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Why Not Now?
The 1890 and 1894 Free Methodist Debates on Ordaining Women
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Abstract
This article uses the 1890 and 1894 Free Methodist Church debates on women’s 
 ordination  as a case study on the discursive construction of gender in evangelical 
culture. At the turn of the twentieth century, women’s roles in religious culture were 
being debated around the United States in various denominations, and the decision 
to ordain women varied greatly depending on biblical interpretation and denomina-
tional  theology. The rhetorical performances of two female evangelists and General 
Conference delegates, Clara Wetherald and Ida Gage, will be discussed and used to 
illustrate how their opponents used organizational silencing in an attempt to write them 
out of the organizational record.
Keywords: women’s ordination, Clara Wetherald, Ida Gage, rhetorical silencing, gender 
constructs 

I think the great difficulty is that man is not satisfied to be the head as God has designed 
him, but he seems to aspire to be being neck and arms, and in fact the whole body, and 
monopolize the whole seat of authority.1

—Clara Wetherald, ‘Shall Women Be Ordained?’

In the lead-up to the quadrennial General Conference of the Free Methodist 
Church, a debate raged in the pages of The Free Methodist, the denominational 

1. Clara Wetherald, ‘Shall Women be Ordained?’, The Free Methodist (14 May 1890), 2–3.
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publication, over whether women should be ordained.2 The Free Methodist had 
been edited since 1886 by Benjamin Titus (B. T.) Roberts, the founder of the 
denomination and one of its three general superintendents. Roberts was a vocal 
advocate of ordaining women and used the paper to publish the testimonies of 
women like Clara Wetherald, a respected itinerant evangelist from Michigan, 
whose success Roberts saw as proof of women’s suitability for pastoral minis-
try. Opponents of women’s ordination, on the other hand, frequently wrote in 
to refute Roberts’s perspective—a debate that carried over from the pages of 
the periodical onto the floor of the 1890 and 1894 General Conferences. These 
debates occurred during a crucial moment in American religious history and 
are bound up in larger questions about what it meant to be a woman within 
public space and what it meant to claim rhetorical authority and power as a 
woman.

To better understand what precisely was at stake in these discussions, I will 
examine the rhetorical performances of two female evangelists and General 
Conference delegates, Clara Wetherald and Ida Gage, leading up to and during 
the crucial 1890 and 1894 General Conference debates. Wetherald was appointed 
as a delegate in 1890 by the East Michigan Free Methodist Conference. She was 
only one of two female delegates, and the only woman to speak publicly and 
on the record at the Conference. She was followed in 1894 by four female del-
egates, but once again only one delegate, Ida Gage of Ohio, is recorded speaking 
in favour of women’s ordination.3 In order to better understand the cultural 
and denominational context these women operated within, I will first provide a 
brief history of the broader debate over women’s ordination in America, before 
considering how organizational silencing was used more broadly in an attempt 
to write women out of the dominant discourse of Free Methodism through the 
construction of limited, acceptable gender roles for religious women. I will then 
more closely examine how Wetherald and Gage used The Free Methodist, along 

2. Prior to the American Civil War, schisms over slavery and cultural accommodation 
(pew rentals that alienated the poor, a decline in revivalism, and holiness teachings) led 
Methodist Episcopal Church minister Benjamin Titus Roberts to lead a protest by a group 
of colleagues in the Genesee New York Conference. The protests resulted in the Methodist 
Church expelling Roberts and his colleagues. After his expulsion, Roberts helped form a new 
Methodist denomination—The Free Methodist Church—in 1860. Russell E. Richey, Kenneth 
E. Rowe, and Jean Miller Schmidt, American Methodism: A Compact History (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 2010), 89–90.

3. At the 1894 General Conference, four women delegates were elected by the annual 
Conferences: Ida Gage, Ohio; Mrs Barnhart, Pittsburgh; Mrs Clarkson, Wabash; and Mrs 
Coleman, Wisconsin. All the women came from annual Conferences that had voted to 
support women’s ordination (except for Wisconsin, which had a tied vote twenty-two to 
twenty-two).
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with floor speeches at the 1890 and 1894 General Conferences, to speak against 
this organizational silencing and force the denominational structures of power 
to grapple with the embodiedness of their experiences as female evangelists and 
preachers. This discussion will then lead to an exploration of how the debates 
over women’s ordination contributed to the discursive construction of gender 
in evangelical culture at the end of the nineteenth century.

Women’s Roles in Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century 
Methodism

From the very beginning of the Methodist movement, the question of  women’s 
preaching and ordination was controversial. In general, John Wesley approved 
of female preaching as long as the woman possessed what he termed an 
‘extraordinary call’. Sarah Mallet Boyce received a licence to preach from the 
Methodist Conference in 1787 and continued preaching until her death in 
1843. Other women like Sarah Crosby, Mary Bosanquet Fletcher, Mary Tooth, 
and Anne Tripp preached throughout their lifetimes and with John Wesley’s 
explicit approval. In 1803 the Methodist Conference greatly limited the practice 
of women’s preaching, though many women continued to itinerate and preach, 
often with the approval of their circuit superintendent. Paul Wesley Chilcote 
has identified forty-two preaching women active at some time during the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, while Zechariah Taft also included 
accounts of forty-two ‘holy women’ in Biographical Sketches of the Lives and 
Public Ministry of Various Holy Women, which was published in the late 1820s.4 
Outside of the main body of Wesleyan Methodism, the numbers began some-
what higher but fell dramatically during the 1830s and 1840s. Jennifer Lloyd 
estimates there were over sixty women openly preaching in Britain among the 
Primitive Methodists and Bible Christians in 1820, a number that had fallen to 
just one by 1850.5

In the United States, the ordination question was dealt with differently 
depending on the Protestant tradition. The Methodist Episcopal Church North 
granted women licences to preach in 1869, only to rescind all of them at the 

4. Paul Wesley Chilcote, John Wesley and the Women Preachers of Early Methodism 
(Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1991); Zechariah Taft, Biographical Sketches of the Lives 
and Public Ministry of Various Holy Women, ed. John Vickers (vol. 1, 1825; vol. 2, 1828; repr. 
Peterborough: Methodist Publishing House, 1992).

