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WOMAN’S RIGHTS

There’s neither Jew nor Gentile,
To those Who’ve paid the price;
*Tis neither Male nor Female,
But one in Jesus Christ.

I am going to tell you friends
Without the slightest doubt,

A day is coming very soon,
When your sins will find you out.

A day is coming very soon,
When sin you cannot hide:
Then you will wish you’d taken,
The Bible for your guide.

You’ll wish you had let women alone

When they were trying to teach.

You’ll be sorry you tried to hold them down,
When God told them to preach.

Come, dear brothers, let us journey,
Side by side and hand in hand;
Does not the Bible plainly tell you
Woman shall co-ordinate the man?

The hand that rocks the [cradle]
Will rule the world, you know;
So lift the standard high for God,
Wherever you may go.

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.

Some men will call you anti-Christ,
And some would rather die:

Than have the Spirit poured out,
When women prophesy.

To prophesy is to speak for God,
Wherever man is found;
Although lots of hypocrites,

Still try to hold them down.

So be steadfast in the Word of God,
Though fiery darts be hurled;

If Jesus Christ is on your side,

He is more than all the world.

—Lillia M. Sparks, Latter Day Messenger, 1934

adapted from a sermon by Ida B. Robinson
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PREFACE

I DID NOT BEGIN this work by looking for sermons by black women
preachers. Rather, I discovered many of the sermons while researching
topics as varied as black entertainment, race designation, black biogra-
phy, and African American women’s roles in black Church history. In the
case of Florence Spearing Randolph, the sermons were delivered to me in
a suitcase by her granddaughter, Anise Johnson Ward. There were several
large manila envelopes with hundreds of small loose sheets of paper. It
took me three years to match the pieces and assemble what became the
sermons. I spread the sheets out on my basement floor and tried to match
them by the ink or pencil and size and color of paper. Out of this disor-
ganized mass has emerged the first major sermon collection of an early
African American preacher woman. The sermons of Florence Spearing
Randolph and Pauli Murray are the only known collections of black
women’s sermons in a repository: Randolph’s sermons are at the Center
for African American History and Culture at Temple University, and Mur-
ray’s are at the Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College.

This book results from the research I have done on African American
churchwomen for more than twenty years. During the early 1970s, while
engaged in doctoral research on the Baltimore black community, 1865 to
1910, I became acutely aware of the absence of black women in published
histories about the African American community. I could not understand
why their names did not grace the pages of scholarly books and other
monographs. Reading secular and nonsecular publications, I discovered
that black women wrote extensively. There was no dearth of sources to
document their individual and collective histories, explore their intellec-
tual thought, and trace their community work and activism.

I also learned that there was a great deal of discussion during the late
nineteenth century about the proper role and place for women in the
Church and in society. In 1972, with great excitement, I found the hand-
written records of black Methodist preachers’ meetings of the Washing-
ton Annual Conference between 1872 and 1890. This conference
included Methodist Episcopal ministers in the District of Columbia,
Maryland, and Virginia. I spent four months indexing these records to
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X1V PREFACE

determine the ministers’ concerns. In addition to discussing Church rit-
ual, sermon development, and community issues, the ministers raised a
number of questions about women’s proper role in the Church polity and
their deportment in church. In 1890, after eighteen years of meetings, the
ministers addressed the question, “Is woman inferior to man?” The chair-
man of the meeting stated, “Sad as it may be, woman is as inferior to man
as man is to God.” This one statement summed up their beliefs about
women’s status in the Church and in society.

In 1977, 1 became the founding director of the Bethune Museum and
Archives, the first U.S. institution to focus on documenting and preserv-
ing African American women’s history. That November, I was invited to
speak at the national meeting of the National Council of Negro Women
(NCNW) and to lead a black women’s collection development workshop
for their members. It was thought that the NCNW Sections would be a
perfect vehicle for identifying the individual and collective records of black
women throughout the country.

One of the people in that workshop was Shirley Herd of Indianapolis.
When Shirley returned home, she involved her Section in a statewide proj-
ect to collect black women’s papers. I was impressed with the extent to
which she followed the directions I gave in the workshop, right down to
asking local banks and businesses to support the project financially. She
succeeded in developing an impressive collection and raising quite a bit
of money, including $10,000 from a bank to write and publish a history.
Shirley asked me to write the history of black women in Indiana. I said I
was too busy developing the Bethune Museum and Archives, but recom-
mended that she contact Darlene Clark Hine, a professor of history at
Indiana University at Lafayette. As a result of this project, Hine wrote
When the Truth Is Told and launched the Black Women in the Midwest
Project.

