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History’s Exiles

At a soccer stadium in India a few years ago, “Bible
teacher” Ann Graham Lotz resisted speaking in front of
the vast audience, protesting, “I’m an American house-
wife, I don’t belong here.” Yet Mrs. Lotz found her-
self ineluctably drawn into the stadium pulpit. Her fears
evaporated, and she “just stepped aside and let God take
over.” The daughter of Rev. Billy Graham, Mrs. Lotz is
not an ordained minister. But like her father, she pre-
sides over a successful worldwide ministry she founded
in 1988. When The New York Times recently identified
prospective heirs to Billy Graham’s evangelical mantle in
the United States, the article named Mrs. Lotz as one of
five candidates for the unofficial national pulpit occupied
over fifty years by her father.[1]

Mrs. Lotz exemplifies a long, and until the publi-
cation of Catherine Brekus’s new book, largely forgot-
ten tradition of evangelical female preaching in Amer-
ica begun in the 1740s. An historian at the Univer-
sity of Chicago, Brekus has recovered this fascinating
history of women’s religious leadership by bringing to-
gether the stories of more than one hundred evangelical
women who, she argues, tried to forge a visible and vol-

uble tradition of female preaching during the First and
Second Great Awakenings. During two short-lived peri-
ods, evangelicals offered women–both black and white–
unprecedented opportunities to speak publicly in their
meetinghouses and, strikingly, allowed them access to
pulpits. Whereas seventeenth-century Puritans notori-
ously suppressed religious women’s public speech, colo-
nial Americans briefly opened meetinghouse doors to
female exhorters during the 1740s in the North and a
decade later in the South. Most dramatically, during the
heady revivals of the early republic, unparalleled num-
bers of evangelical women claimed the right to preach.
Confounding historians’ claims for the domestication
and sentimentalization of women’s religious experience
in the nineteenth century, a number of evangelical dis-
sident religious groups in the North encouraged female
itinerants’ labors and thrilled at their fiery sermons.

Brekus makes a powerful case for viewing evangeli-
cal female preachers as early biblical feminists who called
for women’s spiritual equality and as “revolutionaries
who defended women’s right to proclaim the gospel” (p.
12). But as “reactionaries at odds with an increasingly in-
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dividualistic andmaterialistic society,” female evangelists
lamented social change and “expressed profound doubts
about America’s future as a redeemer nation” (p. 11-12).
Women preachers’ unusual blending of biblical feminism
and reactionary populism casts new light on the early
sources of nineteenth-century feminism and offers in-
sight into how and why evangelicals promoted female
religious leadership. Moreover, because they pursued
roles assigned exclusively to men in the Old and New
Testaments and violated boundaries of proper “feminin-
ity,” women preachers offer a uniquely sensitive lens for
viewing shifting gender constructions over the course of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Innovations in theology–the “doctrine of light” for
Quakers, celibacy for Shakers, spirit communication and
human mediumship for Spiritualists– helped to make
women’s religious equality possible among these rad-
ical sects. Though Brekus draws on women’s experi-
ence among the Quakers and Shakers for comparative
purposes, she chooses to exploit the peculiar tensions
for female believers belonging to relatively more ortho-
dox evangelical sects and denominations, including New
Lights, Separates, Baptists, Freewill Baptists, Methodists,
African Methodists, Christians, United Brethren, and
Millerites. Unlike Quakers and Shakers, evangelical
women were literally caught between the biblical in-
errancy of Paul’s injunction, “Let your women keep si-
lence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them
to speak,” and the empowering message that converted
Christians can and should do everything in their power
to save unconverted sinners. Brekus examines both sides
of this theological and cultural equation, at once attentive
to female preachers’ strong resolve to preach the gospel
and their compromises (conscious and unconscious) with
evangelical churches and American society at large. As
it pivots on this equation, Strangers and Pilgrims reveals
with striking clarity the radical expansion and subse-
quent retraction of opportunity for religious and individ-
ual expression by ordinary women during the First and
Second Great Awakenings and the American Revolution.

The result of painstaking archival research, Strangers
and Pilgrims investigates individual female evangelists’
backgrounds and families, religious conversions and call-
ings, and careers as exhorters and itinerant preach-
ers. Combing forty-five religious periodicals, scrutiniz-
ing twenty church manuscript collections, and hunting
down nearly one hundred fugitive memoirs, tracts, and
sermons, Brekus has recovered these women’s efforts to
broadcast their unofficial ministries and set a precedent
for women’s religious authority. Supplementing this cor-

pus of evangelical women’s writings, Brekus has con-
sulted over 150memoirs bymale ministers from the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries. The resulting story bril-
liantly illuminates the intersections among individuals’
lives and identities, profound events, and massive shifts
in daily experience over the course of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. Organized both chronologi-
cally and thematically, Strangers and Pilgrims seamlessly
moves between social, cultural, intellectual, and political
history, displaying a mastery of the most significant de-
bates in early American history.

