, they often confused both the 

songs and the verses—thus bringing these ‘revival songs’ of their adoption to 

                                                 
168 It was published at least once, in Eben Tourjee, Tribute of Praise, and Psalter (Pittsburgh, 
William McCracken Jr., 1887).   
169 Ward, Dark Midnight, 112-113. 
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partake more or less of the character of those which were entirely of their own 

invention.”170   

In his preface to Plantation Melodies Marshall Taylor described the links 

between the songs and African American history:  “Every line contained in these 

melodies breathes a prayer for liberty, physical and spiritual.  They reveal in 

every sentence either the pathetic moan of a slave in almost utter despair, yet... 

still hoping for freedom; or of a freedman with his heart lifted up to God, melting 

in the purest fires of devotional thanksgiving for deliverance from cruel bonds.”171  

Taylor, a black minister in the mostly white M. E. Church, believed the songs 

could help the races unite across racial barriers.  He wrote, “The race is free, an 

era of light and culture has dawned, but ere all the fruits of freedom be gathered 

these melodies have many a mighty task to perform, in lifting up bowed hearts to 

Jesus and overturning the prejudices against color, which are so ruinously wide-

spread.”172  As early as 1872 (less then three years after she began her ministry), 

people associated Smith with this song.  The Advocate of Christian Holiness 

reported in March of that year that “Sister Smith of New York has been laboring 

in the churches in and about Boston for some time past with great success.  She is 

convincing the people that ‘All they want is a little more faith in Jesus.’”173   

While it is impossible to know whether Smith chose to sing this song as a 

tribute to black culture, or whether she was simply capitulating to the demands of 

her audiences, there is no doubt that it enhanced her popularity.  Bishop Gilbert 

                                                 
170 Marshall W. Taylor, Plantation Melodies. (Cincinnati: Taylor and Echols, 1882), II. 
171 Ibid., 3. 
172 Taylor, Plantation Melodies, 4. 
173 Advocate of Christian Holiness, March 1872, 178. 
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Haven, Smith’s contemporary, attested to the popularity of southern black 

religious music: “these plaints and consolations…are in high honor here; every 

street-corner attests their popularity.  Every city has its band of minstrels, who 

blacken their faces, and reproduce plantation melodies and manners for the greedy 

delight of every society.”174  While Haven was correct that certain forms of 

African American music were popularized by minstrel shows, spirituals did not 

really become popular until after the Fisk Jubilee Singers and other “concert 

troupes” introduced white audiences in Europe and America to black religious 

music.  According to Andrew Ward, the Fisk Jubilee Singers were the first 

popular black musical group to introduce white America to black music in a 

serious way.175   

Like the Fisk Jubilee Singers, who incidentally began their first tour to 

raise money for Fisk University in 1871 at almost exactly the same time that 

Smith was beginning her evangelical career, Smith implicitly persuaded her 

audiences of the dignity and worth of black culture.  In fact, the purposes and 

audiences of Smith and the Jubilee Singers were so closely connected that they 

performed “A Little More Faith in Jesus” together on at least two occasions.  At a 

time when the A.M.E. Church was rejecting black spirituals as “negro ditties,” 

Smith’s insistence on claiming her black musical heritage paradoxically made her 

more attractive to white northern audiences than to black ones.   

                                                 
174 Taylor, Plantation Melodies, 6. 
175 Although in Love and Theft Eric Lott argues that minstrel show imitations of blacks may have 
been as much tribute and envy as mockery, the Jubilee Singers self-consciously set out to 
demonstrate the value of black culture.  In addition, the Jubilee Singers reached middle-class and 
religious audiences who would have shunned minstrel shows. 
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“POOR AFRICA”: SMITH’S EVANGELISM AND MISSION WORK IN THE 
UNITED KINGDOM, INDIA AND LIBERIA 

Because my primary interest is discussing Smith’s response to the 

complexities of race in late nineteenth-century America, I have consciously 

chosen to spend most of my time discussing Smith’s life in the United States.  

Some account of Smith’s years as a missionary, however, is important both for 

what it reveals about Smith’s commitment to race uplift and for the contrast it 

provides to racial dynamics in the United States.  Smith first began thinking about 

missionary work to Africa when she noticed, at a meeting on foreign missions at 

Sea Cliff Camp Meeting in the summer of 1872, that there were missionary 

representatives from India, China, Japan and South America, but none from 

Africa.  Smith immediately became convinced that mission work in Africa should 

be one of her top priorities.  Afraid that an education insufficient to provide her 

with a knowledge of Africa’s geography disqualified her for service, she vowed to 

prepare her daughter Mazie for service as a missionary.  When Mazie married 

against Smith’s wishes eight years later, Smith decided to go herself.   

Like most nineteenth-century African Americans, Smith shared white 

America’s view of Africa as an uncivilized dark continent.  Smith’s mental 

picture of Africa was derived from illustrations in second-hand issues of Brother 

Jonathan’s Alamanac that she read as a child.  In her autobiography Smith 

described the magazine this way:  “It had large pictures, and Africans in their 

costumes and huts...great boa constrictors, bears, lions and panthers; and some of 

the pictures were horrid.”176  While most nineteenth-century African Americans 
                                                 
176 Smith, Autobiography, 215. 
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felt a connection to Africa as an ancestral homeland, most African Americans  

were eager to distinguish themselves from their African relatives in order to prove 

their fitness for full citizenship.  Most ante-bellum and post-bellum African 

American leaders opposed colonization to Africa because of the message it sent 

about black chances for assimilation into mainstream American culture.177  Still, 

many African Americans Christians felt a special responsibility to see that Africa 

was evangelized.  One A.M.E. minister referred to Africa in 1870 as the “unhappy 

Fatherland” and declared: “It is the duty of the African M. E. Church to 

evangelize Africa.”178  Many nineteenth-century African American Christians 

believed that slavery had been part of God’s plan to Christianize Africa and that 

African Americans had a divine mandate to bring God’s plan to pass by returning 

to Africa and converting the continent to Christianity.179  As James Campbell has 

so beautifully expressed it: “Amid the darkening days of racial reaction, the 

opening of African missions provided proof that history was progressive, that the 

ordeal of slavery had meant something, that black Americans were yet a chosen 

people, destined to play a special role in the unfolding design of Providence.”180  

A writer in an 1868 issue of the A.M.E. newspaper The Christian Recorder 

expressed a related impulse to Christianize Africans in order to improve the image 
                                                 
177 On African American attitudes toward emigration see Campbell, Songs of Zion, 66-78.  
A.M.E. bishop Henry McNeil Turner was an exception to this, but only because of his increasing 
pessimism as Reconstruction failed that African Americans would ever be accepted as full citizens 
in the United States.  See Walker, A Rock in a Weary Land, 135-137, for a discussion of Turner’s 
attitudes toward emigration.  Most of the emigrants Smith encountered in Liberia were desperate 
black sharecroppers who had few resources to establish themselves in a new land.   
178 Christian Recorder, 23 April 1870. 
179 See an article by Irving E. Lowery, a black South Carolina minister, “The Need of Holiness 
Evangelists Among the Colored People,” Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness, 19 
November 1885, 1. 
180 Campbell, Songs of Zion, 99. 
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of black Americans by association:  “Remain we here in America, the barbarism 

of our heathen kindred is ever and anon laid at our door; go we to Europe and we 

are heralded as rara aris, a civilized Negro.  People look upon us with the same 

curiosity that they gaze upon a dressed up monkey.”181  Smith’s decision to 

evangelize in Africa represents a concern with race uplift that she shared with the 

same black contemporaries who thought of her as a race traitor.   

In 1878, with much trepidation but believing that she went at God’s 

command, Smith sailed for England believing that her trip would be a short one.  

In England and Scotland Smith was introduced to holiness and temperance circles 

by Mary Coffin Johnson, a national WCTU officer.  Advertising flyers sometimes 

described Smith as “the Converted Slave from America.”182  When Smith got 

word that her daughter, Mazie, had married, her urgency to return home lessened 

and she accepted an invitation from William Osborn (the founder of Ocean Grove 

known for his evangelism to African Americans in the South) in late 1879 to 

investigate Methodist missions in India.  She spent approximately a year and a 

half in India circulating mainly among Methodist missionaries and conducting 

revivals with William Osborn and the Methodist missionary bishop James M. 

Thoburn.  She said of her time in India, “I think I see now that God wanted me in 

Africa, and He had to send me to India to educate me a little before He could tell 

me to go to Africa.”183  In the summer of 1881 she returned briefly to England 

and then left for Liberia in January of 1882.  Although she had initially 
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envisioned her trip to Liberia as a visit, Smith stayed for seven years.  Smith’s 

years in Liberia were difficult, yet characteristically productive.  She battled 

illness and homesickness, preached to Christian settlers, worked with the famous 

missionary bishop William Taylor to secure mission sites, nursed other 

missionaries through bouts of malaria, adopted two African children (a six-year-

old girl named Frances and a three-year-old boy named Bob), and established 

temperance and holiness associations.184  Although Methodists in Liberia testified 

to Smith’s usefulness there, her goals were often frustrated by illness, 

transportation problems and bad weather. 

Through her travels overseas Smith gained a new perspective on race in 

the United States.  She was continually surprised when her encounters with white 

people in Europe lacked the sting of racism.  At a holiness convention at 

Broadlands, in Hampshire, England, Lady Mount Temple surprised Smith by 

kissing her in public and Lord Mount Temple escorted her on his arm to dinner.  

Smith wrote, “It was the first time in all my life that I was ever escorted by a 

gentleman to dinner in such style.”185  In Rome she was astonished when a little 

boy offered her his seat on the “railway bus.”186  She observed that no British 

ladies consulted their servants before inviting her to dinner.  In Philadelphia, she 

                                                 
184 Smith called Frances “my little treasure” and hoped she would one day become “a missionary 
to her own people.” Christian Standard, 10 October 1885, 2.  In 1885, when she traveled to Cape 
Palmas, Smith sent Frances to live with “Brother and Sister Pitman” in Paynesville.  She said, “I 
knew Frances would fare as well there as if I had her myself.” (Autobiography, 434).  When Smith 
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estimation she was “very much attached to Bob” (Autobiography, 400).  After she returned to the 
United States, Smith and Bob corresponded.  She went back to England to visit him in 1894, at 
which point she sent him home to Cape Palmas, Liberia to be “with his people.”   
185 Smith, Autobiography, 274. 
186 Ibid., 294. 
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bitterly recalled, she had been turned away from a woman’s home without dinner 

because “an old servant...would have been vexed if she had had to serve a colored 

woman.”187  For the first time in her life, Smith’s gender was more of an issue 

than her race.  In Scotland, she observed with amazement, “The good brethren” 

opposed her work “because I was a woman; not that I was a black woman, but a 

woman.”188   

Perhaps because race was no longer paramount and probably also because 

it was safer to criticize other cultures than her own, Smith began to take note of 

the gender inequality she encountered in various countries.  She complained about 

opposition to women’s evangelism in Scotland, India and some parts of Liberia.  

Also in Liberia she criticized the lack of educational opportunities for young 

women, women’s disproportionately heavy work load and betrothal practices that 

failed to take women’s wishes into account.  For the first time in Smith’s life, she 

was able to turn her attention away from racial discrimination to examine gender 

issues.  When Smith eventually returned to the United States where race was 

paramount, it was undoubtedly with a heightened awareness of America’s unique 

racial dilemma. 

“IT HAS ITS MORAL IF WE CHOOSE TO SEE IT”: SMITH’S AUTOBIOGRAPHY 
AS A DISCUSSION OF RACE IN AMERICA 

In 1890, when Smith returned to the United States from her sojourn in 

Europe, India and Africa, she decided to begin work on an autobiography.  Partly 

to give herself a chance to recuperate from various health problems she had 

                                                 
187 Smith, Autobiography, 486. 
188 Ibid., 281. 
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developed in Africa, and probably partly to raise money (she had not received a 

salary for her independent mission work and was only able to afford a boat ticket 

home through donations), Smith settled in a room in Chicago and with the help of 

a stenographer began writing the story of her life.189  According to letters 

published in the Christian Standard, she worked diligently, “writing every day, 

but Saturday.”190  In December 1892 she reported that she had decided on a 

publisher: “A good Christian publisher has made me the best offer I have had 

since I have had the matter under consideration.  I have accepted his offer and he 

already has some of the manuscript in hand.”191   In April 1893 Smith wrote the 

Christian Standard that “I finished the MSS. last Monday.  It is now in the hands 

of the editor and they are pushing it.  I hope to have it ready by June.”  Of the 

experience of writing the autobiography, Smith reflected in the pages of the 

Christian Standard: “It certainly is the biggest job I ever undertook...  I have 

learned many lessons and if I had to do it again I would have more sense, so 

would know better how to begin.  How beautifully I have seen the hand of the 

Lord leading me through and out of all that seemed dark and impossible.”192   

When Smith’s autobiography came out, published by Meyer and Brother 

Publishers in Chicago, it sold modestly.193  As Smith put it in a letter to a friend in 

                                                 
189 Smith never explained why she decided to settle in Chicago.  We know that just prior to 
settling in Chicago Smith had conducted revivals at South Park Avenue Church and the Western 
Avenue M. E. Church in Chicago.  Chicago was a center of black cultural life and reform efforts 
during Smith’s time.  It is possible that she moved there thinking that the black community could 
sustain the industrial school she planned to open.   
190 Christian Standard, 2 February 1893, 12. 
191 Christian Standard, 22 December 1892, 5. 
192 Christian Standard, 20 April 1893, 12. 
193 Meyer and Brother was not a major religious publisher, or even strictly Methodist.  It 
published mostly sheet music, religious pamphlets, hymn books, religious plays and day books.  
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June 1894, “the sale of my books has been a great help to me; they do not go with 

a rush, but just keep me floating nicely.”194  Much like Phoebe Palmer’s books, 

Smith’s was distributed primarily through informal religious networks.  In 1897 

on a preaching tour in Colorado and California, for example, Smith reported 

having sold “five dozen books.”195 

Autobiographical Form, Narrative Momentum and Editorial Control 

Although no known original manuscripts of Smith’s autobiography 

remain, the published autobiography suggests that editorial intrusions by either 

Smith’s stenographer or her editor at Meyer and Brother were minimal.  The 

autobiography bears the marks of Smith’s distinctive communication style, her 

colloquialisms and characteristic expressions.  In addition, although the 

autobiography is roughly chronological (beginning with Smith’s birth and 

progressing chronologically through major events in her life), individual events 

are arranged as much by theme as by chronology.  Frequently Smith is quite 

careless with chronology.  She often fails to assign dates to events, or assigns 

contradictory dates to the same event, or simply gives inaccurate dates, as outside 

sources have shown.  These kinds of chronological errors would almost certainly 

have been corrected by a careful editor.   

Furthermore the structure of the autobiography is so unusual that, had an 

editor been closely involved in structuring the work, it would almost certainly 

have been standardized.  The first 262 pages of the autobiography have a narrative 
                                                                                                                                     
One can speculate that Smith’s choice of an independent religious publisher had the effect of 
giving her increased autonomy as a writer. 
194 Christian Standard, 21 June 1894, 5. 
195 Christian Standard, 20 November 1897, 6. 
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structure, loosely arranged chronologically with thematic connections between 

individual scenes.  Then on page 273 of the narrative, where Smith recounts her 

departure from the United States for Europe, the narrative switches to a journal 

format, with short dated entries describing Smith’s travels.  While Smith 

occasionally switched back to short sections of narrative in the second half of the 

autobiography, the bulk of the remaining 225 pages of the autobiography 

remained in diary form.   

Besides showing a probable absence of editorial shaping of the narrative, 

and thus increasing the likelihood that literary choices in the work can be 

attributed to Smith, the unusual structure of the narrative reveals something about 

Smith’s underlying preoccupations.  Literary theorist Peter Brooks has described 

the psychological underpinnings of narrative.  A reader’s desire to get to the end 

of a narrative, to find out “what happens,” is driven by an instinctual knowledge 

that each piece of the narrative is written with the end in mind: “the very 

possibility of meaning plotted through sequence and through time depends on the 

anticipated structuring force of the ending.”196   Brooks calls the “expectancy” 

created by the anticipation that a sequence of events culminating in an ending will 

produce closure and meaning, “textual energy” or “narrative desire.”  In 

traditional spiritual autobiography the force of the narrative drive pushes the 

reader toward conversion, the culminating event that makes all the other stages in 

a person’s life make sense.  And in traditional ministerial autobiography the 

culminating event is the individual’s acceptance of the call to preach and his 

                                                 
196 Peter Brooks, Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1984), 93. 
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(traditionally the protagonist is a male) subsequent spiritual conquests for God.  

While Smith’s narrative bears elements of both the spiritual autobiography and 

ministerial autobiography forms (conversion, sanctification and a call to preach 

are key elements in the narrative), there is another narrative drive that threatens to 

overpower these themes: Smith’s struggle to deal with racism in America.  The 

following discussion of Smith’s autobiography, then, will explore how Smith 

chose to have the last word about herself and her experience as a black woman in 

America in a work written for a white religious audience expecting to read a 

traditional spiritual narrative.  In written form, Smith was able to address racial 

issues that she could not raise in her live speeches.  In particular, she was able to 

document her experience of racism and to question nineteenth-century racial 

assumptions.    

Smith’s Autobiography and Her Public Image 

By the time Smith wrote her autobiography she was extremely well-

known in holiness circles.  An 1887 newspaper article declared (no doubt with 

some hyperbole), “Amanda Smith is a name which has become a household word 

on four continents of the globe.  Her character and work are known and read of 

all.”197  Smith wrote her autobiography not because she had a burning desire to 

tell her story but because there was a demand for one.  In the preface to the 

autobiography she wrote, “For a number of years many of my friends have said to 

me, ‘You ought to write an account of your life.’”198  Because Smith was well-

known to her audiences, her autobiography did not have to construct her image 
                                                 
197 Christian Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness, 19 May 1887, 8. 
198 Smith, Autobiography, iii. 
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from scratch.  Smith could reasonably assume that her audiences had seen her, 

heard her speak or sing, read her letters in the Standard, had heard stories about 

her, and had an image of her in their minds.  As Smith said in her autobiography, 

“I had been around in America to so many camp meetings and in different 

churches, and so many different parts of the country, east, west, north and south, 

and everybody seemed to know Amanda Smith.”199  Smith could rely on that 

image of her as a humble, lively and, above all, holy black woman to shape what 

her readers gleaned from her narrative.  Like early black minstrel performers who 

got away with social criticism because they were wearing blackface and made 

their audiences laugh, Smith was able to get away with outlining the links 

between Methodism and racism and discoursing on racial difference because she 

was familiar and non-threatening and because she gave her audiences enough of 

what they expected to make the race themes in her narrative palatable.   

The Issue of Intention 

First, to clarify my argument about the issue of Smith’s intentions, she was 

not a polished writer, as she would have been the first to admit.  Although Smith’s 

writing is lively and conveys a strong voice, it was not carefully crafted.  Aside 

from chronological errors, Smith sometimes mentions hardly relevant information 

while excluding crucial details.  For example, although we know from contextual 

evidence that Smith’s mother, whom she clearly adored, died when Smith was 

thirteen, Smith’s autobiography only mentions her mother’s death toward the end 

of the narrative in a diary entry Smith made in Liberia on her forty-seventh 
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birthday.200  Meanwhile, Smith carefully gives the dates of the deaths of three of 

her brothers, who are hardly mentioned elsewhere in the narrative.  Similarly, 

although Mazie, Smith’s only child to survive to adulthood, receives lots of space 

in the narrative--everything from Smith’s concerns about her schooling and 

housing to her spiritual state--after Mazie’s marriage, which took place when 

Smith was in England, we hear nothing more about her.  One of Smith’s 

nineteenth-century biographers, probably not the most reliable source, stated that 

Mazie died while Smith was overseas, a claim that was contradicted by Smith’s 

offhanded statement in the autobiography that her daughter was currently 

“married and living in Baltimore.”201  The point is that, aside from that single line 

about Mazie, Smith’s autobiography leaves us in the dark about her fate.  I 

suspect that there are perfectly understandable psychological reasons for Smith’s 

failure to mention the fates of the two most important people in her life (perhaps 

they were both too traumatic for her to revisit), but from a narrative perspective, 

the exclusions are glaring absences.  In the case of the narrative’s preoccupation 

with racial inequality in America, I do not suspect that Smith was writing with a 

conscious hidden agenda.  Rather, I suspect that the clear and continuous theme of 

racial inequality that runs through the first half of the narrative reflects a 

psychological preoccupation of Smith’s, just as her failure to mention her 

mother’s and Mazie’s fates represents another kind of psychological 

preoccupation.   
                                                 
200 Smith, Autobiography, 352.  Perhaps the following entry was prompted by Smith nearing her 
mother’s age at the time of her death.   “Wednesday, January 23, 1884.  This is my birthday.  Oh, 
how the Lord has led me, and loved me, and watched over me for forty-seven long years...I was 
born on the 23rd of January 1837.  My mother died when I was thirteen years old.” 
201 Cadbury, Life of Smith, 45; Smith, Autobiography, 42. 
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Smith’s Plot  

When autobiographers tell their life stories, they choose to focus on the 

events that fit into the plot they have chosen.  As literary scholar Sidonie Smith 

has said, autobiography is more a process of “assigning meaning to a series of 

experiences” than repeating an already existing story.  It is plot that connects all 

the discrete elements (events) in an autobiography and gives the reader a sense 

that each event is moving him or her forward toward a meaningful end.  Events in 

a story gain meaning in relation to each other by “emphasis, juxtaposition, 

commentary and omission.”202  And, as Peter Brooks has pointed out, events also 

gain meaning through repetitions that “show us a significant interconnection of 

events.”203  Several themes emerge from Smith’s selection and ordering of events 

(not all of them themes her nineteenth-century readers would necessarily have 

recognized): God’s mercy and grace to a poor black woman; current debates in 

the holiness movement (over faith healing and the second coming for example); 

definitions of justification and sanctification; thoughts on domesticity and 

spirituality; and more significantly and frequently, the equation of spiritual 

freedom with political freedom; the incompatibility of Christianity and  racism; 

the power of sanctification to heal white sinners of racism and black sinners of 

fear of whites and self doubt; and racial difference and similarity.   

While the first half of Smith’s autobiography is organized by Smith’s 

development from a young black domestic, wife and mother in Pennsylvania, 
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Maryland and New York to a holiness evangelist who braves a considerable 

amount of hostility to cross racial boundaries, the second half of the 

autobiography chronicles Smith’s travels and missionary work overseas and is 

arranged by journal entry date, and in the end by scattered memories.  The 

narrative drive peters out in the second half of the narrative because the setting 

changes to Europe, India and Africa, where race (a driving force in the first half 

of the narrative) stops being an issue.  As has been established, Smith was keenly 

aware of the differences race played in America in contrast to the rest of the 

world.  Shortly after she arrived in England for the first time, she attended a 

holiness meeting in Keswick: “No one acted as though I was a black woman, I 

don’t suppose they would have treated Mrs. President of the United States with 

more Christian courtesy and cordiality then they did me.”  Smith was probably 

referring to more than music when she wryly observed: “The tune they sing in 

England is entirely different from that which is sung here [in the United 

States].”204   Without the burning issue of racial inequality, the second part of 

Smith’s narrative winds down with descriptions of the foreign landscape, 

anecdotes about African superstitions, economy and agriculture, and references to 

Smith’s myriad acquaintances.  It is likely that Smith included the second half of 

the narrative to meet her readers’ expectations.  After all, Smith’s “travels in 

America, England, Ireland, Scotland, India and Africa,” as the book’s title 

suggests, were expected to draw an audience.  Smith began many passages in this 
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section of the book with “I am often asked...,” an indication of her efforts to give 

her audiences what they expected. 

“Unexpected Failures”: Smith’s Sub-plot 

The complete title of Smith’s autobiography, perhaps assigned by the 

publisher, is the best summary of the autobiography’s official narrative line: The 

Story of the Lord’s Dealings with Mrs. Amanda Smith the Colored Evangelist, 

Containing an Account of her Life Work of Faith, and Her Travels in America, 

England, Ireland, Scotland, India and Africa, as an Independent Missionary.  The 

title highlights Smith’s race, “the Colored Evangelist,” because her racial identity 

was the thing that made her autobiography new and noteworthy from a 

nineteenth-century audience’s perspective.  The second half of the title indicates 

that the book will fit into the traditions of ministerial biography and travel 

narrative.  In the preface to the autobiography Smith called it “the simple and 

unvarnished story of my life,” and in the last chapter of the book she called it “the 

simple story of God’s dealings with a worm.”205  But as literary scholar Daniel 

Shea has observed, “Knowing what the argument was supposed to be about is 

precisely what lends interest to unexpected failures.”206 

While Smith does give heartfelt accounts of her spiritual journey and of 

her work and travels subsequent to her call to preach, she weaves another central 

theme into the story as well—the story of what it meant to be black in America in 

the second half of the nineteenth century.  This alternative story contains subtle 

but pointed social criticism.  Toward the end of her autobiography Smith 
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indirectly gave her reader instructions on how to read the text:  “I must here relate 

the story of my bonnet—not a very important story in itself, but like most stories, 

it has its moral, also, if we choose to see it.”207  The most powerful stories in 

Smith’s autobiography consist of seemingly unimportant anecdotes and asides, 

like the one Smith refers to here, that have implicit, but undeniably clear points to 

make about the incompatibility of Christianity and racism and the nature of racial 

difference.  

One of these casual asides occurs near the beginning of Smith’s 

autobiography.  It establishes the tone of outrage at racial injustice that permeates 

the narrative.  At this point of the autobiography Smith is describing her family, 

including her older brother William Talbot, who was named after a wealthy white 

man in the Baltimore, Maryland, area.208   In recalling her brother’s namesake, 

Smith casually remarked that he was related to another white man from the area, 

“Ned Gossage” [accurately spelled Gorsuch] “who lost his life at Carlisle, Pa., 

some time before the war, in trying to capture two of his black boys who had run 

away for their freedom.”  After recounting the details of the incident in which 

Gorsuch was killed, Smith remarked in a seemingly offhanded aside: “I used to 

think how strange it was, he being a professed Christian, and a class leader in the 

Methodist Church, and at the time a leader of the colored people’s class, that he 

should be so blinded by selfishness and greed that he should risk his own life to 
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put into slavery again those who sought only for freedom.”209  In this passage 

Smith clearly established where she stood on white Methodism’s history of failing 

to actively oppose slavery.  Taken alone, this little aside would be nothing more 

than an interesting revelation of Smith’s underlying feelings about racism.  But 

read in the context of a whole series of statements about racism in the 

autobiography, the incident serves as an introduction to Smith’s progressive 

cataloguing and condemnation of the crime of Christian racism.  

The accumulation of these casual asides produces a coherent sub-plot in 

the narrative.  This rather complicated sub-plot might be summarized as follows:  

Smith is born in physical and spiritual bondage.  God frees her body through her 

mistress’s conversion and her soul through her own conversion and sanctification.  

Then the sub-plot depicts Smith’s attempts to deal with carefully documented 

incidents of racism throughout her life.  In Smith’s version of the story, God gives 

her strength to bear racist slights and frequently, through sanctification, turns the 

perpetrators of these slights into true Christians devoid of racism.  Despite the 

disadvantages of being a black woman in racist America, God makes Smith a 

prominent evangelist.  The sub-plot ends with Smith’s escape from the racist 

confines of America and return to her ancestral homeland of Africa, where she 

begins the work of African redemption.   

Through this sub-plot Smith makes three major points about race in the 

autobiography.  First, like her friend Ida B. Wells, who spoke out against racially 

motivated lynchings in A Red Record, Smith’s autobiography simply documents 
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and denounces the problem of racism in the Methodist church and in the United 

States.  Secondly, as I have already discussed in the context of Smith’s sermons 

and will not discuss again here, Smith’s autobiography suggests that God’s grace 

through sanctification can cure racism, and implicitly and sometimes overtly, that 

racism is a sin and has no place among true Christians.  The third more subtle 

point in the autobiography’s subplot about race is that racial identity is far more 

complex than nineteenth century stereotypes (to which Smith had been endlessly 

subject) suggested. 

Documenting Racism 

In order to avoid alienating her white audience, Smith’s documentation of 

racist slights usually took place in one of two ways: as casual asides (like the one 

mentioned above) ostensibly meant to illustrate something else and as stories of 

how Smith overcame obstacles through sanctification.  While there are many 

casual detours in the autobiography that document racist slights, one more 

example should suffice.  At one point in the autobiography, Smith diverges from 

her story when the mention of an old employer evokes a recollection of a chance 

meeting with the old employer’s daughter years later.  While on its surface the 

incident is nothing more than Smith’s recollection of old friends, the incident is 

also a strong statement against racial segregation.  After running into her girlhood 

employer’s daughter in a church in Washington, D. C., Smith recalled, “Mr. 

Wilson and she [her employer’s daughter] invited me to their home to lunch with 

them.”  The invitation was not only a sign of her acquaintance’s generosity but 

also a contrast to public segregation which Smith took the opportunity to 



 268

highlight: “I had walked about for two days and there was not a restaurant in the 

great capital of Washington where a colored Christian lady or gentleman could go 

and sit down and get a cup of tea or a dinner; and now to be invited here to 

lunch...  Thank God for real, practical, inright, outright, downright common sense; 

that is all I think people need on the color line.  May the Lord give it to us quick.”  

Then Smith describes how the family introduced her to their other lunch guests 

“easily and naturally and common-sense like” and seated her at the table next to 

Mr. Wilson.210  In one seemingly offhanded anecdote Smith vigorously 

condemned racial segregation. 

Another of Smith’s tools for documenting racism was simply describing 

what it felt like to be the victim of racist slights, without commentary.  Smith’s 

account of the poor treatment she received at a Sarah Smiley Bible reading when 

Smiley treated her coldly and then asked that she leave the church is one example 

of this: “I cried about that thing for about two days.”211  This was a rhetorical 

technique Sojourner Truth frequently used as well.  This technique worked to 

refute stereotypes of blacks as naturally long-suffering and inordinately immune 

to pain.  It helped make the point that even if God gave blacks enduring grace, as 

Smith claimed he could through sanctification, they still felt the pangs of racist 

slights.  These incidents also worked in a non-challenging way—through the re-

telling of Smith’s own experience--to sensitize Smith’s largely white audience to 

the inconveniences and pain of being black. 
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Racial Identity and Difference 

In her exploration of racial identity Smith had first to combat a powerful 

stereotype about African Americans: the myth that all black people wanted to be 

white.  This was a common belief in nineteenth-century century culture that found 

a welcome home in religion where spiritual purity was associated with whiteness.  

This belief was reflected in a cover illustration for a popular song “Come Jine de 

Whitewashed Army” published in 1886.  The illustration caricatured a ragged 

group of black Salvation Army worshippers, led by a large winged black woman 

holding a bucket of white wash.  The clear message of the illustration was the 

white fantasy that blacks wanted to “become white through religion.”212  The 

myth stemmed, in part, from racist white fears about black amalgamation, that 

one day the races would become indistinct through interbreeding.  But there was a 

twisted element of truth in the myth as well.  What practical person would not 

want to be white on some level in a culture where being white made one’s life 

considerably easier?  In her autobiography Smith expressed the complexity of 

black racial identity in an environment where blackness was devalued.  She 

recalled a question put to her by a woman:  “One day a lady asked me if I did not 

think all colored people wanted to be white.”  Despite Smith’s sometimes 

ambiguous language in sermons about the relative values of blackness and 

whiteness, she was unequivocal in her negative answer to this woman’s question.  
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Smith took the question as an opportunity to provide another example of white 

Christian hypocrisy on the issue of race.   

I told her I did not think so—I did not.  I never wished to be white but 
once...  I was at a white Methodist Church in Lancaster; I sat in the 
gallery...  All the young people generally sat upstairs, and a colored person 
was to them an object of game and criticism.  I was careful to do nothing 
to provoke this spirit, but I generally got enough of it...  I remember the 
power with which the preacher spoke.  As he preached the Lord blessed 
me wonderfully, and I did want to shout ‘Praise the Lord;’ and I remember 
saying ‘I wish I was white, and I would shout ‘Glory to Jesus.’  They did 
not look at white people, nor remark about their shouting; for they did use 
to shout!...  And that was the only time in my life I ever wanted to be 
white.213 

Smith followed this story with one of her most nationalistic statements on 

record:  “We who are the royal black are well satisfied with His gift to us in this 

substantial color.”  But lest she give her readers the false impression that being 

black was easy, Smith gave an outraged example of white racism.  On a train ride 

to California in 1892 Smith was unable to find lodgings or a restaurant that would 

serve her in Austin, Texas.  She was forced to spend the night alone in the train 

station.  She recalled having similar problems in Philadelphia, New York and 

Baltimore.  Then Smith switched to an angry, rhythmic, oral style to illustrate the 

absolute unjustifiability of racial segregation:  “I could pay the price—yes, that is 

all right; I know how to behave—yes, that is all right; I may have on my very best 

dress so that I look elegant—yes that is all right; I will occupy but one chair; I 

will touch no persons plate or fork—yes, that is all right; but you are black!” 

(118)   
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Smith then repeated her nationalistic reference to African Americans as 

royalty and invoked what at first sounds like a heavenly afterlife where racial 

inequality will disappear.  “Now, to say that being black did not make it 

inconvenient for us often, would not be true; but belonging to royal stock, as we 

do, we propose braving this inconvenience for the present, and pass on into the 

great future where all these little things will be lost because of their absolute 

smallness!”  But then Smith added a sentence that suggests she was talking about 

a future of equality on earth: “May the Lord send the future to meet us! Amen” 

(117-118).  This juxtaposition and sometimes deliberate confusion of the 

heavenly with the earthly was at the heart of Smith’s argument linking racial 

issues to religion.  It was meant to attack the widespread belief among white 

Methodists in the nineteenth century that one could discriminate against blacks 

and still be a good Methodist—a belief that white Methodists had justified since 

enforcing Wesley’s anti-slavery stance became too controversial.  This technique 

of linking the sacred and secular also reinforced Smith’s argument that racial 

justice was a religious issue.   

To emphasize the point that black whiteness-envy was a myth, Smith 

recalled another time when a woman at Ocean Grove, asked her, “I know you 

cannot be white, but if you could be, would you not rather be white than black?”  