In 1978, I developed plans and wrote a proposal for the first national
conference on black women’s history. The National Endowment for the
Humanities provided funding for “Black Women: A Research Priority—
The First National Scholarly Research Conference on Black Women.”
What a memorable occasion! The Bethune Museum and Archives opened
with great fanfare on November 11, 1979, followed by a two-day con-
ference. Held in conjunction with the NCNW’s convention, the confer-
ence attracted more than two thousand people, including university
scholars, organizational leaders, representatives of federal agencies, and
laypersons. The program included diverse sessions that reflected the sta-
tus of the scholarship at the time. At one of the sessions, “Black Women in
the Church,” Evelyn Brooks Barnett [Higginbotham] delivered a paper on
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black Baptist women, and I spoke about black women in the African
Methodist Episcopal Church.

During the 1980s, I aggressively pursued my research agenda on black
women and sought research funding. In 1987, I submitted a grant pro-
posal to the Lilly Endowment to research and write the first comprehen-
sive history of black churchwomen. The agency expressed interest, but
questioned whether there were enough data to pursue such a project. The
Lilly Endowment decided to fund a planning grant to document the
nature of the sources. When I completed the planning grant, the Lilly
Endowment funded the project in 1990.

In 1992, 1 learned that there were no published sermons of pioneering
black women preachers and that there was only one two-volume publi-
cation of contemporary women’s sermons. Moreover, I discovered that
there were no published histories of black women preachers, few schol-
arly articles, and no books on this topic. I possessed over four hundred
sermons by the Reverend Florence Spearing Randolph, as well as sermons
for many of the early preacher women who appear in this work. It was
then that I decided to undertake this book.

My purpose in Daughters of Thunder is to explore the history of
African American preaching women and the issues and struggles they con-
fronted in their efforts to function as ministers and to become ordained.
The book also presents for the first time the sermons of pioneering black
women preachers.

Who were these women? What were their experiences? What impact
did they have on the black Church, and how did they pursue careers as
ministers? Are there denominational differences or similarities in terms of
how much they have been allowed to function as preaching women? In
what ways do the sermons of black preaching women compare with those
of white preaching women and black male clergy? Although the papers
of most black preaching women remain uncollected, and it is difficult to
document their lives consistently, it is possible to reconstruct and identify
their careers across denominational lines and to trace their development
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

With the exception of a very few women such as Jarena Lee, Julia
Foote, Sojourner Truth, and Amanda Berry Smith, most black preaching
women who pursued a ministry between 1800 and 1970 are virtually
unknown. Those few who have been rescued from obscurity have sur-
vived primarily because they wrote spiritual autobiographies that have
been recovered and published. However, there are legions of women who
enjoyed great visibility and had long careers in the ministry. Whether they
were ordained or whether they functioned as local preachers, evangelists,
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missionary preachers, or worked in other capacities, many women had
active careers in the ministry. They often traveled extensively and crossed
denominational lines as they preached throughout the United States.

The names of any number of these women have appeared in the black
press. Some of their sermons were reproduced in the secular and nonsec-
ular press, and a few have survived in private collections. Some wrote let-
ters and articles that appeared in diverse media. Their obituaries, both
sketchy and detailed, are frequently recorded in black newspapers. But
rarely do women preachers appear in books, either as subjects or as a part
of the text, nor do their names grace the buildings of the denominational
colleges or other edifices.

In The Black Church in the African American Experience, C. Eric Lincoln
and Lawrence H. Mamiya use “daughters of thunder” to refer to African
American female preachers. The authors explain that “while the folk
idiom ‘son of thunder’ was used to designate the booming voiced, fiery
preacher, the origin of the term may also be related to ‘Shango,’ the West
African god of thunder and lightning, whose symbol was the axe. Many
African American folk customs are related to thunder.” Impressed by the
term and what it signifies, I chose it as the title of this book, because I felt
that it reflected the power, authority, charisma, and confidence that black
women preachers often evoked in their personas and sermons.

This book will be useful for scholars and others interested in religion,
preaching, and the history of African American women ministers; teach-
ers and students of Women’s Studies and Black Studies; and those look-
ing for hermeneutical models. For those concerned about the struggle of
women to preach and to be ordained over most of the last two centuries,
it provides a historical context for understanding the issues that engaged
black and white preaching women.

Daughters of Thunder offers a unique and revealing collection of ser-
mons, allowing the reader to sample the intellectual content and social,
moral, and theological concerns of black women preachers for almost 150
years. As to the choice of sermons, with the exception of the Reverend
Florence Spearing Randolph and the Reverend Pauli Murray, there was
no choice to be made, because these are all of the sermons by black
women preachers that have been unearthed to date.

