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The Role of Women in the Church through the Ages 
 

I. Introduction 

 

 Julia Kavanagh, in her book “Women of Christianity, Exemplary for Acts of Piety and 

Charity” opines, “when men liberate nations and win realms, their names live for ever.  But 

who shall count the multitudes these women redeem from misery?  Who shall reckon the 

souls they conquered to heaven?  And yet their memory too often lies buried beneath the 

dust of past ages, and the worldly indifference of to-day.”1  Though her book is dated in the 

1850‟s, she puts her finger on the problem facing those still today who want to uncover the 

story of how women functioned in the church throughout history; the primary sources are 

somewhat silent. 

 That silence, however, has not restrained the flow of books, even volumes, to be 

written about the lives of prominent women throughout church history.2  It is not surprising, 

however, that few of these books offer the mere cold facts of history.  Kavanagh‟s own book 

frequently repeats what appears to be fanciful folklore about the great Christian women of 

the past with no attempt to verify her information with historical records.3  Of more recent 

vintage, but no less biased, are the words of Karen L. King, who writes, “In the last twenty 

years, the history of women in ancient Christianity has been almost completely revised. As 

women historians entered the field in record numbers, they brought with them new 

questions, developed new methods, and sought for evidence of women‟s presence in 

neglected texts and exciting new findings.”4  The information concerning the place of 

women in the church throughout history is either the stuff of legend or colored with the 

ideals of feminism.   

 Finding accurate historical records or sifting through, with critical eye, the prejudice 

of the historian on the emotive issue of the role of women in the church, is a task much 
                                                           
1 Kavanagh, Julia. Women of Christianity Exemplary for Acts of Piety and Charity. New York: D. Appleton, 1852. Print pp. 

466,467. 
2 William Weinrich, author of the chapter entitled “Women in the History of the Church: Learned and Holy, But Not 

Pastors” from the book Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood edited by John Piper and Wayne Grudem, [both the 

entire book and the chapter, by itself, are available at the website for The Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood 

(http://www.cbmw.org/images/onlinebooks/rbmw/church_history.pdf)] lists a number of books on the subject including:  

 Women and Religion in America, three vols. (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1982-1986) Rosemary Radford 

Ruether and Rosemary Skinner Keller, eds. 

 Holy Women of Twelfth-Century England (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 1988).  

Sharon K. Elkins  

 Women of the Reformation, three vol. set (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1971-1977) Roland H. Bainton 

 Great Women of the Christian Faith (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1959) Edith Deen,  

 Daughters of the Church: Women and Ministry From New Testament Times to the Present (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 1987) Ruth A. Tucker and Walter Liefeld,  
3 In fairness, Tucker and Liefeld include generous notes and historical verification of their information. 
4 http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/first/women.html#ixzz1jgIJFxOY.  Ms. King is Professor of New 

Testament Studies and the History of Ancient Christianity at Harvard University in the Divinity School. She has published 

widely in the areas of Gnosticism, ancient Christianity, and Women's Studies. 

http://www.cbmw.org/images/onlinebooks/rbmw/church_history.pdf
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/first/women.html#ixzz1jgIJFxOY
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larger than can be addressed in a forum such as this.  In other words, the “Role of Women in 

the Church through the Ages” is both a topic too small5 and a topic too large6!  What follows, 

therefore, may do little more than frustrate the reader who wants more details (which 

history struggles to provide), and consequently finds this presentation too cursory (which, 

unfortunately, is the outcome of any conference paper which includes in its title the words 

“the history of… through the ages.”).  Nonetheless, we can gain some interesting insights 

into our current context by examining the role of women in the church through the ages. 

 

II. Women in silent service 

 

 William Weinrich begins his chapter on “Women in the History of the Church: 

Learned and Holy, But Not Pastors” with an appropriate caution: 

 

It is, I suppose, impossible to escape the trap of describing the contributions of 

women, or of men, to the church primarily in terms of leadership and 

influence. After all, historical sources tend to focus on persons who did 

something or said something of extraordinary importance and therefore have 

been remembered and recorded. Yet we ought not be oblivious to one-sided 

activistic assumptions. The life of faith can be “active” in prayer, 

contemplation, and charity, and there have been myriad women, and men, 

who have excelled in these “silent works.”7 

 

 Weinrich‟s caution is especially in place once we pass beyond the history of the early 

church recorded in Scripture.  Jesus may have appeared first to the women at the empty 

tomb and sent them out to the Twelve with the news of the resurrection, and Paul may have 

enlisted the services of Phoebe, Junia, Lydia, and Priscilla, but those were the prerogatives of 

those who either were God (Jesus) or were called directly by God (Paul).  Subsequent to the 

end of the apostolic era, the church was guided, not by the anecdotes of history, but by those 

principles laid down by her first leaders in the New Testament.  Those principles, in the 

main, called for “silent service.”  To the negative, Paul urged such silence in his prohibition 

from 1 Timothy 2:11,12, “A woman should learn in quietness and full submission.  I do not 

permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent.”  To the 

                                                           
5 That is to say, if by “role” we mean what formal, ecclesiastical functions did women fulfill, the list will be short, since 

beyond “deaconess” there aren‟t many, if any (many of the roles women fulfilled were “behind the scenes”, which, by their 

very nature, are not formal and are rarely recorded in history).  Therefore one does not have many historical records to rely 

on, and the research of those documents belongs to the academic scholars.   
6 Anecdotes and stories concerning the great sainted women of the past abound, as evidenced by the multi volume set 

referenced in footnote (2).  However, many of these great women of the past did not necessarily fulfill a role “within the 

church” but lived their exemplary Christian faith within their vocations as mothers, wives, widows, or friends. 
7 Piper, John, and Wayne A. Grudem, eds. Recovering Biblical Manhood & Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical 
Feminism. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006. Print. p. 265. 



