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One of the forgotten debates from the first decade of the 20th century among Churches of Christ is whether audible participation in the assembly through prayer, singing and exhortation was a woman's “privilege” or a subversion of the created order. May women lead prayer in the assembly? May women lead singing in the assembly? May women read Scripture in the assembly? May women exhort, edify or comfort the assembly through audible speech?  

These were, surprisingly, live issues among Churches of Christ at the turn of the 20th century even though they were not resurrected again until near the beginning of the 21st.  It created considerable anxiety among many. After years of discussion Charles Black of Morganfield, Kentucky, lamented the disagreements. “When I read these differences by brethren who seemingly are wise in other things,” he wrote, “it makes me glad that I am not a woman.”

The leading periodicals of the Churches of Christ—Firm Foundation, Gospel Advocate, The Way, The Octographic Review, Christian Leader, and the Christian Leader & the Way—intensely pursued the question from 1897 to 1907.  During those ten years Churches of Christ established their distinct and separate identity from the Christian Church.  1897 is the year David Lipscomb recognized a “radical and fundamental difference” between the “disciples of Christ” and the “society folks.”
  1907 is the year Lipscomb acknowledged that the Churches of Christ were a “distinct and separate body” from the Christian Church.

During those years Churches of Christ struggled (and continued to struggle beyond that decade) with the exact form and nature of their “distinct” identity.  One issue that was debated—heatedly and pervasively—was the question of female “privilege” or “silence.” Do women have the “privilege” to participate audibly in the assembly or must they be wholly silent except for singing?  This article explores this largely forgotten discussion to reveal several significant differences in practice between northern, southern and western Churches of Christ.

Common Ground in Churches of Christ

The representative papers among Churches of Christ shared some common ground that distinguished them from the more progressive among the Christian Churches. There are at least two areas in which the editors stood united against the “digressives.”
First, they all agreed that women should not be authoritative, “public teachers” in the “public assembly” of the church or exercise “ruling” authority in the church such as belongs to the elders of a congregation.  While arguing that women are not totally silenced in the assemblies by the New Testament, Frazee in the Octographic Review acknowledged that “we understand that they are not permitted to teach (usurp authority), taking the oversight of the Church, as officials (elders, bishops, etc.).”
  Some, like Theodore DeLong, contended that public teaching was the only thing denied a woman in the assembly:  “Is there any other good thing that women are commanded not to do except teach in public?”
 More specifically, James A. Harding reasoned that “the speaking that is forbidden in the church is that in which the woman becomes a leader, one in authority” because “God made man to be the leader, the ruler, and the woman to be his helpmeet.”

One characteristic of some “digressives” or progressives was that women sometimes served as preachers or evangelists. According to John T. Poe, it was “common among digressives for women to preach, lecture and pray now as among any of the other sects. But,” he added, “it must not be so in the church of Christ.”
 This became an identifiable mark that distinguished the Christian Church (“digressives”), though it was not true of all or even most of their congregations, from the Churches of Christ. Indeed, this point (“woman is not to usurp authority, is to keep silence in the church”) is so plain, according to Lipscomb, that he did “not see why the teaching that Jesus is the Son of God may not be set aside by the same rule and reasoning” that this “teaching is set aside.”
 

Second, all the editors agreed that women should not participate in the organization, leadership and function of various ecclesiastical (e.g., Christian Woman’s  Board of Mission) or activist (e.g., temperance movements) societies.
At one level this was directed against the “digressives” who encouraged women to organize local societies.  “Dear sisters,” wrote William Wise, “do not suffer yourselves to be organized into women's aid societies. Do all your work in the Lord's house--His church.”
  Such participation is divisive because God has not authorized parachurch societies.  Thus, “women who build societies and become presidents and public leaders,” according E. G. Sewell, “bring troubles, bring wounds and heartaches among brethren, cause division and strife in churches and throw a blight over Christian unity wherever they prevail.”
 The standard warning, voiced by Wise, was: “Don't let any digressive click organize you into their societies.”

At another level this was directed toward any activism by women outside the home or church. The public sphere was not accessible to woman as determined by God's created order, according to the argument. This perspective was strongly embedded within the Tennessee Tradition and was promoted by its leading editors, David Lipscomb and James A. Harding. Yet, even Lipscomb had his antagonists in the south, including Silena Moore Holman—an elder’s wife—who was the President of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union in Tennessee.