Unfortunately, the records of black women, particularly those of many
pioneering women, are still uncollected. In the last few years, there have
been important publication breakthroughs in African American women’s
history, most prominently a biographical dictionary, Notable Black Amer-
ican Women (1992, 1996), edited by Jessie Carney Smith, and Black
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Women in America: A Historical Encyclopedia (1993), edited by Darlene
Clark Hine, Elsa Barkley Brown, and Rosalyn Terborg-Penn. However,
many prominent preaching women, such as Harriet Baker, Mary Small,
Ida Robinson, Rosa Horn, Mary G. Evans, Elder Lucy Smith, and any
number of other important women preachers, are not mentioned in these
sources. They do include traditional figures such as Jarena Lee, Amanda
Berry Smith, and Julia Foote, and more recent twentieth-century notables
such as Pauli Murray.

Although the sermons in Daughters of Thunder differ widely in
hermeneutical style, content, and target audience, when viewed as a
whole, they reveal a unifying theme. They seek to present their audience
with strategies for understanding and living with the tension between
what is—human imperfection, injustice, suffering—and what God calls
creation to be—a creation in which humans live righteous, harmonious
lives in their relations with God and with other human beings. While
never denying the reality of human suffering, these black preaching
women offer powerful messages that all humans can overcome the imper-
fections of the world, and, moreover, that all humans are called by God
to overcome imperfections, both spiritual and temporal. Thus, these ser-
mons offer their audience hope that one has power, through Christ, to
defeat worldly evils by overcoming either personal shortcomings or
oppressive political, economic, and social structures.

Cherry Hill, New Jersey BETTYE COLLIER-THOMAS
July 1997



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I AM INDEBTED TO a number of persons for their support and assistance
in developing this work. First and foremost, I want to thank Jacqui Burton,
program director for religion at the Lilly Endowment, Inc., for her unstint-
ing encouragement and support. The Lilly Endowment generously awarded
the Temple University Center for African American History and Culture
a multiyear grant to research “African American Women and the Church,
1787-1970.” The grant has made it possible to complete this work and
has provided for the development of a forthcoming comprehensive his-
tory of black churchwomen. A special thanks to Temple University, espe-
cially President Peter Liacouras, former provost Barbara Brownstein, and
Vice President Rich Joslyn, for providing the “African American Women
and the Church” project and me with space and continual support. I wish
to thank the New Jersey Historical Commission, especially Giles Wright,
director of the Afro-American History Program, for the grant to do begin-
ning research on the Reverend Florence Spearing Randolph.

There are a small but growing number of scholars in black church-
women’s history and mainstream women’s religious history whose work
and conversations have helped me formulate thoughts and develop ana-
lytical approaches to preaching women. I have benefited greatly from the
pioneering work of Jacquelyn Grant, Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, Jualynne
Dodson, Jean McMahon Humez, William L. Andrews, Ella Pearson
Mitchell, Donald Dayton, Lucille Sider Dayton, Nancy Hardesty, Delores
S. Williams, Barbara Brown Zikmund, Cheryl J. Sanders, Evelyn Brooks
Higginbotham, and Katie G. Cannon.

I owe a huge debt of gratitude to Anise Johnson Ward, Florence Ran-
dolph’s granddaughter, for her extraordinary efforts in locating and mak-
ing available Randolph’s papers and sermons; and to both Elder Minerva
Bell, historian for Mount Sinai Holy Church of America, Inc., and Bishop
Betty M. Middleton of the Pentecostal Faith Church, for graciously pro-
viding sermons and photographs for Bishop Ida Robinson and Bishop
Rosa Horn. I thank Phil Lapsansky, director of the Philadelphia Library
Company, for thoughtfully bringing to my attention sources on black
preaching women. I received especially valuable assistance from William

X1X



XX ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

N. Flemister Sr. and his staff at the Atlanta University Archives, especially
Minnie H. Clayton and Mamie Williams; the Reverend Willie Aldridge,
director of Heritage House, and Elizabeth Mosby, director of the Carnegie
Library, both at Livingstone College; Marvin Dulaney and his staff at the
Avery Research Center for African American History and Culture; and
the archivists and staff members at Radcliffe College’s Schlesinger Library.
I also want to thank Lawrence Reddick, editor of the Christian Index; Karen
Watson, the executor of Pauli Murray’s estate; Michael Brown of the
Chicago Defender; and Frances M. Draper of the Baltimore Afro-American.