5. Jennifer M. Lloyd, Women and the Shaping of British Methodism: Persistent Preachers, 
1807–1907 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2009), 116–18.
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1880 General Conference.6 It was not until 1919 that women were once again 
allowed to hold preaching licences; full ordination did not occur until 1924. 
Congregationalists had ordained women at the individual church level since 
Antoinette Brown Blackwell in 1853 and the Unitarian and Universalist Church 
since Olympia Brown in 1863. Additionally, other offshoots of the Methodist 
Episcopal Church allowed women’s ordination from their denomination’s 
founding. The Church of the Nazarene wrote women’s ordination into its origi-
nal constitution in 1895, and the Wesleyan Methodist Church allowed confer-
ences the freedom to license and ordain women.7 While the Free Methodist 
Church did not ordain women, it did grant them the right to hold a local 
evangelist licence in 1874,8 and in 1886 women were granted membership at 
quarterly conferences, which at least gave them a seat at the table where larger 
organizational decisions were being made.9 Still, women were restricted in 
their quest for equality by much of nineteenth-century Protestant culture. They 
began to gain entrance to colleges, the medical profession, law careers, and to 
pursue a life outside the domestic sphere in numerous areas, but the profession 
of ordained church elder typically remained outside their reach.

However, the job of a preacher was more than just another occupation; it 
was a spiritual calling bound up in biblical interpretation regarding gender and 
leadership roles. Women preachers were seen not only as a threat to traditional 
nineteenth-century roles for women, but also, to some Free Methodists, as a 
threat to women’s God-ordained role as wives and mothers. The  pro-ordination 
articles published before the 1890 General Conference serve as one of the few 
times that women and men spoke out forcefully for ordination. As the 1890s 
progressed, the debate slowly shifted away from favouring ordination to 
increased opposition and by 1894, the debate over women’s roles in the church 
was a debate among men, with women largely silenced on the matter.

6. The granting of preaching licences in 1869 and the rescinding of those licences in 
1880 all occurred with the Northern Methodist Episcopal Church. ‘Timeline of Women in 
Methodism’, United Methodist Church, 22 February 2019, https://www.umc.org/en/content/
timeline-of-women-in-methodism, accessed 29 May 2019.

7. Janette Hassey, No Time for Silence (Minneapolis, MN: Christians for Biblical Equality, 
1986), 52–3. The 1895 date refers to the formation of the first Church of the Nazarene in Los 
Angeles, California, under Dr Phineas Bresee.

8. The ministerial category of evangelist was added to the Free Methodist Discipline in 
1874. ‘Evangelists are a class of preachers called to God to do this work, to labor and promote 
revivals of region and to spread the cause of Christ in the land; but are not called to a pastoral 
charge or to government within the church.’ The Doctrines and Discipline of the Free Methodist 
Church (n.p. B. T. Roberts, 1875), 84.

9. Douglas Cullum, ‘Fanatical Women’, in Andrew C. Koehl and David Basinger, eds, 
Earnest: Interdisciplinary Work Inspired by the Life and Teachings of B. T. Roberts (Eugene, 
OR: Pickwick Publications, 2017), 24.
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Creating a Climate of Silence

Within Free Methodism, two opposing ideological camps emerged in the years 
before the 1890 General Conference. Roberts and his supporters forwarded a 
vision of biblical equality for the denomination, while the two other general 
superintendents, G. W. Coleman and E. P. Hart, strongly opposed women’s 
ordination and gender equality. Both groups relied on the nineteenth-century 
rhetoric of the cult of domesticity to justify their positions. While many late 
nineteenth-century American publications extolled the virtues of women 
remaining in the domestic sphere, the reality was more complex and it is likely 
that, rather than the cult of domesticity existing as a historical reality, it was 
instead a cultural and rhetorical construct used by competing factions to achieve 
their own ends.10 As Amanda Vickery notes, in both the United Kingdom and 
the United States, only the wealthiest families could afford to truly practice sep-
arate gender roles within the home. Yet, popular culture embraced the notion 
of domestic virtue and used this rhetorical ideal to oppose widening the sphere 
of women’s influence. Advocates for women’s place in the public sphere also 
used the cult of domesticity rhetoric to ‘justify their efforts at moral reforma-
tion both within the family and outside the home’.11 Within Free Methodism, 
these larger debates ultimately resulted in two competing rhetorical visions for 
women’s biblical and social roles within the denomination—visions that would 
frequently come into conflict with each other on the pages of denominational 
print publications and on the floor of the General Conference.

As this tense rhetorical climate developed within the denomination, female 
evangelists such as Wetherald and Gage found it increasingly difficult authori-
tatively to construct their rhetorical identity—an identity that was intimately 
bound up with gender, discourse, and power. While women’s ordination was 
being discussed in the abstract in the pages of The Free Methodist, the embod-
iedness of women evangelists’ lives and experiences was easier to forget as the 
primary focus was on the success of their ministries. However, when the women 
appeared in person to debate ordination, their gender was physically present, 
pushing their ministerial accomplishments to the background. Wetherald and 
Gage could no longer simply rely on language and logical persuasion to gain 
acceptance. Instead, they engaged in a type of performativity to interrogate 
established gender roles for nineteenth-century women through both their 

10. Sue Morgan and Jacqueline deVries, eds, ‘Introduction’, in Women, Gender and 
Religious Cultures in Britain, 1800–1940 (London: Routledge, 2010), 8.

11. Amanda Vickery, ‘Golden Age to Separate Spheres? A Review of the Categories and 
Chronology of English Women’s History’, The Historical Journal 36/2 (1993), 384.
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words and actions. During the 1890 and 1894 debates, both Wetherald and 
Gage used distinct verbal performative styles in an attempt to destabilize the 
discursive construction of gender and push for women’s ordination as elders.

In response, opponents of women’s ordination often evoked biblical pas-
sages out of context and issued warnings predicting ordination would lead to 
an increasingly progressive theology that was counter to the Free Methodist 
mission of upholding ‘the gospel standard of Christianity’.12 In other words, 
they accused the proponents of ordination of radicalism disguised as piety. 
Opponents were threatened by what they saw as a fundamental reinterpre-
tation of gender roles and, to many undecided Free Methodists, their argu-
ments were incredibly convincing. Despite the best efforts of men like Roberts 
and women like Wetherald and Gage, the organizational pressures of Free 
Methodism ultimately created a culture of silence that pushed dissenting voices 
to the margins. Ironically, it was as a result of displaying their gender at the 
General Conferences and rhetorically linking it to their authority to preach 
that Wetherald and Gage were ultimately silenced—forced to either conform 
to the new dominant discourse of Free Methodism or leave the denomination 
altogether.