This is the common ground upon which Churches of Christ distinguished themselves from the “digressives” in the first decade of the 20th century regarding “women's work in the church.” The editors among Churches of Christ were agreed that (1) women are not permitted to preach the word publicly (as evangelists in the field or authoritative speakers in the assembly), (2) women are not permitted to exercise ruling authority in churches as elders or bishops, and (3) women should avoid participation in the various societies associated with the progressives.

The Tennessee Tradition on Women in Society
Editors within the Tennessee Tradition grounded their conclusions in a broad understanding of the role of women in society. They believed that women were forbidden any kind of public leadership whether in church or society. Consequently, not only should they not speak publicly in the worshipping assembly, they should not speak publicly anywhere. Not only should they not function as elders in the church, they should not become business leaders, presidents, or school teachers. Some within the tradition, like R. C. Bell, believed that they should not even publish in the papers. After all, “if it is a shame for a woman to be a public speaker, why is it not a shame for her to be a public writer?”
 Consequently, they should not lead in church or society.
Elisha G. Sewell, co-editor of the Gospel Advocate, argued this point in several 1897 articles. Based on Genesis 3:16, Sewell believed that:

From the time that sin entered into the world, and entered through woman, she has been placed in a retiring, dependent, and quiet position, and never has been put forward as a leader among men in any public capacity from the garden of Eden till now…This seems to have been a general decree for all time, for God has never varied from it an any age or dispensation…. ’Thy desire shall be to thy husband,’ is indicative of dependence—not in any slavish sense, but in the sense that she is to look to man as a leader and protector, and, in certain measure, supporter and provider….God himself never changed this decree, and does not allow man to change it.

The woman's sphere of influence is the home, not public life. This is where she finds her purity and peace rather than engaging in the “busy cares of life.

While editors Lipscomb, Sewell and Harding all shared this perspective, probably the clearest case was made by R. C. Bell who studied at the Nashville Bible School and taught with Harding at Potter Bible College.  He contended that women are superior to men in emotion but inferior in will while equal in intellect.  These differences reflect the different functions God has given to males and females.  Excelling in emotion, woman is tailored for home life but lacking in “will power” she “is not fitted for public life” since “she lacks, by nature, the will power to combat successfully against the cruel, relentless business world.”  The fact that woman was created from man's side indicates that “she is to walk through life by man's side as his helpmeet and companion, sheltered and protected from the world, and the rough, degrading contact of public life, by his strong, overshadowing arm.”  Bell's conclusion then is that:

…woman is not permitted to exercise dominion over man in any calling of life. When a woman gets her diploma to practice medicine, every Bible student knows that she is violating God’s holy law. When a woman secures a license to practice law, she is guilty of the same offense. When a woman mounts the lecture platform or steps into the pulpit or the public school room, she is disobeying God’s law and disobeying the promptings of her inner nature. When God gives his reason for woman’s subjection and quietness, he covers the whole ground and forbids her to work in any public capacity...She is not fitted to do anything publicly....Every public woman—lawyer, doctor, lecturer, preacher, teacher, clerk, sales girl and all—would then step from their post of public work into their father’s or husband’s home, where most of them prefer to be, and where God puts them….You are now no longer a public slave, but a companion and home-maker for man; you are now in the only place where your womanly influence has full play and power.
These are strong words and they are so distant from our contemporary context that we might cringe or at least blush reading them.  But one may admire the consistency. If God created woman to serve under man's protecting arm and God determined that man should rule over the woman as a result of the Fall, then this would apply not only to home and church, but also to society.  “That man should rule is the ordinance of God that grows out of the natures” of men and women. “God put in him the ruling qualities,” according to Harding. While women are “very much superior to men” in many ways, “her superiority is not in leadership.”
 Woman was designed for domesticity and reigns as queen in the home, a symbol of purity and love. “Woman may be queen, but she can never be king,” Hawley wrote, and if she “seek and gain public place and power, then all is lost.”