 4 

positive, Paul encouraged faithful service from women later on in the same letter, 1 Timothy 

5:3-10 (selected verses): 

 

Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need.  But if a 

widow has children or grandchildren, these should learn first of all to put their 

religion into practice by caring for their own family and so repaying their 

parents and grandparents, for this is pleasing to God.  The widow who is really 

in need and left all alone puts her hope in God and continues night and day to 

pray and to ask God for help… No widow may be put on the list of widows 

unless she is over sixty, has been faithful to her husband, and is well known 

for her good deeds, such as bringing up children, showing hospitality, washing 

the feet of the saints, helping those in trouble and devoting herself to all kinds 

of good deeds. 

 

Because their service was quiet, history did not record many names among the countless 

sainted women in the church who fulfilled their silent role in meditation on God‟s Word and 

prayer on behalf of God‟s people.   

 History does record, however, that many in the early church latched on to Paul‟s 

injunctions, especially concerning prayer. The Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus, a 

document from the early third century (200s AD) which included various instructions for 

those who serve the church, speaks about widows in words that are reminiscent of Paul‟s 

advice to Timothy when it says specifically, “the widow is appointed for prayer.”8  A 

document dated a few years later, the Didascalia Apostolorum (230 AD, Syria), speaks 

similarly when it instructs, “For a widow should have no other care save to be praying for 

those who give, and for the whole Church.”9  Further on in this same document, perhaps 

remembering the great example of Dorcas, the widows are asked to, “work[s] at (her) wool, 

that she may provide somewhat for those who are in distress, or that she may make a return 

to others, so that she receive nothing from them.”10  We can also, perhaps, assume that when 

the Didascalia rebukes some widows for not caring for the sick and visiting them to lay hands 

on them that such tender care for the ill was also within the role of the widow.11  It is 

interesting to note that while these early church documents do mention specific, though 

silent, duties for the widows in the church, more time is spent in rebuke of greedy attitudes 

and lazy actions while also outlining those ecclesiastical functions that a widow was not 

                                                           
8 “The Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus” chapter 11. 

http://www.chronicon.net/chroniconfiles/Burton_Scott_Easton_The_Apostolic_Tradition_of_Hippolytus_%281934%29.pdf

.  page 47. 
9 Didascalia Apostolorum.  Chapter XV “How Widows ought to deport themselves.” iii. 5  R. Hugh Connolly, Didascalia 

Apostolorum. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1929. page.132  http://www.bombaxo.com/didascalia.html. 
10 Didascalia Apostolorum.  Chapter XV “How Widows ought to deport themselves.” iii. 7  R. Hugh Connolly, Didascalia 

Apostolorum. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1929. page.138  http://www.bombaxo.com/didascalia.html. 
11 Didascalia Apostolorum.  Chapter XV “How Widows ought to deport themselves.” iii. 8  R. Hugh Connolly, Didascalia 

Apostolorum. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1929. page.140  http://www.bombaxo.com/didascalia.html. 

http://www.chronicon.net/chroniconfiles/Burton_Scott_Easton_The_Apostolic_Tradition_of_Hippolytus_%281934%29.pdf
http://www.chronicon.net/chroniconfiles/Burton_Scott_Easton_The_Apostolic_Tradition_of_Hippolytus_%281934%29.pdf
http://www.bombaxo.com/didascalia.html
http://www.bombaxo.com/didascalia.html
http://www.bombaxo.com/didascalia.html
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allowed to undertake.  Clear lines were drawn between the formal function of the male 

clergy and the silent service rendered by widows.  Louise Seymour Houghton, in her article 

on “Women‟s Work in the Church” contained in “The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of 

Religious Knowledge” summarizes with almost mystic appeal this early period of women‟s 

“informal” work in the church: 

 

The whole question of woman‟s work was one not of doctrine nor of office, 

but of good manners and actual need.  In general, woman‟s service was 

naturally along womanly lines, hospitality, care of the poor, the sick, prisoners 

and orphans, the oversight and instruction of women and children, and the 

last offices to the dead.  In this period of first love there was need neither of 

organization nor of institution.  Every Christian was a worker, and every 

Christian home an asylum for traveler and the poor.12 

 

III. Women serving women, the “widows” and “deaconesses” 

 

 As the body of believers grew, good manners became a greater necessity within the 

forms of the church.  In the East, even more so than in the West, social mores guided the 

what, where, when and how men and women could interact.  Prudence demanded that the 

church take these strictures seriously, and the more formal the church became the more 

forms it needed to carry out her duties.  Women were needed to assist the male clergy either 

in part or in whole as the church ministered to women.  As a result, what once was an 

informal group known as “widows” now became a formal ministry of women to women 

known as “deaconess.”  For a while, ancient records seem to recognize a distinction between 

the “widows” and the “deaconess” (some even adding a third category of “virgins”), however 

only the “deaconess” is mentioned by the Council of Nicaea (325 AD) and two hundred years 

later another Council (Orleans) indicated a melding of the two as “widows who are called 

deaconesses.”13 

 One of the church‟s immediate needs was assistance in the baptism of women.  Unlike 

the method of baptism most of us are familiar with, that is, the pouring of water on the head 

of an infant still fully clothed, in the early church most of the baptized were adults who, 

even before their baptism, were generously anointed with oils and then baptized fully 

unclothed.14  The Apostolic Constitutions, a late fourth century Syrian compilation of 

ecclesiastical regulations, directs the work of the deaconess in this way: 

 
                                                           
12 Jackson, Samuel Macauley. The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge. Volume XII. Grand Rapids, 

MI: Baker Book House, 1964. Print. page 414. 
13 Jackson, Samuel Macauley. The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge. Volume III. Grand Rapids, MI: 

Baker Book House, 1964. Print. page 374. 
14 For more information on baptism in the early church and for references to the modes and methods within the baptismal 

liturgy of the early church see the paper by Pr. Joel Leyrer “Baptism in the Early Church (Pentecost to AD 325)” available 

on the Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary essay file.  http://www.wlsessays.net/files/LeyrerBaptism.pdf.  