The Free Methodist Magazine Debates

In 1886, however, the question of women's ordination was far from settled 
within Free Methodism, and in fact, the denominational discourse seemed 
to be swinging slightly in favour of ordination. B. T. Roberts was a cunning 
editor of The Free Methodist, using his position to include more contributions 
by women without drawing overt attention or animosity from more conserva-
tive denominational members. A weekly publication, The Free Methodist had 
approximately 3,000 subscribers in 1886 before Roberts took over as editor.13 
And yet, while there were only 3,000 individual subscribers, it was not uncom-
mon for the readership to be much higher due to single issues being passed 
among various families within communities.14 In the May 1890 issue, Wetherald 
wrote a two-page defence of her ministry, entitled ‘Shall Women be Ordained?’ 
She pointed out, ‘I think the great difficulty is that man is not satisfied to be 

12. Howard A. Snyder, Populist Saints: B. T. and Ellen Roberts and the First Free Methodists 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006), 531.

13. Ibid. 544.
14. Richard D. Altick, The English Common Reader: A Social History of the Mass Reading 

Public, 1800–1900 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), 323.
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the head as God has designed him, but he seems to aspire to be being neck and 
arms, and in fact the whole body, and monopolize the whole seat of authority.’ 
Wetherald went on to compare the plight of women and their pursuit of gender 
equality with the plight of the slave who was oppressed because of the colour 
of his or her skin. Wetherald concluded her article with a quote from African 
American suffragist Sojourner Truth whom Wetherald referred to as ‘a colored 
lady and a preacher’. She noted, ‘In speaking on women’s rights she [Truth] 
said, “Men need not make such a fuss about women having anything to do in 
the church, for it was God and a woman that produced for the world a Savior 
and man had nothing to do with it.”’15 Drawing on the rhetorical eloquence of 
Sojourner Truth, Wetherald linked the struggles for racial and gender equality. 
By evoking Truth in her speech, Wetherald was not only drawing comparisons 
between the quest for gender equality and racial equality, she was also drawing 
attention to the power of a speaker who continually chose to challenge social 
norms through speech and performance.

The 1, 8, and 22 October 1890 editions of The Free Methodist also included 
pleas from other Free Methodist leaders to vote in favour of women’s ordina-
tion. Free Methodist elder W. B. M. Colt, who had supported the resolution to 
allow evangelists to serve as delegates at the 1886 General Conference, published 
a historical defence of women in Christian leadership in the 1 and 8 October 
editions entitled ‘Why Not?’ Roberts’s daughter-in-law Emma Sellew Roberts, 
who was serving as co-principal at Chili Seminary along with Roberts’s son 
Benson, followed up Colt’s article in the 22 October edition with an article 
entitled ‘Help It On’. Drawing attention to the fact that Congregationalists and 
other denominations had already voted to ordain women, Sellew Roberts noted 
that within Free Methodism, prejudices still ran high:16

Many women among us are filling the pulpits with acceptability, 
but many more living in less favorable quarters have a message on 
their soul, to proclaim which no opportunity is given. They still 
cling to the church whose principles they espouse. Every Sunday 
they are found at church listening, perhaps to an attempt at preach-
ing, made by one not especially gifted or blessed. They attend camp 

15. Wetherald, ‘Shall Women be Ordained?’, 2–3.
16. In the United States, the Congregationalists began ordaining women in 1853, the 

Advent Christian Church in 1860, Salvation Army in 1870, Church of God (Anderson) in 1855, 
Disciples of Christ in 1888, and the Wesleyan Methodists in 1891. Sellew Roberts was most 
likely referring to these denominations in her article. Information on women’s ordination 
is from Mark Chaves, Ordaining Women: Culture and Conflict in Religious Organizations 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 16.
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meetings, speak words of power in exhortation and testimony, but 
their call to ministry and preaching ability are entirely ignored.17

The push by prominent Free Methodist leaders before and during the 1890 
Conference (held during October when Sellew Roberts’s and Colt’s articles 
were published) illustrates the desire of many of its founding members, includ-
ing Roberts, for gender equality.18 In spite of this desire, the denomination was 
a democracy (albeit a male-centric democracy), not an autocracy. Thus, the 
decision to ordain women had to be made by the denomination as a whole and 
not simply its founders. Since the 1890 Conference only had two voting women 
delegates (Wetherald, from the Eastern Michigan Conference, and Anna Grant, 
from the North Indiana Conference), the likelihood of the decision passing in 
favour of the women was low. With three superintendents now presiding over 
the Conference (Roberts, Coleman, and Hart) who all held differing opinions 
on women in ministry, the debate in the 1890 General Conference Daily was 
long, intense, and at times vicious.

The 1890 General Conference

As the 1890 General Conference began, it became quite clear early on that the 
‘woman issue’, as it was referred to in the General Conference Daily, would not 
be put to rest. Although the sixty-seven-year-old B. T. Roberts was suffering 
from exhaustion and poor health, he opened the Conference by proposing 
a resolution that would require no change to the Free Methodist Discipline 
(the denomination’s book of guidelines for membership and church admin-
istration), but simply affirm that women could be ordained.19 The resolution 
sparked a debate over policy, governance, and scriptural interpretation that 
continued for days at the Conference. The competing rhetorical visions of the 

17. Emma Sellew Roberts, ‘Help It On!’, The Free Methodist (22 October 1890), 2.
18. Roberts’s writings emphasized active civic participation in the world but at the same 

time maintaining distance, as Christians were to remain separate (1 John 2:15–17). Snyder, 
Populist Saints, 807. After Roberts’s death, future editors of The Free Methodist published 
pro-suffrage editorials and opinions, but no official stance was taken by the denomination. 
‘Woman’s Legal Rights’, The Free Methodist (27 August 1901), 8; ‘Woman Suffrage’, The Free 
Methodist (8 March 1904), 8.