This view was not only promoted by leading men but was endorsed by some women as well. Effie S. Black, for example, scolded women who worked outside the home because “every woman who follows a profession or engages in a business makes it more difficult for some man to provide the necessities for an invalid wife, an aged mother, helpless children, or whoever may be dependent upon him.”  Wives, of course, should work but in the home “for something better than gold,” that is, “better homes, nobler manhood and womanhood, higher ideals, purer thoughts, holier living, and all that can make our country--yes, and the whole world--better for having lived.”
 

This approach to the relationship of women to society and the church ran parallel with a strong cultural movement in the United States. It was called the “Cult of True Womanhood” or the “Cult of Domesticity.”
 This movement idealized women as the true embodiment of “piety, purity, submissiveness and domesticity.” Such idealization excluded women from public life but honored their influence in the home. F. W. Smith even titled his 1906 High School graduation address “The Glory of True Womanhood.”
  This perspective was pervasive until the “New Woman” movement appeared in the late 19th century pressing for the vote and a larger role for women in public life.

The clash of cultural movements is seen, for example, when John T. Poe (a native Tennessean who moved to Texas) noted that “since woman took her hand from the cradle and grabbed at the ballot box a few years ago, her course has been away from her God given path and mission into paths of her own blazing out, and as a consequence the world is growing worse.”  Poe insisted that “God made women as helpmeets for man. Her place is at home and not in public” speaking. “If God had intended for women” for public speaking, “He would have given them a voice adapted to public speaking.” As it is now, her “squeaky voice, weak lungs and generally weak mental ability” disqualify her.
 
Cultures were in conflict.  The editors of the Tennessee Tradition had grown up and ministered in the cultural atmosphere of “True Womanhood.” But now a new cultural movement was pressing for change which would lead to female suffrage, female political leaders, and business women.  This cultural shift was terra incognita and the Tennessee Tradition was wholly opposed to it.
Public Silence as Godly Submission in the Tennessee Tradition

Given the Tennessee understanding that women were inferior to men in terms of leadership capacity and excluded from any “public” life, it is not surprising to see the New Testament construed in a way that fits that presupposition. When seeking to inductively collect and harmonize the New Testament’s teaching on “woman’s work,” the Tennessee Tradition concluded that the most significant distinction was public versus private. Women “must pray and teach, but not publicly.”

Priscilla taught Apollos along with Aquilla. Phillip’s daughters prophesied. Corinthian women prayed and prophesied. “Women announced the resurrection to the eleven” and the Samaritan woman “proclaimed” Jesus “as the Christ to the people of her city.”  “The fact that,” Harding continued, “women in the apostolic age prophesied (spoke by inspiration) makes it clear to my mind that women who know God’s Word now should teach it.” But this “by no means necessarily implies that she taught in the public meetings of the church.”
 
The discerning principle is not whether a woman may teach or not teach, or pray or not pray. Rather, it is the sphere in which she teaches or prays, and the sphere determines the nature of the leadership involved. “[T]heir spheres are different.”
 Her sphere is the home rather than the “great assembly.” Since God created man as “the leader, the ruler,” when a woman “assumes the leadership” through prayer or teaching in the public sphere as she “directs and controls” the “thoughts” of others she then “takes a place for which she was not made.”
 That sphere belongs to men whereas women were given “the humbler, better place and more difficult work,” that is, the domestic life.
  “Her place,” Poe wrote, “is at home to guide the house [and] rear the children.”
 This principle is rooted in Creation and illustrated by the Fall. Eve “wrecked things when she took the leadership in Eden.”

The home, however, is a place where women may teach, and she may teach even her own husband—“even though he be a very great man”—and gatherings of men as well as children and other women. When, for example, Priscilla studied the Scriptures with Apollos, “no leadership was assumed;” but rather “there was a social home-circle talk about the things of the kingdom of God.”
  In another place, Harding describes this “private” environment.  When there are “private meetings of a social nature, where no organization is thought of, no leaders appointed, a Christian woman may teach” men. “But when the meeting is organized, called to order, and leaders are appointed, those leaders should be men always.”
 Succinctly, according to Bell, a woman “can teach anybody anywhere except in cases where publicity is connected with it.”