http://www.wlsessays.net/files/LeyrerBaptism.pdf
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Ordain also a deaconess who is faithful and holy, for the ministrations towards 

women. For sometimes he cannot send a deacon, who is a man, to the women, 

on account of unbelievers. Thou shalt therefore send a woman, a deaconess, on 

account of the imaginations of the bad. For we stand in need of a woman, a 

deaconess, for many necessities; and first in the baptism of women, the deacon 

shall anoint only their forehead with the holy oil, and after him the deaconess 

shall anoint them: for there is no necessity that the women should be seen by 

the men; but only in the laying on of hands the bishop shall anoint her head… 

[Book III, sec. ii]15 

 

 Documents a century later indicate that assistance in baptism also carried with it an 

assumption that the widow or deaconess would aid in the instruction of the female 

catechumens.16  However, concern over the leadership roles of women among the 

Montanists, a heretical sect, coupled with a desire for the appearance of orthodox practice 

within the sacerdotal office greatly diminished the role of this form of deaconess ministry. 

 In addition to assisting in baptism, the deaconess also served as an “usher” for that 

section of the worship space where the women stood.  Again, the Apostolic Constitutions 

offer these regulations, “A deaconess does not bless, nor perform anything belonging to the 

office of presbyters or deacons, but only is to keep the doors, and to minister to the 

presbyters in the baptizing of women, on account of decency.”17  In another place the 

Apostolic Constitutions elucidate what is meant by “keep the doors” when it states: 

 

Let the porters stand at the entries of the men, and observe them. Let the 

deaconesses also stand at those of the women, like shipmen. For the same 

description and pattern was both in the tabernacle of the testimony and in the 

temple of God.  But if any one be found sitting out of his place, let him be 

rebuked by the deacon, as a manager of the foreship, and be removed into the 

place proper for him; for the Church is not only like a ship, but also like a 

sheepfold.18 

 

 Current debates about the role of women in the church have focused on the question 

of whether or not the deaconess of antiquity was an “ordained” office within the church.  

The answer is both “yes”19 and “no.”  As seen in the first quote above from the Apostolic 

                                                           
15 Roberts, Alexander, James Donaldson, A. Cleveland Coxe, and Allan Menzies. Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the 
Fathers down to A.D. 325. Vol. 7. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994. Print. page 431. 
16 Fifth century Synod of Carthage as noted in The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge. Volume XII. 

Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1964. Print. page 414. 
17 Roberts Op. cit. page 494. 
18 Roberts, Alexander, James Donaldson, A. Cleveland Coxe, and Allan Menzies. Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the 
Fathers down to A.D. 325. Vol. 7. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994. Print. page 421. 
19 William Weinrich, whose article previously referenced is certainly not advocating the ordination of women, nonetheless 

concludes in his article, “Indeed the importance of the deaconess is indicated by the fact that she was an ordained member 
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Constitutions, the word “ordain” was used, and that more than once within the document. 

Nonetheless, the ancient regulatory documents took great care in distinguishing the function 

of the deaconess or widow from that of the deacons, presbyters, or bishops.  They left little 

doubt that they did not want the work of the deaconess to impinge upon or be confused with 

the offices held my men in the church.  Philip Schaff, in his “Excursus on the Deaconess of 

the Early Church” quotes St. Epiphanius as asserting, “They [deaconesses] were only women-

elders, not priestesses in any sense, that their mission was not to interfere in any way with 

Sacerdotal functions, but simply to perform certain offices in the care of women.”20   Schaff 

goes on to offer the opinion that based on the evidence, even the “laying on of hands” 

received by the deaconess was looked upon as “merely a solemn dedication and blessing 

and… not… „an outward sign of an inward grace given.‟”21  Even with all the caveats, it could 

not be denied that the office of “deaconess” existed, that, at least in some circles, her 

dedication into that office was referred to with the verb “ordain” and that prayers existed 

specifically for the deaconess to be spoken at her ordination.    

 Within the same century that the Apostolic Constitutions were marking the 

deaconess as “ordained,” the Council of Nicaea was speaking strongly against such a notion.  

Canon XIX of the council suggests, “And we mean by deaconesses such as have assumed the 

habit, but who, since they have no imposition of hands, are to be numbered only among the 

laity.”22  Still, the practice must have continued, since a hundred years later the Synod of 

Orange (441 AD) would forbid the ordination of women and allow only a consecration done 

to the laity.23  From the sources it would seem as though the term “ordain” was used in 

reference to the office of deaconess, but not in the same sense as the term was applied to men 

serving within the clergy or with qualifications to help distinguish it from the office of the 

ministry held by males. 

 Perhaps fitting this somewhat dry discussion of the deaconess with a name might give 

it some life.  Born near the middle of the fourth century, Olympias was the daughter of a 

wealthy land owner who belonged to the court of the Emperor Theodosius.  She married a 

man named Nebridius, treasurer to the emperor, but was widowed soon thereafter.  Many 

suitors proposed for her hand in marriage, but she refused them all.  She even refused the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

of the clergy.”  He footnotes this statement with the following interesting comments, “For discussion see Gryson, Ministry 

of Women, pp. 62-64; Kyriaki Fitzgerald, “The Characteristics and Nature of the Order of the Deaconess,” Women and the 

Priesthood, ed. Thomas Hopko (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir‟s Seminary Press, 1983), pp. 84-89. Apost. Const. 8.20 gives an 

ordination prayer for the deaconess. It is necessary to make clear that ordination placed one into a specific service. It did not 
mean that one could perform any and all churchly acts. The deaconess performed by ordination the functions of deaconess. 
Her ordination did not authorize her to perform the tasks of elder or bishop. No office was simply interchangeable with 
another office. (emphasis mine) 
20 Schaff, Philip, available on the web at: 

 http://christianbookshelf.org/schaff/the_seven_ecumenical_councils/excursus_on_the_deaconess_of.htm. 
21 ibid 
22 Schaff, Philip, and Henry Wace. Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers. Vol. 14. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994. Print. page 

40. 
23 Jackson, Samuel Macauley. The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge. Volume III. Grand Rapids, MI: 

Baker Book House, 1964. Print. page 375. 

http://christianbookshelf.org/schaff/the_seven_ecumenical_councils/excursus_on_the_deaconess_of.htm
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groom the emperor himself had chosen for her, instead devoting her life to service of others.  