This time Smith responded with pointed humor:  “‘No, no,’ I said...‘I was bad 

enough, black as I am, and I would have been ten times worse if I had been 

white’” (118).  While the woman reportedly “roared laughing,” Smith’s answer 



 272

made an incisive point about social inequality.  Or perhaps Smith was simply 

revealing a rare bit of racial hostility. 

Smith lived at a time when the absolute differentiation between the white 

and black races was almost universally accepted.  Even whites who assigned 

positive value to supposed black characteristics (the romantic racialists) still saw 

the races as basically distinct.  Although Smith’s autobiography, a product of its 

time, sometimes perpetuates the notion of absolute racial distinctions, it also 

questions it.  Smith made such racialist observations as “we colored people did 

not use to get up off our knees quick like white folks,” referring to black people’s 

persistence in prayer.  She also said “my people, as a rule, like fine show” and 

“we are a very imitative people.” But she also questioned assumptions about 

racial difference with statements like “colored people are like some white people” 

and “I find that human nature is the same in black men, even in Africa, as in white 

men in America.”214  Smith showed her white audiences that for her, racial 

identity was a complicated thing.   

Although Smith frequently made celebratory statements about her black 

lineage, her relationship to the black community, she made clear, was not 

unambiguously positive.  After relating conflicts with her home A.M.E. Church 

over the issue of holiness and over class issues, Smith summarized her 

relationship to the black community this way: “I had much to suffer, in and with 

my own people—for human nature is much the same in black and white folks” 

(146).  
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In one complicated passage in her autobiography Smith suggests that skin 

color is arbitrary:  “I am satisfied with my color.  I am glad I had no choice in it, 

for if I had, I am sure I would not have been satisfied; for when I was a young girl 

I was passionately fond of pea-green, and if choice had been left to me I would 

have chosen to be green, and I am sure that God’s color is the best and most 

substantial.  It’s the blood that makes whiteness” (118).  In this passage Smith 

suggests that skin color is arbitrary and that in fact, whiteness refers to the purity 

of one’s soul rather than to skin tone.  While Smith gave primacy to whiteness 

here, she did so because it was a symbol her audiences would associate with 

superiority, not because she saw it as better.  The “blood” that Smith refers to in 

the last sentence of this passage refers not to the blood of the individual (one’s 

lineage), but to Christ’s blood, which applies equally to all.  In other words, it is 

Christ’s blood that bestows whiteness (spiritual power and prestige) rather than 

skin color.  To suggest that skin color ultimately meant nothing just as America 

was creating and reinforcing laws that divided American citizens on that basis 

alone was radical indeed.    

“I have had more to contend with than you may think”: Undermining the 
Success Story 

In addition to taking the form of ministerial autobiography and travel 

narrative, Smith’s autobiography is often read as a success story.  Historian Kevin 

Gaines compared Smith’s autobiography to Booker T. Washington’s Up from 

Slavery because both books plot a trajectory from slavery to freedom and public 

success.215   There is no doubt that Smith’s rise from obscurity to international 
                                                 
215 Gaines, Uplifting the Race, 187. 



 274

fame is a theme in the autobiography.  For example, when she is recounting her 

travels in Europe Smith says, “But could it be that I, Amanda Smith, was really 

living, and at Florence, Italy?...  I was lost in wonder, love and praise at the 

Lord’s dealings in giving me the privilege to enjoy so much that I never expected 

to come to one like me.”216   Smith’s biographer Adrienne Israel drew on this vein 

when she titled her biography of Smith From Washerwoman to Evangelist, 

suggesting an upward arc of progression.  But sometimes, when Smith’s 

comments on her successes are laden with irony, Smith’s autobiography goes 

against the grain of the success story.  After relating an incident early in her career 

in which she was discouraged from attending a Hannah Whitehall Smith Bible 

reading for fear that she would offend the “wealthy ladies” who would be 

attending, Smith observed how far she had come: “And now the change is, instead 

of Amanda Smith, the colored washwoman’s presence having a bad effect on a 

meeting where ladies of wealth and rank are gathered to pray and sing His 

blessing, they think a failure more possible if the same Amanda Smith, the 

colored woman cannot be present.”217  Although Smith ended the observation 

with the cheery comment, “This is all the Lord’s doings, and marvelous in our 

eyes,” there is a detectable level of bitterness in the passage.  The key words, “the 

same Amanda Smith,” condemned the hypocrisy of some of her admirers whose 

celebration of her current celebrity was just as shallow as their condemnation of 

her race and poverty had been in the past. 
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At other places in the autobiography Smith took care to show how her 

country’s lack of progress on racial issues made her career successes 

comparatively insignificant.  At one point in her autobiography Smith responded 

to a common observation she heard from admirers:  “It is often said to me, ‘How 

nicely you get on, Mrs. Smith; everybody seems to treat you so kindly, and you 

always seem to get on so well.’”  Smith responded, “I have much more to contend 

with than you may think.”  When her admirer naively protested, “Oh, well, but no 

one would treat you unkindly,” Smith responded, with some irritation, “If you 

want to know and understand properly what Amanda Smith has to contend with, 

just turn black and go about as I do, and you will come to a different 

conclusion.’”218 

If we think of Smith’s autobiography in psychological terms, then literary 

scholar Alfred Kazin’s words provide some insight into Smith’s story.  According 

to Kazin, “Personal history is directly an effort to find salvation, to make one’s 

own experience come out right.”219  If the most vexing experience of Smith’s life 

was being subject to racism, then perhaps the constant attention to overcoming 

racism in the first half of the narrative fulfilled Smith’s psychological need to 

make her life “come out right.”  The contrasts between the two halves of the 

narrative highlight the power that racial issues had for Amanda Berry Smith and 

her audiences in the United States in the late nineteenth century.  In her 

autobiography Smith cleverly managed to assume the “poses” her readers would 
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recognize (ministerial biography, travel narrative and success story) while also 

telling an unfamiliar story about what it meant to be black in America. 

AMANDA SMITH ORPHANAGE AND INDUSTRIAL HOME FOR ABANDONED AND 
DESTITUTE COLORED CHILDREN  

By the time her autobiography was published, Smith’s fame was at its 

height.  She extended her preaching tours beyond camp meetings and revivals in 

the east to places in the west like Colorado and California and her services were 

always in demand.  She found she could not keep up with invitations to preach.  

Her work with the Women’s Christian Temperance Union won her an official 

post as national evangelist.  Because Smith’s audience for the past twenty years 

had been white people, some people in the African American community thought 

of her as a “white folks nigger,” someone who had turned her back on her own 

community for personal gain.220  Israel cites an angry 1875 editorial in the A.M.E. 

Christian Recorder:  “Where is Amanda Smith?  She belongs to us, and we ought 

to set her to work.  Tell me nothing about the work she is doing among our white 

brethren.  They don’t need her...  We tell Amanda Smith to come home...  Let her 

not prefer the riches of Egypt.”221 This view among the black community was 

reinforced in 1875 when a group of well-meaning but financially inept whites 

bought Smith a home in Philadelphia without consulting her beforehand.  The 

home became a financial millstone about Smith’s neck and was eventually sold to 

pay taxes while she was overseas.  Even Adrienne Israel, Smith’s twentieth-

century biographer, who presents a fairly complicated picture of Smith’s 
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motivations, characterizes Smith’s movement among white religious circles as 

motivated by the quest for larger audiences (“she would not have had access to as 

many pulpits and stages if she confined herself to the AME Church and worked 

only among her own people”) and the opportunity to associate “with wealthy and 

influential whites.”222  Israel attributes Smith’s renewed efforts to reconnect with 

the A.M.E. Church beginning in 1897 with the desire to facilitate the 

establishment of an orphan home.  But we know that Smith’s movement towards 

the white holiness movement had as much to do with anti-holiness sentiment, 

opposition to women’s preaching, class consciousness and assimilation in the 

black community as it did with any desire for recognition by whites.  Rather than 

a racial aberration, as she first appears to be, aside from her belief in the doctrine 

of holiness, Smith had far more in common ideologically with her black 

contemporaries then she did with the white holiness movement.  Like many of her 

contemporaries, Smith was centrally concerned with how to improve conditions 

for African Americans in the United States. 

Smith’s central concern with race uplift was evidenced by her decision to 

go to Africa as an independent missionary in 1882. After returning to America 

and publishing her autobiography, Smith could have spent the rest of her days 

preaching to enthusiastic white audiences and attending the camp meetings and 

weekly holiness meetings she loved.  Instead she again turned her attention 

toward improving conditions for African Americans in America. 
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According to one of Smith’s nineteenth-century biographers, she was 

attending a Women’s Christian Temperance Union Convention in the spring of 

1894 when “The Lord spoke to her and said, ‘What have you done to help your 

own people in a permanent way that will live after you are gone?’  ‘Nothing 

Lord.’   Then the thought came to her, ‘Why not start an industrial home for 

colored children?’”223  Smith was certainly in tune with her time when she settled 

on an industrial school as the form her action would take.  It was the perfect 

project to appeal to both black and white contributors.  Meier has pointed out that, 

originally, industrial education was based on European educational theories, 

which extolled “a pedagogical technique of acquiring simple manual skills and 

dealing with concrete objects as aids of teaching.”  Industrial education was 

almost immediately open to multiple uses and interpretations:  “By some, 

industrial education was viewed as a means for helping the laboring classes to rise 

in the world, while others viewed it as a type of instruction suitable for adjusting 

them to their subordinate social role.”224  After the Civil War, industrial education 

was applied to the condition of newly freed slaves.  Southern schools like 

Hampton Institute (founded in 1868) and Tuskegee Institute (founded in 1881) 

appealed to white philanthropists who could hold racist ideas about blacks as 

slothful and lascivious, and still feel good about promoting a type of black 

education that would teach “industry thrift and morality” but would not promote 
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revolution.225  For blacks, industrial education was a practical measure—a way of 

giving freed slaves the means to survive and of training teachers to educate the 

masses of black children who desperately needed them.  For Smith, industrial 

education provided a way of promoting a cause that could enlist both white and 

black support “because it could be interpreted as a way to keep blacks in their 

places and as a mode of racial advancement.”226 

In December 1895 Smith set her plans in motion by buying two lots and a 

building in Harvey, Illinois (near Chicago), with a bank loan.  She spent the next 

four years on a fund-raising campaign.  She began asking for donations in the 

pages of the holiness press and at speaking engagements, selling copies of her 

book, photographs of herself and bookmarks printed with a song she had written, 

“The Conquering Tread Hymn.”  Smith renewed her connections with the A.M.E. 

Church and enlisted their support through money and connections.  On June 28, 

1899, Smith opened the Amanda Smith Orphanage and Industrial Home for 

Abandoned and Destitute Colored Children.227   

Once the home was operational, Smith enlisted the help of famous black 

reformers like Booker T. Washington and Ida B. Wells to keep it running.  

African American Women’s Clubs in Chicago also helped support the Amanda 

Smith Industrial School.  Smith published a newspaper called The Helper to 

increase donations and went on speaking tours to raise money.  By 1900 the home 

housed eleven children and had three black staff members.  By 1901 the number 
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of children had risen to nineteen.  Almost from the beginning the home’s 

expenses exceeded Smith’s income.  She complained that her staff members were 

ineffective.  In 1905 the State Agent for the Visitation of Children gave the home 

a bad report because of “persistent debts” and poor supervision of the children.  In 

1906, hoping to turn the tide of rising debt, Smith turned over control of the home 

to an interracial group of business people and religious leaders.  Unfortunately, 

this desperate move failed to stop the home’s downward spiral into debt.  In 1907 

another inspection by a state agency cited an “insufficient and incompetent staff,” 

improper food and housing, and constant debt as problems with the home.   

“BEYOND THE RIVER WHERE THE SURGES CEASE TO ROLL”: SMITH’S FINAL 
YEARS 

In 1912, after thirteen years of struggling to keep the Industrial Home 

afloat, Smith retired to a home built for her in Sebring, Florida, by a wealthy Ohio 

china manufacturer and holiness enthusiast named George Sebring.  Some years 

before, Smith had written to old friend and holiness evangelist, Lidie Kenney, 

about aging: “I find it is no use denying the fact, that we are growing older every 

day, and we cannot keep up with the twenty-year-old ladies and gentleman.”  She 

observed, “If we think our old friend rheumatism has forgotten us, we have only 

to sit or kneel down for a little while, and go to get up and we will find he is there 

in full regalia...  Praise God, the Spirit is not affected by these infirmities, but 

there can be joy and gladness in the soul, when the body and joints are in great 

pain.”228  Even in the protected community of her friend Smith did not have peace 

from racism.  As a friend from Florida put it, “A ‘cracker’ element would 
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sometimes attempt to buy near Sister Smith and would raise the objection that she 

was colored.”  Mr. Sebring would tell such prospective buyers, “It matters not to 

me whether you buy or not back of this colored woman.  If everybody else moves 

away, Amanda Smith and I will remain.”229  Smith had outlived most of her 

family and friends.  At the time of her death only two of her twelve siblings were 

still living.  John and Martha Inskip and most of Smith’s other acquaintances in 

the holiness movement were dead.  Mazie was either dead or totally estranged 

from her mother.  There is no mention of her either at her mother’s deathbed or at 

her funeral.  An obituary written by an acquaintance says of Smith’s last years, 

“She lived in her Bible and with her friends of former days.”230  According to 

Smith’s biographer, Adrienne Israel, Smith’s spirit was broken by the years of toil 

and frustration involved in trying to keep the Industrial School running.  After 

Smith’s retirement the school continued to fall deeper in debt.  In 1918 a fire at 

the school destroyed the dorms and killed two girls.  Afterwards the school was 

closed, creditors claimed the land and the children were sent to whatever homes 

would accept them.   

Smith died on February 25, 1915, of a stroke.  Booker T. Washington died 

later that year.  One of Smith’s sisters had been summoned by her Florida 

acquaintances and was by her bedside.  Although Smith had been attending a 

white Methodist church in Florida, the black Methodist community embraced her 

after her death.  Her funeral was held at Quinn Street A.M.E. Church in Chicago, 
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and Ferdinand Barnett (husband to Ida B. Wells-Barnett) gave her eulogy.  The 

Christian Recorder, Chicago Defender and AME Church Review all printed 

substantial obituaries.  The front page headline in the Chicago Defender used the 

words “Race martyr” and “Race’s foremost evangelist” to describe Smith.  The 

article went on to call Smith “the greatest woman that this race has ever given to 

the world.”  Although the article was full of glowing superlatives, it got many of 

the facts of Smith’s life wrong.  The obituary claimed that Smith became an 

evangelist “before she attained her womanhood” and that both her husbands had 

been clergymen.  The article also inaccurately claimed that Smith had traveled to 

Japan, had “met the crowned heads of Europe, ” and had earned $10,000 while on 

her travels.  False information like this exaggerating the prosperity of Smith’s life 

in the white community had contributed to the appellation of  “white folks’ 

nigger.”  Despite the article’s laudatory comments, it hints at Smith’s alienation 

from the black community when it refers to her management of the orphan home 

as “criticized often by her own race.”  The article’s lack of familiarity with the 

facts of Smith’s life indicates that she was more valued as a symbol of race 

progress then as an actual member of the black community.231   

“RACE MARTYR”:  SMITH’S FATE IN THE AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNITY 
AFTER HER DEATH 

In the years after her death Smith’s renown in the black community 

continued to grow.  She appeared in several biographical dictionaries of black 

women.  An entry in Homespun Heroines, for example, called Smith “one of the 
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most remarkable preachers of any race or of any age.”232  An entry in Noted 

Negro Women made the link between the black community’s posthumous 

celebration of Smith and a desire to find evidence of race progress:  “Is there not 

substantial reason to hope that all may arise, when we behold one woman, then 

another, and another ascend from conditions the lowliest to a place freely ascribed 

as among the highest and the greatest.”  The entry goes on to declare Smith “a 

demonstration of the possibilities of the Negro woman—and if the woman, then 

also the man—to grasp and hold a place among those who have attained the 

highest heights of Christian faith.”233  Both Anna Julia Cooper and Gertrude 

Mossell included Smith among their lists of notable black women in each of their 

groundbreaking works.234  It seems that while she was alive, Smith’s celebration 

of popular forms of black culture, her lack of education, her poverty and her belief 

in unpopular religious doctrine alienated her from the leadership circles of the 

articulate black community.  After her death, black reformers could use Smith’s 

image as a simplified symbol of race progress. 

“THE SECRET OF FLYING” 

For those of us in the twenty-first century who are removed from the 

political debates of Smith’s time, her life, speeches, and writings reveal the ways 

racial inequality in this country has brought together and divided Americans 

across and within racial boundaries.  They also reveal how the ideals of freedom 
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and democracy—as articulated just as powerfully by upstart American 

denominations like Methodism as by the Declaration of Independence—have 

inspired those to whom those rights were denied.235  There is an old minstrel skit 

called “The American Eagle” in which a slave is tortured in a number of ways for 

stealing corn.  After a slave driver ties the slave in the skit to a scarecrow, leaving 

him to die from exposure and animal attacks, the slave fights off a panther with 

his toenails and defeats a buzzard with a fierce stare.  But when he is confronted 

by an eagle he knows he has met his match until the eagle winks and screams: 

“I’se de bird ob de free/And won’t eat de meat ob slavery.”236   

In a Philadelphia Holiness Meeting in 1890 Smith also used the loaded 

symbol of the eagle to describe how she found in the holiness movement the 

freedom that was not available to her elsewhere in her life:   

I believe we don’t understand the experience [sanctification] thoroughly 
until we get beyond doubts and fears, and things that hinder us.  Then we 
understand what it means to ‘run and not be weary’ and to mount up with 
wings, as eagles.  Years ago—I didn’t understand it until God sanctified 
my soul—I dreamed of flying.  The sensation was magnificent.  I used to 
play under an apple-tree, and on the road to that was an old corn-house.  
When I had this dream, I remember I thought in my flying, ‘What will I do 
when I come to the corn-house?’ I can’t stop myself; it was so delightful I 
didn’t want to.  When I came to that old corn-house I just went over it!  I 
didn’t go against the corn house with the force I was coming.  I just went 
right over it.   I went along.  I thought of the old apple-tree.  I knew it was 
there.  I couldn’t stop or turn out of the way.  I was afraid I would get 
caught in its branches, but I came to it and went right under it.  The wings 
of faith arms of love bear me right over.  I have passed through trials and 
difficulties.  I didn’t know how I ever got over.  I just flew right through...  
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He deigns to permit me to come into the secret of his presence, and to 
learn the secret of flying—not dreaming of it, but actual flying!237 

As historians like Eric Lott and Eugene Genovese have pointed out, white 

supremacy is far more complex then it seems on its face.  Racial animosity often 

masks fear, desire, guilt and self-hatred.  Like the white public’s view of other 

nationally known African American cultural figures of Smith’s time like writer 

Paul Laurence Dunbar (who longed to write something more than the dialect 

poetry his white audiences demanded), abolitionist and evangelist Sojourner 

Truth, and the Fisk Jubilee Singers to name a few, Smith’s public image was as 

much a mirror of her white audiences’ anxieties and desires as something of her 

own creation.  Uneducated and poor, Smith assuaged white audience’s anxiety 

about black advancement.  Choosing to speak not in black dialect but with a 

distinctively African American style which reporters and reviewers continually 

noted, Smith’s speech fascinated her audiences with its otherness as well as with 

its musicality.  Preaching a message of racial reconciliation, Smith soothed her 

white audiences’ consciences with talk of black forgiveness and of white healing.  

Adopting a motherly persona and emphasizing her past as a domestic worker, 

Smith was seen by some people as a reassuring Mammy figure who reminded 

northern white audiences of characters in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novels and 

convinced anxious Methodists that their religion was still the religion of the 

masses.  Advocating ecstatic religious practices like shouting, Smith offered her 
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audiences a release from middle-class standards of behavior and a return to pre-

industrial Methodist enthusiasm.     

But in addition to mirroring her white audiences desires, Smith insisted on 

being her own person—on embracing the black culture that had shaped her, on 

making the religious doctrine she believed in relevant to her life as an African 

American, on documenting the effects of racial inequality in her life, and on 

helping African Americans fulfill the dream of race uplift.  Smith’s remarkable 

autobiography is a testament to her will to speak the truth about her experience as 

an African American in an environment that did not invite such honesty.  If 

nothing else, Smith’s complex attitudes toward race and her own racial identity 

show how challenging it was for a human being to be both black and American at 

the turn of the nineteenth century.  This painful two-ness, which Smith’s 

contemporary W. E. B. DuBois so eloquently described in The Souls of Black 

Folk, was, for Smith, lessened by her belief in holiness doctrine.  Perhaps the best 

summary of the ways racial identity, black disenfranchisement and religion came 

together in the life and work of Amanda Berry Smith is a hymn she wrote in the 

1890s.  It was eventually printed as a bookmark and sold to raise money for 

Smith’s industrial school. 

The song, called “The Conquering Tread Hymn,” is based on the Exodus 

story in the Bible, a story in which African Americans, who related to the 

Israelites’ identities as slaves, had long seen themselves.  While most African 

American sermons and songs based on the Exodus story focus on the Israelites’ 

initial freedom from enslavement, Smith, responding to the disappointments of 
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the post-Reconstruction era in which she lived, focused on what happened to the 

slaves after their escape from Egypt when they faced the seemingly 

insurmountable obstacle of the Red Sea.  The first verse of the song reads:  

“When Israel out of bondage came,/A sea before them lay;/The Lord reached 

down his mighty hand,/And rolled the sea away./Then forward still, ‘Tis 

Jehovah’s will,/Though the billows dash and spray;/With a conq’ring tread, We 

will push ahead,/He’ll roll the sea away.”  The song’s call to courage and hope in 

the face of seemingly insurmountable odds is the best footnote to a life and career 

that was marked by immense endurance and determination: “Then forward march, 

with courage bold,/ Nor heed the ceaseless spray;/ But trust him in the darkest 

hour,/ He’ll roll the sea away.”238   
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CHAPTER 3 

“The Woman Who Compassed a Man”: Mary Magdalena Tate 
and Religious Leadership in the New South 

“I am glad that God gave us dear Mother Tate to lead us in this old dark 
world.” 

While during the peak years of Amanda Berry Smith’s career African 

Americans in the holiness movement were aberrations, in the early years of the 

twentieth century significant numbers of southern African Americans embraced 

the holiness movement and helped transform it into pentecostalism, one of the 

fastest growing religious movements in the United States.  Black southerners 

embraced the holiness movement for many of the same reasons as Smith: its 

sanctioning of ecstatic religious behavior, its critique of the status quo, and its 

anti-hierarchical openness to lay participation.  In the early years of the twentieth 

century southerners took the holiness movement a step further.  Not content to 

merely reform mainstream denominations, they left them altogether, forming their 

own churches, which they saw as part of a restorationist movement that would re-

establish Christianity in its original purity and spiritual power.  Many of these 

churches adopted the title “apostolic” because they believed they were returning 

to the form of Christianity practiced by Christ’s apostles shortly after his death.  

One black southerner, William Seymour, carried the pentecostal message to 

Azusa Street in Los Angeles, where a revival began in 1906 that was the impetus 

for the founding of most worldwide pentecostal denominations.   
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While we are already familiar with the efforts of middle-class African 

Americans to combat racial inequality in the post-Reconstruction years (through 

anti-lynching movements, literary clubs, reform societies like the NAACP and the 

Women’s Club Movement), we know little about the efforts of lower-class 

African Americans.  Part of that story lies in the formation of the pentecostal 

movement.  Although the subject of this chapter, pentecostal evangelist and 

church leader Mary Magdalena Tate, did not trace her church’s origins back to 

William Seymour and Azusa Street, her religious journey followed a similar 

trajectory to that of Seymour and other black pentecostals.1  The story of her life 

and ministry will not only reveal some aspects of the shift from holiness to 

pentecostalism, it will also show how working-class African Americans resisted 

the forces of white supremacy through their participation in the pentecostal 

movement.  

In the 1980s, a retired nurse and active member of Tate’s denomination 

named Alice Jones told Tate’s grandson about an experience she had some 

seventy years earlier.  She had been a little girl at the time, traveling in a car with 

Mary Magdalena Tate.  To her followers primarily in the South, Tate was known 

as a prophet and healer, someone who could see sins within a person, who could 

foretell a person’s death, and who could heal by the laying on of hands.  Tate 

traveled extensively in the South and some parts of the North spreading her 

holiness teachings.  To reach her destinations from Florida to Pennsylvania, Tate 

traveled by boat, mule-drawn wagon or segregated railroad car.  Later in her 
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ministry she traveled by old automobile over rough roads.  The roof of the car 

probably carried extra tires and Tate’s luggage.  Rough roads took their toll, 

forcing Tate and her traveling companions to stop as often as every ten miles to 

change tires.  Barred from hotels by segregation, Tate and her companions 

probably pulled to the side of the road to sleep.  It may have been on one of these 

trips that the little girl who is now Mrs. Jones sat in the back seat of the car next to 

Tate, sick with a terrible headache.  Not knowing how to ask Tate for a healing, 

but believing Tate had the power to heal her, the little girl slowly and 

surreptitiously scooted next to Tate and “snuggled up to her as close as she 

could.”  Decades later she recalled with awe, “My headache left.  It left.”2 

This simple experience reflects Tate’s relationship with many of her 

followers.  In the post-Reconstruction rural South, where education levels were 

low, where people struggled to coax livings out of the soil and where white 

violence threatened to destroy lives at the slightest provocation, Tate was a larger-

than-life figure who inspired reverence and fear and at the same time offered 

comfort and security as an embracing mother figure and as a conduit for God’s 

power.  Tate established her denomination, The Church of the Living God the 

Pillar and Ground of the Truth, through itinerant evangelism at the same time that 

the rest of the pentecostal movement was beginning.  Although Tate’s 

denomination remained relatively small (the most accurate membership estimates 

available indicate that in 1930, at the time of Tate’s death, the church consisted of 
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one hundred and twenty-five “chapters” or congregations), the history of its 

establishment presents an illuminating picture of early pentecostalism and of 

southern culture.3  

Although Tate’s religious message and style of leadership were 

particularly suited to rural African Americans in the New South, her timing made 

her ascendance remarkable.  Just as disenfranchisement was depriving black men 

of opportunities for professional advancement outside the church, thus triggering 

fierce competition among men for positions of religious leadership, Tate, a black 

woman, claimed for herself considerable religious authority.  Tate’s leadership 

did not go unchallenged, and the eventual exodus of a large factions of her church 

under male leadership, first in 1911 and later in 1929, delivered a crushing blow 

from which Tate and her church never completely recovered.  The issue of 

establishing her religious authority as a woman is one of the most pervasive, yet 

unacknowledged themes in Tate’s writings. 

As Tate’s Biblical interpretation, her inspired epistles dictated by the Holy 

Spirit, and the founding document of the church, The Constitution Government 

and General Decree Book of the Church of the Living God, the Pillar and Ground 

of the Truth, provide the basis for this chapter, some background about the 

                                                 
3 As Howard Miller pointed out to me several years ago, pentecostalism is generally an 
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Press, 1990), 77.  Further, although the majority of scholarly studies of pentecostalism focus on 
white denominations, African Americans make up the vast majority of American pentecostals.  
Despite its high profile due to television evangelists like Jim Bakker and Jimmy Swaggart, the 
largest white pentecostal denomination, the Assemblies of God, with 2, 574,531 members has 
roughly half the membership of the largest black pentecostal denomination in America, The 
Church of God in Christ, which currently has 5, 499, 875 members.  World Almanac 2002, 682. 
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production and reception of Tate’s writings will illuminate their purpose.4  Tate 

saw writing as an extension of the other activities she performed under the 

influence of the Spirit for the good of the Saints.  One of Tate’s followers referred 

to her as “God’s blessed compocer [sic]” and Tate thought of God as “the divine 

Writer.”5  Like divine healing, speaking in tongues, and preaching, Tate saw her 

writing, especially the inspired epistles, as a miraculous activity.  She related the 

origins of one epistle this way:  “While meditating with the Lord in the spirit he 

commanded me to take my pencil in hand and begin writing what he had shown 

me for several years…and as I took my pencil in hand and began to write the Lord 

did wonderfully supernatural, brightening up my room and strengthened up my 

eyes and I have been feeling better in my eyes than I have since I have been 

afflicted in them.”6  Perhaps partly because of her lack of education, Tate does not 

seem to have seen writing as a natural act, but as holy activity.  Even in the The 

Decree Book, which frequently explicates dry organizational guidelines and 

regulations, Tate saw the “decrees,” which form the basis of the book, as holy 

words, akin to God’s creation language in Genesis.  She wrote, “we desire that the 

public may look into this, the Decree Book of our Church, at will and consider 

that all which God maketh or has ever made is ordained, set in order and given 

decrees to keep the sun, the moon, the stars, the great firmament and the waters all 

                                                 
4 Tate’s published writings are full of grammatical errors not necessarily indicative of Tate’s 
writing style.  According to Meharry Lewis, “Many printing errors found in the manuscripts were 
indeed typesetting errors of young and inexperienced printing trainees which Tate had to use in the 
early decades of the publishing house.”  Meharry Lewis to Kelly Mendiola, 8 April 8 2002. 
5The Present Truth Gospel Preacher (1930, vol.1), Tate-Lewis Foundation Papers, Moorland-
Spingarn Center, Howard University. 
6 Mary Magdalena Tate, “A Special Message from Mother to Her Children,” 6 June 1928, Tate-
Lewis Foundation Papers, Moorland-Spingarn Center, Howard University.   
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obey God through decrees.”7  Tate reported having composed parts of the book, 

such as the words of the baptismal prayer, “in the word of God by the Holy 

Spirit.”8  Tate intended for all members of the church to have a copy of the book, 

to give them “a rule to walk by” and to prevent disputations over church 

regulations, thus “promot[ing] oneness.”  She instructed ministers “through the 

land in the city, in the country and in every place to deliver the Decree for the 

Saints to keep.”9  One hears an echo of Palmer’s reader’s prayer, “May God send 

his blessing upon this book,” in Tate’s, “May God ever bless this book and anoint 

all its contents with the blessed Holy Ghost.”10 

According to Tate’s grandson and church historian, Meharry Lewis, 

church members had miraculous experiences while reading Tate’s writings:  

“Often it was reported when the Saints would read the letters [Tate’s inspired 

epistles] to the churches the power of the Holy Ghost would fall on the Saints and 

they would receive the Holy Ghost.”11  Older members of the church still talk 

about times when Tate recorded prophecies in the Spirit that would later come to 

pass.  According to Lewis, “One woman…said she [Tate] would...write things 

under the spirit and...these things would prove to be accurate.”  A particularly 

dramatic example of this involved Tate’s accurate prediction of the death of a 

profligate man.  “One day an old gambler was in the church and saw her looking 

                                                 
7Mary Magdalena Tate, The Constitution Government and General Decree Book of the Church of 
the Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the Truth  (Chattanooga, TN: New and Living Way 
Publishing Co., 1924), 4.  This copy located at Schomberg Center for Research in Black Culture, 
New York Public Library. (hereafter cited as Decree Book). 
8 Tate, Decree Book, 47. 
9 Ibid., 2. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Meharry Lewis, 24 April 1999 interview. 
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up and heard her speaking in tongues.  He ran and got a pad and pencil and put it 

in her hand and put it on the pulpit.  And so she continued to speak in tongues and 

to write.  And the words on the tablet were ‘Run. Young man, run because your 

days are few.’”  Shortly thereafter the man was killed in a ‘gambling den’.12 

Although Tate’s vision of her writing as a holy activity and the cohesive 

nature of her audience seemed to free her from anxiety about publication, it did 

not keep her writing free of the social and cultural concerns of her day.  Thus, 

much like our examination of the writings and careers of Phoebe Palmer and 

Amanda Berry Smith, this will be an examination of how one religious leader 

used language to legitimate her career and to respond to some of the most 

pressing cultural issues of her day. 

Unlike Phoebe Palmer and Amanda Berry Smith, however, Tate was not a 

nationally known figure whose career was covered extensively in the press.  In 

fact, Tate has gone virtually unstudied by secular scholars until now because of 

the dearth of primary sources.  Although more sources may appear in the future as 

people come forward with information from their private collections, at present 

surviving samples of Tate’s writing are few.  Meharry Lewis has spent years 

collecting the few photographs, manuscripts, legal documents and oral accounts 

that constitute the primary Tate collections at the Moorland-Spingarn Center at 

Howard University, the Schomberg Center at the New York Public Library, the 

Tennessee State Archives, and Lewis’s private collection.  Lewis has also done a 

considerable amount of biographical research, primarily through oral sources.  

                                                 
12 Meharry Lewis, 24 April 1999 interview. 
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Because of the brevity of the written historical record, it is difficult to make 

definitive statements about the origins of Tate’s theology, the evolution of Tate’s 

thought over time, or the nuances of her teachings.  We can talk definitively, 

however, about Tate’s rhetorical use of language in the records that do exist: how 

Tate’s writings responded to the issues faced by rural African Americans in the 

post-Reconstruction South and how she justified her public career as a woman.   

“HE KINDLED A FIRE IN MY SOUL IN THE SOUTH”: TATE’S EARLY LIFE AND 
MINISTRY 

In order to establish a context for Tate’s writings, it is important to 

understand something of her family and religious background.  Tate was born on 

January 5, 1871, in Vanleer, Tennessee, to Belfield Street and Nancy Hall.  Both 

Tate’s parents had been married before and each already had at least one son.  