I want to thank my Temple University staff researchers on the Church
project—Debbie Skoh, Patricia Parkman, and Fatima Aliu—for their
research assistance. I am grateful to Karen Seat, a doctoral candidate in
the Department of Religion, for assistance in evaluating the sermons. [ am
particularly indebted to Debbie Skoh for her indispensable organizing and
supervisory skills in transcribing Randolph’s sermons. I am extremely
grateful to Fatima Aliu for her persistence in following up leads and locat-
ing sermons for Rosa Horn and Ida Robinson and for her critical statis-
tical research on women clergy. I also want to thank Richard Woodland
and Alice Wingert, staff researchers at the Center for African American
History and Culture, for unearthing key information related to Ruth Den-
nis and other churchwomen. And of course, I thank Joanne Hawes
Speakes, my administrative assistant, for the many chores she performed,
which helped launch this project. I also appreciate the support of Marie
McCain in rendering diverse services.

Were it not for the loving support and continual encouragement I have
received from my husband, Charles J. Thomas, these materials would still
be in my files. Of equal importance are the continued prodding and the
intellectual sustenance provided by some of my dearest friends, who are
among the most supportive scholars I have known. I am especially grate-
ful to John Hope Franklin, C. Eric Lincoln, V. P. Franklin, James Turner,
Genna Rae McNeil, Sharon Harley, Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, Janet Sims
Wood, Alexia B. Henderson, Gloria Dickinson, Lillian Williams, and Bet-
tye J. Gardner, who have spent years patiently listening to me talk inces-
santly about my research and publication plans. The continued
encouragement and prodding of my editors, Darren Hall and Joanne
Clapp Fullagar, helped me flesh out many issues and make this work read-
able and accessible to a broad audience, and for this I am grateful. Finally,
my deepest appreciation goes to V. P. Franklin, Cheryl Townsend Gilkes,
Samuel Proctor, and C. Eric Lincoln for their very careful reading of the
manuscript.



DAUGHTERS OF THUNDER



CONTENTS

Woman’s Rights by Lillia M. Sparks

Preface

Acknowledgments

Introduction: The Power of Black Women Preachers
Textual Note

Rising Above Adversity: The Struggle to Preach

PART ONE:
Pursuing a Ministry Ordained by God, 1850-1900

1. Women Who Paved the Way

2. Julia A. ]. Foote
A ‘Threshing’ Sermon (1851)
Christian Perfection (1894)

3. Harriet A. Baker
Bebold the Man (ca. 1874-1892)
Jesus Weeping over Jerusalem (ca. 1874-1892)

4. Mary J. Small
Zion’s Mission Work (1898)

PART TWO:
Claiming the Power of the Pulpit, 1900-1979

5. Florence Spearing Randolph
Hope (1898 and 1945)
The Friends of Wickedness (1909)
Antipathy to Women Preachers (ca. 1930)
If I Were White (1941)
Christian Perfection (1926)
Conversion (1931)

xiii
Xix

10
11

41
57

69

91

101

1x



10.

11.

12.

13,

14.

15.

CONTENTS

Woman, the Builder of Her House (1909)
Looking Backward and Forward (1943)
Leaning the Wrong Way (1934)

. Mary G. Evans

The Wages of Sin Is Death (1922)

. Ella Eugene Whitfield

Salvation Is a Discovery Found in Jesus Christ (1926)
Making a Home a Safe Place for
All That Enter Its Doors (1926)

. Ruth R. Dennis

What Are We Going to Do with the Children? (1927)
Thousands Losing Faith in the Church (1927)

. Mrs. Raiff

Get the Right Ticket (1927)

Rosa A. Horn
Was a Woman Called to Preach? Yes! (ca. 1930s)
Is Jesus God the Father or
Is He the Son of God? (ca. 1931)
What Is Holiness? A Complete Life in Christ (ca. 1930s)

Ida B. Robinson

Who Shall Be Able to Stand? (1934)

Can These Bones Live? (1934)

The Economic Persecution (1935)

And a Little Child Shall Lead Them (1935)

Rosa Edwards
Ministers Are Examples (1935)

Quinceila Whitlow
The Woman in the Ministry of Jesus Christ (1940)

F. E. Redwine
What Woman Is (1948)

Pauli Murray

Male and Female He Created Them (1978)

Women Seeking Admission to Holy Orders—
As Crucifers Carrying the Cross (1974)

Mary Has Chosen the Best Part (1977)

148

153

162

170

173

194

208

211

215

221