19. Jack D. Richardson, ‘B. T. Roberts and the Role of Women in Ministry in Nineteenth-
Century Free Methodism’, MA thesis (Colgate Rochester Divinity School, 1984), 101. Wilson 
T. Hogue, History of the Free Methodist Church of North America, 2 vols (Chicago: Free 
Methodist Publishing House, 1915), II:201; J. G. Terrill, ‘An Important Resolution’, General 
Conference Daily (11 October 1890), 43.
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pro-ordination and anti-ordination opponents would continually be discussed 
in the coming debates. Little ‘persuasion’ occurred at the 1890 and 1894 General 
Conferences; both were simply a repetition of the vision of opposing ideologies 
with little discussion engendered and even less compromise accomplished.20 
Delegates came to the Conferences with their beliefs on women’s roles firmly 
established and, while the debates raged on, opponents of ordination were 
rarely persuaded to change their minds.21

In reality, it was primarily because Roberts held considerable sway as both a 
general superintendent and founder of the denomination that the issue even came 
to the floor of the Conference. Wetherald felt the support of Roberts through-
out the Conference as she was asked to preach at one of the evening services, 
spoke on the record twice in defence of her ministry, and served as the example 
of a successful woman evangelist. It is doubtful her example would have been as 
influential if Roberts did not also argue for women’s ordination. His frustration 
regarding opposition to the measure is evident in his opening remarks:

It is hard to speak to men’s stomachs for they have no ears to hear. It 
is a very hard thing to speak to men’s prejudices. They are stronger 
than the sense of justice. They are stronger than the love of truth, 
even in many good men. We can hardly estimate the power of prej-
udice, and yet I think as Christian men we ought to conquer our 
prejudices and adhere to truth however it may be in conflict with 
our training. Prejudice on this subject are the growth of centuries. 
Truth may be in conflict with our training and prejudice on this 
subject. We have been brought up to regard woman as inferior to 
man, and are not willing the same rights to be given to her . . . Some 
of men’s prejudices are one way and others are another. My preju-
dices are one way and those of many of you are another; and I think 
I can make it clear from the Bible, if you will listen candidly to me, 
that the resolution before us ought to receive a unanimous vote.22

Just like Wetherald, Roberts’s plea to move beyond prejudice and consider the 
social and spiritual rights of women fell on deaf ears as other delegates spoke 
up in opposition to women’s ordination. Roberts’s address did not seem to draw 
much support for women’s ordination even though the speech pushed him to 

20. Earnest G. Bormann, ‘Fantasy and Rhetorical Vision: The Rhetorical Criticism of 
Social Reality’, Quarterly Journal of Speech, 58/4 (1972), 396.

21. Snyder, Populist Saints, 864.
22. J. G. Terrill, ‘Seventh Sitting’, General Conference Daily (18 October 1890), 114–17.
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the verge of collapse.23 As with the debates in other denominations during this 
time, opponents based their arguments not on the nature of God and what 
the Bible said regarding women’s roles, but on the nature of woman and her 
 ‘natural’ inferiority.

For example, O. M. Owen, a delegate from Susquehanna, New York, 
acknowledged the right of women to own property and have social equality 
equivalent to men, but he argued that biblical equality and denominational 
leadership were another matter:

We would acknowledge her to be the equal of man in intellect, 
equal in ability, but not equal in authority. She has her sphere of 
labor, and in that sphere she may equal and sometimes excel man, 
in this sphere. That God never intended woman to be the leader 
in the church, nation, or family may be seen from the law and the 
testimony.24

Owen based his argument on a literal interpretation of the Bible and only the 
English translation, whereas Roberts and Wetherald both took a historical/ 
cultural approach to biblical interpretation. Roberts also referred to original 
Greek texts as justification for why women should be ordained. Opponents felt 
no need to explore the Greek texts; as Wilson Hogue, a delegate of Genesee, 
New York, noted, they were not learned men. Hogue exclaimed, ‘A discussion 
about Greek roots and verbs and nouns is an inexcusable waste of time. Five 
words of plain English on this subject are worth ten thousand words in an 
unknown tongue.’25

Relying on the rhetoric of the cult of domesticity, the opponents began to 
justify their opposition, citing the numerous rights women were gaining in 
other areas of American culture. Superintendent E. P. Hart appealed to the del-
egates’ patriotism and knowledge that women were not as oppressed as the 
pro-ordination advocates made it appear:

We are not in England or in Germany, but in republican America—
in the land where the question of human rights and equality is 
being solved on a basis of right and equity as it is no other land. 
The women of America may in their sphere weld [sic] an influence 
for good that can be equaled under no other condition. It is the soft 
hand of woman that rocks the cradle of the nation. This question 

23. Hogue, History of the Free Methodist Church, II:192.
24. Hassey, No Time for Silence, 40.
25. J. G. Terrill, ‘W. T. Hogue’, General Conference Daily (17 October 1890), 119–22.
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stripped of all that is foreign to it should be discussed on the basis 
of New Testament teaching.26

Hart’s appeal to strip the debate of ‘all that is foreign’ was a subtle stab at 
Roberts’s attempt to refer to the original Greek of the New Testament. Buried 
deep in the anti-ordination rhetoric at the Conference was the male delegates’ 
underlying fear of having their power within the denomination diminished.

Wetherald Weighs In

Although there were two female delegates to the 1890 General Conference, 
Anna Grant and Wetherald, only Wetherald spoke on the record in defence of 
her ministry. While there were several very vocal male supporters of ordina-
tion, the 1890 and 1894 debates are strong examples of the effects of organi-
zational hierarchy and silencing. As feminist historian Robin Clair notes, it is 
important for scholars to not only read the official organization’s history, but 
to search for the overlooked or purposely written-out portions of an organi-
zation’s narrative.27 Wetherald had been able to successfully gain acceptance 
for her ministry, but at the 1890 debates she was quickly silenced by men who 
openly mocked the idea of women as spiritual leaders in the church.

In response to anti-feminist arguments that sought to locate their opposi-
tion to women’s ordination in the rhetoric of literal scriptural interpretation and 
cultural norms, Wetherald turned the debate around and focused the attention 
on the physical and financial hardship women evangelists faced:

For twenty-four years I have preached the gospel and have never 
been laid aside from the ministry but six months. I have had people 
come many miles to have me marry them, and I would not do it. 
I have labored many years for $100 a year. The railways refuse to 
grant permits to women who are not ordained, no matter if they 
are licensed. I do not stand here because I want to be honored. That 
is all taken out of my heart. There are those who have been saved 
under my labors who have desired to receive the Lord’s Supper 
from my hands; but I could not administer it. God has given us this 
right, but the conference refuses it.28

26. J. G. Terrill, ‘E. P. Hart’, General Conference Daily (17 October 1890), 122.
27. Robin Patric Clair, Organizing Silence: A World of Possibilities (Albany: State University 

of New York Press, 1998), 74.
28. J. G. Terrill, ‘Sister Wetherald’, General Conference Daily (13 October 1890), 61.