Tate was the oldest of four daughters born to Street and Hall.  Oral family history 

indicates that Tate’s father’s family, the Streets, migrated to Dickson County, 

Tennessee, from somewhere in Texas, possibly Bastrop, probably before Tate’s 

father was born.  The African American Streets were related to the white Streets 

and Nesbits of Dickson County, which may have given them “easier access to 

property ownership and the facility of reading and writing.”13  Belfield Street was 

a landowning farmer.  The soil of Dickson County was not suitable for raising 

cotton, so most farmers grew corn, oats and wheat and raised hogs, cattle and 

sheep.  The average farm size was small, 123 acres in 1880.  As a landowner, 

Belfield Street was better off than the majority of black farmers in the South who 

were landless laborers, sharecroppers or renters.  Even in 1900, fewer than 
                                                 
13 Meharry Lewis interview. 
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twenty-five percent of black farmers owned their own land.14  As a study of black 

farmers in 1903 indicated, land ownership did not guarantee prosperity:  “A 

considerable proportion of the land owned is also heavily mortgaged…Moreover, 

a considerable portion of the farms owned are so small that they do not suffice to 

support the owners.”15  Some black farm owners had to rent additional land to 

grow cash crops to raise funds to keep the land they owned.16  Even given these 

difficulties, however, family-owned farms produced a greater variety of products 

than sharecropped farms, which were dependent on cash crops to pay off 

landowners.  On many family-owned farms “the family ate well, met many people 

on the basis of equality, saw at least a little cash, and led a generally respectable 

life.”17 

The land that would become Dickson County had originally been 

inhabited by the Cherokee and Chickasaw tribes of Native Americans.  (Tate’s 

first husband was probably a descendent of one of these tribes.)  The first 

Europeans in the area were French, Spanish and English fur trappers.  After the 

United States gained its independence, Revolutionary War veterans were given 

“bounty-lands” in Dickson County and many settled there.18  Because of the 

unsuitability of middle Tennessee soil for cotton growth, the majority of white 

Dickson county residents in the antebellum period did not own slaves.  Those who 

                                                 
14 Lester C. Lamon, Blacks in Tennessee 1791-1970 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 
1981), 64. 
15Carl Kelsey, The Negro Farmer (Chicago: Jennings and Pye, 1903), 77. 
16 Edward L. Ayers, Southern Crossing: A History of the American South 1877-1906 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1995), 35. 
17 Ibid., 26. 
18 Robert E. Corlew, “Some Aspects of Slavery in Dickson County Tennessee,” (master’s thesis, 
Vanderbilt University, 1949), 6-7. 
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did own slaves owned only a few with whom they worked side by side on small 

farms.  Dickson County historian Robert Corlew argued that this contributed to a 

more humane atmosphere for slaves than on large plantations.  But of course, 

depending on the owner, the proximity of slaves and masters could have negative 

consequences as well.  At the time of Tate’s birth, the state was beginning to 

recover from the devastation of the Civil War, which had left the mostly 

agricultural region with “ruined homes, burned fences, and burned churches, 

schools and courthouses,” but the state had yet to regain its pre-Civil War 

productivity. 19 

Aside from small farming, antebellum Dickson County was known for its 

iron furnaces.  Large numbers of slaves worked at the iron furnaces, where they 

became highly skilled and valuable workers and received better treatment than 

slaves who did agricultural work.  For example, slaves who worked at the 

furnaces got Sundays off and better allotments of food and clothing.  Montgomery 

Bell, the most famous ironmaster from the area, named one of his furnaces after a 

slave, Worley, who Bell was rumored to have said he would not trade “for all of 

New Orleans.” 20  The town where Tate was born, Vanleer, was named after 

Anthony Wayne Vanleer, an ironmaster who bought Cumberland Furnace, a 

major iron furnace in the area, from Montgomery Bell.  Many of the iron works 

closed during the Civil War and never re-opened afterward.  (Dickson County 

historian Robert Corlew does not say why they closed.)  Meharry Lewis theorizes 

                                                 
19 Paul H Bergeron, Stephen V. Ash, and Jeanette Keith, Tennesseans and Their History 
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1999), 160. 
20 Corlew, “Some Aspects of Slavery,” 11. 
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that employment in the furnaces contributed to better living conditions and greater 

independence for African Americans in Dickson County than in other parts of the 

South.  Cumberland Furnace was also the employer of Tate’s future in-laws.  

Thus Tate was born in an agricultural area in middle Tennesee, a place 

with moderate temperatures (“the mean summer temperature being seventy-six 

degrees”) and small hills and creek valleys.21  She was born into relative privilege 

compared to other rural African Americans because of her father’s landowning 

status and his blood ties to prominent whites in the area.  The region where Tate 

spent her first twenty-five years was marked by a history of greater independence 

for African Americans than in other parts of the South.  The area had experienced 

two slave insurrection scares in 1835 and 1856 (whether or not the alleged 

insurrection plots were real or not is difficult to establish today), and African 

American resistance to oppression continued in the period after the Civil War, 

when middle Tennessee was plagued by election fights and by violence from the 

Ku Klux Klan.  In 1868, for example, when a group of black men about to vote in 

the Cumberland Furnace precinct were urged by a group of armed white 

Conservatives to vote in a particular way, “the Negroes refused to vote at all until 

they had returned home and procured their loaded muskets.  These they 

shouldered and marched defiantly back to the polls.”  After “an interchange of 

firing…the Negroes were said to have voted as they pleased.”22  Tate’s grandson, 

Meharry Lewis, theorizes that Tate’s character was permanently marked by the 

                                                 
21 Corlew, “Some Aspects of Slavery,” 36. 
22 Robert E. Corlew, A History of Dickson County (Nashville: Tennessee Historical Commission 
and the Dickson County Historical Society, 1956), 110. 
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examples of black self-assertion that seem to have marked the history of Dickson 

County.23  Although we know very little about Tate’s ancestors, Lewis also 

believes that some of Tate’s apparent strength of character was due to her strong 

family heritage.  Although much of this is impossible to verify, historian Glenda 

Gilmore’s comments on the attention we must pay to African American oral 

family history are relevant here.  She says, “What might be lost to documentation 

often looms large in individual consciousness.”24   

Like most rural places and much of the urban South, Vanleer, Tennessee, 

offered African Americans few opportunities for education.  In 1869, two years 

before Tate was born, the superintendent of Dickson County schools reported that 

of 521 African Americans in the school-aged population of Dickson County, only 

60 attended school regularly.  While school attendance for the population as a 

whole was not good (only 40% of school-aged people were enrolled in school in 

1869 ), anecdotal evidence suggests that there was particular resistance to black 

education.  According to a Dickson County historian, a man who attempted to run 

a black school in Dickson County in 1868 closed the school after only two months 

when he started receiving death threats from whites.25  Black schools that did stay 

open were overcrowded and held in dilapidated buildings that were hot in the 

summer and cold in the winter.  Underpaid teachers had to provide their own 

supplies and board with families.  Many black schools did not have all grades.  A 

1903 report identified the irregularities of southern rural black schools: “The 

                                                 
23 Meharry Lewis, 24 April 1999 interview. 
24 Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy 
in North Carolina, 1896-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 4. 
25 Corlew, History of Dickson County, 111, 159. 
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teachers are often incompetent and their election often depends on other things 

than fitness to teach…the school year seldom exceeds four months and this may 

be divided into two terms, two months in the fall and two in the spring.  School 

opens at an indefinite time in the morning…while the closing hour is equally 

uncertain.  The individual attention received by the average child is necessarily 

small.  The schools are poorly equipped with books or maps.”26  Oral family 

history reports that Tate attended a small schoolhouse for a few months each year.  

Tate was also educated by her mother, who died when Tate was ten.  Her father 

never remarried and honored a promise to his late wife to keep his daughters 

together.  As the oldest daughter in the household, Tate probably took over many 

of her mother’s responsibilities and may have been unable to return to school after 

her mother’s death.   

In 1888 Mary Lena married Dave Lewis, a man of Native American and 

African American descent from Dickson, Tennessee.  His relatives worked as 

farmers and as ironworkers at Cumberland Furnace.  After their marriage, Tate 

moved to Dickson with her new husband.  According to Meharry Lewis, Dave 

Lewis’s family were “earthy people,” which, he speculated, bothered Mary 

Magdalena.  In 1890 Mary Lena gave birth to a son, Walter Curtis, and in 1892 

she had a second son, Felix Early. 

During this period Tate underwent a religious transformation.  Although 

no one knows for sure what Tate’s denominational affiliation had been, her 

                                                 
26 Carl Kelsey, The Negro Farmer (Chicago: Jennings and Pye, 1903), 62.  Although Kelsey’s 
report is quite racist, and he uses this information about black schools to denigrate black efforts for 
educational advancement, the passage also shows structural obstacles to black educational 
advancement. 



 301

grandson speculates that she was probably a Methodist.  The centrality of the 

Methodist doctrine of sanctification to Tate’s later teachings would indicate that 

Tate had some background in Methodism.  Methodism was the largest 

denomination in Dickson County.  In 1860, Dickson County had one Christian 

(Disciples of Christ), nine Baptist, twelve Presbyterian and sixteen Methodist 

churches.27  Also Tate’s first husband and in-laws were Methodists. 

Apparently Tate’s eventual rejection of established organized religion 

stemmed from her dissatisfaction with professing Christians’ behavior rather than 

from doctrinal objections.  According to Meharry Lewis, “She was very 

influenced by it [Methodism] from what I gather but her problem with it was that 

they were not practicing it...typically they’d go to church very religiously…then 

they’d get out and have a little moonshine…And she couldn’t see the actual 

practice with what the church was doing.”28  According to southern historian 

Edward Ayers, Lewis’s observations about the relaxation of behavioral strictures 

in the southern churches are supported by historical evidence.  Ayers reported, 

“Discipline within the churches declined throughout the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century.”  Although one could interpret the statistical fact that “the 

number of people censured by their churches for dancing, swearing, adultery, 

drinking, or any other offense fell with each passing decade” as an indication that 

these behaviors declined, Ayers believed that it was church discipline, not 

prohibited behavior, that declined.  He attributes this shift to increased population 

                                                 
27 Corlew, A History of Dickson County, 55. 
28 Meharry Lewis, 24 April 1999 interview. 
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movement, stronger law enforcement, and increased “tolerance for the world.”29  

One Tennessean joked about the increasing permissiveness of southern churches 

during this period by explaining that he stayed away from church “out of respect 

for his deceased mother, who was a deeply pious woman and who always taught 

him never to attend places of fashionable amusement on Sunday.”30   

Perhaps more significantly, Tate may have been disturbed by racism in 

white churches.  Before the Civil War most blacks and whites worshipped 

together although seating was segregated.  Not surprisingly, anecdotal evidence 

suggests some racial tension in these antebellum interracial congregations.  In 

Dickson County in the 1850s, for example, a separate [Baptist] building for 

African Americans was constructed when a slave named Mosiah Sellars “bumped 

against Levi Tidwell’s wife” [a white woman] in a church service.31  The 

establishment of independent branches of Methodist and Baptist churches and the 

formation of holiness and pentecostal denominations after the Civil War was 

partially a response to this kind of racial tension in churches. 

According to Lewis, Tate began sharing her religious ideas with local 

women as they did domestic tasks together.  According to Lewis, “She’d go out 

and talk with the women…  They’d wash their clothes in the creek and they 

would talk and the women, many of them had their pipes, and she would start 

telling them “why” and “how”...nobody [had] ever questioned ‘why do you chew 

tobacco’. Eventually she had a regular little group that would gather to hear what 

                                                 
29 Ayers, Southern Crossing, 186. 
30 Bergeron, Ash and Keith.  Tennesseans and their History, 212. 
31 Corlew, “Some Aspects of Slavery in Dickson County,” 79. 
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she had to say.  And she taught them about cleanness…it wasn’t a church...they 

were just a community of people who got together and talked about what was 

right spiritually.”32  The Church of the Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the 

Truth’s Minister’s Guide and Handbook provides a definition of the lay preaching 

role of exhorter that may describe Tate’s work during this period: “The exhorter is 

the lay individual who is very well versed in the doctrine of true holiness…who is 

authorized to continuously impress upon lay members as well as non-members 

the importance and practicality of sincerely and steadfastly adhering to the faith 

and doctrine of the church.”33 

The experience of William Christian, African American founder of the 

Church of the Living God (Christian Workers for Fellowship) in Wrightsville, 

Arkansas, in the 1880s, might provide some insight into Tate’s thought during this 

period.  Like Tate, Christian left a mainstream denomination (Baptist) because the 

“fire was no longer felt around the altar of his old Church.”  Of the period directly 

after Christian decided to leave his church, historian Alvin M. Harrell says, “It 

was perhaps the most trying period of his life.  He was a man living between two 

worlds; the old world had died, and the new world was still struggling in the 

womb to be born.  He had abandoned the only faith he had ever known.  It 

necessarily required some time to formulate and establish new doctrines.”34  One 

                                                 
32 Meharry Lewis, 24 April 1999 interview. 
33 Minister’s Guide and Handbook, First Edition (Nashville: The New and Living Way Publishing 
Company, Inc., 1988), 19.  [This copy is located at the Tennessee State Archives.] 
34 Alvin M. Harrell, The First One Hundred Years: The History of the Church of the Living God 
(Rialto, CA: Harrell Publications, 1993), 24. 



 304

can imagine that Tate, having rejected the established churches, must have also 

felt some pressure to justify her actions with new doctrine.  

As Tate was struggling to formulate her religious ideas, her husband, Dave 

Lewis, became disenchanted with her choice of religious duties over domestic 

ones.  The couple separated in 1896.  Tate took her two small sons, then six and 

four years old, and went to stay with her sisters Dora O’Neal and Esther Edwards 

in Paducah, Kentucky.  It was here that Tate’s call “to the ministry and 

commission to go and preach the Gospel was more plainly and forcibly shown” 

her.35  For the next seven years Tate’s itinerant preaching ministry extended from 

Brooklyn, Illinois, where she preached her first sermon, to small towns in 

Tennessee, Kentucky and Alabama, where she preached in churches, in homes 

and on the streets.  A typical southern street meeting in the early twentieth century 

was a well-attended event that drew people from all denominations.  In addition to 

providing a distraction from farm work, street meetings helped people improve 

their knowledge of the Bible, the most confident pitting their scriptural knowledge 

against that of the street preacher.   

In addition to contending with noisy crowds and hecklers in her itinerant 

days, Tate had to contend at least once with white law enforcement officials.  At 

one street service, Lewis recalled, the police came to physically remove Tate from 

the scene.  A man, one of Tate’s followers, became irate, and Tate was jailed.  As 

alarming as this experience must have been, William Christian, a black man, 

experienced an even more frightening sort of opposition.  According to Harrell, at 

                                                 
35 Tate, Decree Book, 4. 
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a street meeting in Texas in 1894 Christian was threatened with lynching.  In self-

defense one of Christian’s followers killed the leader of the lynch mob and spent 

twenty years in prison.36  One wonders if Tate had a slight advantage as a black 

woman whose self-assertion may have been less offensive to white southerners 

than that of a black man.  As Ida B. Wells documented, white southerners’ use of 

violence or the threat of violence to maintain their dominance was usually, 

although not exclusively, aimed at black men.   

The historical record shows that holiness and pentecostal evangelists in the 

early twentieth century fared particularly poorly in the eyes of the general public.  

Outsiders generally saw holiness and pentecostal believers as deluded fanatics, 

threats to public order and, to some, wielders of sinister power.  Charlie White, a 

black pentecostal minister in rural Texas in the early twentieth century, reported 

that when he tried to start a congregation in Jacksonville, Texas, a man warned 

him, “We’ve had five or six sanctified preachers come here and try to get started, 

and every one of them has got run out of town.”37  When White was finally able 

to attract enough participants to hold services, the Chief of Police asked him to 

leave town for disturbing the peace.  Some people believed that pentecostals used 

hypnotism or magic to force their followers into compliance.  White recalled that 

when a pentecostal group started in Nacogdoches, Texas, around 1920, “Some of 

the Baptist preachers...got all stirred up about a bunch that was trying to start a 

new church in town.  All kinds of tales got going round about it.  They said these 
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new people could put some kind of spell on folks.”  Others argued that speaking 

in tongues was some sort of hypnotism.  Ministers of opposing religions charged 

that speaking in tongues was the “work of Satan.”38  There were also suggestions 

that holiness and pentecostal meetings encouraged sexual promiscuity.  A Los 

Angeles newspaper reported in 1906 that a holiness minister was “said to have 

sanctioned wild rites which have been practiced under the guise of religion.”39  

Given the extra opposition that holiness and pentecostal evangelists faced, one 

must admire Tate’s courage for preaching her message in towns throughout the 

South and in some areas of the North. 

Through itinerant evangelizing Tate gained hundreds of followers that she 

organized into bands (a Methodist organizational form) called “Do Rights.”  

Although the Decree Book gives the date of the church’s founding as 1903, it was 

not until June 1908 that Tate organized the first General Assembly of the church 

in Greenville, Alabama, where she was ordained as the church’s leader.  The 

Minister’s Guide and Handbook describes the progression from religious call to 

ordination that might also describe Tate’s developing sense of her own leadership.  

“God ‘calls’ the believer—out of the world, sin, darkness—for a specific ministry 

or ministries…  Ordination establishes the church’s recognition that God has 

approved of the individual to do a particular ministry…  Ordination gives the 

minister [or Overseer] the legal and spiritual authority.”40 
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At some point during this decade Tate adopted a new name.  She changed 

her given name “Mary Lena” to “Mary Magdalena” after one of Christ’s earliest 

and most devoted followers.  Although biblical references to Mary Magdalene are 

sketchy, a whole tradition of Christian folklore has grown up around her.  The 

New Testament says that Christ expelled seven devils from Mary Magdalene and 

that she was present at his crucifixion and burial.  Christian tradition suggests that 

Mary Magdalene was a reformed prostitute who aided Christ’s ministry as an 

evangelist.  Mary Magdalene was the first to see Christ’s resurrected body and 

Christ sent her as a messenger to his male disciples to preach the news of his 

resurrection.  Christian mythology states that when Christ’s apostles left 

Jerusalem to preach to all the ends of the earth, Mary Magdalene went with them.  

Greek Orthodox tradition relates that Mary Magdalene visited the Emperor 

Tiberius in Italy and preached to him about Christ’s resurrection.  Tate’s choice of 

“Mary Magdalena” as a “saint name” is significant for two primary reasons.  

First, Mary Magdalene was an evangelist who preached, not only in the company 

of men, but to men.  The resurrected Christ chose to appear to her, a woman, 

rather than to his male disciples who, at first, did not believe the news of his 

resurrection.  Just as Mary Magdalene was the first harbinger of Christ’s 

resurrection, Mary Magdalena Tate saw herself as God’s special messenger sent 

to prepare the world for Christ’s return.  The name “Mary Magdalena” reminded 

people that God had once before chosen a woman as his messenger.  In addition, 

Tate saw herself as the individual chosen by God to restore to the earth the 

spiritual gifts (like speaking in tongues) that had been part of the apostolic 
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Christian church.  Naming herself after a woman evangelist from apostolic times 

recalled those earlier, spirit-filled days.  In 1914, Tate’s name changed again 

when she married a deacon in the church, Robert Tate, and adopted his last 

name.41 

PENTECOSTAL BEGINNINGS 

In 1908, Tate’s teachings took a sharp pentecostal turn.  Prior to that time 

she taught a form of Wesleyan holiness.  Like the nineteenth-century holiness 

movement in which her theology originated, Tate’s holiness teachings placed new 

emphasis on certain aspects of Methodist doctrine rather than introducing 

completely new ideas.  As we have seen in our discussions of Palmer and Smith, 

the nineteenth-century holiness movement was a reform movement that aimed to 

return the church to a more primitive state of religious fervor.  It was a response 

to the “domestication” of American Methodism that came with members’ rising 

class status.42  Holiness advocates charged that the church was succumbing to a 

cold formalism that would be the undoing of a church founded on the belief that 

changing hearts was the key to saving souls.  Drawing on traditional Methodist 

teachings about sanctification, holiness advocates argued that there was an urgent 

need for “heart purity” in the church, and that contrary to what most Methodists 

                                                 
41 Mary Magdalena was married a total of four times.  After divorcing Lewis and before marrying 
Tate, Mary Magdalena married and divorced men with the last names of Jordan and Estes.  
According to Meharry Lewis, Tate’s uncompromising  religious standards were a contributing 
factor in at least two of the divorces.  Lewis quoted one of Tate’s contemporaries who said, “She 
could not stand nor would she live with a ‘filthy’ man.”  Meharry Lewis, “Mary Lena Lewis Tate: 
‘A Street Called Straight,’”  15 (forthcoming article to be published by New and Living Way 
Publishing Company, Nashville, Tennessee). 
42 See Gregory A. Schneider, The Way of the Cross Leads Home: the Domestication of American 
Methodism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993) for more on this process. 
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believed, anyone could and should be sanctified immediately.  Despite its radical 

doctrinal turn, with a few exceptions the nineteenth-century holiness movement 

was unfailingly loyal to the various established denominations from which it drew 

its members.  (Although the holiness movement began and was strongest among 

Methodists, it also attracted Quakers, Baptists, Congregationalists and 

Presbyterians.)  It was not until holiness thought spread to the Midwest and South 

in the last decades of the nineteenth century that large numbers of people, like 

Tate, began to withdraw from the mainstream Methodist and Baptist churches and 

establish their own holiness denominations.43  In 1878, for example, the 

Methodist newspaper Nashville Christian Advocate reported statewide interest in 

the holiness movement.  Then in 1894, three thousand Tennessee Methodists left 

eight congregations to form the independent holiness denomination, the Church of 

the Nazarene.44 

The teachings of the new holiness denominations had a different character 

than the teachings of the denominationally loyal holiness movement.  The 

independent holiness denominations tended to be more radical, recommending 

strict dietary and behavioral guidelines for their adherents.  They unapologetically 

embraced religious enthusiasm, much more so than the denominationally loyal 

holiness movement.  They introduced new religious practices like faith healing, 

foot washing and baptism by immersion.  And although the holiness movement 

with its denominational ties encouraged women’s public religious participation as 

                                                 
43 See Vinson Synan, The Holiness-Pentecostal Movement in the United States (Grand Rapids 
Michigan: Eerdmans, 1971) for a discussion of the shift from holiness to pentecostalism. 
44 Herman A. Norton, Religion in Tennessee 1777-1945 (Knoxville, University of Tennessee 
Press, 1981), 82. 
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exhorters and evangelists, some of the independent holiness sects actually 

ordained women.   

Although Tate owed a huge debt to holiness theology, she drew on other 

traditions as well.  Baptism by immersion, which Tate adopted, not as a saving 

ordinance but as a symbolic one, was a Baptist doctrine.  In addition, worship 

practices of the Church of the Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the Truth, 

which included dancing, shouting, hand clapping and speaking in tongues, 

probably owed a greater debt to African-influenced slave religion than to any 

denominational practices.  One scholar has argued the southern holiness 

movement was essentially a “restructuring of slave religion...in the post-slavery 

era.”45  Tate’s debt to African sources will become clearer when we discuss her 

innovations in gender roles. 

From the holiness emphasis on religious enthusiasm and on the restoration 

of a purer form of Christianity, it was not much of a stretch for Tate to embrace 

pentecostalism, which made religious enthusiasm through speaking in tongues a 

central tenet and linked itself with the primitive Christian church.  Although the 

acceptance of pentecostal doctrine by the holiness churches in the early twentieth 

century was by no means universal (in fact the holiness denominations that 

rejected pentecostalism became some of its most vocal opponents), a large 

number of holiness denominations joined the pentecostal movement after having 

some sort of contact with the famous Azusa Street Revival in Los Angeles in 

                                                 
45 David DouglasDaniels, “The Cultural Renewal of Slave Religion: Charles Price Jones and the 
Emergence of the Holiness Movement in Mississippi” (Ph.D. diss., Union Theological Seminary, 
1992), 11 
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1906.46  Even though Tate’s teachings underwent a pentecostal transformation 

shortly after the Azusa Street Revival, neither she nor her followers identified any 

link to the west-coast movement.  Instead, Tate claimed to have received 

pentecostal theology directly from God during a life-threatening illness in 1908.  

According to Tate, she was in bed, unable to walk, when she “received the 

baptism of the Holy Ghost and fire” which was accompanied by speaking in 

tongues.47  Tate was then healed from her illness and began to teach the doctrine 

of Spirit Baptism accompanied by tongues speech, a distinguishing pentecostal 

doctrine.  Pentecostals see tongues speech as accompanying evidence of the 

baptism of the Holy Spirit and as a sign of God’s generous bestowal of spiritual 

gifts in the last days.   

Despite its apparent independent development, Tate’s church was 

remarkably similar to other black pentecostal denominations.  Some brief 

background about the history of William Seymour, the black popularizer of 

pentecostalism, and Charles Harrison Mason, the founder of the Church of God in 

Christ (COGIC), the largest black pentecostal denomination in the United States, 

will show how Tate’s movement took part in larger historical developments.   

William Seymour, the leader of the influential Azusa Street Revival, was 

born in 1870 in Louisiana, the son of freed slaves.  He appears to have been 

interested in religion as a solution to racial strife from early on.  At age twenty-

five he chose to join an inter-racial Methodist Episcopal congregation rather than 

                                                 
46 Led by African American pastor, William Seymour, the Azusa Street Revival is virtually 
universally acknowledged among pentecostals as the beginning of modern-day pentecostalism. 
47 Tate, Decree Book, 4. 
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an all-black African Methodist Episcopal Congregation.  In 1900 he joined an 

interracial holiness group in Cincinnati, the Evening Light Saints, identified by 

one historian as “the most interracially advanced Christian group in the USA in its 

early years.”48  In 1905, Seymour enrolled in Charles Fox Parham’s Bible School 

in Houston, Texas, where he was exposed to teachings about the Baptism of the 

Holy Spirit and speaking in tongues.  Shortly thereafter he went to Los Angeles to 

preach to a holiness congregation.  When he was thrown out of that congregation 

for preaching pentecostal theology, Seymour started holding church in an old 

building on Azusa Street.  At first services were primarily attended by female 

black domestic workers, but soon a lively revival broke out that drew people of all 

ethnicities (mostly African Americans, Mexican Americans, and whites, but also 

some Chinese-Americans, Filipinos and other immigrant groups).  Seymour’s 

biographer described the significance of the revival this way: “Amid the most 

racist era of a totally segregated society, a miracle happened.  For the first time in 

history a miniature global community came together beyond the color 

line...inviting everyone to enter the new life in fellowship together.”49  As the 

word of the revival spread, people from all over the United States and some 

foreign countries visited the Azusa Street services where many experienced Spirit 

Baptism and returned to their homes to establish pentecostal denominations.  

Most pentecostal denominations in the United States and abroad (which at one 

                                                 
48 Douglas J. Nelson,  “For Such a Time as This: The Story of Bishop Wm. J. Seymour and the 
Azusa Street Revival” (Ph.D. diss, University of Birmingham, 1981), 48. 
49 Nelson, For Such a Time, 11. 
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recent count includes about 400 million people) trace their origins back to the 

Azusa Street Revival.50 

Besides teaching that the pentecostal movement was a restoration of the 

uncorrupted early Christian church preparatory to Christ’s second coming and that 

Baptism of the Holy Spirit, accompanied by speaking in tongues, was a necessary 

work of grace which empowered the individual to better serve God, Seymour 

taught that God’s true church must be free from racial divisions.  According to 

Seymour’s biographer, Douglas Nelson, racial unity was the central theme of 

Seymour’s ministry: “Seymour’s far sighted leadership harnessed the power 

released in glossolalic worship to break the color line barrier—along with other 

serious divisions of humanity—and create a new dimension of Christian 

community.”51  

In 1907, a black holiness evangelist, Charles Harrison Mason, from 

Memphis, Tennessee, traveled to Azusa Street and experienced Baptism in the 

Holy Spirit.  (Incidentally, Mason had earlier joined the holiness movement after 

reading Amanda Berry Smith’s autobiography).52  He returned to Memphis, 

caused an uproar in his holiness church by teaching pentecostal doctrine, and 

eventually left to form his own denomination, taking most of the congregation 

with him.  The new denomination, the Church of God in Christ, eventually 

became the largest black pentecostal denomination in the United States.  In the 

                                                 
50 Harvey Cox, Fire from Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the Reshaping of 
Religion in the Twenty-first Century (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Co., 1995), 14. 
51 Nelson, For Such a Time, 9. 
52 Ithiel C. Clemmons, Bishop C. H. Mason and the Roots of the Church of God in Christ 
(Bakersfield, CA: Pneuma Life Publishing, 1996). 
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1990s the church claimed its membership to be eight and a half million worldwide 

with ten thousand congregations in the United States.53  Mason’s teachings and 

worship practice were very similar to Tate’s.  He emphasized “clean living,” 

ecstatic worship, and racial unity.  As the leader of the only incorporated 

pentecostal denomination in the United States, Mason ordained about three 

hundred and fifty white ministers from 1907 to 1914.54  Although the white 

ministers eventually left Mason’s church to form the largest white pentecostal 

denomination in the United States, the Assemblies of God, Mason continued to 

maintain that racial unity should characterize the church.   

The biggest difference between Mason’s church and Tate’s church was 

their policy about women’s leadership.  Although the Church of God in Christ 

(COGIC) established a separate Women’s Department with women leaders, 

women were still subject to male authority.  One COGIC bishop described the 

reasons for this policy: “it preserved the male dominance that conformed the 

denomination to biblical imperatives and met the psychic needs of an oppressed 

people.”55  Tate and Mason were fully aware of each other’s existence (they even 

met once in the 1920s).  Meharry Lewis speculates that Tate and Mason would 

have seen eye to eye on most things, but that women’s ordination was simply too 

big a bridge for Mason to cross.  While understanding the ways Tate differed 

from other pentecostals is critical to understanding her life and thought, it is also 

important to recognize that Tate was part of a very large and influential 

                                                 
53 “A Memphis Corporate Salute: Bishop Charles Harrison Mason Founder Church of God in 
Christ” (Memphis, n.d.), 8. 
54 Clemmons, Bishop C. H. Mason, 70. 
55 Clemmons, Bishop C. H. Mason, 109. 
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movement, black pentecostalism.  As mentioned earlier, the Church of God in 

Christ is the largest pentecostal denomination in the United States and pentecostal 

denominations are growing faster than any other black churches.56  Tate’s story 

provides one window into this significant movement. 

Although it is important to understand the transformation of Tate’s 

religious thought to understand her career, Tate’s theology was probably not the 

most innovative aspect of her work.  Like William Christian, during the formative 

years of her church Tate probably developed “no organized and unified system of 

church doctrine.”57  She was more focused on encouraging her followers to live 

consistently with their beliefs than on introducing new beliefs.  Although 

eventually Tate introduced The Decree Book, which not only outlines church 

history and doctrine but sets up a complicated organizational church hierarchy, 

until 1923 (twenty years after the church’s founding) the book was a few 

mimeographed loose leaf sheets of paper that were passed around.  The fact is that 

Tate made few theological innovations.  Even today, when Tate’s descendents 

have attempted to systematize church theology based on Tate’s teachings, two of 

the three aspects of church theology they identify as distinguishing them from 

other churches (the church name and the rejection of the use of wine in the 

sacrament) are fairly minor.  The third innovation, that “God is no respecter of 

persons and that He calls women into the preaching ministry and leadership 

positions in the church just as he does men,” is theologically significant, but it was 

                                                 
56 See footnote 3. 
57 Harrell, The First One Hundred Years, 20. 
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never a major part of Tate’s teachings.58  Although gender equality was a 

significant aspect of Tate’s ministry, it became so more in practice than in 

principle.  Rather, it was by example and through the actual practice of ordaining 

women that Tate promoted gender equality.  Tate’s descendents in the church 

today identify religious behavior rather than distinct beliefs as the core of their 

religion: “True Holiness is a way of totally ordering our lives in all its myriad 

aspects, [including] walking, talking, dressing, eating, thinking, working, 

living.”59 

“THE NAME OF THE LORD IS A STRONG TOWER AND THE RIGHTEOUS RUN 
IN IT AND ARE SAFE”: TATE’S FOLLOWERS 

Having briefly outlined Tate’s basic teachings and her relationship to the 

rest of the pentecostal movement, we will now turn to perhaps the more 

significant subject of who Tate’s followers were and why they chose Tate as a 

leader.  While there are no known membership rolls for the early church, we 

know generally that Tate’s earliest followers were a mixture of urban and rural 

African Americans from the states of Tennessee, Kentucky, Alabama, Georgia, 

Florida, and Mississippi as well as a few northern states like Illinois and 

Pennsylvania.  Tate described her mission this way: “to call together the humble 

people of those southern regions of the country into the true light of the gospel of 

Jesus Christ in true holiness.”60  As the words “humble people” suggest, most of 

Tate’s followers were manual laborers and farmers with minimal education.  
                                                 
58 Helen M. Lewis and Meharry H. Lewis, The Beauty of Holiness: A Small Catechism of the 
Holiness Faith and Doctrine 2d ed. (Nashville, TN: The New and Living Way Publishing Co. 
1990), back cover and 70-72. 
59 Helen Lewis and Meharry Lewis, The Beauty of Holiness, 16-18. 
60 Tate, Decree Book, 59. 
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Meharry Lewis remembers some of the occupations of church pioneers as 

farming, coal mining, railroad work and teaching.  They were people who were 

probably reeling from a world that was simultaneously modernizing and actively 

excluding them from the benefits of modernization.  In addition to economic 

hardship and social exclusion, most of Tate’s followers dealt with the ever-present 

danger of unpredictable white violence.  Between 1882 and 1937, 3,383 African 

Americans were lynched in the United States.61   

C. H. Mason’s Church of God in Christ, about which we have a little more 

information, probably had a constituency very similar to Tate’s.  According to 

COGIC historian Ithiel C. Clemmons, Mason gathered church members from 

among “the grassroots poor” in Mississippi, Tennessee and Arkansas, where he, 

like Tate, “walked from town to town and through the cotton fields...preaching 

outdoors.”62  

As was the case in most pentecostal denominations, the majority of Tate’s 

followers were probably women.63  While it is difficult to come to definite 

conclusions about this fact, there are several possible reasons for it.  First, women 

of all racial groups have, at least since the nineteenth century, made up the 

majority of church-goers.  This probably has something to do with the 

privatization of both religion and of women’s work during industrialization 

(although separate spheres was a luxury most black women couldn’t afford.)  For 

black women in the South, however, it probably had more to do with their 
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position of powerlessness in the larger society.  As pioneering pentecostal 

historian Walter Hollenweger put it in perhaps a bit of an overstatement, “the 

function of the pentecostal movement is to restore the power of expression to 

people without identity and powers of speech, and to heal them from the terror of 

the loss of speech.”64  If pentecostalism appealed to black men, in part at least, 

because of their oppression by white society, this was even more so for black 

women who were often oppressed by black men as well as by white society.  The 

fact that Tate not only invited women into her church to a position of equality 

with men, but also offered many of them careers as religious leaders must have 

contributed to the church’s appeal to women.65 

We know a few more details about the early ministers and evangelists in 

the Church than we do about lay members.  Because no special training was 

required to enter the ministry in Tate’s denomination, if ministers differed from 

the rest of the population it was probably not in education level or income but in 

terms of leadership skills and drive.  From Tate’s instructions to these self-

appointed evangelists we can learn a few things about their educational and 

economic status.  Most were probably literate, as Tate instructs them to begin 

mission work by “reading and teaching the people the word of God.”66  According 

                                                 
64 Walter J. Hollenweger, The Pentecostals (London: Student Christian Movement Press, 1972), 
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65 Although, given the opportunities available to black southerners in the first few decades of the 
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to Meharry Lewis, Tate often drew her ministers from the cotton fields, funding 

their early evangelistic travels until they could establish congregations. 