This angered the emperor who seized Olympias‟ wealth and put it in a trust unavailable to 

her until she reached thirty.  Olympias supposedly thanked the emperor for this action, 

replying with charm: 

 

Your goodness towards me has been that of an emperor and of a bishop, in 

thus relieving me from the heavy burden of my property. Add to that 

goodness, by dividing my wealth between the poor and the Church. I have 

long been seeking a fit opportunity to avoid the vanity of making this 

distribution myself, as well as the danger of attaching my heart on perishable 

goods, instead of keeping it fixed on the true riches.24 

 

The emperor was so shamed by his action and Olympias‟ response that he returned her 

wealth early.25  She, in turn, began giving her wealth away to a variety of worthy causes such 

as building a hospital, maintaining an orphanage, and taking care of exiled monks.  She 

became a deaconess and dedicated her life to the sick, the poor, the elderly, and the exiled in 

Constantinople.  She was also a close friend of John Chrysostom, who addressed at least 

seventeen letters to her while in exile.  Persecuted and forced to see the community of 

women she supervised dispersed, Olympias died in poverty. 

 The office of deaconess found a stronger foothold in the East than it did in the West.  

Even so, after the eighth century, the office fell into ever greater disuse.  D. S. Schaff, in his 

“Deaconess” article contained in “The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious 

Knowledge” proposes the following as reasons for the decline of the office of deaconess: the 

abuses of the Montanists, the false teachings of proclaimed prophetesses, the growth of 

monastic houses for nuns, and the transition from predominantly adult baptisms to infant 

baptisms.26  Though the office ceased to exist as it had in the early centuries of the church, 

the term “deaconess” remained within the language of the church.  References to 

deaconesses appear in the literature from twelfth century Constantinople.27  In the late 

1500‟s, documents from the Puritans mention “deacons of both sorts, namely men and 

women.”28  And in the New World, Governor Bradford of Plymouth Colony (early 1600‟s) 

speaks about a deaconess who visited the sick and poor of the congregation.29  Not until 

nineteenth century Germany would the church again see an organized office of deaconess.  

We will address that story later! 

                                                           
24 Kavanagh. Op. cit. p. 24. 
25 Her wealth was no small fortune.  Elizabeth Clark, John Carlisle Kilgo Professor of Religion and Director of the Graduate 

Program in Religion Duke University in her web article entitled “The Roles of Women” 

(http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/first/roles.html) conservatively estimates Olympias‟ contributions 
to the church in the range of $900,000,000! 
26 Jackson.  Op. cit. Volume III. page 375. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Neal, D., History of the Puritans, i., New York, 1855, p. 140, as quoted in Jackson, Op. cit. p. 376 
29 Ibid. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/first/roles.html
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 So far we have devoted much of our attention to the one office of deaconess.  That is 

not without reason.  In the history of the church through the ages, that office is the most 

distinct role that women have held “in the church.”30  The future emergence of a similar 

office in later history, together with the positions that women held within the monastic 

orders, or behind the scenes in works of charity or encouragement, or even our present day 

teachers, choir directors or music assistants, have been viewed as auxiliary to “the church” as 

organized.   

 

III. Women in monastic orders 

 

 The flow from the offices of “widow” or “deaconess” to the monastic orders was not 

altogether unnatural.  Many of the aspects of life that distinguished the monastery from 

ordinary life – among them, poverty, chastity, and celibacy – were already demanded of the 

early offices.31  Fourth and fifth century documents specify the age at which a widow could 

become a deaconess (from as high as sixty years old to as low as twenty, though the latter 

appears to be an exceptional case), and stipulate punishment if she ever married.32  Clearly 

the rigors of the monastic life were already being practiced by those within the offices of 

“widow” or “deaconess.” 

 Such rigors did not begin, however, within the walls of the monastery.  Early 

organizations for the ascetic lifestyle were more loosely organized.  Already before the end of 

the first century there appears an order of virgins, dedicated to celibacy and to service to the 

bishop.  But they functioned from their own homes and not in a community or cloister.  

Only after Constantine declared Christianity a legal religion could the monastic orders begin 

to organize and thrive.  In fact, one of Constantine‟s own daughters founded the first 

women‟s cloister.33  As communities of dedicated and ascetic-minded men grew into 

communities, so also did groups of like-minded women.  Houghton leads us to our 

contemporary language when she summarizes the beginnings of the monastic movement 

among women this way, “All that had preceded led to the merging of the institution of 

virgins, and to some extent of that of widows, in the order of the nun.”34  The service of nuns 

is perhaps one of the most widely recognized roles of women within the Catholic Church to 

this day. 