Despite female evangelists’ best efforts to carve out
an arena for their labor and to be remembered, few are
known by scholars today. As Brekus explains, while
early feminists saw little currency in women claiming
only spiritual, not political or social, equality with men,
church historians deemed these women too radical and
coarse for their institutional advancement. As a re-
sult, only a handful–Sojourner Truth and Ellen Harmon
White, for example–have received sustained biographi-
cal treatment. But Brekus’s notable difficulty in recover-
ing thesewomen’s names and stories also testifies to their
shadowy presence in the surviving historical record. Re-
flecting the growing scholarly interest in history and
memory, Brekus transforms evangelical women preach-
ers’ troubling obscurity into an engrossing research prob-
lem.

The reasons Brekus cites for female preachers’ ab-
sence from current histories and public memory to-
day are alluded to in her title, Strangers and Pilgrims,
which she uses in overlapping senses. At one level, fe-
male itinerants drew solace from the biblical story of
Abraham and Sara’s plight as “strangers and pilgrims
on the earth” (from Hebrews 11:1-13). This metaphor
of exile helped explain their anomalous scriptural sit-
uation as both preachers and women and their sense
of estrangement from a rapidly modernizing society.
Moreover, although these women were prominent ac-
tors in the early histories of American religious dissi-
dent groups, they suffered withering ostracism as evan-
gelical sects began to seek respectability and denomina-
tional status. Baptists in the late eighteenth century and
Methodists, AfricanMethodists, Christians, and others in
the nineteenth century compounded their scorn by excis-
ing women preachers from their denominational histo-
ries. Women preachers therefore became “strangers and
pilgrims” within their own denominations. As a con-
sequence of this elision, those women laboring during
the first half of the nineteenth century had no knowl-
edge of women exhorters in the First Great Awaken-
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ing. Nor, it seems, does Ann Graham Lotz realize that
nineteenth-century women evangelized before stadium-
size audiences at camp meetings and open-air revivals.
“Cut off from their collective past,” Brekus writes, female
preachers also knew little about medieval or early mod-
ern women religious who had proffered viable biblical ar-
guments for women’s public speech (p. 15). Poignantly,
“Strangers and Pilgrims” depicts successive generations
of evangelical women justifying their labors anew.

Brekus expresses hope that contemporary women
ministers may find in this recovered tradition of biblical
feminism “a window on their past” (p. 17). “Strangers
and Pilgrims” is not likely to inform contemporary reli-
gious women’s struggle for ordination since the contest
over formal authority to perform ceremonies and rites is
not this book’s focus. With few exceptions, the evangel-
ical women Brekus concentrates upon did not seek or-
dination nor did they want to become settled ministers.
Although some carried letters of recommendation from
their churches or ministers while itinerating, none pos-
sessed official “licenses” to preach. “Strangers and Pil-
grims” therefore delineates a subtler and perhaps more
momentous struggle over women’s ability to speak pub-
licly and interpret biblical texts authoritatively. More
than written expression (produced, at least, in the pri-
vate sphere), women’s public speech shocked sensibili-
ties and strained credulity. Female evangelists presum-
ing to translate famously difficult texts for others’ en-
lightenment and salvation usurped men’s prerogative of
interpretation, sparking profound fears about familial,
religious, and political disorder. Nevertheless, a signifi-
cant number of evangelical women commanded religious
authority as public interpreters of God’s word during the
First and Second Great Awakenings.

Historians frequently cite an 1831 speech by the black
reformer Maria Stewart as the first public lecture deliv-
ered by an American woman (p. 197). Brekus shows this
to be far off themark. Nearly a century earlier, during the
1740s and 1750s, black and white women emboldened by
a new “heart-centered piety” publicly exhorted (although
they did not formally interpret Scripture) lay men and
women to seek emotional conversions (p. 38). Brekus
has discovered the names of only thirteen full-time fe-
male public exhorters during this period, none of whom
left letters or written accounts of their own. However, af-
ter examining ministers’ journals, letters, memoirs, and
revival accounts, Brekus concludes that “scores or even
hundreds of women may have witnessed to their faith
every Sunday” by speaking and praying out loud in Sep-
arate churches (p. 49).