The background of ministers in William Christian’s church, another 

independent southern black denomination at the turn of the nineteenth century, 

may have been similar to the background of ministers in Tate’s denomination.  In 

Christian’s church there was such a high level of illiteracy among ministers that 

they depended on memory rather than reading ability to teach scripture.  They 

were known to have such an extensive repertoire of memorized scripture passages 

that it was said “that if the Bible were destroyed they could rewrite it from their 

collective memory.”67  As late as the 1930s, a church historian reported that few 

of the ministers in Christian’s church had attended high school.68  While these 

details certainly do not give us a complete picture of Tate’s followers, we at least 

learn that many were poor and relatively uneducated, if literate.  

THE POSSIBILITY OF PERFECTION: BATTLING RACIST STEREOTYPES AND 
INTERNALIZED RACISM  

It is perhaps paradoxical that southern rural African Americans, people 

whose lives were circumscribed by increasingly complex social regulation 

through Jim Crow laws and informal racial discrimination, were attracted to a 

religion that also placed strict regulations on behavior.  But, of course, there is a 

vast difference between behavioral restrictions imposed from the outside and 

those that are voluntary.  And as historian Edward Ayers has pointed out, black 
                                                 
67 Harrell, The First One Hundred Years, 35. 
68 According to Harrell, The First One Hundred Years, “There were scarcely half a dozen 
ministers who had gone to high school.  Many rural southern blacks at that time had not gone to 
high school—that was a privilege often denied them.  There was another reason.  Education was 
not encouraged for ministers.  They were told, ‘Open your mouth, and let God fill it.’” 135. 
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pentecostalism accompanied strong behavioral regulations with an alternate view 

of the world.  He says, “They [the new holiness and pentecostal churches] 

stressed the ability of anyone, regardless of race, class, or gender, to experience 

the most thrilling manifestations of God’s love, ignoring the distinctions that 

multiplied elsewhere in the New South.”69  While southern culture claimed that 

African Americans were innately childlike, lacking in self restraint, and unwilling 

to commit themselves to hard work, holiness and pentecostal religions said that 

African Americans were a chosen people, “Saints” who, no matter what 

limitations were placed on their lives in the secular world, could achieve the 

heights of spiritual perfection within the religious realm.70  Adherence to strict 

behavioral guidelines offered an inherent refutation of southern racist ideas of 

black inferiority.  For Tate’s followers, the church’s rules offered a path of 

predictability and safety.  Tate described the purpose of the “rules, decrees and 

regulations:” to “preserve them [the Saints] in the old paths and keep them from 

and secured against the grievous [sic] wolves and ravenous beasts that will come 

in the flock of God and not spare it.”71   

Like her precursors in the holiness movement, Tate made sanctification a 

central tenet of her teachings.  Unlike most of the holiness evangelists, however, 

who taught that sanctification could be experienced easily and instantaneously, 

Tate taught that there were two steps to sanctification, the first of which entailed a 

                                                 
69 Ayers, Southern Crossing, 199. 
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considerable amount of effort on the individual’s part.  The first step was for the 

individual to free him or herself from sin through exacting self-discipline, “to 

sanctify oneself.”  As Tate’s spiritual descendents explained it: “to circumspectly 

look deep within one’s self and thence to cast out all elements of uncleanness and 

unrighteousness.”72  Unlike previous definitions of either conversion or 

sanctification, this was not an act of grace, but a laborious act of self-discipline 

and will.  In a second step, the individual asked God to complete the process of 

perfection through “holy sanctification,” in which God cleansed the individual 

from any remaining sin through a second work of grace.73  Eventually Tate added 

a third pentecostal step to the process: the Baptism of the Holy Ghost, in which 

the individual was kept free from sin and God “really plants us in Christ where 

there is no sin and enables us to grow unto perfection.” 74  Tate gave holiness 

theology a pentecostal turn by teaching that rather than being an end in itself, 

sanctification was a prerequisite to the reception of the Holy Ghost, a particularly 

pentecostal experience.   

In an original twist on Christian teachings, Tate emphasized that Christ 

came into the world, not to save people from sin through his atonement (although 

this was surely an implied part of Tate’s teachings), but to show people that 

human perfection was possible: “[Christ] was conceived in the Virgin Mary and 
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brought forth in the likeness of every man in order to convince man of the very 

fact that human flesh can live in the world free from sin and condemnation.”75   

Some possible explanations for these doctrinal innovations lie in the 

differences between Tate’s audience and the audiences of nineteenth-century 

holiness evangelists.  While nineteenth-century evangelists like Palmer and Smith 

were speaking to a primarily urban middle-class white audience for whom a quick 

and easy notion of sanctification provided an antidote to the ambiguities of 

nineteenth-century revivalism, Tate’s followers were poor southern African 

Americans who were trying to build identities for themselves as free people.  

Tate’s teachings granted her followers a much greater degree of agency than 

Palmer’s or Smith’s.  Rather than leaving the process of sanctification completely 

up to God, Tate taught that people did part of the job of sanctification themselves.  

It followed that if a person was at least partially responsible for his or her 

sanctification, then he or she could take credit for it—thus raising the individual’s 

sense of his or her self worth and of his or her agency, a crucial thing in a culture 

that taught that African Americans were innately inferior human beings. 

Tate’s religion was a demanding one; asking nothing less of her followers 

than perfection.  She taught, “All people who become the sons of God must 

overcome al [sic] evil and mean low down dirty things and really live above 

committing them.”76  But in exchange for overcoming human weakness, “mean 

low down dirty things,” Church members could fulfill God’s law: “Now all who 

are in Christ Jesus who walk not after the flesh but after the spirit the 
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righteousness of the law must be fulfilled in us.”77  To be the fulfillment of God’s 

law was to be God’s chosen people, messengers of His will who could usher in 

Christ’s second coming by helping to establish his true church on the earth.   

Tate’s assignment of this seemingly impossible task to her followers 

depended on a high estimation of black ability that contradicted southern racial 

stereotypes in every way.  While Tate did not deny the fact that being human 

predisposed people to behaving in “sinful” ways, she argued that people were 

perfectible, not just through grace, but through their own efforts: “We realize that 

as flesh we are weak, but this does not exempt us from the duty of laying aside 

imperfections…it becomes our obligation to sanctify ourselves, and then enter 

into Holiness.”78  In the Decree Book Tate outlined behavioral guidelines for 

church members in daunting detail.  These restrictions included the prohibition of 

alcoholic beverages, drugs (tobacco, snuff, morphine and opium), 

“uncleanliness,” “lasciviousness,” “jesting,” “idle words,” “swearing,” lying or 

stealing, “anger,” gambling, novel reading, “wicked dancing,” “shows,” 

“movies,” “baseball games,” “tale bearing,” “envy,” “strife,” “hatred,” “ragtime 

songs,” and “all jazz.”79  There are three observations to make about these very 

exacting restrictions.  One is that many of them restricted the kind of behaviors 

that racist ideologies ascribed to southern blacks: “lasciviousness,” “jesting,” 

“lying or stealing.”  Another is that many of the restrictions prohibited the kinds 

of behaviors that whites engaged in with regard to blacks: “hatred,” “envy,” and 
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“strife.”  A third is that most of the remaining behaviors had to do with the rise of 

modern popular culture: “wicked dancing,” “movies” and “jazz.”   

Tate, however, did not argue only that people could perfect themselves.  

She also maintained that black people in particular had gained superior qualities 

through their experiences of oppression in the South.  She taught that southern 

oppression had not de-humanized African Americans but had in fact created a 

spiritually humble and therefore superior Christian people.  She called the 

members of the church “humble people which no doubt would never have been so 

willing to accept the humble way of God…other than through much suffering and 

oppression as was the case in Israel.”80  While Tate did not claim that slavery and 

racial oppression were inevitable (some of her contemporaries claimed that 

slavery was God’s plan for Christianizing Africans), she did present an alternate 

system in which oppression could be instructive rather than infantilizing.  In 

doing so she subtly shifted the emphasis on African Americans as objects of racial 

oppression to dignified actors in a spiritual drama. 

While Tate’s heavy emphasis on personal ability and responsibility may 

have lifted her followers’ estimation of themselves, the last step in salvation, 

baptism by the Holy Spirit, did nothing less than infuse individuals with God’s 

power through a kind of spirit possession—the ultimate empowerment.  A church 

theology book describes the Holy Spirit this way: “Spirit is a motivating force; it 

is an energy generating; animating force capable of producing movement.”81  Tate 

described her call to the ministry by saying that she was “pressed and forced by 
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the Spirit of God.”82  She saw the Holy Spirit as a literal power or “energy” that 

could effect change in the real world.  The sense that the religious person operated 

on a different plane than the rest of the world was reinforced by the notion of 

Spirit Baptism in which the individual was literally possessed by God’s power.  

Never is the essence of pentecostal teaching more fully expressed than in the 

concept of Baptism of the Holy Ghost when the individual is symbolically lifted 

beyond the earthly rational plane symbolized by ordinary language to the non-

rational spiritual plane expressed in glossolalia (speaking in tongues).83  For an 

oppressed people, the visibility of an alternate world, signified by the speaking of 

another language not understandable to “the world,” could be immensely 

empowering.  Or as COGIC historian Ithiel Clemmons says, “It [glossolalia] takes 

people who thought they had to lift life’s maximum load with a minimum of 

human strength, and transforms them into a people who through the Holy Ghost 

are put in touch with strength and the death-defying courage needed to lift life’s 

load.”84  So while some of Tate’s teachings focused on the rewards available to 

the faithful after death, they also presented the availability of literal power on 

earth.   

THE APPEAL OF FUNDAMENTALISM 

This preliminary understanding of the psychological appeal of Tate’s 

church to southern African Americans can shed light on the appeal of the church’s 
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fundamentalist aspects.85 Tate interpreted the Bible literally and she taught that 

there was power in taking the words in the Bible at face value.  Tate claimed that 

God had revealed the true church name to her through a Biblical passage (I 

Timothy 3:15).  Tate taught her followers that gathering under the “right” name 

offered literal protection.  She wrote to her followers in one of her inspired 

epistles: “Praise the Lord dear reader of this little scriptural tract, let us know full 

well that there is damnation in the wrong church name and salvation in the right 

name according to the word of God and his Holy Spirit.”86  Like the “strong 

tower” in the quotation above, belonging to a church with the “right name” 

offered the stamp of legitimacy as well as divine protection.  In addition, 

belonging to the “right church” placed each individual church member in special 

relation to God.  Tate explained that the name of the church, The Church of the 

Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the Truth, was symbolic of the members and 

leader’s relation to God.  She taught that the “pillars” represented herself, other 

church leaders and the members, and the “ground” was “God’s Holy Word and 

Commandments.”87  The “Truth” represented Christ.  According to Tate’s 

interpretation of the church name, the members were both essential to and 

inextricably linked to God through their membership in his church.88    
                                                 
85 I am using the term “fundamentalism” here to refer to the Protestant response to modernism that 
advocates a literal interpretation of and the inerrancy of scripture, the imminent and physical 
return of Christ and belief in the Virgin Birth, Resurrection and Christ’s atonement. 
86 Tate, “The Name of the Lord is a Strong Tower,” Tate-Lewis Foundation Papers, Moorland-
Spingarn Center, Howard University. 
87 Tate, Decree Book, 33. 
88 In a slight variation on this symbolism, Tate apparently also taught that the pillars represented 
“prophets, apostles and overcomers” and the ground represented “the Holy Ghost and true 
holiness.”   Minister’s Guide and Handbook, (Nashville: The New and Living Way Publishing 
Company, Inc., 1988), 93.  This latter interpretation of the church name is currently preferred by 
the Church.  Meharry Lewis to Kelly Mendiola, 8 April 2002.  
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CHALLENGING SEGREGATION 

Although most southern Protestant denominations taught some form of 

universal spiritual equality (while frequently ignoring social inequality), black 

pentecostalism took the belief in the brotherhood [and sisterhood] of man as a 

central tenet.  Tate declared in the Decree Book, “the righteousness of the laws of 

God are to all men alike regardless of race, or hue, or color.”89  Narratives of 

Tate’s early evangelical work emphasize that she preached to both whites and 

African Americans.  In Paris, Tennessee, for example, at one of Tate’s very first 

preaching venues, she recalled, “People, both white and colored were amazed and 

wondered at the demonstration of the Gospel which was preached by this anointed 

servant of God.”  Tate apparently felt it was worth noting that she “was invited 

with her sons to the homes of both white and colored.”90  Although the church’s 

population was primarily African American, there was at least one white bishop 

in the church, George Morgan, who presided over one of the New York 

dioceses.91  And oral history indicates that Tate healed white and black alike.  

Ayers comments on this counter-cultural tendency toward racial integration in the 

pentecostal movement:  “During the years that marked one of the lowest points in 

American race relations, the pentecostal movement remained almost uniquely 

open to exchanges between blacks and whites…  Religion could overcome for a 

while at least, the worst parts of Southern culture.”92 

                                                 
89 Tate, Decree Book, 20. 
90 Tate, Decree Book, 5. 
91 According to Meharry Lewis, Morgan is believed to have originally been from Mt. Vernon, 
Illinois.  He later moved to Albany, New York where he became a bishop.  Meharry Lewis to 
Kelly Mendiola, 8 April 2002. 
92 Ayers, Southern Crossing, 199. 
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Preaching racial unity in the early twentieth-century South could be 

controversial.  As Tennessee historian Lester Lamon has said, “The overriding 

feature of life for black Tennesseeans in the early twentieth century was the 

separate community—separated from the recognized white mainstream partly by 

force and partly by choice.”93  To challenge racial segregation was to challenge 

the underlying structure of early twentieth-century southern life, as Tate’s 

contemporary William Christian discovered.  In both Keo, Arkansas, and Bruden, 

Alabama, Christian was reprimanded for preaching racial unity: “law enforcement 

officers demanded that he [Christian] cease to preach that ‘we are all one in 

Christ.’”  Christian’s biographer rightly identifies the connection between this 

spiritual message and southern racial politics: “These sermons might be 

interpreted as advocating racial integration.”94  While the record does not indicate 

whether racial unity was ever a central aspect of Tate’s message, we know that 

she challenged racial segregation in practice. 

BLACK NATION BUILDING 

Membership in the Church of the Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the 

Truth appears to have been a sizeable undertaking, involving a substantial 

investment of time.  Members could attend church Wednesday and Friday nights, 

Sunday sermons at 11:00, 3:00 and 7:30, Sunday Bible School at 10:00 a.m. (for 

which members were charged a .05 fine for tardiness and a .25 fine for each 

absence “without a good excuse”).  In addition members could attend Sunrise 

                                                 
93 Lester C. Lamon, Blacks in Tennessee 1791-1970 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 
1981), vii. 
94 Harrell, The First One Hundred Years, 37. 
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Prayer Meetings on Sunday mornings or “throughout the week when necessary or 

desired.” 95  None of this included the missionary or evangelical work a lay 

member might choose to engage in if so called.  All these activities amounted to 

the creation of an alternate community to the one Tate’s followers lived and 

worked in—a place in which church members were nurtured, valued and needed.  

Also, the establishment of branches of the church in rural areas allowed for the 

creation of cohesive black communities that had previously been impossible 

because of the scattered geographical placement of rural African Americans.96   

This task of black nation building was crucial for African Americans after 

the Civil War.  As southern A.M.E. historian Bernard Powers has pointed out, 

post-bellum African Americans were faced with the task of understanding 

themselves and their communities without the division between free person and 

slave.  They were also presented with new opportunities to choose whom to 

associate with.  One of the ways this manifested itself was in the missionary 

efforts of northern African Methodists to the freed slaves; the missionaries saw 

themselves as helping to build a new black nation of freed men and women 

without the divisions of regional lines.97  Tate shared this vision, although her 

focus was on maintaining the unity of the black community despite northern 

migration.  Tate called her people “the United Universal Ones” and decried any 

divisions within the church on the basis of region.  She declared in the Decree 

                                                 
95 Harrell, The First One Hundred Years, 19-20. 
96 Howard N. Rabinowitz, Race Relations in the Urban South 1865-1890 (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 1996), xviii. 
97 See Clarence Walker’s A Rock in a Weary Land: The African Methodist Episcopal Church 
During the Civil War and Reconstruction (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1982) 
for a full discussion of A.M.E. missionary efforts to influence freed slaves. 
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Book, “There shall never be a Mason-Dixon line, nor a middle wall of petition, 

nor any division or separation or difference of any description between the Saints 

and Churches herein named.”  She also denounced regional prejudices: “There 

shall never be…acts of state or sectional prejudices and differences among any of 

the members, Deacons nor Ministers.”98  Tate compared her holding of the church 

together, despite sectional differences introduced by northern migration, to 

Abraham Lincoln’s preservation of the Union during the Civil War--which 

suggests that Tate saw the church as having a political function in uniting the 

black community. 99 

The post-Civil War years also provided African Americans with the 

opportunity to make choices about religious affiliation.  While before the Civil 

War most African Americans worshipped in segregated white churches (and 

sometimes secretly in all black services as well), after the Civil War blacks used 

their new ability to choose how they wanted to worship to form all black 

congregations within their former denominations or by joining independent black 

churches.  Part of this impetus for separation was positive racial identity, and part 

of it was the rejection of racist white religious teachings and practices.  The 

establishment of pentecostal and holiness churches in particular was for blacks an 

insistence on creating independent church organizations and teachings not 

dependent on white foundations.100  Creating independent black churches 
                                                 
98 Tate, Decree Book, 58. 
99 Ibid., 60. 
100 For the history of African American efforts to create afrocentric religious institutions see 
Mechal Sobel, Trabelin' On: The Slave Journey to an Afro-Baptist Faith (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Press,1979); David Douglas Daniels, “The Cultural Renewal of Slave Religion: 
Charles Price Jones and the Emergence of the Holiness Movement in Mississippi” (Ph.D. diss., 
Union Theological Seminary, 1992); Katharine L. Dvorak, An African American Exodus: The 
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involved rejecting white racist religious teachings.  Tate’s pentecostal 

contemporary, William Christian, for example, linked the conventional religious 

teachings against which he was reacting to white racist norms.  He called all 

conventional religion “white man’s religion” and developed an overtly nationalist 

theology.  He found black heroes in the Bible (Adam, Nimrod, Job, David, and 

Solomon) and at least one of the bishops under him taught that both Jesus and 

Solomon had black blood.101  While, as I have said, Tate’s focus was not on 

theological innovation, she too rejected racist white religious norms.  Tate made 

several statements that rejected “white man’s religion” (which she never 

identified by name) or religious teachings that enabled certain groups to maintain 

power over others: “No one in this Church should attempt to nor administer the 

decrees of the Church partially nor selfishly for selfish reasons…nor in any way 

to muzzle the liberty of the members of the Church…the members of this Church 

are Saints of the true Church of the Living God and are not slaves nor 

foreigners…but fellow citizens of the true Church.”  In the context of the post-

bellum South, Tate’s references to religion that “muzzle[d] the liberty of the 

members of the Church” and made them “slaves” had to resonate with African 

Americans’ experience of antebellum white religion that provided Biblical 

justification for slavery and encouraged slave accommodation to the brutish 

system.102   
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Although Tate’s teachings rejected some behaviors that fit southern 

stereotypes of blacks (lying, stealing, laziness, drunkenness, licentiousness), she 

embraced other behaviors that had also fed stereotypes about southern African 

Americans.  Unlike some mainstream black denominations (like the A.M.E. 

church) that urged their upwardly mobile congregations to adopt restrained 

standards of religious decorum (this paralleled what was happening in urban 

white Methodist churches decades earlier), Tate, in an act of racial affirmation, 

encouraged ecstatic religious behavior with its roots in slavery and African 

culture.  A statement in a minister’s handbook describing religious behavior in the 

Church of the Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the Truth reads: “True 

holiness was established in these last days upon several immutable behaviors for 

which the initiated need not apologize.”103  The phrase “need not apologize” 

indicates that cultural norms prohibited ecstatic religious behavior.  Tate 

described some common forms of religious expression: “Shouting, testifying and 

leaping for joy is an outward or an open expression of the joy within our hearts 

and soul for what God has done for us through the Spirit.”104  Some other 

common religious behaviors included the holy dance, singing, handclapping, 

prayer, laying on of hands, foot washing, and the altar call.  All the behaviors 

listed above have some roots in African culture as it was transplanted to the 

American continent in slave communities.  Tate’s refusal to limit these practices 

suggests her complicated attitude toward what African American reformers at the 

time called “race uplift.”  Although Tate encouraged behaviors that would 
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improve her followers’ economic status (hard work, self control, and industrial 

education), she distinguished between those aspects of traditional southern black 

culture that were economically ineffective and those that were simply expressions 

of cultural identification.  

Tate’s embrace of southern black cultural forms mirrored what was going 

on in the rest of black pentecostalism.  As Ithiel Clemmons has pointed out, the 

formation of southern black pentecostal denominations was a rejection of 

mainstream black churches’ emphasis on assimilation and economic and political 

advancement.  Instead, black pentecostal denominations embraced slave religion 

as an expression of “ethnic values and black cultural identity.”105  According to 

Clemmons, C. H. Mason “mounted a militant defense of these ecstatic practices, 

battling to retain and preserve a cultural tradition.”  Mason wrote a tract entitled 

“Should the Saints Dance?” arguing for the retention of “the holy dance,” a 

descendent of the slaves’ “ring shout” in black religious practice.106  Tate’s and 

Mason’s championing of traditional southern black religious practices was a 

powerful kind of racial affirmation. 

TATE’S RESPONSE TO MODERNIZATION  

It would not be an exaggeration to say that the world sped up during 

Tate’s lifetime perhaps more than at any other time in history.  For southerners, 

the New South brought industrial growth to towns and cities in the 1880s.  By 

1890 “nine out of ten Southerners lived in a railroad county.”107  The railroad 
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reduced southern isolation by creating interlocking networks of railroads, towns 

and villages.  The development of mail order commerce, advertising and stores at 

the center of communities led to an increase in consumerism.  By the 1920s, 

movies and radio, automobiles, and department stores provided new distractions 

for southerners.  Just as new possibilities for consumption were emerging in the 

South, it was becoming more difficult for blacks to participate in consumerism 

because of a newly encoded system of racial segregation and because of their lack 

of access to economic resources.  In the 1880s and 90s racial segregation on 

railroads became encoded with Jim Crow laws.  In 1905 Tennessee passed a Jim 

Crow streetcar law.108  In addition schools, poor houses, orphanages, hospitals, 

cemeteries, parks, churches, hotels, theaters and restaurants all became 

segregated.  This period also saw a rising black prison population and the 

increased employment of lynching as a form of racial control. 

Tate’s comment on the changing pace of life was characteristically to the 

point:  “Most people are very fast in these last days and don’t take up much time 

with hearing the word of God.”109  Tate was skeptical about the benefits offered 

by modern developments and worried about the accompanying tendency toward 

secularization.  Later we will see how Tate’s skepticism about consumer culture 

was mirrored by her concern about northern migration.  Both developments 

distanced Tate’s followers from the church and from her leadership and loosened 

community ties. 
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Although Tate may have been opposed to some of the temptations of 

modern life, she was not opposed to progress.  Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, scholar 

of black pentecostalism, has pointed out that stereotypes about black pentecostals 

have blinded us to their interest in race uplift: “Because the Sanctified Church 

became stereotyped as the sects and cults of illiterate black masses and disaffected 

urban migrants, both black and white observers failed to apprehend the high value 

these denominations placed on literacy and higher education.”110  In the Decree 

Book Tate outlined her plans to establish “Bible training schools, [a] business 

college, general and local orphanages and rescue homes, academies, and local 

schools.”111  Far from being inordinately focused on the afterlife, Tate was 

concerned with the temporal welfare of the saints.  Like her secular 

contemporaries from Tennessee, Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell, and in 

Alabama, Booker T. Washington, Tate was interested in improving the economic 

lot of southern African Americans.  But while most secular black reformers and 

the mainstream black denominations were engaging in a kind of race uplift that 

was based on class differentiation, Tate’s notion of uplift harkened back to an 

earlier understanding of uplift that came out of black folk religion.  Gaines 

described it this way: “One popular understanding of uplift, dating from the 

antislavery folk religion of the slaves, speaks of a personal or collective 

spiritual—and potentially social—transcendence of worldly oppression and 

misery.”112   
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Tate’s strict behavioral guidelines were part of this project of race uplift.  

She was not only interested in saving people’s souls and in disproving racial 

stereotypes; she was also interested in helping members develop the kinds of 

behaviors that would lead to economic advancement.  Although raising money 

from her struggling followers was always a difficult struggle for Tate, she still 

managed to start a publishing house that printed song books, Bibles and Bible 

School literature, to start an industrial school for orphans called Saints Home and 

to establish a charitable organization called the Mary Magdalena Club, which still 

exists today as a social outreach organization.  In addition Tate helped dozens of 

men and women escape menial jobs for careers in the ministry.  Despite these 

tangible forms of uplift activity, it was in her spiritual message that Tate and her 

followers placed the most hope for black transcendence of white supremacy. 

HONORED VESSEL OF GOLD: TATE’S AUTHORITY 

While it is fairly easy to see why Tate’s followers were attracted by her 

challenge to southern racial norms, their acceptance of her challenges to gender 

norms is a bit more surprising.  Although gender equality was probably Tate’s 

most radical teaching, she chose not to make it a central focus of her ministry.  

The only time Tate overtly mentioned gender in The Decree Book was, in what 

almost seemed like a slip, a minor reference to the Deacon Boards of local 

churches which “may be composed of male or female members of the Church.”113  

This is in sharp contrast to Phoebe Palmer, who made arguing for women’s right 

to preach a central part of her ministry or to Ida Robinson, the African American 
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founder of the Mt. Sinai Holy Church of America in Philadelphia in 1924.114  

Robinson said that she left the United Holy Church of America, which had 

ordained her, because God told her to “loose the women.”115  In 1934 she 

published a poem called “Woman’s Rights,” by church member Lilla Sparks, 

which declared: “Some women have the right to sing,/ And some the right to 

teach;/ But women called by Jesus Christ,/ Surely have the right to preach.”116   

There are several possibilities for Tate’s relative silence about gender and 

religious leadership.  One is that gender equality was so accepted in the counter-

cultural holiness movement that Tate did not feel the need to justify her leadership 

as a woman.  It is true that women had many more opportunities for religious 

leadership in the holiness movement than in mainstream denominations because 

of the holiness movement’s emphasis on each individual member’s responsibility 

to testify and the belief that the Holy Spirit could communicate with anyone 

regardless of race, class or gender.117  Anecdotal evidence suggests that, even in 

the South, where gender norms were generally more conservative than in the 

North, women holiness evangelists flourished.  One early participant in the 

southern holiness movement recalled, “There were bands of girl preachers who 

went out two and two as evangelists, one as a preacher and the other as a singer.”  
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Ayers speculates that “as many as a third of the Holiness preachers were 

women.”118 

Despite the proliferation of women holiness evangelists, however, few 

women were actually ordained as religious leaders.  And in African American 

holiness and pentecostal denominations, there seems to have been particular 

opposition to women’s official religious leadership.  As was established in an 

earlier discussion of Smith, in the post-Reconstruction era, when 

disenfranchisement narrowed men’s opportunities for professional advancement 

and cultural influence, the church provided one of the only avenues for men’s 

professional success.  As a result church leadership positions were hotly competed 

for by men who often resented women’s encroachment on already crowded 

territory.  In addition, for black men whose oppression during most of the slavery 

period was marked by an inability to protect black women, the expression of male 

authority was seen as synonymous with freedom.  Gilkes’s comments about 

pentecostal churches, which she terms “the Sanctified Church,” apply to Tate’s 

denomination: “In the Sanctified Church and beyond, many black men want to 

achieve the pure patriarchy they have never truly experienced.”119  Tate’s position 

was further complicated by the fact that she rose to prominence at the very time 

that patriarchal families were seen “as the key to uplift and race progress,” which 

placed a heavy burden on women to conform to mainstream gender roles.120   
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The extent to which women’s religious leadership was actually opposed in 

black holiness denominations can be seen in the case of William Christian’s 

Christian Workers for Fellowship.  According to religious historian Alvin Harrell, 

“the attitude of many men at the time was that a woman’s place was in the home.”  

He explains that although women “preached like men...gained members and 

established churches like the men…[they] were not permitted to pastor like 

men…  When a church was established by a woman evangelist, a male minister 

was forthwith assigned as pastor.”121  William Christian was “unalterably 

opposed” to ordaining women to preach.  There is a story that “early woman 

evangelist O’Neil…said to the Chief, ‘Chief Christian, the Lord told me to tell 

you to ordain me.’  Chief Christian responded, ‘I will be as good to the Lord as 

He was to me, you tell him I ain’t going to do it.’”122  When William Christian 

died in 1928 in Memphis, Tennessee, there was a dispute among church 

authorities because Christian’s widow, Ethel Christian, claimed that her husband 

had intended for her to succeed him as head of the church.  Despite Ethel 

Christian’s qualifications (she was college educated and had served as General 

Secretary of the church for twenty-five years), the male dominated convention 

was opposed to any woman “ruling men.”  According to Harrell, “In the 

passionate debate, the compelling argument was that ‘No woman is going to run 

this church.’  It was perhaps with the same degree of pride and self-worth that 

Mrs. Christian responded, ‘I’ve been running it for twenty-five years.’”123 
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The tone of Tate’s writings suggests that her hold on the reins of the 

church was tenuous.  There is evidence, which will be discussed later, that one of 

the main motivations for the church’s most serious schisms in 1911 and 1929, was 

male leaders’ refusal to remain under a woman’s religious leadership.  In addition, 

it is important to remember that Tate’s priority was saving souls rather than 

changing gender relations in the South.  When asked about this issue, church 

historian Meharry Lewis responded that although Tate’s challenges to gender 

norms were a by-product of her ministry, “spreading the gospel” was her first 

priority.124   

Despite Tate’s refusal to focus on gender issues, her preoccupation with 

maintaining her authority in the face of opposition emerged frequently in her 

writings.  When Tate repeatedly described herself as the Mother of the church and 

when she used metaphors of motherhood to characterize her leadership, she was 

really making an argument about women’s fitness for religious leadership.  In 

addition, Tate’s authoritarian approach to leadership, her unequivocal insistence 

on her ultimate institutional authority, especially in the Decree Book, revealed her 

anxiety about maintaining authority in the face of male opposition.  

Although Tate had a number of official titles, including “First Chief 

Overseer,” “Apostle Elder,” “Saint,” “Chief Leader” and “Senior Bishop,” she 

was known to most of her followers simply as “Mother Tate.”125  The image of 

Tate as Mother pervaded her interactions with church members.  Not only did 
                                                 
124 Lewis has also said, however, that “to convey the impression that Mary Lena was not careful 
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Tate’s followers refer to her as “Mother Tate,” but she addressed them as “my 

little children,” “Dears,” “Dearly beloved saints,” and “Loving children” in the 

inspired epistles she periodically sent her followers.  Tate signed her epistles 

“your Dear Mother” and referred to herself as “a visible parent.”126   

Founding myths of the church linked Tate’s leadership to her literal and 

metaphorical role as mother.  One of the most memorable stories about the 

church’s early formation, a story that comes from the Decree Book and continues 

to be retold in General Assembly programs and even a contemporary coloring 

book for children, concerns Tate’s first big evangelizing trip.  Sometime in the 

late 1890s Tate traveled from Paducah, Kentucky, to Brooklyn, Illinois, where she 

preached her first sermon.  Traditional accounts describe her departure this way:  

“Being poor and financially unable to carry her two little sons with her, she left 

them standing on the banks of the Ohio River gazing with eyes filled with tears…  

The two little boys wept and looked on that old vessel that moves with their 

mother, who is now the mother and Chief Overseer of the Church until in the 

distance and dense fog of the Ohio River, the vessel finally disappeared with 

mother on board.”127  The pathos of the scene and the shift to present tense, “that 

old vessel that moves with their mother,” makes the pain more immediate and 

links the incident to the present day.  It connects Tate’s biological motherhood 

(“their mother”) and her metaphorical motherhood as leader of the church (“the 
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on the Mississippi River to Brooklyn. 



 342

mother and Chief Overseer of the Church).”  In this scene Tate’s relationship to 

her biological sons is paradigmatic of her relationship to the church.  Later in the 

narrative the boys’ behavior becomes a model for the expectations of church 

members: “They [Tate’s sons] worked and helped support their mother as much 

as possible and were loyal and obedient to her in and out of her presence.”128  

Throughout the Decree Book and her epistles Tate emphasized the importance of 

the members’ loyalty to her and of her need of their continued financial support. 

As mentioned earlier, Tate’s relationship with her followers was personal.  

She connected with her earliest followers as they washed clothes together at the 

creek.  As she established the church in various parts of the country, she often 

visited people in their homes.  Tate’s epistles to her followers display an unusual 

level of closeness through self-disclosure and scolding.  In an epistle entitled “A 

Special Message from Mother to Her Children,” Tate confessed that she had 

recently been feeling “sad and lonely” and related her health problems in detail 

and scolded the members of the church for withholding their financial support.  

She explained that she had just had three root canals and would have several more 

later in the week and that she owed the dentist $50.  She told the Saints, “Now I 

have suffered much having my teeth adjusted…I feel if ever there was a time to 

need the care of my children in Jesus it is now.  I need cereals of different kinds to 

eat in soft food and fruits.  I am pitiful…  Now you all know I need help.  I am 

suffering much.”129  
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Tate expected the Saints to feel some responsibility for relieving the 

suffering she endured in order to run the church.  It followed then, that guilt 

would be an effective method for inducing action.  In 1930 she wrote, in a church 

newsletter entitled “The Present Truth Gospel Preacher”: “You probably dont 

[sic] know how I, Your dear Mother, have suffered and Tugged and worried and 

begged to get the Saints to send the money to pay on their own Property which 

was $95.50.  Ninety-five dollars and fifty cents and I need it on my own personal 

expenses, for food and other bills…How could you bare [sic] to know that I, the 

chief overseer, have to spend my money for the church while you spend your 

money for yourselver [sic] and not help on this debt and by it make me spend my 

money for you on this place?  Be sure your sins will Find ynu[sic] out.”130 

In another mood, in an epistle about honoring Sunday as the Sabbath, Tate 

indicated that she had been under pressure from some of the Saints to distribute 

her views on the Sabbath in writing.  Implicitly criticizing those who had dared to 

advise the leader of the church, Tate praised the members who had been silent: “It 

was so sweet for you all to wait on me, may God ever bless you and I don’t 

believe a one of my true children will prove a full [sic—fool] in meddling with 

me, for the Spirit says in Proverbs, it is an honor for man to cease from strife that 

every fool will be meddling.”  What we get from these written interactions 

between Tate and her followers is a sense of Tate’s public persona.  Rather than 

                                                 
130 If it seems to some readers that Tate’s requests for money betray a quest for financial gain, it 
should be remembered that Tate worked full-time for the Church and depended on donations from 
congregations for her survival.  Because her follower’s financial resources were few, they 
sometimes opted to make all financial contributions to their local pastors, forgetting that the 
general church administration also needed funds to operate.  Meharry Lewis telephone 
conversation with author, 9 January 2002. 