 Benedict is the name that looms largest over the history of monasticism in the 

Western church.  Though he did not intend on founding a religious order, the “rule” he 

established for monastic life in the sixth century eventually became the foundation for the 

                                                           
30 Houghton, in her article on “Women‟s Work in the Church” in the Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia, mentions with almost 

passing reference two other ancient offices, “that of presbyteress, which was for a time a distinct office. There was also a 

canoness, whose duty was chiefly to serve in the choir at funerals and other ceremonies.” page 414.  One would have hoped 

for more elucidation on these offices or at least some source reference for further study. 
31 Schaff excursus on deaconess.Op. cit.  
32 Jackson. Op. cit. Volume III.  page 375 
33 Jackson, Op. cit.  Volume XII. page 414. 
34 Ibid. 
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Benedictine order.  Tradition holds that his twin sister, Scholastica, governed a community 

of women about five miles from Benedict‟s home at Monte Cassino.  Whether owing to this 

relationship or as a matter of course and necessity, many Benedictine monasteries had 

corresponding communities for women.  Other monastic orders were no different.  Where 

the real estate for these monastic communities for men and women was essentially the same, 

they were known as a “double” monastery.  Rarely did the abbot or abbess rule such a 

“double” monastery independently; it usually fell to one or the other.  Not a few women 

ruled these “double” monasteries, many with distinction.35  Among the names that history 

remembers as worthy abbesses or nuns are Radagonde of Poitiers36, Hildegarde of Bingen37, 

Bertile of Chelles38, Hilda of Whitby abbey in Yorkshire39, Elizabeth of Thuringia40, 

Catherine of Sienna41, and Clare of Assisi42.  These women spanned the spectrum of spiritual 

gifts from hospitality to administration, from generosity to encouragement.  Though they did 

not serve as clergy within the church, they did find a place to use their gifts for the good of 

God‟s kingdom.   

 Many orders survive today and new ones have arisen within the visible church.  

Women like Mother Theresa and her Missionaries of Charity continue the long line of 

women through the ages who have dedicated their lives to the care of the sick and needy.  

Others have continued in the tradition as educators within a Catholic parochial school 

system built and run largely by nuns.43 

 

IV. The modern “deaconess” 

 

 There are religious orders for women within the Anglican community, but by and 

large the Protestant branch of Christianity has eschewed such monastic efforts.  That does 

                                                           
35 Ibid.  Note the reference to the “Benedictine settlement at Fontevrault, including monks and nuns to the number of 3,000 

souls, was ruled for 600 years by a line of thirty-two abbesses of remarkable administrative ability.” page 415. 
36 Jackson, Op. cit. Volume XII. Page 415, “nursed lepers, fostered literature and the arts, and often made peace in the 

quarrels of rulers of her time.”  Also, for more on Radagone see Kavanagh, pages 60-63. 
37 Weinrich, Op. cit. “[her] correspondence included „four popes, two emperors, several kings and queens, dukes, counts, 

abbesses, the masters of the University of Paris, and prelates including Saint Bernard and Thomas a Becket.‟” 
38 Kavanagh, Op. cit. “‟In the monastery of Chelles, near Paris,‟ observes the protestant historian Mechelet, „men and women 

heard with equal respect the lessons of St. Bertilla.  The kings of Great Britain asked her for some of her disciples to found 

schools and monasteries.  She sent them both teachers and books.;” page 65 
39 Ibid.  “Hilda, one of those Anglo-Saxon princesses to whom we  alluded a few pages back, founded monasteries for both 

men  and women ; and from her convent decided on State matters,  and shared in the councils of kings. In her presence, and  

in that of her sisterhood, a great religious controversy, concerning the time for celebrating Easter, took place at Whitby in 

the year 664.” Page 62 
40 Elizabeth, widowed at a young age, was well known for her generosity, works of charity and establishment of hospitals.  

For more on Elizabeth see Kavanagh pages 84-106. 
41 Catherine was a nun under the female order of Dominic.  “She became a negotiator between contending states, a support 

to the Church in her peril, and the contemplated ambassadress of a pope to a great queen.”  Kavanagh, page 120. 
42 Clare was one of the early followers of Francis of Assisi and developed a rule for women based on the rule of St. Francis, 

popularly known as Poor Clares.  Hers is the first rule for women written by a woman. 
43 MacDonald, Elizabeth, “How Catholic Nuns Shaped America” Published July 07, 2009 FOXBusiness.  Read more: 

http://www.foxbusiness.com/markets/2009/07/07/catholic-nuns-shaped-america/#ixzz1jmbqAgNG 

http://www.foxbusiness.com/markets/2009/07/07/catholic-nuns-shaped-america/#ixzz1jmbqAgNG
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not mean, however, that women have not found roles within the Protestant community.  

One manifestation of organized work for women was the resurrection of the “deaconess” in 

Germany in the mid nineteenth century.  This renewed interest in the office of the 

deaconess was less influenced by a need for “women to women” ministry than by the 

practical needs of caring for the sick and for neglected children.   

 The modern “deaconess”, with her focus on nursing, traces its heritage back to Pastor 

Theodor Fliedner of Kaiserswerth on the Rhine, near Düsseldorf.44  In the early nineteenth 

century, Protestants in Germany recognized the need for an “order of trained women, similar 

to the sisterhoods of the Roman Catholic Church.”45  Inspired by what he saw of the 

deaconesses among the Mennonites in Holland, Pastor Fliedner established an institute to 

train women for work in hospitals.  Since its first graduate in 1838, the Institute has 

expanded its mission to include “three kinds of deaconesses.  The first class devote 

themselves to the care of the sick, the poor, and the fallen… the second dedicate themselves 

to teaching; the third class aid ministers in parish-work.”46  Most famous among the alumni 

of Kaiserswerth is Miss Florence Nightingale.  Also of note is the influence of Kaiserswerth 

on the formation of an independent deaconess institution in Neuendettelsau by Wilhelm 

Loehe in 1854.47  That heritage has continued within the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod, 

which still maintains an active roster of trained deaconesses.  According to a 2011 flyer 

produced by the LCMS, their deaconess ministry is described as women called and 

commissioned to: 

 

Serve Christ and His church through works of mercy, spiritual care and 

teaching the faith. Equipped with God‟s Word and the Lutheran Confessions, 

deaconesses bring Christ‟s mercy into the world through diverse 

congregational, institutional and mission settings. They are witnesses to the 

living compassion of Christ and representatives of His church, who cannot 

help but respond in love after receiving His gifts…  Diaconal duties might 

include: visit the sick or homebound, women‟s Bible studies, counseling, 

children and youth ministry, older adult ministry, parochial school classes, 

family assistance, assisting deaf and blind, volunteer coordination, chaplaincy, 

working with the poor, and pregnancy resource centers.”48 

 