Although supported by several Separate and Bap-
tist ministers, female exhorters and women who wit-
nessed aloud visibly undercut the authority of state-
supported ministers from Congregationalist ranks. Thus
far, Brekus’s account comports with Patricia Bonomi’s
and Harry Stout’s depictions of the First Great Awaken-
ing’s individualizing and radicalizing effects for ordinary
colonial Americans occupying lower economic and so-
cial stations.[2] However, while Bonomi and Stout see
these as enduring cultural and political shifts later fuel-
ing the American Revolution, Brekus departs from their
accounts, finding that the colonial revivals had uneven
results for ordinary men and women: for women, the
gains proved “surprisingly ephemeral” (p. 11). By the
early 1750s in New England and a decade later in the
South, women’s opportunities for such dramatic pub-
lic influence ceased as revival energies wound down, as
men reasserted patriarchal control over families, and as
Separates and Baptists “traded their early radicalism for
greater legitimacy and power” (p. 60). From this view,
the long-term impact of the First Great Awakening ap-
pears less equalizing than several historians argue.

Brekus also investigates female exhorters’ sense of
identity. Through judicious readings of ministers’ ac-
counts and men’s and women’s conversion narratives,
she fleshes out the implications of Thomas Laqueur’s
provocative argument that gender and body perceptions
shifted dramatically between the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. In his view, a “one-sex model” in
which women were considered inferior but complemen-
tary versions of men “devolved” into a profoundly de-
bilitating (for women) “two-sex model” of “incommen-
surable” biological difference.[3] Drawing on Laqueur,
the historian Susan Juster asserts that the eighteenth-
century model held out greater promise for evangelical
women’s equal participation in religious life than did
the nineteenth century’s ideology of separate spheres for
men and women.[4] Yet in Brekus’s recounting, there is
something deeply disturbing about eighteenth-century
religiouswomen’s self-perception: “Raised to view them-
selves as lesser, underdeveloped versions of men,” she
writes, eighteenth-century women “found it difficult to
believe their bodies had been created in the image of
God” (p. 53). Indeed, Brekus detects an alarming “lan-
guage of pollution and defilement” in women’s conver-
sion narratives but not in men’s (p. 40). From accounts
describing female exhorters, Brekus concludes: “In order
to speak as God’s prophets, they believed they had to lose
their identities as women” (p. 53). Although Brekus care-
fully weaves together the available evidence, some read-
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ers may question her heavy reliance on men’s narratives
to interpret women’s identities.

Brekus sees the period of the American Revolution
as the low-water mark in evangelical women’s struggle
for religious authority. In a chapter entitled “Women in
the Wilderness,” Brekus offers an evocative and daring
narrative interlude in which evangelical female preach-
ers disappear from her story. During the 1770s and 1780s,
women’s opportunities for religious leadership evapo-
rated, exposing a “harsher truth” about an era of revo-
lutionary political change for ordinary men (p. 71). As
Quaker women withdrew into middle-class reformism
and evangelical denominations abjured women’s pub-
lic speech, only the Universal Friends and Shakers–two
radical sects founded by women, in fact–offered women
opportunities for leadership. In a brilliant reading of
Jemima Wilkinson’s and “Mother” Ann Lee’s lives (the
sects’ founders, respectively), Brekus plausibly argues
that both women “took their denial of gender to an even
greater extreme” than female exhorters from the 1740s
(p. 80). While Wilkinson “claimed that her female self
had died and been replaced with the gender-neutral Pub-
lic Universal Friend,” Mother Ann Lee’s “seeming cele-
bration of the ’feminine’ masked a deep hostility toward
female sexuality” (pp. 80, 109). As a result, both “doomed
women to striving for an unobtainable ’masculine’ ideal”
(p. 96).

This grim interlude sets up the climactic action of
the early republic. After 1790, “in an ideological shift
of stunning proportions,” American evangelicals aban-
doned their view of women as naturally corrupt and
reinvented them as apostles of virtue (p. 15). As a
consequence, between 1790 and 1830, before a “stultify-
ing domesticity” curbed women’s expression, evangeli-
cal women–usually poor and lacking education–exerted
a decisive public influence as religious experts by ex-
ploiting the new ideology of women’s special morality
(p. 149). Absolute numbers of evangelical women itiner-
ants grew decade by decade until 1830. While the South
remained closed to female preachers after the American
Revolution (despite their initial acceptance of female ex-
horters in the 1760s), northern Freewill Baptists, black
and white Methodists, Christians, United Brethren and
Millerites encouraged female evangelists “to preach as
women” (p. 15). Casting themselves as “Mothers in Is-
rael” and “Sisters in Christ,” evangelical women “seemed
to find the language of ’separate spheres’ and female
virtue more liberating than confining” (p. 149). The re-
versal from the colonial and revolutionary eras could not
be more striking: evangelical sects born in the Second

Great Awakening “allowed women into the pulpit in or-
der to symbolize [the sects’] identity as the chosen people
of God” (p. 161).