 344

presenting herself as a distanced invincible leader, Tate spoke to her Saints as an 

intimate mother, one who shared her pain, and used scolding, guilt and praise to 

elicit desired behaviors from her children.  As in the incident with which this 

chapter began, Tate’s image alternated between intimidating power and 

approachable intimacy.  Only once in the surviving writings did Tate comment 

explicitly on her relationship with her spiritual children.  Tate’s comments reflect 

the duality I’ve noted:  “I, your Mother, have a right to rebuke my ones I shall 

find trying to get [the] weak in your favor...Yet I have a heart full of love towards 

all those who repent.”131  

Tate’s construction of her leadership role as Mother of the Church drew on 

more than people’s experience of intimate familial relationships, however.  It also 

drew on a strong tradition of women’s leadership in African and African 

American culture.  For African Americans whose religious heritage was a 

melding of African and European influences, there were strong precedents for 

women’s religious leadership in African culture where, according to Cheryl 

Townsend Gilkes,  “women were recognized as competent religious leaders.  

They were priestesses and cult leaders…  Furthermore African religions contained 

within them female deities and feminine imagery of the creator deity.”132  

Significantly, one of the names for God in African cultures was “the Great 

Mother.”133   
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While the extent to which African culture survived among slaves is still 

being debated, we know that slavery reinforced the notion of women as religious 

leaders.  Not only did slavery encourage gender parity through an equality of 

oppression, as Angela Davis has described it, but “hush harbor” religious services, 

often performed secretly without the leadership of ordained clergy, gave slave 

women the opportunity to develop religious leadership skills.134  A study of the 

Louisiana and Sea Islands in the antebellum years found that church Mothers 

“presaged the gender-specific roles of women in Holiness churches early in the 

twentieth century.”  Church Mothers became so powerful that “pastors 

complained that they were not allowed enough authority in the church, with 

women exercising too much informal control.” 135 

After the Civil War, African American women’s religious authority 

developed into the role of community or church “Mother.”  These were usually 

older women, known for their piety and contributions to the church, who garnered 

a considerable amount of respect and influence.  In patriarchal pentecostal 

religions like the Church of God in Christ, the role of church mother was 

institutionalized as the Superintendant of the Department of Women, an office 

that gave a female leader the authority to preach and organize the affairs of 

women in the church.  In mainstream African American denominations like the 

Baptists, Methodists or Presbyterians, the role of church mother was reinforced by 

customs like the formal reservation of her seat in the congregation, the habit of 
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addressing her as “mother,” and consulting her for advice by both clergy and lay 

members. 

Tate’s emphasis and expansion of a familiar woman’s role in African 

American culture provided an implied argument for her leadership.  In the Decree 

Book Tate wrote, “Do not call any one father in the Church as there shall never be 

a father of this Church except the living God only.  And the one and only mother 

of the Church at present and in the future shall be Saint Mary Magdalena, the first 

mother and Chief Overseer of the present and future Church, through whom this 

Church is resurrected and established.  Therefore she alone shall ever be 

recognized and called the mother of the Church” (46).  In this statement Tate not 

only expanded the role of mother to a position of ultimate authority, never to be 

equaled, even after her death, but she also drew on metaphors of motherhood to 

describe her position as founder of the church, the one who metaphorically gave 

birth to God’s true church in modern times. 

In addition, although Tate seemed secure in her authority, she constantly 

reminded her followers that she was chosen by God and that she represented his 

handiwork in the world.  As noted in our discussion of Palmer, the claim to be an 

instrument in God’s hands was a traditional way for women to claim religious 

authority because it allowed the individual to claim authority without seeming to 

vaunt her own abilities.  Spiritual autobiographies by women evangelists tend to 

emphasize God’s power and de-emphasize the individual’s abilities.  Phoebe 

Palmer and Amanda Berry Smith called themselves “worms” and other 

nineteenth-century women evangelists called themselves “pens in the hand of 



 347

God.”136  Tate claimed that she too was God’s instrument, but she also claimed 

that she had power and glory in and of herself.  In one of her prophetic letters to 

the church members, Tate said, “I am yet praising God for yet being that honored 

vessel of gold in the great house of God.”137  The “honored vessel of gold in the 

house of God” is quite different from Amanda Berry Smith’s “worm.”  The 

implication with Tate is that in the act of choosing her to be his servant, God has 

exalted her.  The Decree Book, when discussing Tate’s call and early ministry 

says, “She [was] continually being led of God into the highest heights and deepest 

depths of the wisdom of God.”138  Unlike Palmer and Smith, who never went 

beyond claiming a voice as public evangelists and writers, Tate had to justify her 

position as the leader of a new denomination.  In doing so, she had to 

simultaneously deny the role of personal ambition in her rise to power and present 

herself as someone worthy of respect and obedience.  

Tate went beyond claiming that she was an instrument of God equal to all 

others and declared that she was God’s special instrument, his chosen one.  In one 

of her epistles to the Saints she said, “I am truly your Chief Overseer, the only and 

true founder of the House of God, which is the Church of the Living God, the 

Pillar and Ground of the Truth,” and “I am definitely expressly known to be the 

one that the Lord in these last days did choose to set up this above herein named 

church.”139  The use of repetitive adjectives to emphasize her point (“definitely 
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and expressly known”) and the repetition of this testament to the divinity of her 

call suggest that Tate was trying to buttress authority that was being challenged.  

In that same short epistle, Tate reinforced her authority again with another appeal 

to her status as God’s chosen one: “Now I truly know God did set his house in 

order through me his humble servant in these last days and through me founded 

and delivered to his people the right and true name of his church…he chose, I, 

Mary Magdalena.”140  Similarly, in the Decree Book Tate declared, in one 

representative passage, “the Chief Overseer definitely means the one whom God 

has chiefly anointed above all others in the Church as servant of the Church and 

to all.  Which means the chiefest [sic] one in the church and the one definitely 

anointed to lead the Church on to higher heights and deeper depths in Christ 

Jesus, and in the kingdom of God.  Knowing it is the Holy Ghost that has made 

the selection which we have and do acknowledge and accept from God.”141 

One of the major wellsprings of Tate’s authority was her unsurpassed 

reputation for spiritual power based on personal sacrifice.  Oral accounts indicate 

that Tate was known to fast for days.  She refused to take medicine, even when 

her teeth were pulled.  She obeyed strict dietary restrictions; she didn’t eat pork, 

or products made from grapes or vinegar.  Tate’s followers believed she could 

spiritually see things within them that they could not see themselves.  A woman, 

Bishop L. O. Ware, told Meharry Lewis: “Mother was a deeply spiritual and 

mysterious woman.  Her spiritual eye could see right through a person.”142  Tate 
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was famous for her healing power.  It was said that many of Tate’s followers 

would call her before they would call the doctor.  Tate was known for 

prophesying in the Spirit, and her followers said that her predictions about the 

future often came to pass.  

Tate also took constant care to reinforce her power as the head of the 

church with official regulations.  In the Decree Book, for example, Tate gave 

herself “the supreme executive power in all business of the Church.”143  She wrote 

in the Decree Book, “The decisions of the Chief Overseer shall hold good and 

shall be final and above any or all of the other members.”144  Tate had complete 

“appointing power,” “ordaining power,” healing power (“The Chief Overseer 

only has been approved as being the one definitely made known to the Church as 

spiritually anointed a gifted healer”), power to “arrange or disarrange” church 

business, and power to remove state bishops from office.145  Her name was 

required to appear on all church deeds.146  Tate had privileges not even granted to 

subsequent Chief Overseers.  The Decree Book, for example, declared that while 

Tate could change church rules and regulations as she saw fit, subsequent Chief 

Overseers were required to obtain the agreement of the General Assembly and 

one presiding elder from each state in order to amend the Decree Book.147  While 

it is not unusual for Christian denominations to be more hierarchical than 

democratic, Tate claimed that democracy was expressly opposed to the purposes 
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of the church: “It is totally against the faith of this Church to vote on anything for 

any purpose of the Church.”148 

While Tate granted herself absolute authority in the church, she saw her 

authority as benevolent.  In the Decree Book she explained her leadership style: 

“The Spirit through the word says the rulers of the people must be just, ruling in 

the fear of Lord and this has been my manner of life in the Holy Ghost.”  Tate’s 

description of herself as a “wise steward watchman” conveys an image of the 

Chief Overseer as someone who is accountable to God for how she uses her 

authority.149 

Tate’s apparent anxiety about maintaining her authority was particularly 

apparent in her constant reminders of the church members’ duty to be loyal to her.  

In the Decree Book, Tate listed questions that Presiding Elders (clergy who led at 

the state level) should ask at “quarterly session[s].”  A number of the questions 

involve loyalty to Tate.  Question 59 asks, “Are they [the ministers] obedient and 

loyal to the Chief Overseer of the Church?”  Question 63 asks, “Are the Deacons 

loyal and obedient to the Chief Overseer of this Church?” And Question 75 asks, 

“Does the Pastor teach the members to love, honor and respect the Chief Overseer 

of the Church?” 150  One of the questions to be asked of members was, “Will you 

support, love, honor and obey the General Chief Overseer of the Church of the 

Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the Truth?”151  Tate advised ministers to 

“learn to be dutiful to those over you in the Lord in order to obtain duty from 
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those who are under you in the Lord.”152  All members of the church were 

commanded to give the Chief Overseer a place in their hearts: “The Chief 

Overseer should be kept regularly in the minds of the people and young Saints, 

and their love, duty and respect for the Chief Overseer ought to be taught to them 

towards the anointed of the Lord.”153  She also quoted scripture to enjoin the 

members’ loyalty: “And God has said, ‘Touch not mine anointed and do my 

servants no harm.’”154   

Some of Tate’s injunctions to ministerial loyalty in the Decree Book 

indicated the reality of clerical attempts to usurp her authority.  She said, “No 

state Bishop or Bishops shall be guiltless who shall teach members of the Church 

to honor them equally as the Chief Overseer of the Church or to call them mother 

or father, in or out of the church.”  She sadly and perhaps a bit futilely declared, 

“State Bishops are strictly forbidden to practice or allow to be practiced such 

deceptions among the weak members…or followers of this Church who do not 

know nor understand who the chief leader and temporal head of the Church is.  

For because of such practices and deceptible devices of self exalters, much schism 

and divisions of the Church have been already experienced.”155  Although 

statements like these might sound a bit paranoid, they were a response to 

circumstances that emerged out of rapid church growth.  When Tate ordained new 

ministers and funded their efforts to establish new congregations, she was not 

always able to make frequent personal visits to the new churches.  Consequently, 
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the new members’ first loyalty was to their pastors.  Many of the ministers found 

that it was easier to leave Tate’s church once they were established than to defend 

the church’s policy on women’s leadership.  For the last third of her ministry Tate 

was constantly engaged in property disputes with male ministers who decided 

they wanted to lead their own churches without her supervision. 

“THE OPPRESSED PEOPLE WERE SCATTERED ABROAD LIKE A GREAT FIRE”: 
THE GREAT MIGRATION AND TATE’S LEADERSHIP 

The decade of the 1920s did not start off well for Tate.  In 1921 her oldest 

son, Walter Curtis Lewis, died.  Aside from the emotional repercussions of such a 

loss, Lewis’s death may have had an impact on Tate’s ability to maintain control 

over the northeastern part of the church, which had been Lewis’s area of 

supervision.  Much of the rest of the decade was marked by a series of church 

schisms arising from a complicated set of factors including the Great Migration.  

Historians of the Great Migration have calculated that “between 1916 and 1921 an 

estimated half million blacks, or about 5% of the total southern population, 

headed north.”156  The migration of African Americans to the northern United 

States during and after World War I was “a folk movement of inestimable 

moment, destined to transform not only the face of the South and the texture of 

Afro-American life but the very character of American institutions and values.”157  

Historian August Meier has called the Great Migration “after emancipation...the 
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great watershed in American Negro history.”158  The migration simultaneously 

raised black hopes for racial equality and put new pressure on American race 

relations.  New efforts by African Americans to claim their rights as full citizens 

were met by increases in lynchings, burnings, riots, and the enforcement of 

vagrancy laws.159  The wartime labor shortage in the North (caused by absent 

soldiers and by immigration restriction during World War I) encouraged many 

people to escape southern violence by moving to northern urban centers to look 

for jobs in defense industries.160   

Tate had ambivalent feelings about northward migration.  She did not 

hesitate to acknowledge the validity of the desire of African Americans to escape 

southern racial oppression as a motive for moving North.  She said 

sympathetically that people migrated “to escape the grevious oppressions and 

bondage conditions that were and had been for a long time meted out to the 

Ethiopian race in the Southern sections of the United States of America.”161  

McMillen’s study of the Great Migration affirms the implication of Tate’s 

statement.  He says that the great migration was a “race-conscious gesture of 

escape from oppression.”162  Although Tate compared the northern United States 

to the Biblical Canaan, a promised land free from oppression, she was also fearful 

about the secular influences of the North.  In a passage in the Decree Book, 
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comparing southern blacks to the Biblical Israelites in bondage, Tate said, “But 

Israel when they were delivered out of bondage and brought into another land that 

flowed with milk and honey and among other nations…they soon forgot God and 

His mercies upon them and began to do after and according to the abominable 

things of the wicked nations whom God abhorred.”  She urged church members to 

use the teachings of the church “as a guide in…changes of times and places.”163 

Tate described the Great Migration as well as her fears for its impact on 

the Church this way: “Thus the Saints went many of them in great exodus 

numbers to the north, east and west seeking locations of homes and labor.  For a 

time it was thought...that this was for the worse and ruin of the Church but it 

proved to be for the best and served for the general out spread and establishment 

of the Church in nearly every state and union from 1914-1924.”164  According to 

one study of southern black churches, northern migration did indeed have a huge 

impact on southern black churches.  The 1923 study found that “recent migrations 

to the North have been seriously felt in certain parts of the South, from which in 

some instances whole Negro communities have moved.  These migrations have 

necessarily affected the Negro churches in South, some of which have lost from 

one-third to one-half of their membership.”165  According to historian Neil 

McMillen, “those left behind were haunted by darkened windows and vacant 

places at lodge or church.”166  In some southern states congregations “evaporated 
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in the space of months” and the influx of new migrants in the North placed 

immense burdens on church resources.  In addition “migration coincided with and 

contributed to an ongoing process of secularization, which challenged the 

church’s primacy in black life.”167  Although the great migration left some black 

southerners feeling abandoned, it also created a labor shortage in some parts of 

the South, thus making it easier for blacks to demand better wages and working 

conditions.168   

Statistically, people who migrated north tended to be better educated and 

younger than the rest of the population.169  Tate would find that this intensified 

rifts between those who migrated and those who stayed behind, resulting in what 

she termed “state or sectional prejudices and differences.”  In addition, northward 

migration could sometimes contribute to a more militant kind of race 

consciousness than existed in the South.  According to historian Kevin Gaines, 

“The wartime mass migration of blacks from the United States South, joined by 

migrants from the West Indies, created the conditions for a militant black 

diasporic ‘New Negro’ race consciousness that challenged uplift ideology’s 

accommodation to the racial and economic status quo.”170  The replacement of 

rural paternalism with the impersonality of urban environments and the “rise of a 

group economy in the urban ghettos” contributed to this more militant racial 

attitude.171  Tate reprimanded some members of the church (almost surely 
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northerners) for “thinking or acting as if they were better and superior to those in 

another state or section and by treating those of another state, states or sections as 

if they were inferior, ignorant and lesser and more degraded than they of another 

section or state.”172  Although it would surely be a distortion to suggest that Tate’s 

followers who migrated north instantly turned into “New Negro” militants, the 

evidence does seem to suggest that migration changed their expectations of Tate 

as a religious leader. 

Another effect of the higher education levels, younger ages, and race 

consciousness of northern migrants may have been resistance to Tate’s 

authoritarian leadership style.  Like Tate, William Christian had been an 

authoritarian leader.  But his successor, Chief Stuckey, found that he had to 

develop a more democratic leadership style to appeal to more educated and 

outspoken younger ministers.  As far as we know, Tate never modified her 

leadership style, which, along with other differences caused by northern migration 

and gender issues, eventually contributed to divisions within the church. 

Although the written record is sketchy, it appears that the first church 

schism occurred sometime after 1911.  Significantly, all the leaders of these 

schisms were men, even though there were a significant number of women 

bishops in the church.  Of the first schism, we have too little information to do 

more than note its occurrence.  The Decree Book provides all the information we 

have on this incident: “B. J. Scott, Jake Brundick Tillman, and others split out and 

tried to arrest the members and true names and rights of the Church of the Living 
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God, the Pillar and Ground of the Truth.”  Eventually they “teamed up with a sect 

of the Church of the Living God of the First Born (established by Simon and 

Quincy Crooms in 1911) and rebelled against the Church of the Living God the 

Pillar and Ground of the Truth.”173  Northward migration was not a factor in this 

schism, as most of the seceding congregations were in Georgia.  While the details 

regarding these “rebellious attempts” are sketchy, Tate relates them in The Decree 

Book so that members of the church will know how to guard against similar 

“insurrections.”  Apparently the split, as well as the new church’s choice of a 

name similar to Tate’s denomination, raised concerns about the unity of the 

church.  The Decree Book refers to “those who pull out...of the Church...with 

malicious, harmful and selfish purposes against this Church which...may cause 

confusion, discomfort and do much injustice and harm to the real church.174 

A more significant challenge to Tate’s authority came in 1929 when 

Bishop Archie H. White and Bishop G. F. Giles, two of the church’s pioneering 

bishops who had the authority to charter new congregations, split from the church 

along with several other northern bishops.175  The dissenting group included 

Bishop White, who supervised Pennsylvania and New Jersey; Bishop J. M. 

Chauncey, who oversaw Connecticut and Massachusetts; Bishop H. W. Cook, 

who was over Brooklyn, New York; Bishop G. F. Giles, who supervised Ohio and 

Michigan; and Bishop S. M. Green, who managed the Missouri diocese.  

                                                 
173 Tate, Decree Book, 60. 
174 Ibid., 33-34. 
175 There seems to be some dispute about the date of this schism.  The Encyclopedia of American 
Religion (1987) lists the date of White’s schism as 1919, but two CLGPGT publications from 
1929 and 1930 list the date of schism as either June 25 or July 7 of 1929.  See The True Report, 
Sept. 1929,  vol. 1, no. 2 and The Present Truth Gospel Preacher, vol. 1, 1930, Tate-Lewis Papers. 



 358

According to an account given by Tate’s son, Felix Early Lewis, who became an 

archenemy of White (Lewis called White “a sly little undermining bishop”), 

White announced the secession on July 7, 1929, “before services that Sunday 

evening,” after which “the Saints were asked to stand up all who accepted White 

as their Chief overseer, and when those present that stood for him and stood up, 

we then considered the split out completed.”176  Apparently all the seceding 

Bishops claimed ownership of the church property in their jurisdictions. For our 

purposes the two most interesting aspects of the split are the bishops’ reasons for 

leaving and Tate’s reaction to their secession. 

In the story of the secession we seem to find all of Tate’s worst fears for 

her church realized.  First, because all the bishops who seceded were from the 

North, it appears that they banded together along regional lines.  Incidentally, 

Philadephia, where White’s following was strongest, was one of the three 

northern cities (the others were New York and Chicago) that held more than a 

fourth of the North’s black population in 1920.177   

White gave several reasons for the secession in an article called “What is 

the Truth?” republished in Felix Lewis’ 1929 response to the schism, “The True 

Report.”  We can speculate that one of White’s charges, that “the church has no 

intelligent system,” might have resulted either from educational differences or 

simply from differences between northern and southern attitudes toward 

interpersonal interaction in an organizational setting.  Some of White’s other 

charges, however, suggest that the northern bishops wanted more autonomy.  
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White wrote that he would not stand “monarch rule” and that “we believe the 

people should have more voice in the church affairs.”  While ostensibly White 

was referring to Tate’s authoritarian style of leadership here, oral history suggests 

that White was also uncomfortable being under a woman’s leadership.178  

According to Meharry Lewis, when he interviewed White before his death about 

the schism, White said that belonging to a church headed by a woman had simply 

become too much of a burden.179  Foreshadowing problems that would arise later, 

White also complained that Felix Lewis’s divorce and remarriage disqualified him 

from a position as a senior bishop.  (Although pentecostals discourage divorce, no 

one seems to have made an issue of Tate’s three divorces.) 

Significantly, in his response, Tate’s son Felix Early Lewis interpreted 

White’s actions in interpersonal terms as disloyalty to Tate.  He accused White of 

“splitting the saints from the real faith” and “stealing their hearts from the chief 

overseer” as well as “pouting and evilly treating the rock that formed me,” 

“running ahead of the chief overseer,” “writing slanderous letters against the chief 

overseer” and “attempting to supercede [sic] and arrest the honors of said church 

from Mary L. Tate.”180  Most striking in the exchange between White and Lewis 

was their different expectations of the church’s leader, differences that may reflect 

larger differences between northern and southern African Americans during this 

period.  White seemed to value a democratic system and good organization 

(including proper accounting methods), while Lewis seemed to value loyalty and 
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obedience to God’s chosen leader.  White valued individualism, personal freedom 

and efficiency, while Lewis valued interpersonal connections and loyalty. 

By all accounts, Tate was deeply disturbed by the splintering of the church 

and spent the remaining months of her life trying to heal the breach.  In a 

newsletter to the church members several months after the split, Tate lamented, 

“my people should not have left me at all.”  And she made a direct plea for the 

return of those who had left: “So all who have split repent quickly and come back 

if you can and those who have not split ever stand like a man.”181   

The tale of Tate’s tragic demise a few months after the 1929 break-off of 

White’s group is the stuff of great tragedy.  Oral history accounts of Tate’s death 

reveal much about the ways Tate’s identity was interwoven with the church, and 

about how her followers perceived Tate as a powerful, almost mythic figure who 

at the same time could be vanquished by her followers’ betrayal.  As Meharry 

Lewis tells it, Tate traveled to Philadelphia in the winter of 1930, to make one last 

attempt to reunite the church.  As the story goes, Tate stood outside the locked 

doors of White’s church on a cold winter day, knocking but unable to gain 

admittance.  Apparently, she stood outside so long that she suffered frostbite and 

died at Philadelphia General Hospital soon after of gangrene resulting from the 

frostbite and complications from diabetes.  According to church history, Tate’s 

last words to Felix Early were, ”If any who have left the Church ever want to 

return, let them come.”182 
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“WHEN THE SACRED AND TRUE FOUNDERS OF THE CHURCH SHALL SLEEP 
AND WAIT IN HOUSES MADE OF EARTH” 

Tate would probably have been upset by church developments after her 

death.  The bishops of the church found it impossible to agree on a successor to 

Tate.  Felix Early Lewis, who probably would have been the natural successor, 

continued to be dogged by the divorce controversy.183  Eventually the church 

divided into three “dominions” made up of sixteen states each with M. F. L. Keith 

(W. C. Lewis’s widow), Bruce McLeod (later to be succeeded by his widow 

Mattie McLeod Jewell) and F. E. Lewis serving as Chief Overseer of each 

respective dominion.  Eventually the three groups split completely.  The Lewis 

dominion has retained the original church name, while the Jewell dominion has 

adopted the name “The Church of the Living God the Pillar and Ground of the 

Truth Which He Purchased with His Own Blood Inc.,” and the Keith dominion 

has adopted the name “The House of God Which is the Church of the Living God, 

The Pillar and Ground of the Truth Without Controversy, Inc.”  A conservative 

estimate of the total current membership of the three dominions is about 

20,000.184  The Lewis dominion, the smallest of the three, has about 2,200 

                                                 
183According to Meharry Lewis, Felix Early Lewis “was heir apparent.  His mother had trained 
him and worked with him...when she died there were people who were adamantly against 
that..And so he said, ‘Well, rather than split the church up, it’s better for us to share the works 
[among the three leading bishops] and try to keep the church together.’”  Meharry Lewis interview 
with author, 24 April 1999.  Probably another factor in F. E. Lewis’s failure to succeed Tate as the 
head of a unified denomination was that Lewis was more of an administrator than a pastor.  He 
spent much of his time when Tate was alive overseeing church finances and the affairs of the 
publishing house.  As a result, church members were not familiar enough with him to follow his 
leadership over the leadership of their own bishops with whom they were more familiar.  Meharry 
Lewis telephone conversation with author, 9 January  2002. 
184 Charles Edwin Jones, Black Holiness: A Guide to the Study of Black Participation in 
Wesleyan Perfectionist and Glossolalic Pentecostal Movements (Metuchen, NJ: The Amerian 
Theological Library Association and the Scarecrow Press, 1987), 117. 
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members in 20 churches.185  After F. E. Lewis died in 1968, his wife Helen Lewis 

took over as head of the denomination, which post she maintained until her death 

in 2001.  Meharry Lewis has just been appointed as the church’s new leader.   

The Lewis dominion, at least, takes special care to keep Tate’s memory 

alive.  The church I visited in Tuskegee, Alabama, prominently displays a large 

framed photograph of Tate and her two sons.  Most General Assembly meetings 

feature a motorcade pilgrimage to Tate’s gravesite in Nashville.  Each General 

Assembly program reminds members of Tate’s essential role in the founding of 

the church and retells the highlights of Tate’s career.  A church website, designed 

by Meharry Lewis, retells Tate’s story.  A Saint Mary Magdalena Auxiliary 

engages in charitable work.  The Lewis dominion still uses the 1924 Decree Book 

because, according to Meharry Lewis, no one wants to be accused of altering 

Tate’s teachings.  This was as Tate intended.  She wrote the Decree Book to 

protect the members from error and deception “in times to come...when the sacred 

and true founders of the Church shall sleep and wait in houses made of earth in 

the grave, and when vain men shall come in to change the true faith and 

doctrines.”186  The most recent theological work in the church, The Beauty of 

Holiness by Helen M. Lewis and Meharry Lewis, is an attempt to present Tate’s 

teachings in a more accessible format.  It adheres with amazing accuracy to Tate’s 

work and declares its debt to her: “God preserve the spirit of St. Mary Magdalena 

Tate who brought back to us the faith and doctrine of true Holiness.”187 

                                                 
185 Ken Pellis, “Guiding Her Flock with Care: Stalwart 82-year-old Heads Holiness Church,” 
Palm Beach Post, 9 April 1988, Religion Magazine, p. 2. 
186 Tate, Decree Book, 31. 
187 Helen Lewis and Meharry Lewis, Beauty of Holiness, 18. 
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Despite the fact that one of the greatest legacies of Tate’s career was her 

support of women’s religious leadership, there are few surviving records of Tate’s 

thoughts about her position as a woman leading men.  In about 1915 Tate signed a 

handwritten epistle to the Saints, “written by the Spirit of God through God’s 

anointed servant: the woman who has compassed a man (see Jeremiah 31:22).  

Mary Magdalena Tate.”188  The fact that Tate happened to choose a biblical 

reference rich in interpretive possibilities to refer to her position as a woman 

leading men was no accident.  Tate was thoroughly versed in the Bible.  She 

backed up each of her teachings with extensive Biblical references which she 

called “the plain sweet honey comb words of God.”189 Tate believed the Bible’s 

language was “pure and unadulterated.”190  According to her descendents, Tate 

believed that the only way to truly understand the supernatural language of the 

Bible was through “divine revelation.”191  Because of this sacralization of the 

words of the Bible, Tate believed she could understand the exact meaning of 

Biblical passages with no other guidance than the Holy Spirit.  The Decree Book 

says, “She never felt the need of as much as a dictionary to help in reading and 

understanding the Bible.  The Holy Bible, and that alone was all she used in her 

study.”192  Given Tate’s deep knowledge of and heavy reliance on the Bible as a 

source of knowledge, we can reasonably assume that she was not only familiar 

with the Biblical citations she gave but with surrounding material.  When she 

                                                 
188 Tate, “The Name of the Lord,” Tate-Lewis Papers. 
189 Tate, “A Special Message,” Tate-Lewis Papers. 
190 Tate, Decree Book, 5. 
191 Helen Lewis and Meharry Lewis, Beauty of Holiness, 33. 
192 Tate, Decree Book, 5. 
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quoted Jeremiah 31:22 in declaring herself “the woman who compassed a man,” 

Tate introduced a whole commentary on women’s leadership and its relation to 

the status of African Americans. 

The Jeremiah reference is brilliant both for its multiple layers but also for 

its commentary on the links between women’s freedom and African American 

freedom.  First, the word “compass” in “the woman who compassed a man” has 

several meanings.  It can mean to “surround with friendly or hostile intent; to hem 

in.”  It can mean to “catch, seize, lay hold of” and it can also mean “to 

circumvent” or to “obtain or win.”193  So the word connotes craftiness and 

subtlety, but also support and protection.  One can read this reference as a subtle 

comment on the finesse with which Tate had to navigate the road to power, but 

also on her solidarity with and support for black men and on her ultimate role as 

spiritual healer.  It could also be an ironic comment on more negative perceptions 

of women’s leadership—the idea that women obtain power to which they have no 

natural right through deception and cunning.   

Read in the context in which the phrase appears, this reference also 

comments on links between women’s liberation and African American liberation.  

Jeremiah 31 is an exegesis of God’s love for scattered Israel and his promise to 

eventually gather them in from their forced dispersion.  In order to reinforce the 

message that Israel, which is now lost because of its waywardness, will one day 

be gathered, the chapter operates by a series of reversals.  One example of the use 

of contrasting images that convey the message that God will reverse Israel’s 

                                                 
193 Oxford English Dictionary, s. v. “compass.” 
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suffering appears in verse 28: “And it shall come to pass, that like as I have 

watched over them to pluck up, and to break down, and to throw down, and to 

destroy, and to afflict, so will I watch over them, to build, and to plant, saith the 

Lord.”  A more succinct example from another verse is “I will turn their mourning 

into joy.”194  If we remember that African American Christians historically saw 

God’s delivery of the children of Israel from slavery in the book of Exodus as a 

metaphor for their own history, then the passage takes on new meaning.  If, as 

religion scholar Theophus Smith has said, African Americans equated Moses’ 

leading of the Jews out of Egypt with Abraham Lincoln’s emancipation 

proclamation, then the post-emancipation Great Migration is equivalent to the 

scattering of Israel after their establishment in the Promised Land.195  After the 

Great Migration of African Americans to the North during and after World War I, 

Tate began to see her people as scattered, like the Biblical Jews.  She said of the 

migration: “The oppressed people and weak nations of each and every 

nation…were scattered abroad to every place like a great fire when a strong wind 

causeth it to blow and burn in leaps and devour the chaff and attack even the 

strongest and every living thing in its path and wake.”196  God’s promise in 

Jeremiah that Israel would eventually be gathered and be free from oppression 

offered prophetic promise for Tate and her people. 

One of the reversals in Jeremiah 31 is a reversal of gender roles.  The 

entire verse, from which Tate quoted an excerpt, follows the same reversal pattern 

                                                 
194 Jeremiah 31:13 
195 Theophus H. Smith, Conjuring Culture: Biblical Formations in Black America (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1994). 
196 Tate, Decree Book, 59. 
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as the other images in the chapter: “How wilt thou go about, O thou backsliding 

daughter? For the Lord hath created a new thing in the earth, A woman shall 

compass a man.”  So just as racial oppression will eventually be ameliorated, so 

will gender oppression.  We can only try to imagine how Tate and her people 

would have felt as they read the agricultural metaphors describing the eventual 

triumph of the oppressed in Jeremiah 10-13: “He that scattered Israel will gather 

him, and keep him, as a shepherd does his flock.  For the Lord hath redeemed 

Jacob, and ransomed him from the hand of him that is stronger than he.  Therefore 

they shall come and sing in the height of Zion, and shall flow together in the 

goodness of the Lord, for wheat, and for wine, and for oil, and for the young of 

the flock and of the herd: and their soul shall be as a watered garden; and they 

shall not sorrow any more at all.” 

In her thirty-year ministry, Tate accomplished a tremendous amount.  By 

the time of her death she had established at least 125 congregations (not counting 

the groups which left) in more than twenty states.  She founded a publishing 

house, built church headquarters, established an orphanage called Saints’ Home, 

trained men and women to be religious leaders and then employed them.  Most of 

all, Tate brought community, self respect and hope to her followers.197 

If we measured Tate’s contribution to American culture by the size of her 

denomination, it would be small.  But as small religious and philosophical 

                                                 
197 Of the significance of Tate’s establishment of a publishing  house, Meharry Lewis has said, “It 
was a bold...endeavor particularly on the part of Bishop F. E. Lewis, Tate’s younger son.  It was 
financially draining on the church and caused both of them [Mary Magdalena Tate and Felix Early 
Lewis] much duress.  However, Tate realized the importance of the venture and supported her son 
in trying to maintain it....  If it had not been for their work, we might not have been heirs to any 
printed or published materials.” Meharry Lewis to Kelly Mendiola 8 April, 2002. 