56          wesley  and  methodist  studies

In her address, she centres the debate on the inequality between ordained elders 
and evangelists. Wetherald travelled extensively, preaching around the country, 
but her role as minister was limited by church rules prohibiting her from per-
forming all the duties of an ordained elder. While she alluded to the financial 
gender disparity, she also subtly critiqued the belief that ordaining women will 
upset the ‘natural’ order.

Additionally, at the 1890 General Conference Wetherald was invited to 
preach one of the opening Conference sermons to delegates and guests. Her 
sermon was scheduled for the night before the debate on women’s ordination. 
Appropriately, she chose to preach on 1 Corinthians 14:34–5, one of the most 
contested passages in the Bible on women’s role in the church: ‘Let your women 
keep silence in the church: for it not permitted unto them to speak.’ Wetherald 
noted that only two verses in the Bible refer to women remaining silent, but 
those two verses were continually being used to repress women’s ability to 
preach. The hypocrisy was evident:

I once spoke to a woman on the subject of pride, and she told me 
that she had searched the Bible and had only found 144 passages 
speaking that subject, and yet with all this said against pride the 
church will hardly conform to the plainness in dress; yet one or 
two passages are sufficient in the minds of many upon this subject. 
But I was not going to preach on the subject of pride. Paul was the 
best educated of all the apostles and he was well versed in scripture 
and knew these facts, and he would not present a doctrine or stan-
dard contrary to these passages quoted, and that would make him 
contradict himself. I pity any woman who is down on her own sex. 
I suppose there are some; God help them!29

Wetherald went on to state that Paul was aware that when the Holy Spirit 
descended from heaven during Pentecost, it did not distinguish between gen-
ders. The single passage asking women to remain silent must be taken in the 
historical context of addressing issues in the early church and at Corinth, to 
whom the letter was written. Wetherald framed the right to ordination from 
a historical and cultural reading of the Bible. Roberts framed his opening 
remarks the next day in the same way. Yet, either due to sloppy reporting or 
purposely delaying publication, Wetherald’s sermon on women’s role in the 
church was not published until the end of the General Conference in the 22 
October issue of the General Conference Daily. This October date was well after 

29. J. G. Terrill, ‘Tuesday Night at May Street Church’, General Conference Daily (22 
October 1890), 190.
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the denomination would have read the remarks for and against ordination by 
the other delegates. While the publication of Wetherald’s sermon was delayed, 
her attempt to challenge the beliefs of opponents but also find common ground 
is impressive. Wetherald stood alone in her defence. As the only woman to 
preach at the General Conference and the only woman to speak in the defence 
of women’s rights in the denomination, she attempted to bridge the divide.

Wetherald’s floor speech and the speeches of the other delegates were pub-
lished in The General Conference Daily, providing Free Methodists who could 
not attend the Conference with information about proceedings. However, 
the editor of The General Conference Daily, J. G. Terrill, included numerous 
editorial comments, attempting to provide an interpretation of events on the 
Conference floor. As he noted in regard to Wetherald’s speech,

We call particular attention to the speeches of Rev’ds B. T. Roberts . . . 
and Rev. Mrs. Clara Wetherald . . . we speak of the above speeches, 
not from any special favoritism to the parties, or to either side of the 
question, but because of their being more elaborate and more fully 
discussing the question.30

Rhetorically, his reference to Wetherald as ‘Rev.’ is interesting, illustrating her 
prominence in the denomination. She was not an ordained elder as Roberts 
was, but she was referred to by the same title. At the time of the 1890 General 
Conference, the ministry roles of women were separated from that of ordained 
elders. Women could be appointed to the role of evangelist to ‘preach the gos-
pel’, but could not be ‘called to a pastoral charge’.31 The respect others showed 
Wetherald by calling her ‘Rev.’ was not typical for denominational writings of 
the time. Other women, including women missionaries, at the Conference are 
referred to as ‘Miss’ or ‘Mrs.’ in The General Conference Daily.32

As the most vocal advocate of women’s right to ordination at the 1890 
General Conference, Wetherald serves as an example of someone who inten-
tionally chose to live at the margins of social and theological acceptance in 
the denomination. A culture of rhetorical silencing was being generated as 
Wetherald spoke to other delegates who opposed ordination. She had  succeeded 
in rhetorically crafting a professional identity that had gained her respect and 
attention, but when it came to the issue of ordination, she was not willing to 
disguise her strong support for furthering ministry opportunities for women. 

30. J. G. Terrill, ‘Notes’, General Conference Daily (13 October 1890), 63.
31. B. T. Roberts, ed., The Doctrines and Discipline of the Free Methodist Church (North 

Chili: Roberts, [1887]), 69.
32. J. G. Terrill, ‘Notes’, General Conference Daily (16 October 1890), 107.
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Her addresses at the Conference focus on women’s ‘God given right’ to preach, 
which was subverting the language of ‘natural’ roles for women to argue for 
‘naturally equal’ roles instead of a ‘natural inferior’ role.

Indeed, as the debate unfolded in 1890, it became increasingly clear that to 
gain attention, Wetherald had to speak in the language of the opposition and 
perform in a masculine manner. She reasoned with her opponents using the 
very biblical passages they used to denounce her ministry. Before 1890, her 
rhetoric had focused on her identity as an evangelist first and foremost, but now 
with the debate focusing on women’s inability to be both a wife, mother, and 
evangelist, she reframed her identity using her ministerial accomplishments to 
also identify first as a woman and secondly as an evangelist,  emphasizing that 
gender did not determine a successful ministry. In her Conference address, 
Wetherald used the story of a female sheepdog able to both leave her pups to 
find the sheep and return home to care for her puppies. As she said, ‘Let women 
be considered in the matter. They say woman is not adapted to the regular min-
istry. I think she is peculiarly fitted to care for souls.’33

Wetherald was attempting to construct both a performative and rhetorical 
identity that would help persuade other delegates that she was first and  foremost 
an evangelist by repeatedly breaking the stereotypical mould for women and 
addressing the male delegates as their equal. Despite Wetherald’s best efforts, 
language and performativity were bound to work against her; language was 
bound to silence her in an organizational culture that did not fully recognize 
her gifts. In many ways, the proponents of women’s ordination were facing an 
insurmountable battle against a long-established hierarchy of language and 
biblical interpretation.