 Women‟s roles that fulfill many of those mentioned under “deaconess” in the LCMS 

flyer are not unknown to our own church body.  Though the term “deaconess” is used 

                                                           
44 Jackson. Op. cit. Volume III.  page 376 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 For more information and some interesting insights into Loehe‟s ideas about the deaconess ministry see Shirley A. Groh‟s 

paper “The Role of Deaconess Through the Ages”, 1955 available at the WLS Essay file. 
48 The flyer is available on the web at http://www.lcms.org/Document.fdoc?src=lcm&id=176.  

http://www.lcms.org/Document.fdoc?src=lcm&id=176
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sparingly to describe the formal role of women among us49, our own church body is familiar 

with Christian Day School teachers, parish nurses, counselors, and administrative assistants.  

Perhaps most prominent in Wisconsin Synod history of the type of work envisioned by the 

Kaiserswerth Institute, is the long and storied service of nurses in her Central Africa Medical 

Mission.50   

 

V. Women of influence 

 

 The church history section of my library contains books with titles like “The Fathers 
of the Western Church” and “The Apostolic Fathers” (emphasis mine).  I have books of 

writings from men like Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther and the like.  A cursory 

glance through chapter headings of Philip Schaff‟s monumental work “History of the 

Christian Church” reveals the name of not a single woman.  But that does not mean that 

women have not played a role in church history.  In every age, women have worked 

tirelessly behind the scenes, often without recognition.  We do know a few names, and it 

might surprise some to see the influence women had on some major players on the stage of 

church history.  Houghton goes so far as to say, “Nearly all the distinguished names of the 

ancient Church are accompanied by that of a mother or sister.”51 

 Undoubtedly the story of the Western Church would read differently had it not been 

for the conversion of Constantine.  History has been kind to this first Christian emperor, 

whose conversion may have been as political and practical as it was personal and spiritual.  

But what can hardly be argued is the influence of his mother, Helena, whose own zeal for 

the Christian faith demonstrated itself in her research of and pilgrimages to the holy sites of 

Palestine.  The presence of such a devout woman in Constantine‟s life must have, in the least, 

planted the germ of the Christian faith that later blossomed through the work of the Spirit. 

 Two of the three great Cappadocians were brothers, Basil the Great and Gregory of 

Nyssa (a third brother, Peter of Sebaste was also a prominent bishop).  These three sons from 

a family of ten children, were raised for a part of their life by their eldest sister, Macrina, a 

woman noted for her piety and understanding of Scripture.52   The third Cappadocian, 

Gregory of Nazianzus, was also brought up in the Christian faith by the influence of a 

woman, his mother, Noma.53  A similar story is recorded about the life of Ambrose of Milan, 

who was raised and educated by his sister, Marcellina.54 

 We have already heard about the relationship, both in person and by pen, which John 

Chrysostom had with the deaconess, Olympias.  But this great preacher was also influenced 

                                                           
49 See article on the WELS website about deaconess training going on in Indonesia, 

http://blogs.wels.net/missions/2010/10/07/deaconess-in-training/  
50 For more information concerning the WELS Central Africa Medical Mission, including a brief history, see the website 

http://www.centralafricanmedicalmission.info/  
51 Jackson, Op. cit. Volume XII. page 415 
52 Kavanagh. Op. cit. page 22. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Jackson, Op. cit. Volume XII. page 415 

http://blogs.wels.net/missions/2010/10/07/deaconess-in-training/
http://www.centralafricanmedicalmission.info/
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by his mother, Anthusa.  Widowed at a young age, Anthusa devoted her time to the practice 

of her faith and the education of her children.  Chrysostom‟s later speech teacher, a pagan, 

remarked when he realized the influence Chrysostom‟s mother had on his life, “Oh!  Gods of 

Greece!  What women these are amongst those Christians!”55 

 No story of the ancient church would be complete without reference to the eminent 

theologian, Augustine.  The travails of this prodigal son are well chronicled on the pages of 

church history.  But his return, in real life, was not to a believing father (though there is 

some evidence that Augustine‟s father lived the final year of his life in the faith), but to a 

believing mother, Monica.  Her vigil of faith on behalf of her son is still today the picture of 

the pious mother wearing out her knees in devoted prayer for a straying child. 

 Not every woman of influence was a “mother or sister.”  Jerome, translator of the 

Bible into the Latin version we know as the Vulgate, was the spiritual father of a group of 

prominent women friends, among whom were Paula and Fabiola.56  Either self-taught or at 

the instruction of Jerome, Paula became a scholar in the Hebrew language and consulted 

with Jerome on his Latin translation.57  Fabiola, of noble descent and known more for her 

charity than her facility with languages, used her wealth to found the first hospital in 

Rome.58  We could also include in this list Bridget of Kildare, who worked with Patrick in 

the spread of the Gospel in Ireland; Scholastica, previously mentioned sister of Benedict; 

Lioba, cousin of Boniface, who assisted him in bringing the Gospel to northern Europe59; and 

Katherine von Bora, wife of Martin Luther. 

 History books do not tell us about the reign of Constantine and Helena, or about the 

three Cappadocaians and their sister, or ascribe the Vulgate to the translation efforts of 

Jerome and Paula.  Nonetheless these were real women who substantially influenced some of 

the great characters of church history.  They may not have served in recognizable roles like 

queen or bishop, but they did serve a role.  They served within the role of “helpmeet” for 

which God had designed them in the beginning.   In every age, the church owes a debt of 

thanks for the women who served patiently and quietly in their role as helper to the head. 