 367

movements like the Shakers and the New England transcendentalists have shown, 

we can sometimes learn as much from interesting historical anomalies as we can 

from mainstream developments.  Tate’s story is valuable as the history of one 

branch of pentecostalism that took ideas about individual empowerment to their 

logical conclusion.  Unlike the vast majority of pentecostals, Tate included gender 

in the host of distinctions that pentecostalism was meant to break down and 

moved women in her denomination closer to equality than any evangelist we have 

studied so far while trying to ameliorate the effects of racial oppression in the 

lives of all her followers.  Tate provides us with a rare opportunity to see how 

poor southern African Americans responded to Jim Crow in the early decades of 

the twentieth century.  Through Tate’s experiences as a church leader we learn 

about the ways the Great Migration tore communities apart and about how 

changing black racial consciousness in the early years of the twentieth century 

clashed with older styles of leadership.  We see how the pentecostal movement 

affirmed black worship practices, offered African Americans an alternative to 

southern racial norms, played a central role in black community building, and 

gave hundreds of people opportunities for upward mobility as ministers.  Tate’s 

experiences show us how difficult it was for a woman to maintain control of a 

denomination in a culture where patriarchy was equated with freedom.  Tate’s 

story also reveals some of the promise the pentecostal movement holds for the 

millions of its adherents in the United States and third world countries who come 

from oppressed groups.  The fact that Tate was unable to solve all the problems 

endemic to black southern life with the ease with which she cured little Alice 
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Jones’s headache, is a reflection, less of her failings as a leader, than of the 

complexity of historical forces beyond her control.   
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CHAPTER 4 

“All Things to All Men”: Aimee Semple McPherson and Women’s 
Evangelism in the Twentieth Century 

“Religion, to thrive in the present day, must utilize present-day methods.  

The methods change with the years, but the religion remains always the same.”   

Aimee Semple McPherson1 

 

Both Mary Magdalena Tate and Aimee Semple McPherson, her white 

pentecostal contemporary, spent the early years of their ministries as itinerant 

evangelists, preaching on street corners, in local churches, and anywhere else they 

could find an audience.  Both practiced and taught divine healing, speaking in 

tongues and the Baptism of the Holy Spirit.  But while Mary Magdalena Tate was 

busy in her later ministry composing epistles to her followers to drum up 

donations to make the next payment on church headquarters in Nashville, 

Tennessee, Aimee Semple McPherson was appearing daily on the front pages of 

national newspapers and preaching in a luxurious “temple” that was a major 

tourist attraction in Los Angeles.  While the two women’s ministries sprang from 

similar roots (holiness-inspired pentecostalism), McPherson’s ministry was a 

mass cultural phenomenon in a world where white women’s roles were beginning 

to change and popular culture was beginning to usurp Protestant religion’s place 

as a cultural common denominator.  Although Tate’s ministry roughly coincided 
                                                 
1 Aimee Semple McPherson, In the Service of the King: The Story of My Life (New York: Boni 
and Liveright, 1927), 211. 
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with McPherson’s in time, in many ways it belonged to an earlier era where 

connections were personal and local and an evangelist’s spiritual power mattered 

more than her appearance.  McPherson lived at the end of the historical trajectory 

I have outlined in previous chapters, at a time and place when American culture 

was irreversibly turning the corner toward modernity and when women’s 

evangelism was coming to an end.2  After McPherson’s time religion lost much of 

its power as a public force and women began to make slow headway into other 

areas of public life. 

It is easy to overlook McPherson’s importance as a transitional figure 

since so much of her work was clearly derived from the work of her predecessors 

and she claimed to be a champion of “old time religion.”  McPherson had a 

traditional evangelical Protestant upbringing in the Methodist Church (her father’s 

denomination) and the Salvation Army (her mother’s church).  According to 

McPherson, her mother, like nineteenth-century holiness advocates, joined the 

Salvation Army because she found “the mighty power of God manifested in the 

early Methodist church” there.3  In fact, Catharine Booth, the co-founder of the 

Salvation Army, had close ties to Phoebe Palmer, who was her inspiration for 

beginning a public preaching career.4  Like the Methodists who flocked to 

nineteenth-century camp meetings, McPherson absorbed evangelical religion’s 

                                                 
2  While most aspects of modernity were in place by the end of World War I—America was 
industrialized and the foundations of a modern corporate economy and a modern state had been 
established—it wasn’t until the 1920s that American culture began to reflect the changes that had 
already taken place in the economy, through the rise of mass consumer culture. 
3 Aimee Semple McPherson, This is That (1919. Reprint, Los Angeles: Foursquare Publications, 
n.d.), 14. 
4 Norman H. Murdoch, “Wesleyan Influence on William and Catherine Booth,” Wesleyan 
Theological Journal, vol. 20 no. 2 (Fall 1985), 101.   
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emphasis on an emotional conversion experience as well as a longing for a more 

primitive and pure type of religious devotion.  From the Salvation Army, 

McPherson took a belief in the necessity of  “aggressive evangelism” along with 

an openness to innovative methods for converting the world.   

When she was seventeen, McPherson was converted to pentecostalism 

through the preaching of a young Irish immigrant, Robert Semple, who later 

became her husband.  Through Semple, McPherson adopted standard pentecostal 

teachings about the imminent return of Jesus Christ, divine healing, and modern-

day workings of the Holy Spirit as evidenced by tongues speech (a sign of a 

higher work of grace similar to sanctification, referred to as “the baptism of the 

Holy Spirit”).  McPherson contributed few new ideas to the collection of 

teachings she inherited from the Methodist, Salvation Army and pentecostal 

movements.   

But when we examine changes in McPherson’s multiple autobiographies 

over time and compare them to those of her evangelist predecessors, we can see 

clear shifts toward modernity in both the form and content of her teachings.  We 

have ample material for analysis in the multiple autobiographies McPherson 

composed.  McPherson published two full-length autobiographies (This is That 

and In the Service of the King) during her lifetime and was working on a third 

when she died (it was later published as Aimee: The Life Story of Aimee Semple 

McPherson).  She published a shortened version of her life story in pamphlet form 

(“The Personal Testimony of Aimee Semple McPherson”) and related condensed 

versions of her personal history in the pages of her magazine, The Bridal Call.  
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Her most popular sermon was the autobiographical “From Milkpail to Pulpit,” 

which she usually gave on her birthday, sometimes dressed in a sunbonnet to 

evoke images of her rural girlhood. 

In 1919, when McPherson published her first autobiography, This is That, 

the country was about to change dramatically on a number of fronts.  The decade 

that followed witnessed the rise of Hollywood, radio, mass circulation magazines, 

brand names, and chain stores.  The Protestant work ethic was giving way to 

consumption and leisure.  In 1920, the United States officially shifted to an urban 

nation when, for the first time, the urban population outnumbered the rural 

population in the census.  In the area of religion, traditional Protestantism was 

being challenged by new discoveries in science and, as a result, Protestants were 

splitting into liberal and fundamentalist camps.  For many, the Scopes “monkey 

trial” of 1925 symbolized the standoff between science and religion, which 

became a major theme of McPherson’s ministry.  Religion was also affected by 

America’s transformation to a consumer culture.  Bruce Barton’s best-selling 

1924 book, The Man Nobody Knows (which depicted Christ as a businessman), 

indicated the demise of religion and the rise of business as a cultural force.  It also 

signaled a shift away from character to personality as a criterion for success.5   

Gender relations were also changing.  In 1920 the Nineteenth Amendment 

gave women the vote and in 1921 Margaret Sanger founded the American Birth 

Control League to give women more control over their reproductive lives.  

                                                 
5 For a discussion of modern consumer culture see Roland Marchand’s Advertising the American 
Dream: Making Way for Modernity, 1920-1940 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985) 
and for a broader discussion of cultural changes in the 1920s see Frederick Lewis Allen’s Only 
Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (New York: Wiley,1931). 
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Although women’s suffrage did not bring about the revolution in politics or 

women’s roles that many expected, it did symbolize a turning point.  From 1920 

on, women’s public opportunities began to expand in unprecedented ways.  In 

addition, images of ideal womanhood were changing.  In the twenties a new 

glorification of youthfulness emerged.  Younger women started cutting their hair, 

wearing shorter skirts, smoking and performing dances that would have 

scandalized an earlier generation.6   

“A DRESS IN THE PULPIT” 

Although the historical developments of the twenties had a direct impact 

on McPherson’s ministry, when she published This is That in 1919 many of these 

changes were still looming on the horizon.  When McPherson published her first 

autobiography, she was twenty-nine years old and not yet famous.  She had 

married pentecostal evangelist Robert Semple at age seventeen and traveled with 

him as a missionary to Hong Kong, where she was widowed and gave birth to a 

daughter.  She remarried a year later, given birth to a son, and began working as 

an itinerant evangelist in Canada and up and down the east coast of the United 

States.  She began publishing a religious newspaper, The Bridal Call, in 1917, and 

two years later was ordained by the Assemblies of God, a white pentecostal 

denomination.  When she published her first autobiography (which accumulated 

additional chapters in subsequent years) McPherson was an energetic and 

successful itinerant evangelist still unattached to any institutional apparatus.  She 
                                                 
6 See Nancy Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1987) for a discussion of the struggle for women’s suffrage and the fate of the women’s 
movement after 1920.  See Linda Gordon, Woman’s Body, Woman’s Right: Birth Control in 
America (New York: Penguin Books, 1974) for a history of the birth control movement. 
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was still largely unnoticed by the secular press and primarily known to a network 

of devout white pentecostals across the U.S. and Canada.   

In many ways This is That is more a traditional spiritual autobiography 

than any we have examined so far.  True to a long tradition of spiritual 

autobiography, it excludes all but the most important secular information.  The 

first part of the book includes the basic narrative under the title, “Personal 

Testimony and Travels Around the World as a Missionary and Evangelist.”  The 

other three sections of the book supplement McPherson’s spiritual autobiography 

with “testimonies” from people who were affected by her ministry, some of 

McPherson’s “sermons and writings” and her “Visions; Messages, Prophecy and 

Songs; Tongues and Interpretation.”7  The inclusion of testimonials from 

McPherson’s followers, like the letters from ministers and friends in Palmer’s and 

Smith’s books, helped legitimate McPherson’s ministry.  McPherson’s inclusion 

of accounts of her experiences with the Holy Spirit, “Prophesy...Tongues and 

Interpretation,” was strictly pentecostal.  In a way, this part of the book played the 

same role as the testimonials; it authorized McPherson’s ministry, not by giving 

evidence that God used her to change lives, but by emphasizing her empowerment 

by the Holy Spirit.  Part I, which is where the essential autobiographical narrative 

is contained, follows a formulaic pattern: youthful worldliness, conviction of sin, 

conversion, baptism of the Holy Spirit, call to preach, backsliding, launching 

evangelical career, and spiritual conquests.  Unlike the narratives of Smith and 

Palmer, McPherson’s narrative contains no subplots with radical social 

                                                 
7 Bridal Call, vol, 3, no. 4, November 1919. 
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implications.  But like the accounts Palmer, Smith and Tate gave of their lives, 

McPherson’s autobiography was carefully crafted to justify her career as a woman 

evangelist. 

The inaugural moment of a narrative usually carries the seeds of the 

story’s predominant themes.  McPherson began her autobiography with an event 

out of chronological order, her call to preach at age seventeen when she heard the 

words, “I sanctified thee and ordained thee a prophet to the nations.”8  This 

opening scene introduces the main theme of the narrative—how McPherson’s rise 

from Ontario farm girl to itinerant evangelist was an inevitable expression of 

God’s will, not a manifestation of her own ambition.  Later in the narrative, 

McPherson commented on her decision to place her call to preach at the 

beginning of the narrative: “The chain of events related in the foregoing chapter 

brings us right up to the place where God spoke to His poor little handmaiden, 

whose heart was rejoicing in the new-found Savior—the time when He called me 

to preach the Word, and ordained me in my room as related in the beginning of 

chapter one.  (If you have forgotten, turn back and refresh your memory.)”9  In 

this curious last sentence McPherson breaks through the literary illusion that the 

events in the narrative mimic their arrangement in life, by drawing attention to the 

fact that she began the narrative with an event that chronologically belongs in the 

middle of the narrative.  While this little commentary on the autobiography’s plot 

is ostensibly meant to help the reader place events in proper chronological order, 

it also shows that McPherson was conscious about her plotting of the narrative. 

                                                 
8 McPherson, This is That, 13. 
9 Ibid., 52. 
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Closely linked to the opening scene of the narrative is McPherson’s 

account of how her mother, Minnie Kennedy, dedicated her to God before her 

birth.  According to the narrative, Minnie Kennedy, an overworked young farm 

wife with frustrated dreams of working full-time for the Salvation Army, prayed 

to God for a daughter: “If You will only hear my prayer...and give me a little baby 

girl, I will give her unreservedly into your service, that she may preach the word I 

should have preached, fill the place I should have filled, and live the Life I should 

have lived in Thy service.”10  Like the account of her call to preach, this episode 

conveys a sense of inevitability in McPherson’s becoming an evangelist.  

McPherson gave audiences the same impression with the account of her first 

sermon which she related in the pages of The Bridal Call.  According to 

McPherson, God literally “took control of my tongue, my lips, my vocal organs,” 

and she gave the entire sermon in the Holy Spirit, not “know[ing] what the next 

word was to be.”11  Similarly, in every version of her autobiography McPherson 

suggested that she had no choice about becoming an itinerant preacher.  

According to McPherson, she ignored God’s call to preach because of domestic 

responsibilities until he put her on her deathbed and asked, “’NOW-WILL-YOU-

GO?’”  She wrote in her autobiography, “And I knew it was ‘Go,’ one way or the 

other: that if I did not go into the work as a soul-winner...Jesus would take me to 

Himself.”12  This denial of agency in her choice to become an evangelist was 

useful for deflecting criticism of McPherson’s transgression of gender norms.  

                                                 
10 McPherson, This is That, 16. 
11 Bridal Call, April 1918, 1-2. 
12 McPherson, This is That, 78. 
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Not only had she often left behind two young children to evangelize, but she had 

left her second husband (who would eventually divorce her on the grounds of 

abandonment) as well.  In addition, much as in Smith’s narrative where her 

mother’s courage and faith work to foreshadow Smith’s own life, the story of 

Minnie Kennedy, whose greatest desire was to work for God in the Salvation 

Army, is a symbolic prelude to McPherson’s life.   

“MODERN METHODS” 

Two years after the initial publication of This is That, McPherson made a 

permanent move to Los Angeles, where she bought property at Echo Park and 

built the lavish Angelus Temple, the “largest modern fireproof church in the 

world” with a seating capacity of 5300.13  Like so much of California architecture, 

the temple was built to evoke fantasy, in this case, religious fantasy.  The circular 

temple dome, McPherson said, was designed to evoke thoughts of the rising sun 

from the outside and from the inside “the sky, flecked with white fleecy clouds.”  

The interior of the temple had a main floor and two balconies shaped “like a great 

piece of pie” with all aisles leading to the altar.  The baptistry was a recreation of 

the Jordan River complete with palm trees and flowers.  Above the altar was the 

preacher’s stand, where McPherson gave her dramatic sermons flanked by the 

choir loft, gigantic organ and eight thirty-foot-high stained glass windows 

depicting scenes from Christ’s life.   

The founding of Angelus Temple in 1923 marked a symbolic shift in 

McPherson’s ministry.  Although she occasionally continued to travel to 

                                                 
13 McPherson, Service of the King, caption to picture between pages 246 and 247. 
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evangelize, in the 1920s McPherson focused on establishing a denomination and 

ministry near the heart of the American image industry, Hollywood.  

McPherson’s choice of Los Angeles as a home base was fortuitous both 

symbolically and practically.  As California historian Kevin Starr has said, 

southern California was “from the start a land of dreams, a tabula rasa upon which 

and through which fantasies and longings expressed themselves.”  This image was 

heightened by “the presence of Hollywood, which by 1920 or so had become its 

leading social metaphor.”14  McPherson’s arrival in California was echoed by the 

arrival of unprecedented numbers of midwestern migrants in the 1920s, people 

who brought with them their evangelical religious worldview and past, but who 

were also seeking something new.  These people, who Starr called “the 

inconspicuous, the frequently damaged rural nobodies from the eccentric 

borderlands of evangelical American Protestantism,” flocked to McPherson’s 

services, where she presented them with familiar religious teachings in entirely 

new forms.  During this period McPherson made increased efforts to reach out to 

non-pentecostals and to attract tourists and white migrants to her temple with 

innovative advertising tactics and “illustrated sermons,” elaborate theatrical 

productions that usually featured McPherson and a cast of characters and 

musicians dramatizing spiritual principles.   In addition McPherson experimented 

with new technology by opening radio station KFSG in 1924, where she gave 

weekly sermons and produced musical programs.  McPherson described the 
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philosophy behind her innovative methods this way, “Religion, to thrive in the 

present day, must utilize present-day methods.”15   

One reason McPherson’s life story was so powerful to her audiences was 

that it was enough like their lives (the lives of midwestern migrants to California) 

to seem familiar, but spectacularly different enough to give them hope.  

McPherson’s life story had all the elements of a great movie.  First was an idyllic 

rural childhood, much like the one her audiences might have nostalgically 

remembered.  Religious enlightenment was linked to romantic love in 

McPherson’s idealized romance and youthful marriage to the handsome Robert 

Semple.  McPherson’s life story contained setbacks and disappointments, such as 

Robert’s death and her unsuccessful marriage to Harold McPherson, but she 

presented these setbacks as small obstacles on the road to success.  Ultimately 

McPherson’s transcontinental journey (which echoed the migration of her 

audiences) ended in her and her children settling into a lovely California 

bungalow built by her Los Angeles followers, complete with a rose bush and a 

canary.  The building of the spectacular Angelus Temple was the icing on the 

cake. 

In 1926, at perhaps the height of her popularity, McPherson confronted the 

dark side of her celebrity status.  On May 18 she disappeared while swimming at 

Ocean Park, a city beach in unincorporated Los  Angeles County.  Her 

disappearance and the ensuing frantic and fruitless search for her body caught the 

world’s attention.  Eventually her family and followers concluded that she had 
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drowned.  When she reappeared a few weeks later in Agua Prieta, Mexico, 

claiming to have escaped from kidnappers, the press was skeptical.  Witnesses 

came forward, claiming to have spotted McPherson at a “love nest” in Carmel, 

California, with her radio operator Kenneth Ormiston.  Eventually McPherson and 

her mother, who at the time was her business manager, were charged with 

“corruption of public morals, obstruction of justice and conspiracy to manufacture 

evidence.”16  After six months of trial, the case was dismissed when the 

prosecution’s key witness changed her story.  Although the prosecution failed to 

prove its case, the only evidence supporting McPherson’s kidnapping story was 

her own testimony.  There were no witnesses to the crime, the kidnappers were 

never found, detectives were unable to locate the shed where McPherson claimed 

to have been held prisoner and she appeared suspiciously unruffled when she 

turned up in Agua Prieta, claiming to have walked fifteen miles in the desert to 

escape her captors.  In 1927, hoping to clear her name in the wake of the 

kidnapping scandal, McPherson published In the Service of the King: The Story 

of My Life, with a very different emphasis than This is That.  This autobiography, 

in contrast to This is That, begins with McPherson’s version of the kidnapping 

story and ends with her vindication in court.  In the autobiography McPherson 

paints herself as the victim of religious persecution, with police detectives, the 

press and prosecutors as messengers of Satan.  While the autobiography’s intent 

to restore McPherson’s tarnished reputation was obvious, it also reflected some 

important changes in both McPherson’s methods and her ministry. 
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First, the style of McPherson’s second autobiography is very different 

from the style of the first.  While the language of This is That is fairly 

straightforward, the prose of In the Service of the King is much more elaborate.  

One reviewer described it as “bead-curtain-and-chenille-fringe style.”17  Each 

chapter of this autobiography begins with several evocative (often melodramatic) 

sentence fragments, meant to place the reader en media res.  The first chapter, an 

account of McPherson’s escape from her kidnappers in the northern Mexico 

desert, reads, “Sand! Gray sand! A wilderness of sand! Lost in the desert—and 

night closing in! ‘Help!’”18  The fourth chapter, which describes McPherson’s 

idyllic childhood, begins, “A Canadian home. The gabled farmhouse. Rolling 

meadows. Fertile acres.  Orchards in full bloom.  Blossoms of apple and peach 

and pear.  Glory of quince and cherry and plum.”19  One could speculate that 

living in the birthplace of the motion picture industry had influenced McPherson’s 

more cinematic writing style in this second autobiography just as it had probably 

influenced her preaching style.   

The narrative also borrows from popular literature.  At the beginning of 

the narrative McPherson compared the rumors of sexual scandal to “a page, torn 

from a dime novel, staring up from my open Bible.”20  Ironically, in some ways, 

McPherson’s second autobiography reads like the “dime novel” to which she 

critically refers.  As in some types of popular crime fiction, McPherson’s 

autobiography contrasts the honest local detectives in New Mexico, where she 
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finally turned up, to the “‘tenderfoot’ officers from Los Angeles who arrived 

debonairly spick-and-span.”21  McPherson melodramatically painted herself as an 

innocent victim of conniving detectives, prosecutors and reporters.  According to 

her, she had no idea, at first, what reporters meant when she overheard them 

calling her account of the kidnapping a “corking yarn,” and she was puzzled by a 

“disquieting spirit that was abroad in the air.”22  In contrast to the completely 

innocent and unsuspecting McPherson were the villains who wanted to besmirch 

McPherson’s reputation and bring down her church.  With no concrete evidence, 

she made the dramatic suggestion that these enemies might be linked to the 

criminal underworld (liquor and prostitution rings), who feared the inside 

information she had learned from some of her reformed flock might be used 

against them.   

McPherson presented herself and her detractors in absolute black and 

white terms.  She described those who aimed to discredit her kidnapping story as 

“the devil and his dragons.”  She called the newspaper reports and court cases 

“clouds of religious persecution, calumny, innuendo that were primed to belch 

forth their lightening of lurid hate upon the church, thunder forth anathemas and 

pour down such a deluge of religious propaganda upon my own unsuspecting 

head.”23  While McPherson’s lack of subtlety may not have made her second 

autobiography a work of great literary merit, it employed the kinds of dramatic 

tactics that appealed to popular audiences.  Like her, many of McPherson’s 
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audiences felt besieged by the ubiquitous forces of modernity.  In her illustrated 

sermons McPherson presented good and evil in tangible forms.  Evil took the 

form of a giant gorilla, or waves crashing on a “gospel ship,” or in the wake of the 

kidnapping scandal, red devils.  For people whose sense of certainty was 

continually being undermined by science, new sexual mores introduced by Freud 

and Hollywood, and a diverse urban world far removed from their rural roots, 

McPherson’s black and white delineation of good and evil was reassuring.  It is 

difficult to know whether In the Service of the King accomplished its goal of 

rehabilitating McPherson’s reputation.  In general it seems to have confirmed 

what people already believed—those who were skeptical remained skeptical and 

those who were loyal to her remained loyal.   

“I WAS ALONE” 

Aside from its style, perhaps the most dramatic shift from the first 

autobiography to the second is McPherson’s wholesale elimination of every 

reference to her mother, Minnie Kennedy.  As we have already seen, McPherson 

represented her mother in her first autobiography as a precursor to her own 

evangelism.  In This is That McPherson also gave her mother credit for her 

thorough religious upbringing, used her as a foil for her religious conflicts in 

adolescence, and gave her credit for providing the financial and administrative 

assistance that made McPherson’s career possible.  Like most narrative decisions, 

McPherson’s excising of her mother from her second autobiography had much to 

do with the circumstances of McPherson’s life at the time of writing.  By the time 

of the publication of In the Service of the King, McPherson and her mother were 
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experiencing severe conflicts over the management of McPherson’s ministry.  

Minnie resigned from her position as business manager of Angelus Temple the 

same year that This is That was published.  Apparently McPherson thought it 

would be prudent to downplay her debt to her mother.   

Because McPherson’s mother performed an important narrative function 

in the first autobiography, however, McPherson could not eliminate every 

reference to her without dramatically altering the narrative, so when she couldn’t 

eliminate references to her mother she simply altered them.  While the Aimee of 

This is That goes to her mother with questions about evolution, the Aimee of In 

the Service of the King goes to her father.   In This is That, Minnie Kennedy 

dedicates Aimee’s life to God; in In the Service of the King it is her “parents.”  In 

This is That, McPherson goes to New York to live with her mother after Robert 

dies in China.  In the Service of the King reports that she went to New York to 

stay with “relatives.”     

Although I have suggested that McPherson’s excision of her mother from 

the second autobiography was partially in response to personal conflicts, the 

erasure of Minnie also served to re-emphasize an already-existing distorted image 

of McPherson as a lone evangelist.  Aside from occasional references to her 

family members and the people she influenced in her ministry, McPherson’s 

autobiographies are all but devoid of references to any kind of community.  One 

gets the impression that she grew up, isolated, on the farm.  But according to 

McPherson’s biographer, “despite the fact that she was an only child, Aimee was 
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constantly pulled into society.”24  In her descriptions of her itinerant days in This 

is That, McPherson made it sound, and sometimes explicitly said, that she was a 

one-woman show.  Part of this impression is made by McPherson’s liberal use of 

the “royal we,” which makes it difficult to know whether she is talking about 

herself or a group.  But she also rarely named any helpers.  Sometimes 

McPherson directly said she was alone:  “I am alone, playing, leading, singing, 

preaching, and praying at the altar, besides having the Bridal Call to prepare; it is 

only the power of God that can sustain me.”25  Although she did explicitly 

acknowledge her mother’s help in This is That and occasionally mentioned a 

helper, “Sister B____,” McPherson almost never mentioned her second husband, 

Harold McPherson, who was frequently with her on her early preaching tours in 

the South and East and who helped her publish The Bridal Call.  

We can see how McPherson heightened the illusion of herself as lone 

evangelist in subsequent accounts of her life by comparing differing accounts of 

the same episode in This is That and In the Service of the King.  In This is That 

McPherson described an incident that occurred on her “trans-continental gospel 

tour” in 1918.  She, her mother, two children and Sister B____ were traveling in 

the “gospel car” between Tucumcari and Santa Rosa, New Mexico, when the car 

got stuck on a muddy road.  Aimee put skid chains on the tires and drove on.  

After it got dark, Sister B____ and Minnie Kennedy got out of the car and walked 

to keep the car from sinking deeper into the mud.  Finally the car sank in mud up 
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to its fenders and McPherson was forced to stop.  Leaving Minnie with the 

children, Aimee and Sister B_____ went walking to find help.  They encountered 

the home of “a Mexican” who worked until 2:00 a.m. to pull the car out with his 

horses but to no avail.  Sister B______ and Minnie spent the night in the home of 

the “Mexican” and Aimee and the children slept in the car.  In the morning “the 

Mexicans” tried again “with more boards.”  This time they were able to extricate 

the car and Aimee and her family went on their way.  

In the Service of the King gives the same incident mythical overtones.  

McPherson did not mention the precise location of the incident and left out many 

of the details included in the first version, but she used the most dramatic bits of 

the story to illustrate the sacrifices she made for her ministry.  In this re-telling of 

the story the setting is the same, “a wind-swept field of mud.”  But some of the 

details are altered a bit.  In this story, not only does McPherson have to put skid 

chains on the tires, but the skid chains break and she has to lay them end to end in 

the mud to get traction.  When that measure fails, McPherson tells her readers “we 

resorted...to the solution which only a woman would think of.  We removed our 

petticoats and sweaters, tying them around the wheels.”  As in the This is That 

version of the story, when the car finally becomes immobile in the mud, 

McPherson goes tromping through the darkness to find help, but there is no 

mention of Sister  B_____ accompanying her as in the previous version.  

McPherson gives the reader the distinct impression that she left the children 

alone, rather than with Minnie, as in the first version, saying she was “forced to 

leave the children in the closely buttoned car.”  There is no mention of the 
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rescuing “Mexicans,” and the end of the tale is especially pathetic: “Failing to 

obtain help until morning I sat in the car all night huddling a baby on each arm 

while the wind howled dismally over the unbroken reaches of the prairie.”26  

While there is a miniscule chance that McPherson is describing two separate 

incidents, the similarities between the two stories make that possibility highly 

unlikely.  It is probably safe to assume that this is another example of 

McPherson’s rhetorical shaping of her life story for maximum effect.  The image 

of an evangelist stranded alone with her two children on the cold muddy prairie is 

simply more dramatic than the more accurate account of the evangelist traveling 

with two other adult women and getting help from friendly locals along the way.  

When McPherson wrote her second autobiography, her reputation was under fire.  

She desperately needed to present herself as an evangelist who had weathered 

hardship to preach God’s word, rather than the opportunist that the press was 

painting her to be.    

In addition to buttressing her waning reputation, McPherson’s 

downplaying of her connections to other people placed increased emphasis on her 

relationship with God.  That, after all, is what the autobiography is about—God’s 

relationship to McPherson and his making of her an evangelist.  The underlying 

logic of these stories goes like this: if McPherson was able single-handedly to 

publish a newspaper, set up revivals all over the east coast and travel by car with 

two children across the United States virtually unassisted, then all the more 

evident was God’s hand in her ministry.  In contrast, Amanda Berry Smith’s 
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autobiography and sermons used constant references to religious networks and 

prominent religious figures to legitimate her career.  This difference had 

something to do with race (because she was black Smith needed white references 

that McPherson did not), but it also had to do with the shift to a celebrity culture.  

By the time McPherson wrote In the Service of the King, audiences were 

fascinated with McPherson the celebrity, not McPherson the person who belonged 

to religious networks and depended on others for help. 

The image McPherson cultivated of herself as a lone evangelist had a 

direct implication for other preaching women.  Unlike Phoebe Palmer, who 

deliberately included information about other women evangelists in her books in 

order to argue for ordinary women’s right to preach, McPherson presented herself 

as an exception.  When Palmer justified her right to preach in In the Promise of 

the Father, she argued against Biblical texts used to limit women’s public activity 

and thus justified all women’s right to preach.  But McPherson made no such 

universal justifications for her public religious work.  As Blumhofer puts it:  

“Pauline texts and denominational proscriptions were beside the point: Sister 

simply operated by a different set of rules.”27  While McPherson encouraged 

individual women such as Bible school students and her daughter Roberta Star 

McPherson in their ministries, she ignored the issue of gender and religious 

authority in principle.  And as Blumhofer points out, some of McPherson’s 

actions reinforced traditional roles for women.  Many jobs at Angelus Temple 

were gender specific: orderlies were women, ushers were men; women were 
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deaconnesses while elders were men; when McPherson stood in the baptistry to 

baptize there was always a man present.  In contrast, in Tate’s denomination, 

there were no gender specific positions in the church—elders and bishops could 

be male or female.  According to Blumhofer, McPherson did not always work 

well with other women evangelists.  For example, although she allowed women to 

occupy her pulpit only when she was out of town, she allowed men to serve as 

guest preachers even when she was home.28    

McPherson was aware that she was breaking ground for women.  She 

wrote: “At the time when I first began my meetings, women had not taken the 

place in the affairs of everyday life which they occupy now.  The woman in the 

world of business, the woman before the public eye, was the exception...  Thus it 

was that a woman preacher was something of a novelty, a dress in the pulpit 

something new.”29  Many of her pronouncements about gender, however, were 

very conservative.   In an essay entitled “Soul Winning,” McPherson told women 

with children, in advice that directly contradicted her own actions, that they need 

not extend their evangelism beyond home and children: “You can work for Jesus 

right in your homes, right in your church, right in the Sunday School and right 

among those darling children.”30  And she described mothers in sentimental and 

idealized terms: “Among the spring time of every child we love to weave the 

white threads of innocence, a godly, praying Mother, and the picture of a white-

robed form learning to pray at mother’s knee.”  And she lamented the loss of 
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homes that did not have such sentimental mothers in them: “The home that has 

robbed its children of a praying mother has deprived them of one of the richest 

treasures that it is within its power to bestow.”31  In contrast, in This is That 

McPherson referred to her mother’s choice of marriage over a career in 

evangelism as “the devil’s net” and described her own decision to devote her life 

to domesticity with Harold McPherson as “backsliding.”32  These 

pronouncements about motherhood point to a key contradiction in McPherson’s 

ministry.  Sometimes McPherson’s traditional rhetoric clashed incongruously 

with her actions.   

“WE BANKED, NOT UPON NOISY MANIFESTATIONS, BUT ON THE 
PREACHING OF THE WORD.”    

Another major shift from McPherson’s first to her second autobiography is 

that in the later autobiography she deleted some of the accounts of dramatic 

manifestations of the Holy Spirit that appeared in This is That.  One of the tasks 

of the first autobiography had been to introduce pentecostalism to a potentially 

skeptical audience.  In the early years of the twentieth century pentecostals were 

seen (much as holiness professors were seen by middle-class white Methodists in 

Palmer’s time or by middle-class black Methodists in Smith’s time) as religious 

fanatics, partially because of their exuberant worship style and partially because 

of their radical teachings about racial unity, spirit baptism, divine healing and 

speaking in tongues.   The fact that most early converts were at the bottom of the 

social strata did not help the movement’s prestige either.  To counter the 
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objections of a likely skeptical audience, McPherson’s first autobiography 

presents her as initially skeptical toward pentecostalism (much like many of her 

audience) until she slowly overcomes her erroneous preconceptions.  In the 

autobiography, when McPherson recounts her motives for first attending the 

storefront pentecostal mission in Ingersoll, she describes herself as a typical 

curiosity seeker.  She wrote in the narrative that she attended the meetings 

because she thought “it would be loads of fun to go and see them.”  But when she 

enters the meeting, McPherson discovers to her surprise that pentecostal teachings 

are strictly Biblical: “There is one thing about these Holy Ghost meetings where 

the Power of Pentecost is preached, one cannot attend them very long without 

learning that there is a second chapter of the Book of Acts.  I learned this at my 

first meeting.”33  After recounting her baptism of the Holy Spirit, which occurred 

weeks later, McPherson responded to a popular explanation for speaking in 

tongues, that the participants were hypnotized: “‘Hypnotism,’ you say?  If so it is 

a remarkably long spell and an exceedingly delightful one which has lasted for 

fourteen years, making me love Jesus with all my heart and long for His 

appearing.  Besides this you must take into consideration that there was no one in 

the room to hypnotize me.”34  In defense of pentecostals’ exuberant worship style 

McPherson said, “It is no wonder we shout His praises; when we have Jesus we 

have something worth shouting over.”35   
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Throughout the first autobiography McPherson matter-of-factly reported 

demonstrations of pentecostal ecstasy in her worship services.  At one of her very 

first camp meeting conquests in Corona, Long Island, New York, McPherson 

recalled a woman’s baptism in the Holy Spirit: “she broke out speaking with other 

tongues to the amazement and delight of all.  On and on she spoke, in such a clear 

beautiful language, her face shining with the glory of the Lord.”36  At other points 

in the narrative McPherson experiences other dramatic manifestations of the Holy 

Spirit like prophesying in the Holy Spirit, playing the piano “in the Spirit” and 

even acting out a “drama...all worked out in the Spirit.”37  But despite her 

exhilaration in the workings of the Holy Spirit, even at that early date McPherson 

was interested in broadening pentecostalism’s appeal by downplaying its 

distinctiveness. 