Reading women preachers’ autobiographies, ser-
mons, and religious tracts, Brekus closely investigates
nineteenth-centurywomen preachers’ understandings of
their conversions, callings, and identities. With access
to women’s own direct voices, Brekus’s arguments are
powerful and convincing. No sentimentalists, these par-
ticular women were “charismatic, forceful religious lead-
ers” who spoke authoritatively and likened themselves to
militant Deborah and Joel’s prophetic daughters (p. 197).
Taking advantage also of the nineteenth-century’s broad-
ening “informal public” sphere constituted by churches
and voluntary associations (but not the state), these bib-
lical feminists relentlessly asserted women’s spiritual
equality with men and their right to preach. Even more
radically, African-American women preachers simulta-
neously denounced slavery, racism, and gender inequal-
ity. In Strangers and Pilgrims, Brekus has recovered an
early and unusual brand of feminism drawing on notions
of women’s special morality and virtue, scriptural evi-
dence of women’s exemplary religious leadership, and
foreboding about the disintegrating forces of the mar-
ket revolution. Several decades before the Seneca Falls
women’s rights convention in 1848, then, these evangel-
icals had proclaimed women’s essential dignity and spir-
itual equality with men, although they never argued for
their political or legal equality.

Evangelical women preachers demonstrate the need
for more nuanced examinations of the Second Great
Awakening. Neither Paul Johnson’s depiction of middle-
class revivalism in his Shopkeeper’s Millennium nor his
more recent study (with Sean Wilentz) of the patriarchal
Prophet Mattias help make sense of biblical feminism’s
appearance and influence in the North during the Second
Great Awakening.[5] On the other hand, Strangers and
Pilgrims also shows that evangelical sects formed during
the Second Great Awakeningwere rather less liberal than
Nathan Hatch argues in his Democratization of American
Christianity: as social conservatives, women preachers
wanted to establish tightly knit moral communities to
stand against the bewildering and isolating forces of the
market revolution.[6]

Given nineteenth-century Americans’ assertion of
women’s moral supremacy, it is something of a conun-
drum that evangelical sects, as they pursued denomi-
national status and respectability, would view women
preachers as a liability. But beginning in the 1830s,
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a “sweeping backlash” deprived evangelical women of
their speaking platform (p. 271). Brekus offers several co-
gent reasons for this backlash. For one, mainline minis-
ters vituperated against female preaching, sensing it as a
cause of their own professional displacement in the early
republic’s competitive religiousmarketplace. Second, the
socially conservative female preachers had “paved the
way for more radical kinds of women’s activism,” includ-
ing feminism and abolitionism (p. 278). After the mid-
1820s, female preachers were linked in the public’s mind
with Fanny Wright, Abby Kelley, and the Grimke sis-
ters. Evangelical sects seeking middle-class respectabil-
ity had no desire for association with “FannyWrightism.”
And as African Methodists, Methodists, Christians, and
Freewill Baptists sought worldly success, self-educated
female itinerants glaringly reminded them of their lower-
class roots. By 1840, the only evangelical denomina-
tion welcoming women preachers in meaningful num-
bers were the Millerites.

These arguments will remind scholars of religion of
H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic formulation that sects will
break with their counter-cultural beginnings in seek-
ing denominational status.[7] However, Brekus contends
that northern evangelicals of the early American republic
represent a special case: Although they “[chose] power
over purity,” conservative evangelicals “were still torn
between loving and hating the world” (p. 291-92). In
a sensitive analysis, Brekus does not accuse evangeli-
cals of hypocrisy for worshipping Mammon. Rather, to
safeguard their sects’ early dissent, evangelicals “increas-
ingly depended onwomen to cradle the values of a Chris-
tian Republic” (p. 293). “They still claimed that women
had the power to save the world from sin” but favored
the domestic sphere as women’s salvific realm (p. 294).

The Second Great Awakening’s evangelical women
preachers therefore lost their bid for full spiritual equal-
ity with men and the right to interpret Scripture be-
fore mixed, public audiences. To what extent, then, did
women’s labors and advocacy add up to a tradition of fe-
male preaching? At one level, some nineteenth-century
female preachers knew each other personally and several
were inspired to preach aftermeeting other women evan-
gelists. More lastingly, female preachers indicated their
desire to establish a tradition by publishing cogent theo-
logical defenses of their work. Yet carefully limiting her
case, Brekus characterizes the tradition as “broken and
disconnected” (p. 340).

While skeptics may wonder that only about one hun-

dred women can reveal so much, in a skillful historian’s
hands, their singularity lays open to view an analytic gold
mine. Brekus might have confined her mastery to the
substantial literature on early American women and re-
ligion. She has achieved far more in her chronological
sweep and thematic breadth. Essential reading for those
specializing in gender, women, and American religion,
this ambitious book will stimulate scholars interested in
the broadest themes of colonial and early American his-
tory. And as for Ann Graham Lotz, though she may as-
sert her legacy to the nation’s unofficial pulpit by way of
her father, she might also claim lineal rights through the
intrepid female evangelists described in “Strangers and
Pilgrims.”
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