But may women “teach” a “mixed” Bible class on the first day of the week? Both Bell and Harding believed that women may read Scripture, answer questions, ask questions, and thereby “teach” in a Bible class on Sunday when to do any of these in the public assembly would be sinful.
  The distinction is important for them because “teaching is not denied her.” What is forbidden is “publicity or exercising dominion” over men. Consequently, she may answer or ask questions in a Bible class when she does so “in a quiet, submissive way, being in subjection to the public leader,” but she could not act as the “public leader” (teacher) of the class itself.
 
Interestingly, the Bible class has a “public leader,” according to Bell, but when a woman participates in the class she does not engage in “publicity” which presumably means the only “publicity” in a Bible class is located in the “public leader” or appointed teacher.  Though a woman may teach other women and children in a Bible class,
 she is not permitted to teach men as the “public teacher” because this would involve a public exercise of authority over men. Yet, a woman is able to audibly participate in a class as a student (read, ask questions and answer questions) but is not permitted to audibly participate at all in the public assembly. It appears that the definition of “publicity” shifted somewhat between the assembly and the Bible class since “publicity” is located only in the teacher for a Bible class but located in the nature of the event itself for assembly.
But did not women audibly pray and prophesy in the Corinthian assembly? Harding argued that when 1 Corinthians 11 is read as an affirmative answer to that question it contradicts 1 Corinthians 14:34-35. Instead, Harding suggested that 1 Corinthians 11 applies to “any time or place” when women pray or teach but that 1 Corinthians 14 regulates this general instruction with a specific prohibition against speaking in the public assembly. The point of 1 Corinthians 11 is a woman should always, whether in public or private, pray or teach “with her head covered.”
 Silence simply was not the subject in 1 Corinthians 11.
 Harding, along with others in the Tennessee Tradition, believed a covered head was a normative obligation for women whenever and wherever they prayed or taught. 1 Corinthians 11 does not subvert 1 Corinthians 14. Instead, 1 Corinthians 14 regulates 1 Corinthians 11. This is confirmed, according to Harding and others who argued similarly, by 1 Timothy 2:8 where the prayer leader in the assembly—the one who raises “uplifted hands”—is specifically designated as male.

The seriousness of this conclusion should not be underestimated. Paul’s prohibitions in 1 Timothy 2 and 1 Corinthians 14 were understood as “positive” instructions.
 The use of this language is legal in character. The Stone-Campbell Movement inherited the use of “positive” and “moral” descriptions of divine law from their English Reformed (Puritan) heritage.
 A “positive law”—a specific legal injunction regarding the worship assembly, for example—cannot be disregarded without dire consequences. “When God positively commands,” Harding writes, “we should meekly obey.”
 For example, “positive law” prescribed the five acts of worship and those who add (e.g., instrumental music) to that number sin against God’s law.  Yet, “nothing in the Bible is more positively forbidden” than public speaking by women in the church. When women are permitted to speak (teach or pray) in the public assemblies, the positive injunction against such is violated and violaters fall under the same condemnation as Nadab and Abihu.
 
The final consensus among Southern churches—ultimately in Texas as well as Tennessee—was that this was a line in the sand just like instrumental music or baptism. “That women are not allowed to make speeches in the meetings of the churches,” Harding noted, “is just as plainly and strongly taught as that believers are to be baptized.”
 When congregations permit women to “lead the prayers, to speak and to exhort in the meetings of the church,” Harding thought that “God’s law was” no more “flagrantly violated than…at this point.”
 These differences were a just cause for separation and distinction, that is, division.
A Woman’s Privilege in the Indiana Tradition

In January 1904 the Christian Leader and The Way merged.  Though a friendly merger, it was the union of a strong Tennessee paper with a northern paper whose roots were shared by Daniel Sommer. This entailed some substantial differences at times (e.g., pacifism), including the “woman question.” The Christian Leader had a significant history of openness toward female participation in the assembly through prayer and exhortation. In 1897, for example, Ben Atkins offered “a Scriptural call for women to resume Christian activity in the church, praying, speaking, exhorting, singing, teaching, as in the apostolic age in Corinth.”
 