While McPherson was loyal to the precepts of pentecostalism throughout 

her life, in the 1920s she became more concerned with making her message 

accessible to mainstream Protestants.  Gradually she began to focus less on what 

was different about pentecostalism, and instead to highlight what pentecostalism 

had in common with other evangelical religions.  In the Service of the King 

reflects this shift when McPherson euphemistically describes Robert Semple’s 

speaking in tongues as “speaking as the Spirit gave him utterance,” which some 

audiences could easily have interpreted to mean that he simply gave an inspired 

sermon.38  While the teachings in the book are still recognizably pentecostal 
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(McPherson recounts her own baptism in the Holy Spirit and subsequent 

glossolalia), the dramatic manifestations of the Holy Spirit evident in the first 

autobiography have disappeared.  There are indications that this shift is on the 

way in This is That.  In a description of a revival in Baltimore, McPherson 

explained how she came to the conclusion that Biblical preaching rather than 

ecstatic worship was the best way to broaden her audience: “Our task, therefore, 

was to represent these glorious Bible truths in such a way as would win the 

respect and confidence of the churches and the people.”  In order to do so, 

McPherson was forced to squelch the noisy behavior of some “Pentecostal saints” 

who were “largely given to fleshly manifestations.”  Predictably, devout 

pentecostals accused McPherson of “quenching the manifestations of the Spirit.”  

She justified this shift towards more decorous behavior by saying that God told 

her, “you are not fishing for minnows—you are fishing for WHALES.”39  

Eventually McPherson set aside a separate room for those who sought the 

Baptism of the Holy Spirit partially so that non-pentecostal visitors would not be 

disturbed by the dramatic manifestations of the Holy Spirit. 

As Blumhofer has noted, McPherson’s mature ministry at Angelus Temple 

was built on an ecumenical evangelicalism rather than the kind of socially 

transgressive pentecostalism that Tate had preached and that McPherson herself 

preached in her early ministry.  The largest white pentecostal denomination, the 

Assemblies of God, which had licensed McPherson in her early ministry and later 

took back her credentials, criticized her for abandoning the “full gospel” in a 
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“slavish quest for respectability.”40  It would probably be more fair and more 

accurate to say that McPherson’s mass appeal and the methods she adapted from 

Hollywood were more responsible for the modification of her pentecostal 

teachings than any conscious abandonment on McPherson’s part.  One place to 

look at this process of modification of pentecostal teachings is in McPherson’s 

attitudes toward race.   

“BLACK PEARLS TO BE GATHERED FOR JESUS”  

Although race was never the focus of McPherson’s teachings, she shared 

other pentecostals’ belief in the power of religion to overcome racial differences.  

She said in a 1918 issue of The Bridal Call, “We have been grieved to see few of 

the colored people attending our meetings.”  Perhaps a bit condescendingly she 

remarked, “Now we know that the Lord loves these precious people and we love 

them also.”  Like Smith and Tate, McPherson believed in the power of religion to 

overcome racial differences: “There is no difference between them and us in 

God’s sight, all must meet on a common footing the Blood of Jesus.”  And she 

shared the broader pentecostal vision of a church that united the races.  In The 

Bridal Call she said, “All must be baptised [sic] into the one body by the same 

Spirit.”41  In This is That McPherson was very open about the inter-racial nature 

of many of her revivals.  One of McPherson’s first revivals was in Corona, Long 

Island, New York, where she had been invited by “a dear colored sister.”42  She 

wrote about visiting African Americans in their homes and cotton and tobacco 
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fields when itinerating through Virgina, North and South Carolina and Georgia.  

She recalled, “How eager the poor colored people were to hear the Word and 

receive the papers!”43  She held a revival exclusively for “the colored saints” in 

Miami because southern racial norms prohibited them from attending her regular 

meeting with whites.  She wrote, “The Lord put such a love in my heart for the 

colored race that it was almost impossible for me to pass one of them on the street 

without such floods of love welling up in my heart...  Thus it was that after the 

white camp meeting we moved our equipment to the other side of town amongst 

these precious people.”44  According to McPherson, two hundred people received 

the baptism of the Holy Ghost on that occasion.   In Key West, Florida, 

McPherson reported, “My soul was so burdened for the dear colored people that I 

announced from the public platform that I had done my duty in the Lord toward 

the white population of the Island, and must risk their displeasure and disapproval 

now by going to the poor colored folk and telling then the same story.”  But 

unpredictably, white people decided to join the meeting, confirming McPherson’s 

belief that the Holy Spirit could eradicate racial differences: “So for the first time 

in the Island the white and colored attended the same place of worship and 

glorified the Lord side by side.”  McPherson commented on the scene this way, 

“The poor and despised are having the gospel preached unto them, and God is 

honoring His own Word.”45  In at least one sermon she quoted an African 

American spiritual: “Away down in Florida, when we were preaching to the dear 
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colored people, they used to love to sing this verse: “Chil’en, Ah knows de 

Lawd.”46  Apparently McPherson saw no contradiction between reporting her 

“love...for the colored race” and her acceptance of a Ku Klux Klan donation to 

assist in the building of Angelus Temple.47 

The numerous references to black people in This is That are almost gone 

in McPherson’s second autobiography, In the Service of the King.  McPherson 

mentions isolated encounters with black Saints like “‘Daddy’ Seymore, a colored 

brother, picturesque, deeply spiritual and beloved by all who knew him.”48  In the 

Service of the King describes the African American woman who invited 

McPherson to start a revival in Corona, New York, as “a colored mammy” in a 

chapter entitled “Black is White.”  In a passage echoing patronizing descriptions 

of Smith, McPherson described the woman this way: “Though black without, her 

spirit was as snow within.”  At the revival “the wonderful old colored mammy sat 

just at my left, her dear old black face shining like burnished ebony.”49  There is 

no mention of interracial camp meetings in either Miami or Key West, Florida, or 

of her efforts to preach to black people in rural areas of the South.  While, 

admittedly, In the Service of the King is much shorter than This is That and 

McPherson undoubtedly had to delete some accounts of revivals, her ambiguous 

dealings with the Ku Klux Klan make us take a second look at these particular 

exclusions.   

                                                 
46 McPherson, This is That, 770. 
47 Ibid., 483-484.   
48 McPherson, Service of the King, 145. 
49 Ibid., 166, 167, 169. 
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Although the original Ku Klux Klan, founded after the Civil War to 

maintain white supremacy through intimidation and violence, officially disbanded 

in 1869, the country witnessed a dramatic resurgence of the organization in the 

1920s.  Under the motto of the “protection of traditional American values,” the 

Klan became a national phenomenon.50  Curiously ignoring McPherson’s 

transgression of gender roles as the female head of a religious empire, the Klan 

appears to have approved of her nostalgic championing of “old time religion.”  

McPherson found their unsolicited support of her ministry to be a mixed blessing.  

On several occasions (in Denver and Oakland in 1922, for example), McPherson 

was “kidnapped” by the Klan: invited into a car, blindfolded and then driven to a 

secret Klan meeting where she was asked to give an impromptu sermon to a 

hooded audience.51  As far as we know, McPherson accepted these intrusions with 

good-natured composure.  McPherson was probably aware that Klan support 

would enhance her reputation with many audiences. 

Although McPherson accepted donations from the Klan and never 

criticized them publicly, her communications directly with the Ku Klux Klan 

sometimes indicated ambivalence towards both their racism and questionable 

methods.  On June 17, 1922, in Denver, Colorado, McPherson was called away 

from an altar service to pray for someone in a car.  When McPherson and a 

female newspaper reporter entered the car, a masked Klansman slammed the door 

and drove the two women to a Klan meeting where McPherson was asked to 

                                                 
50 See David Chalmers’s Hooded Americanism: The History of the Ku Klux Klan (Garden City, 
NY:  Doubleday, 1965) for a history of the Ku Klux Klan. 
51 Blumhofer, Everybody’s Sister, 182-183, 194-195, 275-277. 
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speak.  She reportedly preached about Barrabas, “the man who thought he would 

never be found out.”  After urging Klan members to adopt behavior “that would 

stand the light of day,” McPherson agreed to pray for them as long as they “stood 

for righteousness” and “defended the defenseless.”52  This message about secret 

sin seemed to have clear implications for members of a clandestine organization 

who used their anonymity to intimidate others.  McPherson’s conditional 

endorsement hinging on the Klan’s defense “of the defenseless” could be read as 

an attempt to distance herself from any Klan activities that perpetrated violence 

toward the powerless.  Given McPherson’s vulnerable position at the time she 

gave this sermon, it would probably be unfair to expect a more forceful statement 

of reproach.  Of course, the Klan could ignore any criticism in these statements 

and instead interpret them as endorsements of their platform of traditional values 

and chivalry towards women.   

When McPherson confronted the Klan on her own ground, her statements 

were less ambiguous.  According to McPherson’s daughter, Roberta Salter, one 

night in the 1920s hundreds of Klan members arrived at Angelus Temple, where 

people already seated silently rose to give up their seats.  McPherson announced a 

change in sermon topic and then launched into the story of an old black man, 

barred from a church because of segregation.  Sitting on the steps of the church 

from which he has just been ejected, the man meets Jesus Christ dressed as a 

weary traveler, who tells him, “Don’t feel sad, my brother...  I, too, have been 

trying to get into that church for many, many years.”  While the story has clear 

                                                 
52 Blumhofer, Everybody’s Sister, 187. 
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implications for race relations, McPherson didn’t stop there.  She instructed the 

Klan members in the audience: “Ask yourselves how it is possible to pretend to 

worship one of the greatest Jews who ever lived, Jesus Christ, and then to despise 

all living Jews?”  Reportedly McPherson stood, looking silently at the Klansmen 

until “first one, then another, then several stood and walked out the door into the 

night until they were all gone.”53   

While it is fairly clear from this story and from the accounts of 

McPherson’s early itinerant ministry among African Americans, as well as from 

the non-discriminatory policies of her welfare projects like the Temple 

Commissary, that McPherson felt little, if any, animosity toward African 

Americans, it is important to note that she toned down the early interracial nature 

of her ministry and took an ambiguous stance toward the Klan in the 1920s.  

While at first this can be seen as nothing more than savvy marketing, an extension 

of McPherson’s other efforts to appeal to the broadest possible audience, it is of 

double significance in a religious movement that was in its inception about 

crossing the racial divide.  In her silence about pentecostalism’s implications for 

race relations, McPherson stripped pentecostalism of one of its most radical 

teachings.   

According to a Church of God in Christ history, before she built Angelus 

Temple, McPherson often worshipped at the inter-racial Saints Home 

                                                 
53 Blumhofer relates this incident, apparently based on Roberta Salter’s memory, in Everybody’s 
Sister, 276-277.  I do not know of any other corroborating accounts.  McPherson’s willingness to 
extend the benefits of her temple welfare projects to African Americans as well as her willingness 
to organize a commemoration of the Azusa Street Revival with two African American evangelists 
makes Salter’s account plausible.  But it is also true that McPherson did not think of African 
Americans as equals. 
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congregation of the Church of God in Christ in Los Angeles.  But after she 

founded the International Church of the Foursquare Gospel and built Angelus 

Temple, the majority of white church members withdrew from Saints Home to 

attend McPherson’s meetings.54  This move was similar to that of the Assemblies 

of God, which had licensed McPherson to preach.  In the years following the 

Azusa Street Revival in 1906, many white pentecostal ministers had been 

ordained by black minister Charles H. Mason, the founder of the then inter-racial 

pentecostal denomination, the Church of God in Christ.  In 1914, however, white 

pentecostal ministers withdrew from the Church of God in Christ to found the all-

white Assemblies of God.  Thus, according to historian Vinson Synan, ended “a 

notable experiment in interracial church development.”55   

Ironically, although the modern pentecostal movement had begun in a 

black-led revival at Azusa Street in Los Angeles, a revival that influenced people 

all over the world, pentecostalism never got a foothold in Los Angeles until 

Aimee Semple McPherson came along.  So perhaps it was fitting that when a 

small group of the early Azusa Street members, most notably an African 

American couple named Brother and Sister Cotton, wanted to celebrate the thirty-

third anniversary of the Azusa Street Revival, they came to Aimee Semple 

McPherson for assistance.56  McPherson and the Cottons planned to co-ordinate 
                                                 
54 Ithiel C. Clemmons, Bishop C. H. Mason and the Roots of the Church of God in Christ 
(Bakersfield, Ca: Pnuma Life Publishing, 1996), 98. 
55 Vinson Synan The Holiness-Pentecostal Movement in the United States (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan: Eerdmans, 1971), 153. 
56 Emma Cotton (1877-1952) was been born in Louisiana and was of Creole descent.  She went to 
Azusa Street in 1906, where she was healed of cancer.  Her husband, Henry Cotton (1879-1959), 
was a railway cook.  Emma Cotton established pentecostal churches in Bakersfield, Fresno, 
Oakland, and Los Angeles, California.  Although Henry Cotton had been ordained by the Church 
of God in Christ, his and Emma’s church remained independent because the Church of God in 
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the annual reunion of the Azusa Street pioneers with a revival at Angelus Temple 

from April 16 to 23, 1939, where both the Cottons and McPherson preached about 

the impact of Azusa Street on the world.  Other “outstanding and prominent” 

guest speakers addressed Temple audiences and April 21 featured a “Holy Ghost 

Rally” from 6:00 a.m. to midnight.  The pages of the Foursquare Crusader 

(formerly The Bridal Call) featured stories about the history of Azusa Street, all 

giving prominent place to William Seymour, the black preacher and leader of the 

Azusa Street Revival.  But nothing was said about the inter-racial nature of the 

early revival (what many scholars and black pentecostals have identified as its key 

feature) or about Seymour’s message of racial unity.  Instead, McPherson appears 

to have used the revival to draw attention to the successes of her own ministry, 

calling Angelus Temple, its Bible School and prayer tower “a great memorial to 

the downpour of the Holy Spirit” at Azusa Street.57 

MCPHERSON AS CELEBRITY 

We are immensely fortunate to have oral recordings of McPherson’s 

sermons, including her autobiographical sermon “From Milkpail to Pulpit.”  This 

was a sermon McPherson used throughout her career and it always remained her 

most popular.  It was the sermon McPherson frequently gave in her early itinerant 

days.  At a revival in Akron, Ohio sometime between 1921 and 1923 a pastor 

named C. A. Kinney reported, “Tuesday night Sister McPherson told the story of 

                                                                                                                                     
Christ would not support Emma’s work as a minister.  After the Cottons’ death their church in Los 
Angeles, Crouch Memorial Church, affiliated with the Church of God in Christ.  Dictionary of 
Holiness and Pentecostal Movements, 227. 
57 Foursquare Crusader,, 19 April 1939, 1; 29 March 1939, 1, 8, contains a first person account of 
Azusa Street Revival from Mother Cotton.  Foursquare Crusader, 12 April 1939, 1, announces the 
“Azusa Anniversary Conclave and Revival” to be held at Angelus Temple. 
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her young life, and it is doubtful whether there was a dry eye in the building.”58  

McPherson gave the sermon every year on her birthday.  In 1927 after the 

conspiracy charges were dropped and her reputation was suffering from the 

kidnapping scandal, McPherson took off on a transcontinental lecture tour (the 

“vindication tour”).  The lecture she chose to give was “The Story of My Life” 

with a new section (which she later removed) telling her version of the 

kidnapping story.59  In 1933 McPherson experimented with secular theater when 

she gave her autobiographical sermon at the Capitol Theatre in New York City.  

She shared the stage with two acrobats, a midget and the Radio Aces, who 

preceded her.  She dressed modestly and refused to explore the details of her 

romances and marriages, much to her audience’s disappointment.  Although 

McPherson was cancelled after a week, the publicity from her brief vaudeville 

booking was immensely valuable.  She launched several successful revivals soon 

after.60  McPherson continued to tell the story of her life throughout her ministry.  

On the day she died, September 25, 1944, McPherson announced to an Oakland 

audience that her sermon the next day would be “The Story of My Life.” 

Part of what made McPherson’s autobiographical sermon successful was 

her masterful delivery of it.  Because we have recordings of McPherson giving 

this sermon, we know that it was more than just a condensed version of her 

written autobiographies.  It was both a performance and a conversation with the 

audience.  McPherson punctuated the sermon with confidential asides to the 

                                                 
58 McPherson, Service of the King, 173. 
59 See Epstein, Sister Aimee, 315 for more information about this lecture tour. 
60 Epstein, Sister Aimee, 386. 
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audience, “Have you ever prayed like that?”  She also supplied comments that the 

audience might make.  She rhapsodized over Robert Semple’s blue eyes or the 

“thrill” of being a preacher with a high pitched “ooh.”  She occasionally broke 

into singing energetic hymns or ragtime pieces she learned in her youth and 

supposedly abandoned on conversion.  She provided her audiences with pathos 

when she dramatically described Robert Semple’s death bed scene.  She delivered 

scriptural quotations with a grandiose theatrical flourish.  She dramatized 

dialogue.  And she told jokes: “These evolution people are the most generous 

people you ever saw.  In the blink of an eye they’ll give you a million years.”  In 

short, McPherson’s oral autobiography was a masterwork of performance.61   

There was also something mythical about the story that drew powerful 

responses from McPherson’s audience.  As with Smith’s autobiography, most of 

McPherson’s followers knew the unchanging contours of the story by heart.  

McPherson abbreviated the story this way:  “A little girl speaking from her heart 

on a farmer’s porch, with smoking kerosene lanterns swinging in the trees for 

lights—a young wife in China, grappling for days for a single heathen soul—a 

white tent and an automobile—huge auditoriums, enormous conclaves of 

people.”62  This pared-down version of the story makes plain the upward 

movement of the plot.  Just as Smith’s autobiography prompted titles indicating 

its success story subplot (“From Washerwoman to Evangelist”), so did 

McPherson’s “From Milkpail to Pulpit.”  The contours of the plot touched a deep 

                                                 
61 “From Milkpail to Pulpit,” audio recording purchased from the International Church of the 
Foursquare Gospel, also available at Flower Pentecostal Heritage Center, Springfield, Missouri. 
62 McPherson, Service of the King, 240. 
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chord with McPherson’s audiences—many of whom were midwestern farmers 

migrating to California with great expectations.  Not only did McPherson’s story 

parallel her audiences’ aspirations, but it touched a deep well of nostalgia many of 

them had for rural life.  In one recorded version of “From Milkpail to Pulpit” 

McPherson recalled farm chores and her hearty farm breakfasts of “oatmeal 

porridge.”  She created connection with her audiences with statements like, “My 

idioms of speech harks back to the farm, as I’m sure yours do also.”63  Similarly, 

McPherson’s championing of “old time religion” was a way of easing her 

audiences’ anxieties about the losses incurred by modernity.  In essence, 

McPherson reassured her audiences that just as the farm remained with her in her 

speech, so the past could remain with her audiences through a return to traditional 

Protestant fervor.  We can see parallels in post-bellum nineteenth-century 

Methodists who established resort camp grounds to reassure themselves that 

Methodism was not changing. 

Cynical but perceptive observers of McPherson focused on her status as a 

celebrity, arguing that in relating her autobiography she was not selling God, but 

selling herself.  As a New Yorker reviewer observed of McPherson’s Globe 

Theater sermon in 1933: “In all truth, she was not preaching a belief to us, but 

giving us a glimpse of a celebrated person, giving us the tale of that person’s 

checkered existence.  It was precisely as if Admiral Byrd had been there, telling 

us how he licked the South Pole.”64  While audiences’ responses to McPherson 

                                                 
63 “From Milkpail to Pulpit,” audio recording purchased from International Church of Foursquare 
Gospel, or available at Flower Pentecostal Heritage Center. 
64 Quoted in Epstein, Sister Aimee, 386. 
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were complex, the added appeal her celebrity status awarded is impossible to 

deny.  Like the stars in the movies, McPherson reflected “the deepest aspirations 

of [her] mass audience.”  Every detail of McPherson’s person, her appearance, her 

clothing, her romances, was of interest to secular and religious audiences alike.  

Kevin Starr’s observations about Hollywood celebrities apply to McPherson as 

well:  “Hollywood took ordinary Americans—which by and large the stars were, 

in terms of talent and frail humanity—and endowed them with a quality of 

transcendence that flattered star and audiences alike...  They [the stars] touched 

ordinariness with a glamour of appearances and possibilities for which each 

individual in the audience secretly yearned.”65  Ironically, and predictably, 

McPherson disclaimed any volition on her part in the cult of personality that grew 

around her.  She said, at a time in the late 1920s when she was appearing daily on 

the pages of national newspapers, “The secret of success in evangelism is to hide 

your own personality behind the Christ you are preaching, that the world will see 

no one save Jesus.”66  Still audiences’ responses to her sometimes sounded like 

fan club twitter: “Sometime’s Sister’s such a cutie I think she’d leave Mary 

Pickford behind if she’d give up religion for the screen!”67 

Although McPherson’s personality-oriented ministry surely had much to 

do with her status as a celebrity, McPherson’s celebrity status was also the result 

of historical forces over which she had no control.  As has been established, 

during the 1920s the United States was shifting from a producer-oriented to a 

                                                 
65 Starr, Inventing the Dream, 320. 
66 McPherson, Service of the King, 241. 
67 Sarah Comstock, “Aimee Semple McPherson Prima Donna of Revivalism,” Harper’s, 
December 1927, 15. 
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consumer-oriented economy.  Drawing on the scholarly work of Warren Susman 

and Gary Wills and popular works of social criticism such as Christopher Lasch’s 

The Culture of Narcissism (1978), historian Jeffrey Decker has recently written 

about the ways the shift to a consumer economy produced a shift in valuation 

from character to personality and image.  He explores how success narratives, 

beginning with Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography, moved away from a focus on 

character (inner virtue) in the nineteenth century to personality (states of mind and 

outward behavior) and then to image (appearance) in the twentieth century.68  

While the religious sphere differed in some ways from the world of business, the 

evangelists we have studied were types of entrepreneurs, selling their brand of 

religion to audiences faced with a plethora of choices.  We have already seen the 

ways the evangelists’ autobiographies were their own kind of success narratives, 

even if God got part of the credit.   

The historical shift from character to personality and image is most 

striking when we compare public reactions to earlier evangelists, particularly 

Phoebe Palmer, to audience reactions to Aimee Semple McPherson.  The reader 

may recall the ways that Phoebe Palmer’s behavior (an outward manifestation of 

her character) received the strictest scrutiny.  Her followers paid attention to every 

evidence of her piety, from the way she entertained to the type of watch chain she 

chose to wear.  She was legendary for the amount of time she spent in prayer and 

Bible study.  And audiences demanded that she stay narrowly focused on one 

religious topic—immediate sanctification.  Similarly, although Amanda Berry 

                                                 
68 Jeffrey Louis Decker, Made in America: Self-Styled Success from Horatio Alger to Oprah 
Winfrey (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1997), xiii-xiix. 
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Smith gained some of her authority from connections to prominent holiness 

leaders, her chief authorization came from her audience’s assessment of her 

character, the perception that she was a “black Saint” as evidenced in all the 

references in the press to the way her face glowed with spiritual power and 

audiences’ perceptions of her as endlessly forgiving and patient.  Although Mary 

Magdalena Tate was ministering at roughly the same time as McPherson, her 

audience’s expectations of her had more in common with an earlier era.  Tate was 

known for her spiritual power (character) rather than her personality.  Her 

followers respected her for her ability to heal, her long fasts, and her connection 

to the Holy Spirit.  While McPherson, too, was expected to be of good character, 

she was valued much more for her winning smile, ability to make audiences feel 

connected to her and the rest of the congregation, and her skillful presentation of 

religious spectacle.  The fact that McPherson was able to preserve her ministry 

through the kidnapping scandal and two divorces—something Palmer never could 

have done—highlights this shift in American culture.69   

Like all the evangelists in this study, McPherson enjoyed success because 

she was attuned to the mood of her time.  In a culture where opportunities for 

women in public had not yet begun to expand, McPherson chose evangelical 

religion as a platform.  But she was attuned enough to changes in the culture to 

base her ministry in Los Angeles, where in some ways the 1920s began, and then 

to sculpt her ministry into a spectacle of personality, fantasy and nostalgia that 

could compete with Hollywood.  While the purpose of this study is not to 

                                                 
69 McPherson was divorced from her second husband Harold McPherson in 1921 and was briefly 
married and then divorced from singer David Hutton in the 1930s. 
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determine the legitimacy of either McPherson or her followers’ religious belief 

(and it should be noted that McPherson’s denomination has continued to attract 

devoted followers since her death in 1944), one of the purposes of this study has 

been to show how religion interacts with historical forces that affect other areas of 

culture.  Just as Palmer used religion to respond to the forces of industrialization 

and the omnipresence of revivalism, and Smith and Tate used religion to respond 

to racial and gender inequality, McPherson used religion to respond to modernity.  

But unlike Palmer, Tate, and Smith’s ministries, which on some levels challenged 

historical forces, McPherson’s ministry primarily helped audiences adapt to them. 

Through McPherson’s autobiographies we have been able to witness a 

subtle process that has happened over and over again in mass culture.  An 

oppositional group, ideology or set of practices gets absorbed by popular culture 

and thus may broaden the mainstream a bit, while the oppositional impact of the 

thing that has been absorbed becomes neutralized.  Likewise, McPherson’s career 

began as part of an oppositional religious movement—pentecostalism.  As we 

have seen in our discussion of Tate, early American pentecostalism was at heart a 

protest against racial inequality, materialism, modernity and in some cases 

traditional gender roles.  In McPherson’s ministry, pentecostalism became a way 

for primarily middle and working-class white migrants to California to adjust to 

modernity in ways that offered little challenge to racial or gender norms.  

But if McPherson built her ministry on the cusp of change, one might well 

ask what happened to the tradition of women’s evangelism after McPherson’s 

time.  I have already suggested that as evangelical Protestant religion declined as 
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a common public force, new opportunities simultaneously opened for women in 

other areas of public life and the tradition of women’s evangelism consequently 

found itself in decline.70  As Elaine Lawless suggests in her book on women 

pentecostal evangelists in rural Missouri in the 1980s, Handmaidens of the Lord, 

women evangelists have remained important on local levels.  Two twentieth-

century celebrity evangelists, Kathryn Kuhlman, who was popular in the 1960s 

and 70s, and the increasingly popular evangelist Joyce Meyer today, have been 

isolated exceptions to the general decline in women’s evangelism.  For the most 

part, the role of women evangelists as popular figures has been taken over by 

secular media figures.71  Yet, the themes that fueled the ministries of the women 

in this study are alive and well today in other venues.   

                                                 
70 In the 1990s, however, religion seems to have begun re-emerging in the public sphere perhaps 
most blatantly evidenced by television programs like “Touched by an Angel” and “Seventh 
Heaven.”  It remains to be seen whether this new acceptability of religion in public will extend 
beyond images of religion in popular culture to actual religious leaders. 
71 Elaine Lawless, Handmaidens of the Lord: Pentecostal Women Preachers and Traditional 
Religion (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1988). 
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EPILOGUE: 

Oprah Winfrey: Twenty-First-Century Evangelist 

“I feel that my show is a ministry; we just don’t take up a collection.” 

Oprah Winfrey1 

“Oprah is more akin to Maya Angelou, Dr. Deepak Chopra, and 

Marianne Williamson than she is to Donahue or Sally Jessy Raphael.” 

George Mair, Oprah Winfrey: The Real Story2 

 

Best known for changing the television talk show genre into an intimate 

conversation between host, guests and audience about formerly taboo subjects 

like sexual abuse and domestic violence, Oprah Winfrey has immense cultural 

power.  In the fourteen and a half years since the “Oprah Winfrey Show” was 

nationally syndicated in 1986 it has, aside from a few brief periods in the number 

two ratings slot, been the top-rated talk show on television.  One measure of 

Oprah Winfrey’s influence is Oprah’s Book Club, which began in 1996 to 

encourage audiences to read.  Experts were initially skeptical about the venture’s 

chances for success, but have been confounded by its popularity; to date, every 

book on Oprah’s Book Club reading list has become a national best-seller.  In the 

last presidential election pundits only half-jokingly suggested that Al Gore 

                                                 
1 As quoted in Janet Lowe, Oprah Winfrey Speaks: Insight from the World’s Most Influential 
Voice (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1998).  Original source  Maureen Olsen, “Oprah 
Winfrey,” miauvxl.muohio.edu/~edpcwis/olsen_oprah.html.  Web site no longer accessible. 
2 Mair, George, Oprah Winfrey: The Real Story (New York: Carol Publishing Group, 1994), 349. 
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consider Oprah as a running mate, but as Oprah said simply in a 1995 interview, 

“I think what I do every day has far more impact.”3  Oprah Winfrey has even 

entered the English language.  In 1993 Jet “reported that the word ‘Oprah’ had 

entered the lexicon of teenagers as a verb meaning ‘to engage in persistent, 

intimate questioning with the intention of obtaining a confession; usually used by 

men of women, as in ‘I wasn’t going to tell her, but after a few drinks, she 

oprah’d it out of me.’”4 

While on the surface the sometimes sensational and superficial “Oprah 

Winfrey Show” seems a world away from the religious fervor of holiness camp 

meetings and pentecostal revivals, a closer examination of Oprah Winfrey’s 

career, particularly since the mid 1990s, when she began producing her own 

show, suggests deep currents of commonality between the two worlds.  We would 

probably do well to remind ourselves that Aimee Semple McPherson was one of 

the first pioneers of the talk show genre (through her radio station KFSG) that 

Oprah revamped sixty years later.  The idea that one could use technology to 

convert audiences was one of McPherson’s legacies that that was not lost on 

Oprah Winfrey. 

In 1986 when the “Oprah Winfrey Show” began reaching national 

audiences, “Donahue” was the most watched talk show on television.  Phil 

Donahue, the show’s host, had been a pioneer in using the talk show format to 

explore controversial topics and in involving the audience in the show.  But Oprah 

                                                 
3 Quoted in Bill Adler, ed., The Uncommon Wisdom of Oprah Winfrey: A Portrait in Her Own 
Words (New York: Carol Publishing Group, 1997), 246.  Original source is Good Housekeeping, 
October 1995. 
4 Mair, The Real Story, 267. 
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Winfrey quickly claimed audiences’ attention with her public confessions about a 

personal history of sexual abuse, bad relationships with men and weight 

problems; her willingness to cry empathetically with guests and audience 

members; and her straight talk.  The intimate emotional dialogue that Oprah 

created with audiences was new on television and her mainly female viewers 

loved it.  During the first week of syndication Oprah bested Donahue in ratings 

that then remained consistently high.  While Oprah’s critics had a point when they 

described her show as exploiting people’s personal misfortune for ratings, 

sometimes sensationalizing issues rather than providing audiences with sound 

information, and trivializing serious issues by making no distinction between the 

serious and the banal, it is impossible to deny that Oprah touched a deep chord 

with audiences.  In many ways her program did what Methodist class meetings 

did in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and Phoebe Palmer’s 

Tuesday Meetings did in the nineteenth century—it provided women with a place 

to talk about their problems, to hear about other people’s and to receive judgment 

or encouragement and support.  Like Palmer’s Tuesday meetings, which took 

place mostly in parlors, “The Oprah Winfrey Show” entered the heart of the 

American home, in this case the living room, through television.  Like Palmer’s 

Tuesday Meetings, which were public events in an intimate setting, Oprah’s show 

undercut the distinction between public and private by staging private events in a 

public setting.  Although Palmer’s audiences’ used spiritual terms to talk about 

their problems, the problems, at heart, were the same as those experienced by 

Oprah’s twentieth-century audiences—loneliness, anxiety and depression, 
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relationship problems, and health problems.  Despite historical differences in the 

causes of these problems (urbanization and industrialization in Palmer’s time 

verses a decline of women’s networks and the strains of dual-couple employment 

in Winfrey’s time), these two cultural figures’ responses to them were remarkably 

similar.  Whether or not either Oprah Winfrey or Phoebe Palmer actually helped 

their audiences find solutions to their problems, they sent the same comforting 

message: “You are not alone.” 

In the mid 1990s, after being heavily criticized for creating confessional 

television, which had by that time spawned a host of less conscientious imitators 

(most notably Jerry Springer), Oprah decided to change the tone of her show.  She 

said publicly, “The time has come for this genre of talk shows to move on from 

dysfunctional whining and complaining and blaming.”5  In 1988, Oprah 

Winfrey’s production company, Harpo Productions, had gained ownership and 

control over the “Oprah Winfrey Show.”  So when in about 1994 Oprah decided 

that her calling in life was to help the members of her audience change their lives 

through television, she had the power to alter her program in ways she saw fit.  

Oprah described her task of psychologically, emotionally and spiritually 

educating her audiences in the same way that other evangelists described their 

preaching careers.  She has said, “I am guided by a higher calling.”6  She has 

referred to her “mission” on the show as helping “people feel better about 

themselves.”7   

                                                 
5 Adler, Uncommon Wisdom, 109. 
6 Ibid., 232. 
7 Ibid., 235. 
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Oprah called the new kind of television she was introducing “improve 

your life television.”  She began by marshalling a host of psychological and 

spiritual experts to explain the concepts of their various self-help and inspirational 

books and to apply their particular approaches to guests’ problems.  Over the past 

eight or so years Oprah has had as regular guests on her show Deepak Chopra 

(practitioner of mind-body medicine and author of Ageless Body, Timeless 

Mind), Suze Orman (money management guru and author of The Courage to Be 

Rich), Gary Zukav (New Age spiritual writer, author of Seat of the Soul), John 

Gray (relationship expert, author of Men are From Mars, Women are From 

Venus), Marianne Williamson (New Age spiritual leader and author of A Return 

to Love), John Bradshaw (popular therapist and speaker, author of Homecoming: 

Reclaiming and Championing Your Inner Child), Dr. Christine Northrup (holistic 

medical practitioner and author of Women’s Bodies Women’s Wisdom) and 

Cheryl Richardson (author of Life Makeovers). 

Perhaps the most ubiquitous expert on the “Oprah Winfrey Show” is Dr. 

Phil McGraw, a Dallas psychologist and litigation consultant who advised 

Oprah’s defense team in the famous 1997 Texas beef producers libel suit.  