The Final Vote

The 1890 debates on women’s ordination dissolved in chaos, with delegates 
unsure about how to vote or even what they were voting on. The Roberts’s 
Resolution, as it was called, failed by two votes: forty opposed to and 
 thirty-eight in favour of women’s ordination. Terrill, in his editorial notes on 
the Conference, described the scene:

It is not for those who favor the ordination of women to be 
 discouraged, nor for any who are opposed to it, if there be such, to 
glory in its defeat. The vote Wednesday evening was not decisive 

33. J. G. Terrill, ‘Speech of Mrs. Clara Wetherald’, General Conference Daily (21 October 
1890), 171.
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of that question. There was involved with it other questions, that 
distracted the minds of some, and caused others to vote contrary to 
their pronounced positions. There are some among us who believe 
there is nothing natural or scriptural in the way of the ordination 
of women. But they hold that we are not prepared for it until the 
church as a body has expressed its opinion on the subject; and they, 
therefore, favor its being submitted to the annual conferences; and 
because the ordination of women is such a wide departure from the 
custom of the church universal, they think it best that more than a 
majority should decide it.34

Despite the delegates voting it down, the issue was not dead. It was now put on 
hold for four years as annual Conferences would voice their opinion and send 
delegates back in 1894 to cast the deciding vote on the issue. However, before 
the 1890 Conference concluded, Wetherald took one more chance to persuade 
her fellow Free Methodists to support women’s ordination. On Thursday, 16 
October, the day after the Roberts’s Resolution was voted down, she spoke 
about the issue of women’s natural duties and the arguments raised in opposi-
tion of women preaching:

I know we have responsibilities that others do not have, and I think 
of all others we should have the support of the church. I do not see 
why the heavens should fall and everything be turned bottom side 
up if five elders should lay their hands on my head and say, ‘Take 
thou authority to preach the word of God and to administer the 
holy sacraments in the congregation.’ I know that the Lord has laid 
his hand upon my head, and he will carry me through. You say that 
the financial question should not come into this discussion. Why 
not, if it comes in with the men? I say it is a question of equality. If it 
is said that it means males only when it says ‘he’, then we must all sit 
down without hope of salvation. But I deny that it has that mean-
ing. A man said to me, ‘There is no salvation for woman in the 
Bible. There is no place in the Bible where it says she has a soul.’35

Directly attacking her opponents, Wetherald makes the bold claim that if 
ministry is not open to women because the Bible prohibits it, then what is to 
prevent salvation from being open only to men? No response to Wetherald’s 

34. J. G. Terrill, ‘Notes: The Meaning of the Vote’, General Conference Daily (17 October 
1890), 125.

35. Terrill, ‘Speech of Mrs. Clara Wetherald’, 171.
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address is recorded, and four months after the Conference ended, she was the 
centre of public controversy as her husband, an ordained Free Methodist min-
ister, confessed to adultery and she filed for divorce and remarried, making it 
impossible to remain in the denomination.36

By the 1890 Conference, Wetherald was no longer trying to subvert the dis-
course or pass within the denomination. On a larger societal scale, she still was 
attempting to place her role as an evangelist ahead of her gender, but within the 
Free Methodist Church, such a distinction remained problematic. Wetherald’s 
final speech at the 1890 General Conference is her last recorded address within 
the denomination. By 1892 she had left and become a ministerial candidate in 
the Congregationalist Church, leaving the defence of women’s ordination in the 
hands of Ida Gage, a rising evangelist in the Ohio Conference, whose revivals 
and success at church planting were attracting attention across the region.

The Calm before the 1894 Storm

After women’s ordination was narrowly defeated in 1890, Roberts turned his 
arguments for women’s ordination into a self-published book, Ordaining Women 
(1891). The book received mixed reactions within the denomination and Free 
Methodist General Superintendent G. W. Coleman published a lengthy review 
in the 17 June 1891 issue of The Free Methodist, arguing against Roberts’s premise 
that women were morally, intellectually, and socially equal to men. In the same 
issue, an unidentified woman also wrote a rebuttal of Roberts’s arguments. The 
unnamed woman, who identifies herself as a woman evangelist with a husband 
who is an ordained Free Methodist elder, rejects the claim that other women 
evangelists desire ordination. Directly attacking Mariet Hardy Freeland, a strong 
female supporter of ordination who hoped Ordaining Women would deliver 
women in the same way Uncle Tom’s Cabin delivered African Americans:

[G]reat deliverance implies clearly as great an oppression? . . . She 
[Freeland] says, ‘especially in the Free Methodist Church’. This sur-
prises me still more. Are the sisters of our loved Zion really oppressed 
in any degree like unto the bondage of the colored race? Are they 
under whip and lash deprived of their liberty, and waiting for the 
‘ordination of women’ to set them free? I cannot ‘accept the situation’.37

36. The 1886 Free Methodist Book of Discipline (North Chili, NY: B. T. Roberts, 1887) allowed 
members to divorce in the cases of adultery (Matt. 5:32) but prohibited remarriage after divorce 
(Mark 10:11–12), p. 27. ‘To Preach at Her Husband’s Funeral: Mrs. Wetherell-Buell May Possibly 
Explain Why She Secured a Divorce’, The New York Times (25 June 1895).

37. A Woman, ‘The Other Side of the Question’, The Free Methodist (17 June 1891), 4.
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The author’s comment illustrates the deepening opposition to ordination 
within the denomination and increasing confusion over biblical interpretation 
by both men and women.