Consequently, Harding immediately found himself in hot water with some readers when he quickly staked out his ground on the “woman question” as co-editor of the new Christian Leader & the Way.
  W. J. Brown of Cloverdale, Indiana, for example, cautioned that “before we force upon the churches our narrow, ignorant interpretations of the Bible, we ought to go back and study the question again.”
 Also, Harmon tersely rebuked some writers: “Don’t forbid these women, as you have been doing.”
 And Foster, as if to let Harding know that northerners did things a bit different, wrote that “it is not counted immodest here, in these times, for a woman to speak or pray, even in the churches” and since “we find where they prophesied” in the New Testament, “why not now?”
 Further, Spayd asked the question directly:  “Why muzzle the women in the Church?”

Daniel Sommer, the leader of what is often regarded as the radical right wing of Churches of Christ at the turn of the century, advocated for the privileges of women in the assembly and in the work of the church (e.g., deaconesses).
 His article, “Woman’s Religious Duties and Privileges in Public,” summarizes his perspective.
 “Extremes beget extremes,” Sommer began. The extreme of female evangelists had begat the extreme of silencing women in the assembly. It had now become a hobby for some writers. He suggested a middle ground which had been the practice of churches in his experience for years which extended the privilege of audible prayer to women. “Any reasoning which will prevent women from praying in public,” he concluded, “will prevent her from communing and singing.” He thought it a woman’s privilege to “publicly read in audible tones a portion of Scripture” in the assembly as long as she did not comment, apply or enforce “its meaning” since she would thereby become a “public teacher” which 1 Timothy 2:12 forbade.  However, “it is a woman’s privilege to teach a class in a meeting house” since the class is not the publicly assembled congregation. Further, since exhortation and teaching are different, even during the assembly, “if a sister in good standing wishes to arise in a congregation and offer an exhortation it is her privilege to do so.” A woman’s privilege, then, includes audible prayer in the assembly, public reading of Scripture in the assembly, teaching a Bible class of men, women and/or children, and public exhortation of the assembly.
Within the Sommer tradition the phrase “rights, privileges and duties” was almost a mantra that sought to impress readers with the sanctity of the female voice in the assembly.  These universal “privileges,” according to J. C. Glover, were “singing, praying, exhorting and teaching one another, giving thanks, breaking break, and laying by in store as the Lord has prospered” on the first day of the week, and “no local legislation” should “interfere with these duties in the Lord.”
 Frazee stressed that the “rights, privileges, and duties pertaining to the worship” belong to all and everyone has the “same rights and privileges to participate as far as their ability will permit.” While this does not include teaching that takes the “oversight of the Church,” it does include “speaking unto men to edification, and exhortation, and comfort” which was the function of prophecy in 1 Corinthians 14.
 Various writers contextualized 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 differently, i.e., restricting the forbidden speech to tongue-speaking,
 interpreting “your women” as the wives of the prophets,
 or recognizing the restriction as applicable to disorderly women.
  
While some within the Sommer tradition agreed with Harding and others that “usurping authority over the man” were forbidden “even in the social family relation,” they nevertheless strongly contended that audible participation in the assembly “was a right—privilege—or duty.”
 There was, among some, a shared cultural assumption about the exclusion of women from public society. But this did not undermine female participation in the assembly because the Church was different from human society. Whereas society is governed by the principles inherent in the “family of man” where man is the head of the woman, in the “family of God woman takes her place by the side of man” and fully participates in the assembly because Christ is the “head of the church.” Since the assembly is a “meeting of the family of God,” where “there is neither male nor female,” everyone—both male and female—should “admonish one another” as per Romans 15:14. When “the whole church is come together,” women are authorized and encouraged “to speak to the edification, exhortation and comfort of the church.”

Privilege or Silence in the Texas Tradition?
While the mid and deep South seemed united in the Tennessee perspective, Texas reflected some substantial diversity among conservatives. J. W. Chism—an early leader in the Texas Tradition—contended, for example, that “Paul expressly” approved audible female participation in the assembly through prayer and prophecy in 1 Corinthians 11. While a woman may not “take the field as an evangelist, nor any other work of authority,” she may “in a subordinate place…sing, pray and prophesy, and that, too, in the assembly.”
 Chism challenged the Gospel Advocate on the issue. He interpreted 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 as a prohibition against disruptive women who interrupted the assembly with their questions.  Women, husbands permitting, are “at liberty to speak or instruct in the assembly.”