Famous for “telling it like it is,” “Dr. Phil” (as Oprah and her audiences call him) 

preaches the central tenet of Oprah’s philosophy—personal responsibility.  He 

regularly advises audience members on subjects such as weight loss, jealousy, 

control issues, and relationship problems.  In the 2001 season, Oprah and Dr. Phil 

introduced “Dr. Phil’s Get Real Challenge.”  The “Oprah Winfrey Show” devoted 

one episode a week to this new segment.  Oprah marketed the show as an 
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alternative to the new trend of “reality” television shows like “Survivor” and 

“Temptation Island,” unscripted programs where real people interact with each 

other in unlikely settings.  In contrast, “Dr. Phil’s Get Real Challenge” 

highlighted ordinary people dealing with ordinary life issues.  Fifteen thousand 

viewers responded to the initial announcement that Dr. Phil was planning to host a 

five-day televised group therapy seminar.  Eventually forty-two people were 

chosen to participate in a carefully crafted set of exercises over the course of five 

days designed to “wake people up and have them start looking at their lives 

through a different lens.”8 Over the course of the series viewers watched 

participants share traumatic childhood experiences, explore issues with their 

parents, examine their closest relationships and recognize their own self-defeating 

behaviors.  The show’s web site, Oprah.com, featured an on-line workbook so 

that viewers could experience the “Get Real Challenge” for themselves at home. 

Another feature of the re-vamped show was a segment called 

“Remembering Your Spirit,” usually a videotaped piece about how someone, 

almost always a woman, found a way to experience contemplation, solitude and 

creativity in the midst of a hectic world.  The web site complemented this part of 

the program with an on-line journal (a place for viewers to write their personal 

contemplations), a thought for the day and the chance to join a “spiritual support 

group.”   

                                                 
8 “Dr. Phil’s Get Real Challenge” under menu option “Inside Relationships/Dr. Phil” on 
Oprah.com available at 
http://www.oprah.com/index.jhtml;jsessionid=WCWZZJSU3ARLARAYFCFEQ; Internet; 
accessed 29 January 2002. 
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While “Oprah Winfrey Show” topics still contain a liberal sprinkling of 

the trivial (interviews with celebrities, fashion shows, makeovers), even some of 

these episodes have been given a more purposeful turn.  Frequently celebrities 

come on the show to talk about their own life challenges (Marie Osmond on post-

partum depression, Tipper Gore on depression, Cybill Shepard on menopause) or 

causes they feel strongly about (Calista Flockhart on female circumcision).  In 

addition the show regularly features ordinary people who perform charitable acts 

or overcome hardship in remarkable ways.  A fall 2001 program featured a 

suburban housewife who traveled to India to raid brothels that exploited young 

female slaves. 

A surprisingly successful feature of Oprah’s “Change Your Life” crusade 

has been O Magazine.  Since it premiered in May/June 2000, the magazine has 

encouraged readers to “Live your best life” with topics like “Live in the 

Moment,” “the Power of Thought,” “Trust,” “Gratitude,” “Generosity,” 

“Reinvention,” “Comfort,” and “Self Esteem.”  Like the show, the magazine 

contains regular advice columns from “Dr. Phil” and Suze Orman as well as a 

monthly personal message of inspiration from Oprah called “What I Know for 

Sure.”  Every issue contains a “Mission Calendar” with self-improvement 

suggestions and inspirational sayings for each week of the month.  Each issue 

features several autobiographical articles by women who have either made 

dramatic changes in their lives or have overcome great hardship.  While the 

magazine also contains traditional women’s magazine features like beauty and 

fashion advice and interviews with celebrities, even these are presented with a 
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difference.  For example, the models pictured in the magazine are conspicuously 

ethnically diverse, although there appears to be little diversity in body type.  

Although Oprah’s shift toward a more didactic focus on her show repelled 

some audiences (ratings initially declined, in favor of Jerry Springer, but soon 

recovered and have generally remained high), the show’s continued high ratings, 

the success of the magazine and Book Club, and the large numbers of donations 

to Oprah’s Angel Network all provide evidence that Oprah is offering large 

numbers of women what they are looking for.  Much of what Oprah gives 

audiences today is remarkably similar to what Phoebe Palmer and Amanda Berry 

Smith offered audiences in the nineteenth century.  As I have already noted, from 

its inception “The Oprah Winfrey Show” has undercut the distinction between 

public and private by transforming a public space (a television studio) into a place 

for private confession, which is in turn consumed by women in the privacy of 

their homes.  Oprah’s television program provides women in the fragmented and 

often isolated information age with a sense of community and support, as Phoebe 

Palmer’s Tuesday meetings provided women (and some men) with emotional and 

spiritual support and a sense of community.   

Oprah’s program, particularly in its new format, also responds to an 

emphasis on psychological and emotional wellness in American culture that is 

rarely matched by accessible psychological and emotional education and 

treatment for ordinary people.  Whether or not Oprah’s interviews with self-help 

experts and their one-time responses to guest’s problems have any 

psychologically therapeutic value for viewers, they at least help viewers feel that 
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they have company in their problems.  They also respond to viewer’s culture-

induced curiosity about psychological and emotional treatment.  While the 

majority of viewers may never experience group therapy themselves, it is 

cathartic to watch Dr. Phil educate the participants in “the Get Real Challenge” 

about the links between their childhood experiences and their behavior.      

But as I have noted, Oprah’s show goes beyond exploring psychological 

and emotional issues to approaching spiritual issues.  Guests like Gary Zukav, 

Deepak Chopra and Marianne Williamson provide viewers with an alternative to 

traditional religion.  In an approach that would probably best be described as New 

Age, Oprah uses metaphysical terms like “Spirit” and espouses the belief that 

there is an Omnipotent divine force that guides each person’s life.  While she is 

certainly not the first to do it, Oprah provides viewers with an alternative to 

organized religion, in much the same way that Palmer provided her followers with 

an alternative to emotion-laden revivalism in the concept of sanctification and 

Smith provided her audiences with an alternative to staid religious services by 

encouraging ecstatic religious behavior.   

In her efforts to help viewers and readers along their spiritual paths, Oprah 

uses many of the same techniques as Phoebe Palmer.  Just as Palmer used The 

Guide to Holiness to encourage audiences on their spiritual journeys, Oprah 

publishes O Magazine to help her followers.  Both publications depended heavily 

on inspirational sayings and personal accounts to reach audiences.  Similarly, 

while Palmer tried to get audiences involved in the holiness movement through 

voluntary service as evangelists, holiness meeting participants or camp meeting 



 419

exhorters, Oprah encourages volunteerism through her Angel Network, an 

organization (easily accessible on the web site) designed to raise money and 

encourage volunteer work.  She also encourages audience involvement through 

various on-line book and support groups.  

Like Aimee Semple McPherson, Oprah Winfrey has combined religion 

and popular culture.  Because Oprah Winfrey operates in a realm that is not 

usually defined as religious, however, she does not have McPherson’s burden of 

establishing her religious authority; her ratings are all the authority she needs.  In 

addition, Oprah Winfrey does not have to guard her power as carefully as 

McPherson did because she is not trying to make headway into a traditionally 

male realm of power.  Also, because she does not claim to be a religious leader, 

Oprah does not have to adhere to any one religious philosophy or to outline a 

coherent theology.  So while McPherson had to spend immense amounts of 

energy establishing her authority and defending her reputation in order to keep an 

audience, Oprah Winfrey is able to use her position as the queen of talk shows to 

explore religious and social issues. 

Although both Winfrey and McPherson have been subjected to celebrity 

culture’s scrutiny of their physical appearances and private lives, Oprah’s life has 

not been expected to conform to a set of moral dictates as McPherson’s was.  

Paradoxically, Oprah seems to have been able to claim a kind of moral authority 

that McPherson could not.  While McPherson was famously non-judgmental of 

her audiences, gently cajoling them to better behavior rather than thundering 

against their sins, Oprah presides over her show as an intimidating moral judge.  
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No matter what expert is on the show, Oprah sits next to him or her on the stage, 

interjecting her opinions and judgments about guests’ problems.  It seems that 

Oprah’s triumph over great odds in her own life and her choice to distinguish 

herself from more sensational talk show hosts have given her an unchallenged 

kind of moral authority in the famously amoral world of television.  Or perhaps 

audiences are simply looking for a moral compass that can be difficult to find in a 

postmodern world. 

Because she has not had to spend time legitimating her career and because 

she has freedom to experiment, Oprah has been bolder than McPherson was about 

resisting historical trends.  In a culture that encourages people to solve their 

problems through consumerism, Oprah directs her viewers to focus on what they 

can give to society rather than what they can accumulate.  For women who have 

grown up in a post-feminist era believing that they should be able to give one 

hundred percent to both their careers and their families, Oprah teaches that it is O. 

K. not to have it all.  In a therapeutic culture that looks for the causes of personal 

problems in psychological and cultural illnesses, Oprah insists that viewers claim 

responsibility for their lives.  While Oprah is often insensitive to the larger social 

and political structures that shape people’s lives, particularly when it comes to 

racial issues, her show is not a forum for sophisticated political analysis.  Rather, 

it is meant to confront the personal effects of historical change by providing 

viewers with a nurturing “community” that encourages them to take an active role 

in their own lives and in the world.  
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Perhaps one of the strongest components of Oprah’s appeal is her complex 

racial identity.  Oprah is a dark-skinned black woman, reared in the South, who 

eschews racial militancy.  (She said of her college days, “I was not a dashiki-

wearing kind of woman.”)9  Oprah claims a strong African American cultural 

identity with jokes like this one about Chicago winters: “Negroes weren’t built for 

this kind of weather! We start praying for the motherland!” She also has worked 

to popularize such black authors as Maya Angelou and Toni Morrison and has 

displayed a strong commitment to social projects in primarily black inner city 

neighborhoods. Oprah has repeatedly said that she believes the responsibility for 

overcoming racism is on the shoulders of African Americans: “excellence is the 

best deterrent to racism.”10  Like Amanda Berry Smith, Oprah appeals to some 

white audiences because she allows them to imagine a racially harmonious 

America and to eschew responsibility for the elimination of racial inequality.  

Oprah’s film roles (Sofia in the Color Purple, Mattie Michael in The Women of 

Brewster Place and Sethe in Beloved) have underscored her blackness (and the 

accompanying legacy of slavery) for white audiences, as does her frequent 

shifting between impeccable standard English and a southern black dialect.  But 

paradoxically, Oprah’s emphasis on gender issues (domestic violence, sexual 

abuse, and so on) and other topics of interest to a universal female audience erases 

her racial difference.  As Oprah told one interviewer:  “White women stop and tell 

me, ‘Everybody says I remind them of you.’ And I say, ‘But I’m much taller.’  It 

                                                 
9 Robert Waldron, Oprah! (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1987), 61. 
10 Adler, Uncommon Wisdom,  259.  Joke about Chicago winters comes from Waldron, Oprah!, 
112. 
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crosses racial barriers.”11  Like Amanda Berry Smith, Oprah is caught in an 

impossibly complex cultural matrix.  Oprah has described her racial identity this 

way: “I transcend race, really.  I believe that I have a higher calling.  What I do 

goes beyond the realm of everyday parameters...Being able to lift a whole 

consciousness—that’s what I do.”12  

Because she has chosen to speak out about gender issues rather than racial 

issues, and because her interests lie more in edifying and entertaining the general 

American public then in raising awareness about racial issues, some black 

audiences see Oprah as a race traitor.  In 1993, for example, when Oprah filmed 

an episode of her show at Maya Angelou’s home in Winston-Salem, North 

Carolina, and spontaneously interviewed a white family in an exclusive white 

neighborhood because she liked the house, black audiences complained that she 

was presenting a distorted image of a city that was one-third black and made up of 

mostly racially-mixed neighborhoods.13  When some black audiences complained 

that Oprah seemed to pay more attention to white studio audience members than 

black ones, Oprah responded:  “First of all, there are more white people...I could 

not survive with this show if I only catered to black people.”14  Like Amanda 

Berry Smith, Oprah’s complicated race, gender and class identities places her at 

odds with some of the black community.  Just as Smith found, for example, that 
                                                 
11 Waldron, Oprah!, 8. 
12 Adler, Uncommon Wisdom, 261. 
13 Mair, The Real Story, 181.  A similar misunderstanding arose over the film “The Color Purple.”  
Black audiences criticized the film for perpetuating black stereotypes about men, but Oprah 
contended that in this case gender issues took precedence over racial ones: “If this film is going to 
raise some issues, I’m tired of hearing about what it’s doing to black men.  Let’s talk about the 
issues of wife abuse, violence against women, and sexual abuse of children in the home” (Mair, 
177). 
14 Ibid., 174. 
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her lack of middle-class qualifications interfered with her involvement in the 

A.M.E. community, Oprah is finding that her wealth alienates her from parts of 

the black community.  Similarly, just as Smith’s interest in pursuing a preaching 

career at times took precedence over racial solidarity, Oprah’s exploration of 

gender issues has sometimes taken precedence over racial ones. 

Oprah Winfrey’s career provides evidence that many of the issues Phoebe 

Palmer, Amanda Berry Smith, Mary Magdalena Tate and Aimee Semple 

McPherson confronted in their ministries are alive and well in America today.  

Just as at the beginning of the industrial age, people are seeking ways to find 

personal fulfillment and community in an often isolated and fragmented culture.  

Although religion is no longer the public force it was in Palmer and Smith’s time, 

audiences are looking for secularized versions of religion to replace old faiths.  

Black and white Americans are still looking for ways to heal racial divides and 

African Americans are still trying to figure out how to be successful in a white 

world and be proponents of racial equality at the same time.  One wonders, too if 

there is widespread yearning for a kind of nurturing female leadership that left our 

culture with the decline of women’s evangelism after McPherson and has only re-

emerged recently in the role of talk show hostess.  Oprah Winfrey has announced 

that she will retire in 2006.  Ironically, the next person to assume the role of the 

nation’s nurturer may be a man.  Phillip McGraw, “Dr. Phil,” has announced that 

he plans to start his own talk show in the fall of 2002.15 

                                                 
15 Variety 18 March-24 March 2002, 18 and BPI Entertainment News Wire, 11 March 2002. 
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SOURCES 

Because none of the evangelists I discuss here (with the exception of 

Aimee Semple McPherson) have their own collections of papers, sources for a 

discussion of their writings and lives came from varied and scattered places.  To 

guide other researchers through what was sometimes a bewildering maze of 

sources, I thought it best to begin with a brief essay listing the most valuable and 

pertinent primary sources of information for each figure as well as the most 

essential secondary sources that provided the background for this study.  Other 

primary and secondary sources consulted are printed in the bibliography 

following this essay. 

General histories of American Protestant religion, particularly Methodism, 

that set the stage for my interpretations, even when I disagreed with some of their 

emphases or conclusions, include William G. McLoughlin’s Modern Revivalism: 

Charles Grandison Finney to Billy Graham (New York: The Ronald Press 

Company, 1959), Nathan Hatch’s The Democratization of American Christianity 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), Sandra Sizer’s Gospel Hymns and 

Social Religion: The Rhetoric of Nineteenth-Century Revivalism (Philadelphia: 

Temple University Press, 1978), John Wigger’s Taking Heaven by Storm: 

Methodism and the Rise of Popular Christianity in America (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1989) and Ann Douglas’s The Feminization of American 

Culture (New York: Knopf, 1977). 
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Important background histories of African American religion, particularly 

Methodism, in the United States, include James T. Campbell’s Songs of Zion: 

The African Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States and South Africa 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), Katherine L. Dvorak’s An African 

American Exodus: The Segregation of the Southern Churches (Brooklyn, NY: 

Carlson Pub., 1991), V. R. George’s Segregated Sabbaths: Richard Allen and the 

Rise of the Independent Black Churches, 1760-1840 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1973) and Eric C. Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya’s The 

Black Church in the African American Experience (Durham: Duke University 

Press, 1990). 

Melvin E. Dieter’s The Holiness Revival of the Nineteenth Century 

(Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1980) and Charles Edwin Jones’ Perfectionist 

Persuasion: The Holiness Movement and American Methodism, 1867-1936 

(Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1980) provided useful overviews of the holiness 

movement.  Helpful histories of pentecostalism included Walter Hollenweger’s 

The Pentecostals (London: Student Christian Movement Press, 1972) which can 

be supplemented by Harvey Cox’s more up-to-date history Fire From Heaven: 

The Rise of Pentecostal Spirituality and the Reshaping of Religion in the Twenty-

first Century (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Co., 1995).  An 

excellent guide to the connections between the holiness and pentecostal 

movements is Vinson Synan’s The Holiness-Pentecostal Movement in the United 

States (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdman’s, 1971).  A general introduction to black 

pentecostalism is Cheryl Sanders’s Saints in Exile: The Holiness-Pentecostal 
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Experience in African American Religion and Culture (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1996).  For histories of the largest pentecostal denominations in 

the United States see Edith Blumhofer’s Restoring the Faith: The Assemblies of 

God, Pentecostalism and American Culture (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 

1993) and Ithiel C. Clemmons Bishop C. H. Mason and the Roots of the Church 

of God in Christ (Bakersfield, Ca: Pnuma Life Publishing, 1996) which, although 

it is written primarily for a pentecostal audience by a Church of God in Christ 

bishop, remains the only full-length study of the largest pentecostal denomination 

in the United States.  A groundbreaking contribution to the study of women’s 

participation in the holiness movement is Nancy Hardesty’s, Lucile Sider 

Dayton’s, and Donald Dayton’s “Women in the Holiness Movement: Feminism 

and the Evangelical Tradition” in Women of Spirit, edited by Rosemary Ruether 

and Eleanor McLaughlin, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979). 

Essential background studies on women’s evangelism in the nineteenth 

century include Catherine A. Brekus’s Strangers and Pilgrims: Female Preaching 

in America, 1740-1845 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998) 

and Barbara Leslie Epstein’s Politics of Domesticity: Women, Evangelism and 

Temperance in Nineteenth-Century America (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 

University Press,1981).   

Several groundbreaking studies on the complicated interrelationship 

between white and black culture in the United States informed my work.  The 

most important of these were Shelley Fisher Fishkin’s Was Huck Black? (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1993), Eric Sundquist’s To Wake the Nations: 
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Race and the Making of American Literature (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, 1993), and Henry B. Wonham’s Criticism and the 

Color Line: Desegregating American Literary Studies (New Brunswick, NJ: 

Rutgers University Press, 1996).  

My readings of primary texts, particularly the autobiographies, were 

enriched by a number of literary studies.  These include an excellent collection of 

essays edited by Albert E. Stone, The American Autobiography: A Collection of 

Critical Essays (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1981), Peter Brooks’s 

Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1984), and Jane Tompkins’s Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of 

American Fiction, 1790-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985). 

Two recent biographies of Palmer provide background information about 

her life and theology: Harold E. Raser’s Phoebe Palmer: Her Life and Thought 

(Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1987) and Charles Edward White’s The 

Beauty of Holiness: Phoebe Palmer as Theologian, Revivalist, Feminist and 

Humanitarian (Grand Rapids, MI: F. Asbury Press, 1986).  Both works are 

heavily focused on Palmer’s theology and give comparatively little attention to 

her secular historical context.  Richard Wheatley’s voluminous Life and Letters of 

Mrs. Palmer (New York: W. C. Palmer, Jr., 1876) is one of the most helpful 

guides to the details of Palmer’s life as well as a rich source of her diary entries 

and letters.  Unfortunately, neither Palmer’s diaries nor the bulk of what must 

have been a voluminous correspondence have been located, so Wheatley’s work 

is the only source for Palmer’s private thoughts through her diary and many of her 
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letters.  Although the entries are clearly edited, the language appears to be 

authentically Palmer’s.  Drew University’s Methodist Center in Madison, New 

Jersey, the official repository for the United Methodist Church, houses some of 

Palmer’s correspondence, photographs, a painting of Palmer, primary information 

about Palmer’s Methodist associates, many early editions of Palmer’s books and a 

microfilm copy of the holiness journal that Palmer edited, The Guide to Holiness.  

Researchers may find it useful to know that the title of this journal changed 

several times over the course of the nineteenth century.  Its titles were as follows: 

Guide to Christian Perfection (1839-1845), Guide to Holiness (1846-1863), 

Beauty and Power of Holiness (January-May 1864) Guide to and Beauty of 

Holiness (July 1864-May1868), and Guide to Holiness and Revival Miscellany 

(June 1868-1901). 

The New York Public Library’s Methodist Episcopal Church Records 

collection provides information about Allen Street Methodist Church, where 

Palmer was a member, including a membership list for Palmer’s class meeting.  

More significantly, the New York Public Library contains a large file of letters 

written to Palmer, primarily during the 1840s and 50s.  I found these letters, 

which have gone largely unused by other Palmer scholars, to be excellent sources 

of information about Palmer’s public persona and her audiences as well as her 

social and religious world. 

Beyond these sources, the best places to find information about Palmer’s 

life and thought are her published writings.  In her early career she published 

regularly in mainstream Methodist journals, The Christian Advocate and The 
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Ladies Repository.  In 1864 she began editing and writing for The Guide to 

Holiness.  She wrote sixteen books with a bewildering publishing history.  

Because many of her books were self-published, had small edition sizes, or were 

first published in foreign countries, it is sometimes difficult to find accurate first 

publication dates for them.  The publication dates I provide in the following list 

come from my consultations of White’s, Raser’s and Wheatley’s biographies, 

Thomas Oden’s Phoebe Palmer: Selected Writings (New York: Paulist Press, 

1988), a search of the National Union Catalogue and the British Catalogue and 

my own searches through library catalogues, which sometimes turned up earlier 

editions than listed in other sources.  Mary; or the Young Christian (1840); Way 

of Holiness, with Notes by the Way: Being a Narrative of Religious Experience 

Resulting from a Determination to be a Bible Christian (1843); A Present to My 

Christian Friend on Entire Devotion to God (1845); Recollections and Gathered 

Fragments of Mrs. Lydia N. Cox of Williamsburg (1845); Faith and Its Effects: 

Fragments from My Portfolio (1848);The Useful Disciple; or, a Narrative of Mrs. 

Mary Gardner (1851); Israel’s Speedy Restoration and Conversion Contemplated: 

or, Signs of the Times (1854); Incidental Illustrations in the Economy of 

Salvation (1855); The Promise of the Father; or, a Neglected Spirituality of the 

Last Days (1859); Some Account of the Recent Revival in the North of England 

and Glasgow (1860); Sweet Mary; or, a Bride Made Ready for the Lord (1862); 

Four Years in the Old World: Comprising the Travels, Incidents, and Evangelistic 

Labors of Dr. and Mrs. Walter Palmer in England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales 

(1865); Pioneer Experiences; or, the Gift of Power Received by Faith (1868); The 
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Parting Gift to Fellow Laborers and Young Converts (1869); The Tongue of Fire 

on the Daughters of the Lord; or, Questions in Relation to the Duty of the 

Christian Church in Regard to the Privileges of Her Female Membership (1869); 

and A Mother’s Gift: or, A Wreath for my Darlings. Poems by Mrs. Phoebe 

Palmer (1875, published posthumously). 

A number of secondary sources provided valuable information about 

several facets of Palmer’s historical moment.  On changes in class that 

accompanied industrialization, Stuart Blumin’s The Emergence of the Middle 

Class (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989) and Karen Halttunen’s 

Confidence Men and Painted Women (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982) 

were illuminating.  On the issue of separate spheres, Linda Kerber’s “Separate 

Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman’s Place: The Rhetoric of Women’s History” 

Journal of American History 75, no. 1, (June 1988): 9-39, was an excellent guide 

to the historiography of separate spheres that highlights what the concept of 

separate spheres has illuminated and obscured.  Mary Kelley’s Private Woman, 

Public Stage: Literary Domesticity and Nineteenth-Century America (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1984) and Mary Ryan’s Empire of the Mother: Writing 

About Domesticity 1830-1960 (New York: Haworth Press, 1982) were useful 

guides to the ways middle-class gender norms played out in women’s writings 

and lives. A useful guide to the nineteenth-century transatlantic religious 

networks that both Smith and Palmer utilized was Richard Carwardine’s Trans-

atlantic Revivalism: Popular Evangelicalism in Britain and America 1790-1865 

(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978).  An excellent guide to religious rhetoric 
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was Christine L. Krueger’s The Reader’s Repentence: Women Preachers, Women 

Writers and Nineteenth-Century Social Discourse (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1992).  Useful introductions to the most prevalent discourse of the 

nineteenth century, sentimentalism, included Mary Louise Kete’s Sentimental 

Collaborations: Mourning and Middle-Class Identity in Nineteenth-Century 

America (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000) and Janet Todd’s 

Sensibility: An Introduction (New York: Methuen, 1986).  On infant death and 

mourning practices in nineteenth-century America, David E. Stannard’s Death in 

America (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1975) and Wendy Simonds’s and 

Barbara Katz Rothman’s collection of essays Centuries of Solace: Expressions of 

Maternal Grief in Popular Literature (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 

1992) were useful. 

My search to find biographical information on Smith was aided 

considerably by Adrienne Israel’s recent biography of her, From Washerwoman 

to Evangelist (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press, 1998).  Although one 

biography of Smith, Marshall Taylor’s The Life, Travels, Labors and Helpers of 

Mrs. Amanda Smith, the Famous Negro Missionary Evangelist (Cincinnati: 

Printed by Cranston and Stowe for the Author, 1887), was written during her 

lifetime and one, M. H. Cadbury’s. The Life of Amanda Smith: “The African 

Sibyl, the Christian Saint” (Birmingham, England: Cornish Brothers Ltd., 1916), 

shortly after her death, they both drew heavily on Smith’s own autobiography An 

Autobiography: The Story of the Lord’s Dealings with Mrs. Amanda Smith, the 

Colored Evangelist (Chicago: Meyer and Brother, Publishers, 1893).  Smith’s 
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lengthy and detailed autobiography is indeed a rich source of information, 

although it does not cover the last twenty years of her life.   

Two holiness journals, the Christian Standard (1874-1909) and the 

Advocate of Holiness (1883-1951), provide crucial information about Smith’s 

activities from 1870 on as well as contextual information about the holiness 

movement.  They also provide a number of priceless transcriptions of her 

sermons.  It may be helpful for researchers to know that the titles of these journals 

changed several times over the course of the nineteenth century.  Christian 

Standard and Home Journal (1874-1889) changed to Christian Standard: National 

Association Holiness Journal (1890-1892) and then to Christian Standard: An 

International Holiness Journal (1893-1909).  The Advocate of Christian Holiness 

(1870-1881) was later called Advocate of Bible Holiness (1882) and Christian 

Witness and Advocate of Bible Holiness (1883-1951).  Scans of regional 

Methodist newspapers such as the Southwestern Christian Advocate and the 

Southern Christian Advocate helped illuminate racial dynamics in the Methodist 

church of this period.  The Christian Recorder, the A.M.E. church’s official voice, 

also provided useful information about the black Methodist community, racial 

politics, and occasional references to Smith.  Drew University’s Methodist 

Archives house primary information about some of Smith’s closest associates in 

the holiness movement: Martha and John Inskip and William and Lucy Drake 

Osborn.  The Boston University’s School of Theology Library was a rich source 

for nineteenth-century sources relating to the holiness movement, particularly 

camp meeting reports, Methodist biographies and autobiographies and hymn 
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books.  The Ocean Grove Historical Society in Ocean Grove, New Jersey, 

provided maps and photographs of the Ocean Grove camp meeting. 

Two sources that helped me recreate the culture of post-bellum holiness 

camp meetings were Kenneth Brown’s Holy Ground: A Study of the American 

Camp Meeting (New York: Garland Publishing Inc., 1992) and Troy Messenger’s 

Holy Leisure: Recreation and Religion in God’s Square Mile (Philadelphia: 

Temple University Pres, 2000). 

Secondary sources that helped me understand black cultural and reform 

activities during Smith’s lifetime were Dickson D. Bruce Junior’s Black 

American Writing From the Nadir: The Evolution of a Literary Tradition 1877-

1915 (Baton Rouge; Louisiana State University Press, 1989), Kevin Gaines’s 

Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth 

Century (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), Ann Meis 

Knupfer’s Toward a Tenderer Humanity and a Nobler Womanhood: African 

American Women’s Clubs in Turn-of-the-Century Chicago (New York: New 

York University Press, 1996), August Meier’s Negro Thought in America, 1880-

1915 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1963) and Andrew Ward’s Dark 

Midnight When I Rise: The Story of the Jubilee Singers, Who introduced the 

World to the Music of Black America (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 

2000).   

Useful guides to white attitudes toward African Americans during Smith’s 

lifetime included George M. Fredrickson’s The Black Image in the White Mind 

(New York: Harper & Row, 1971), Eric Lott’s, Love and Theft (New York: 
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Oxford University Press, 1993) and Robert Toll’s Blacking Up: The Minstrel 

Show in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1974). 

My interest in Tate began with an entry in Sherry DuPree’s African-

American Holiness Pentecostal Movement: An Annotated Bibliography (New 

York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1996).  Less well-known than the other two 

evangelists, Mary Magdalena Tate’s paper trail was even more fragmented.  The 

major source for biographical information about Tate was Meharry Lewis, Tate’s 

grandson and the unofficial historian of Tate’s church.  Some of Lewis’s 

statements about the influence of Tate’s family history and early upbringing in 

Dickson County, Tennessee, led me to explore histories of the New South and in 

particular, of Dickson County.  Some of the most important guides to this region 

were Edward L. Ayers’s Southern Crossing: A History of the American South 

1877-1906 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), Paul H. Bergeron’s, 

Stephen V. Ash’s and Jeanette Keith’s Tennesseans and their History (Knoxville: 

University of Tennessee Press, 1999), Robert Corlew’s A History of Dickson 

County (Nashville: Tennessee Historical Commission and the Dickson County 

Historical Society, 1956), Don H. Doyle’s Nashville in the New South 1880-1930 

(Knoxville, University of Tennessee Press, 1985), Neil R. McMillen’s Dark 

Journey: Black Mississippians in the Age of Jim Crow (Urbana: University of 

Illinois Press, 1989) and Howard N. Rabinowitz’s Race Relations in the Urban 

South 1865-1890 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996). 
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Because Tate’s denomination is small and has no official membership 

statistics or church archives, I supplemented my research on Tate’s denomination, 

the Church of the Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the Truth, with 

information on two other black pentecostal denominations founded at about the 

same time and in the same region as Tate’s: the Church of God in Christ and the 

Church of the Living God (Christian Workers for Fellowship).  I found 

information on Tate’s denomination and other black pentecostal denominations in 

the Sherry DuPree Black Holiness Pentecostal Collection at the Schomberg 

Center for Research in Black Culture at the New York Public Library.  Although 

not yet very extensive, DuPree’s collection contained a few primary documents 

about the Church of the Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the Truth including 

a copy of Tate’s The Constitution Government and General Decree Book of the 

Church of the Living God, The Pillar and round of the Truth (Chattanooga, TN: 

New and Living Way Publishing Co., 1924) and a 75th Anniversary yearbook.  It 

also contained some newspaper clippings pertaining to the Church of God in 

Christ and biographies of the church’s founder, Charles Harrison Mason.  Howard 

University’s Moorland-Spingarn Center is Tate’s denomination’s official 

repository.  It houses an uncatalogued collection (Tate-Lewis Foundation’s 

Collection on the Church of the Living God) that contains the only known 

samples of Tate’s hand-written letters to her followers as well as church legal 

documents, church newsletters, a copy of The Decree Book, an early church 

newspaper with crucial information about the schism in 1929, some photographs, 

and church programs dating from about the 1970s on.  At the Tennessee State 
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Library Archives I found some contemporary publications from Tate’s church 

such as guidebooks for ministers and missionaries.  I found a clippings file, 

centennial celebration program and published church histories of the Church of 

God in Christ at the Shelby County Public Library in Memphis, Tennessee.  

Although the Church of God in Christ archives were not open when I was doing 

research for this dissertation (the collection had been damaged by a flood), I 

talked to former COGIC Archivest, Otie Tolbert, who sent me photocopies of 

secondary sources on women’s leadership in the COGIC.  Minerva Bell, the 

historian for the Mt. Sinai Holy Church of America (one of the only other known 

black pentecostal denominations to be founded by a woman in the early twentieth 

century), graciously agreed to an interview and provided me with church 

documents from the 1920s. 

The bulk of biographical information I present about Aimee Semple 

McPherson came from the two most recent biographies of her: Edith Blumhofer’s 

Aimee Semple McPherson: Everybody’s Sister (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1993) and Daniel Mark Epstein’s Sister Aimee: The 

Life Story of Aimee Semple McPherson (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 

1993).  Although McPherson’s autobiographies are not the most useful guides to 

the details of her private life, they were immensely valuable sources for 

information on McPherson’s rhetoric and methods of evangelism.  I consulted 

This is That (1919. Reprint, Los Angeles: Foursquare Publications, n.d.), In the 

Service of the King: The Story of My Life (New York: Boni and Liveright, 1927), 

Aimee: Life Story of Aimee Semple McPherson (Los Angeles, CA: Foursquare 
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Publications, 1979), The Personal Testimony of Aimee Semple McPherson (Los 

Angeles: International Church of the Foursquare Gospel, 1998) and a recording of 

McPherson’s autobiographical sermon “From Milkpail to Pulpit” at the Flower 

Pentecostal Heritage Center in Springfield, Missouri.  In addition, the Flower 

Pentecostal Heritage Center provided me with early issues of the Bridal Call, the 

newspaper McPherson began publishing in 1917, large files of secular newspaper 

clippings about McPherson, recordings of thirteen of McPherson’s sermons, 

photographs, advertising postcards, advertising flyers, programs, pamphlets, 

music written by McPherson, and video documentaries pertaining both to 

McPherson’s career and the origins of pentecostalism at the Azusa Street revival 

in Los Angeles.  The Flower Pentecostal Heritage Center is a rich resource for 

research in all areas of pentecostalism, although, of course, its collections are 

most rich with reference to the origins of its own denomination, the Assemblies of 

God.  Correspondence with Carmen de la Pena, at the International Church of the 

Foursquare Gospel Heritage Department yielded several newspaper clippings on 

McPherson’s work with African Americans. 

The most useful secondary sources I consulted to place McPherson’s life 

and work in historical context were Frederick Lewis Allen’s Only Yesterday: An 

Informal History of the 1920s (New York: Wiley,1931), David Chalmers’s 

Hooded Americanism: The History of the Ku Klux Klan (Garden City, NY:  

Doubleday, 1965) and Kevin Starr’s Inventing the Dream: California through the 

Progressive Era (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985). 
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