Roberts was no longer the editor of The Free Methodist after the 1890 General 
Conference, and between 1890 and 1894 it became rare for original articles by 
women to be published, and the few articles by women that were published 
often strongly opposed women’s ordination. During this period the magazine 
was frequently used to elevate woman onto a domestic pedestal where her 
moral superiority to man made her incapable of serving as a minister. In the 17 
June 1891 special issue of The Free Methodist, Superintendent G. W. Coleman, a 
vocal opponent to women’s ordination, wrote a special insert that serves as one 
example of rhetoric that simultaneously elevated and degraded women. On the 
first page of Coleman’s insert is a poem outlining gender roles. While not an 
exceptional example of poetry, it does show how language was twisted to both 
appear to honour yet devalue women at the same time:

Woman completes what man begins;
Tis hers to polish and refine;
But if she builds alone she sins
Against her art and God’s design.38

If they could use such poetry and essays to seemingly put women on a pedestal 
while also restricting her role to the domestic sphere, then they could effec-
tively defeat ordination.

In response to Coleman’s critique of Ordaining Women, Roberts wrote a 
defence in the 12 August 1891 issue. Included in the issue were positive reviews 
from other periodicals such as The Pentecost, The Union Signal, The Wesleyan 
Methodist, and the Evangelical Messenger. However, Roberts’s book was seldom 
advertised in the denominational publication and some annual Conferences 
banned its sale at their conventions.39 The lack of denominational support, 
especially from the denomination’s superintendents, points to the continuing 
organizational silencing of gender equality rhetoric.

As in the months leading up to the 1890 General Conference, the summer 
and autumn of 1894 saw the pages of The Free Methodist once again filled with 
articles for and against ordination. However, unlike the 1890 magazine debates, 
men wrote most of the articles. Roberts died suddenly in 1893 and, after his 

38. A. D. Yocum, ‘The Crown of Womanhood’, The Free Methodist (17 June 1891), 1.
39. J. G. Terrill, ‘Vote on Ordination of Women’, General Conference Daily (11 October 

1894), 8.
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death, the tide quickly turned in strong opposition to women’s ordination.40 
Only a few men and women were still openly supportive, and the three Free 
Methodist general superintendents were all opposed. Additionally, during the 
four-year interim, the annual Conferences had voted on women’s ordination 
and the denomination was split almost equally on the issue.41

40. Snyder, Populist Saints, 885.
41. G. Terrill, ‘Delegates to General Conference & Vote on Ordination of Women’, General 

Conference Daily (11 October 1894), 8.

Figure 1 Group photograph of the 1894 General Conference. The Conference had four 
women delegates: Mrs N. Barnhart of the Pittsburg Conference, Ida Gage of Ohio, Clara 
Sage of Wabash, and Mrs M. L. Coleman of Wisconsin. Ida Gage (no. 62) was the only 
female delegate to speak on the floor in defence of women’s ordination. Photograph 
courtesy of Marston Memorial Historical Center.
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The 1894 General Conference

Before the 1894 General Conference, Gage was relatively silent on the issue of 
women’s role as preachers. She regularly published a yearly ministry report 
each February, including in 1894, but her gruelling travel schedule likely lim-
ited the time she had to write ministry reports to the denomination. However, 
as a delegate at the 1894 Conference, she was ready to defend her ministry. 
Representing Ohio, which had voted eighteen to fourteen to approve ordaining 
women, Gage was a natural spokesperson.42 Interestingly, the East Michigan 
Conference, which had sent Wetherald as a delegate in 1890, voted decisively in 
opposition of ordaining women—fifty-six to seventeen—a huge shift from the 
Conference’s position in 1890. This was perhaps due in part to the scandal of 
John Wetherald’s affair and the couple’s subsequent divorce in 1891.

With the death of Roberts in 1893, women’s voices within the denomina-
tion, especially on the question of ordination, were becoming increasingly 
silenced. While there were four female delegates to General Conference in 
1894—Mrs N. Barnhart of the Pittsburgh Conference, Ida Gage of Ohio, Clara 
Sage of Wabash, and Mrs M. L. Coleman of Wisconsin—the delegates were 
still overwhelmingly male and the debate had shifted to focus not on biblical 
interpretation, but on whether the denomination was going to follow the larger 
social trend of granting women equality in the public sphere. As C. M. Damon 
said in a September 1894 issue of The Free Methodist, the woman question:

will not down; and unless we are prepared to roll back the march of 
progress by closing the doors of the institutions of higher learning, 
which have lately been opened to woman, we may as well adjust 
ourselves to the trend of events in all civilized nations, and prepare 
to meet the oncoming participation and influence of women in 
public affairs. That this trend is toward her emancipation, elevation 
and enfranchisement, needs no proof to the thoughtful student of 
the times.43

Damon stressed that both the lack of legal and spiritual equality were grossly 
under-acknowledged and understood, and the denomination could no longer 
stand by and allow the inequality to continue. However, in September 1894, 
George M’Culloch wrote into the Free Methodist saying, ‘The advocates of 
woman’s ordination are working for a state of things which is entirely unknown 

42. Ibid.
43. C. M. Damon, ‘The Woman Question’, The Free Methodist (19 September 1894), 2–3.
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to Methodism (as a body) or to any other truly evangelical church; but which 
is mainly found in the practice of the Universalists, the Unitarians and the 
Adventists. Do we wish to pattern after them?’44 Arguments like M’Culloch’s 
were fairly common as Free Methodists’ opinions differed greatly on the subject, 
even though other holiness offshoots, such as the Wesleyan Methodist Church, 
had allowed ordination almost since its inception in 1843. Yet, as in 1890, the 
debate was narrowing to the belief women were morally superior to men and 
not suited for public roles. They were instead expected to serve as the moral 
compass in the home. Additionally, there was a growing fear of secularization. 
As women gained rights in the public sphere, some Free Methodists viewed 
female ordination as an attack on what they perceived to be God-ordained roles 
for men and women. More so than in 1890, the 1894 debates illustrated that 
rhetorical power rested in the hands of men. Women had little control over the 
language; only when they embraced the language of the dominant hierarchy 
were they granted attention.