Another leader in the Texas Tradition, the co-author of the popular series of books entitled Sound Doctrine with Robert L. Whiteside, was C. R. Nichol.
 His book God’s Woman created quite a stir in 1938—an important book reflective of earlier debates in the Texas Tradition on the role of women in the church. C. R. Nichol is an especially important representative of the Texas Tradition. Like Chism, he believed that 1 Corinthians 14 only prohibited those who interrupted prophets with their interrogatories
 and women did audibly pray and prophesy in the public assembly with covered heads in Corinth.
 In fact, Nichol explicitly rejected “publicity” as the key hermeneutical criterion since there is no prohibition against the female voice “on the ground that it is public.”
 Nichol’s position was consistent with Daniel Sommer’s, including the promotion of deaconesses
 and female Bible class teachers with men present.

Another interesting window into the Texas Tradition comes through the public disagreement between Joe S. Warlick and his wife, Lucy, in the Gospel Guide which Grasham has highlighted.
 Their discussion in the 1920s was symptomatic of a continuing move to exclude the female voice in the assembly from the Texas Tradition (and, consequently, Churches of Christ as a whole). While Joe Warlick contended that women should be silent in the assemblies,
 Lucy Warlick believed women should be permitted to speak to men “for edification, exhortation and comfort” just as women prophesied in the Corinthian assembly.
 
One eighty year old father in the faith, William Wise, pleaded for the continued practice of women praying which he saw slipping away:  “I would go farther to hear a devoted sister pray than I would to hear a hired preacher or digressive preacher preach.”
 He cited 1 Timothy 2:8-10 to defend his position since the phrase “in like manner” includes, according to Wise, women in the kind of praying described. 
But this openness to the female voice in the assembly was far from unanimous among Texas conservatives,
 and many, like the editor of the Firm Foundation, objected to deaconesses in the church.
 While Texas ultimately came to similar conclusions as the Tennessee Tradition regarding female participation in the assembly, the Texas situation—unlike Tennessee and Indiana—was complex rather than monolithic, developing rather than stable. The Texas Tradition finally closed ranks with the Tennessee Tradition and the more conservative, traditional position (silence in the assembly except for singing and baptismal confessions) became the norm in Churches of Christ throughout the mid-20th century.
Conclusion
The Tennessee Tradition was radically and deeply shaped by the “Cult of True Womanhood” that reigned in the deep postbellum South. This cultural atmosphere influenced how the Bible was read. Their fundamental cultural assumption about female inferiority (e.g., will power) grounded their understanding of male leadership. It seems that this cultural undercurrent did not allow—it was inconceivable within their worldview—alternative understandings of the two restrictive texts in the New Testament to receive a hearing. The deep cultural mold in which the Tennessee Tradition was forged on the “woman question” was as at least as substantial as any cultural phenomenon that the heirs of this perspective insist inspire contemporary shifts. The “Cult of True Womanhood” in the late 19th century shaped the perspective of  the Tennessee Tradition as intensely as any “Feminist” cultural agenda shaped gender debates in the late 20th century. Of course, all interpreters—both past and present—are profoundly impacted by our cultural context. The value of looking back into this interpretative history is to remind us that our theological ancestors were as culturally situated as we are. This ought to engender humility.
The Tennessee Tradition ultimately won the day, even though it moderated its assault on women in society so that one hears little opposition to female doctors, lawyers and CEOs today, even in the deep South. In essence, and quite effectively, the Tennessee Tradition silenced the female voice in the public assemblies of Churches of Christ. Sharing a similar legal hermeneutic that stressed decontextualized positive injunctions/prohibitions and a similar fundamentalist idealization of domesticity, the Texas and Tennessee Traditions converged in the 1910s-1940s on a common front to exclude the female voice from the assembly except for singing (and baptismal confessions of faith).  The openness that characterized the northern Sommer-influenced congregations died the death of marginalization as southern Churches of Christ overwhelmed them in number, influence and institutional power. Sommer’s position, though largely forgotten except by a few historians, was unwittingly renewed in some quarters of Churches of Christ in the late 20th century though it still remains a minority via media between the traditional and egalitarian positions.
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