 

VII. Women and the power of the pen 

 

 Much less a role to fulfill and more a gift to be used, the church has benefited from 

the literary efforts of women through the ages.  Some of the earliest and most informative 

literature we have concerning early monasticism and the liturgy come from the pen of a 

woman named Etheria who left us a diary of her pilgrimage through Egypt, Palestine, Syria, 

and Asia Minor sometime in the late fourth century.  Her account is both personal and 

                                                           
55 Kavanagh. Op. cit. page 23. 
56 Kananagh. Op. cit. page 27. 
57 Kavanagh.  Op. cit. pages 28,29.  Kavanagh states that, “He [Jerome] records that they [Paula and her daughter, 

Eustochium] sung the psalms in Hebrew, without the least trace of a Latin accent.” 
58 Jackson, Op. cit. Volume XII. page 415 
59 Ibid. 
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insightful, and even though we have only fragments from which to form an opinion, her 

writing is described as “language [that] often echoes that of the Bible or of formal prayer.”60  

We have already mentioned the influence of abbess Hildegarde of Bingen (twelfth century) 

who corresponded with leaders in both church and state.  In addition to her letters she also 

wrote two major works of the genre that combined theology, science and philosophy, two 

biographies, hymns, books on medicine, fifty allegorical homilies, and a morality play.61  In 

later centuries, as mysticism spread through the church, mystic literature, some attributed to 

women, also appeared.  Some of these writings, often the recounting of alleged ecstatic 

experiences or visions, were regarded as divinely inspired.  Significant among these women 

writers were Teresa of Avila62, Matilda of Magdeburg63, and Marguerite of Porete.64   

 The last two were not nuns, but members of the influential Beguine movement.  The 

Beguines were started in Flanders as a loose connection of like-minded, pious laywomen, 

who practiced many of the monastic disciplines but belonged to no monastic order and took 

no vows.  Much of their literature shows a propensity for poetical mysticism.    

 Still today, women continue to use their gifts in literature.  Best selling authors like 

Joyce Meyers, Beth Moore, Beverly LaHaye, Stormie Omartian, Francine Rivers, and others 

attest to the popularity of Christian female writers.  Within our own church body, the 

managing editor and the two staff writers listed in our synod‟s magazine Forward in Christ 
are women. 

 In addition to prose or inspirational literature, women have also contributed to the 

corpus of the church‟s hymnody.  “I Am Jesus‟ Little Lamb” (“Christian Worship: A Lutheran 

Hymnal, 432) was penned by Henriette Luise von Hayn (1724-1782).  Ms. Hayn‟s story 

would fit the profile of a woman who fulfilled many of the roles we have explored thus far.  

C. T. Aufdemberge, in “Christian Worship: Handbook” describes her life in this way: 

 

…she received spiritual instruction from [Nicolaus von] Zinszendorf himself.  

She was a teacher in Moravian schools and a deaconess in the above-

mentioned communities until 1766, when she became a nurse to the invalid 

sisters of the community… She wrote about 40 hymns, of which 28 appeared 

in the Brüder Gesangbuch of 1778.65 
 

A list of hymns written by women that the present audience would recognize would include: 

 “Be Still, My Soul” (CW 415) by Catharina Amalia Dorothea von Schlegel 

 “Praise to God, Immortal Praise” (CW 612) by Anna L. Barbauld 

 “Just As I Am, without One Plea” (CW 397) by Charlotte Elliott 

                                                           
60 Weinrich, Op. cit. page 268, quoting John Wilkinson, ed., “Egeria‟s Travels” (London:SPCK, 1971) p.5 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Jackson, Op. cit. Volume XII. page 415. 
64 Weinrich, Op. cit. page 269. 
65 Aufdemberge, C. T. Christian Worship: Handbook. Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Pub. House, 1997. Print. page 736. 



 15 

 “Once in Royal David‟s City” (CW 50) and “Jesus Calls Us O‟er the Tumult” (CW 463) 

by Cecil Frances Alexander 

 “O Savior, Precious Savior” (CW 368), “I Am Trusting You, Lord Jesus” (CW 446), “I 

Gave My Life for Thee” (CW 454), “Take My Life and Let It Be” (CW 469), “Lord, 

Speak to Us that We May Speak” (CW 561), and “Now the Light Has Gone Away” 

(CW 593) by Frances Ridley Havergal 

 “O Perfect Love” (CW 600) by Dorothy Frances Gurney 

 “We Praise You, O God, Our Redeemer” (CW 609) by Julia Bulkely Cory 

 “Children of the Heavenly Father” (CW 449) by Caroline Vilhelmina Berg 

 “Take the World, but Give Me Jesus” (CW 355) and “To God Be the Glory” (CW 399) 

by Fanny Jane Crosby (who wrote upwards of six thousand hymns) 

 “Let All Things Now Living” (CW260) by Katherine Kennicott Davis 

 

In addition to these hymn writers, two women who translated hymns into English ought also 

to be mentioned, Jane Borthwick and Catherine Winkworth.  The latter had a heart for the 

higher education of woman and, as a result, was sympathetic to the deaconess movement of 

Pastor Fliedner in Kaiserswerth, about whom she wrote a biography.66  Ms. Winkworth had 

a hand in the translation of fifty-six hymns that appear in “Christian Worship: A Lutheran 

Hymnal”.  As evidence of the important role of women in hymn writing, nearly one eighth 

of the authors and translators in “Christian Worship: A Lutheran Hymnal” are female.67 

 If Edward Bulwer-Lytton was right when he said, “the pen is mightier than the 

sword,”68 then the role of women in the history of the church as they hid behind their words 

on the page cannot be ignored.  Dutifully unable or rightfully unwilling to stand in the front 

lines of the battles of the church, women have been able to contribute to the efforts of the 

kingdom through their written words, especially in hymns. From the earliest descriptions of 

the worshiping church to the majestic hymns that still spring from our lips and fill our 

hearts, women have given us a heritage of Christian literature that still instruct and inspire.   

 

VIII. Women working while it is day 

 

 The roles available to women today are not much different from those that women 

have fulfilled throughout the ages.  The challenges of today mirror the challenges the church 

has historically faced.  Current needs and changing social etiquette more and more require 

the service of women to women in our congregations.  With that has come a renewed 

interest in the ancient office of “deaconess” as a way of meeting those challenges.  The 

“graying of America” will call for more fervent care of the sick and elderly, a role in which 

women have historically excelled.  Since the role of helpmeet was created by God himself, 

                                                           

66 Weinrich, Op. cit. page 270. 

67 By my count there are 404 identifiable authors or translators in “Christian Worship: A Lutheran Hymnal” of whom 46 

are presumed to be women (using names as the only guide). 

68 Knowles, Elizabeth. The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1999. Print. page 160:7 
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we would continue to anticipate that the present and future of the Church will be influenced 

by those women who work behind the scenes of their more recognized counterparts.  Just as 

the church historically enlisted the help of women in teaching and training the young, so we 

continue to prepare and call into service female Christian Day School and Sunday School 

teachers.69  Dedicated women who joined forces in support of the world-side mission of the 

church are still present in organizations such as the Lutheran Women‟s Missionary Society.  

Psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs continue to be sung in worship and the presence of 

contemporary hymns penned by women in the more recent “Christian Worship: 

Supplement” would seem to signify a continued recognition of this vital role women can 

play.   

 Some more recent roles that woman have been filling in the church seem to break 

new ground.  The “organization” of the church demands more administration than in the 

past, and with that has opened up the possibilities of women serving as administrative 

assistants.  In greater numbers, women are not only writing hymns, but accompanying the 

singing of them on instruments70 or directing the choirs that perform them.  In some 

churches women serve as ushers71, read the Scriptures72, or perform the entire sacerdotal 

ministry.73  Some of these innovations seem to fit under the mandates of Scripture, while 

others appear to stray from the sensibilities required within God‟s Word.  

 

IX. Conclusion 

 

 I feel a bit like the author to the Hebrews when he said, “And what more shall I say? I 

do not have time to tell about…”74 Perpetua75, Widbrandis Rosenblatt76, Selina Hastings77, 

                                                           
69 Mark Braun, in his paper “What Our Fathers Taught Us about Lutheran Schools” delivered at the 2011 WLS fall 

symposium includes a fascinating discussion on the comparison between WELS and LCMS on their respective histories with 

training and calling female teachers, p. 27,28.  Available at http://wlsce.net/sites/default/files/BraunLutheranSchools.pdf.  
70 I did some research on when women began to play the organ in worship but was only able to come up with this passing 

reference, “Considering the long tradition of music for church and choral institutions in England, it is not surprising to find 

the emergence of female organists and church composers in the Victorian period.  One of the first to claim recognition was 

Elizabeth Stirling (1819-95), who in 1837 performed the works of J.S. Bach at a public recital.  She composed  organ music 

and part-songs for choir, and in 1856 became the first woman to pass the Oxford bachelor-of-music examination.”   Bowers, 

Jane M., and Judith Tick. Women Making Music: The Western Art Tradition, 1150-1950. Urbana: University of Illinois, 

1986. Print. page 306.   It is also interesting to note that in September of 2011 Durham Cathedral appointed its first female 

organist in its more than 1,000 year history.  See http://www.journallive.co.uk/north-east-news/todays-

news/2011/09/15/female-organist-set-to-be-first-to-play-durham-cathedral-61634-29424878/.  
71 Not unlike the “door keeper” function of the ancient deaconess, with this major difference, the present day usher serves 

the entire congregation, not just the women. 
72 Here I also attempted to find out when this practice began, but was unable to find anything reliable.  In the Catholic 

Church, “lector” is still an office within the church and belongs only to males. 
73 The history of the ordination of women as pastor encompassing the entire so-called Office of the Holy Ministry has only 

reached into mainstream Christianity in the last 50 years. 
74 Hebrews 11:32 
75 A legenendary noble-woman and martyr for the Christian faith. 
76 She married three major reformers, John Oecolampadius, Woflgang Capito, and Martin Bucer. 
77 She was an eighteenth century countess in England who served as benefactress to the Wesleys and George Whitefield. 

http://wlsce.net/sites/default/files/BraunLutheranSchools.pdf
http://www.journallive.co.uk/north-east-news/todays-news/2011/09/15/female-organist-set-to-be-first-to-play-durham-cathedral-61634-29424878/
http://www.journallive.co.uk/north-east-news/todays-news/2011/09/15/female-organist-set-to-be-first-to-play-durham-cathedral-61634-29424878/
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and a host of other women who served a variety of roles in church history.  Time and 

priority force us to stop with the cursory view we have given the topic at hand.   

 Permit, however, a concluding thought.  Precedence can be a dangerous tool for 

determining a present course of action.  History may have been wrong.  In addition, times 

and circumstances change, which makes an appeal to history a difficult match for the 

present.  Furthermore, our knowledge and understanding of history is profoundly limited78.  

Finding an exact match in history that compares to what we are experiencing today, making 

a judgment that what happened in history was, in fact, good and right, and then claiming to 

both know and understand the historical context rightly is a challenge not engaged lightly.  

Neither this paper nor a more detailed study of the topic ought to be the primary 

considerations in determining the valuable roles that women can fulfill in the church today.  

Nonetheless, history can be of some value in providing both examples to avoid and examples 

to follow.  Like the Apostle Paul advised the Corinthians, “Now these things occurred as 

examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did.”79  May God direct our 

insights into His Word and into the history in which that Word has been preached as we 

seek to live as His men and women in this age and the one to come. 

                                                           
78 Can we apply the archeologists 2 percent rule to history, “Archeologists excavate 2 percent of the area of 2 percent of the 

sites and find 2 percent of what was once there”? 
79 1 Corinthians 10:6 