Indeed, as the debate over women’s ordination officially began at the 1894 
General Conference, D. J. Santiner from New York stood up to denounce wom-
en’s preaching as contrary to the natural order. Referring to a story ‘a woman 
at the last general conference’ told (Wetherald in 1890), he went on to tell the 
story of a sheepdog and her puppies, noting that, ‘In this illustration the dog 
represents the woman and the puppies her children. Now I want to say if that 
dog is to represent my wife and the puppies my children she shall stay at home 
and take care of the puppies.’45 Santiner used the same illustration as Wetherald, 
but twisted it to focus on women’s domestic role. Because Wetherald’s address 
was published in the 1890 General Conference Daily, Santiner likely read it and 
thus his refusal to name Wetherald illustrates another example of some Free 
Methodists silencing her ministry after she had left the denomination. Santiner 
continued in his address to passionately argue for the cult of domesticity,

God’s word declares, ‘I will therefore that the young women marry, 
bear children, guide the house, give no occasion to the adversary 
to speak reproachfully.’ Those to be ordained it declares, should be 
men. If this be not so our opposers must show that women have 
wives and are commanded to rule over their households.46

With Roberts gone, delegates were more open in their opposition to gender 
equality. Owen, who spoke in opposition to ordination at the 1890 General 

44. George M’Culloch, ‘Ordaining Women’, The Free Methodist (12 September 1894), 2–3.
45. J. G. Terrill, ‘Santiner’, General Conference Daily (15 October 1894), 62.
46. Ibid.
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Conference, once again strongly noted how women’s ordination was not in line 
with their biblically mandated roles:

My contention is that God designed that man should be the leader 
and ruler, and just as the word says, ‘woman shall be a helpmeet 
unto him’. We have a president of the United States and a vice-
president, and no one would contend that the vice-president was 
equal in authority to the president. He is simply a helper in official 
matters.47

Owen drew similar conclusions as Santiner. Women are ‘helpers’, not ‘leaders’. 
In response to the strong hostility to women’s ordination, only Gage spoke on 
the record in defence of her ministry.

Unlike Wetherald in 1890, who attempted to subvert the discourse on gen-
der and still rhetorically pass, Gage did not attempt to play by the rules of mas-
culine rhetoric. She addressed Owen’s comments directly, along with Santiner’s 
use of Wetherald’s story indirectly in her remarks:

Referring to what my brother from the Susquehanna conference 
[Owen] said with regard to the president and vice president of the 
United States, if I have a proper understanding, the vice president 
has the authority to perform all the duties of the president in his 
absence. I come to you as a vice president, and I wish that this ques-
tion could be settled. I am not an enthusiast on this subject. I am 
in sympathy with the brother who is in the canoe with the sisters, 
because, of course, their situation seems to be perilous at times. 
My brother who spake on my left favorably referred to a certain 
illustration, which to my mind, was out of place [Santiner] and yet, 
looking at it in the light that when our sisters leave their children 
with their neighbors to go berrying, or help their husbands dig 
potatoes, no one criticizes it at all. But when they go out to res-
cue the lost and unsaved, there is a great deal of comment made. 
I  feel very much like the colored man when he thanked God for 
the ‘sperience’. My brother says this is not a testimony meeting, but 
I want to say just a few words. I have ‘sperience’ on this line.48

As with the earlier articles in The Free Methodist equating the oppression of 
women to the oppression of slaves, Gage draws on the comparison between the 

47. J. G. Terrill, ‘Owen’, General Conference Daily (15 October 1894), 67.
48. J. G. Terrill, ‘Mrs. Ida L. Gage’, General Conference Daily (17 October 1894), 80–1.



66          wesley  and  methodist  studies

African American man who is treated as inferior and the woman who is treated 
as weak in both mind and body and should be grateful for whatever ‘sperience’ 
she is given.

Gage went on to give her testimony and concluded that while so many of 
the delegates claimed women were not up to the hardship of itinerant ministry, 
as a result of her spiritual conversion, the Lord made her strong enough to 
‘stand as much as an iron woman’. Gage’s remarks went unaddressed by her 
male colleagues as others stood up and spoke out in opposition to women’s 
ordination. She noted delegates were encouraged not to refer to personal expe-
rience as part of their public address, but she denounced this. She insisted her 
personal experience was valuable and necessary to understand why her min-
istry was important and why the arguments of her critics were flawed.49 Gage 
would not be silenced or conform to the masculine rhetorical style present at 
the 1894 Conference.

Toward the end of the debate, F. D. Brooke, a delegate from the Illinois 
Conference, which supported women’s ordination, summarized the long-
standing debate on women’s roles in the church. As Brooke noted, people 
have always left the church in opposition to granting women additional rights. 
When women were first granted evangelists’ licences at the 1882 Burlington 
General Conference, a delegate left the denomination in protest, and at the 1886 
General Conference in Coopersville, when evangelists—including women—
were allowed to serve as delegates to annual and General Conferences, another 
Free Methodist delegate left the denomination. As Brooke put it:

Now the question is one of consistency. We must go ahead or go 
back. Go back? Never. But here we find the same old spirit that was 
defeated at Burlington and buried at Coopersville. Now it cries, 
‘We let woman preach and we let her in office, what more does she 
want?’ Her friends content for all her rights, and sooner or later all 
her rights she shall have. But let it be remembered that it was not 
through the clemency of her opposers that she gained the rights 
now possessed; but she, with her friends, fought her way in the 
teeth of the bitterest opposition and took the field by force. Now her 
dearest friend, her most able defender, lies in habiliments of death 
[B. T. Roberts], but be ye assured that ‘he being dead, yet speaketh’, 
and that this battle will never cease until the minister of the gospel 
in the Free Methodist church, who meets the requirements of the 
Discipline, shall be ordained without distinction of sex.50

49. Ibid.
50. J. G. Terrill, ‘Brooke’, General Conference Daily (18 October 1894), 94.
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Brooke’s quote ‘he being dead; yet speaketh’ was repeated several times by Roberts’s 
supporters. While so many delegates more openly opposed women’s ordination 
in 1894 than in 1890, the memory of Roberts was not dead. In his honour, the del-
egates placed his portrait in the Conference hall and included the framed portrait 
when they took the photo of all the delegates. Yet, while Roberts’s image was pres-
ent, his message of equality was quickly being diminished. As one of the more 
controversial reforms he had attempted during his lifetime, the denominational 
leadership chose to push the issue aside soon after his death. Thus, when the final 
vote was taken at the 1894 General Conference, only thirty-five delegates voted 
for women’s ordination and sixty-five against.51 Full denominational equality for 
women would not be granted for another eighty years, in 1974.52

Conclusion

While a small denomination, the debates regarding women’s ordination and 
women’s roles within the church illustrate the broader social and theologi-
cal tensions emerging at the end of the nineteenth century. The competing 
 rhetorical visions and the deeply entrenched anti-ordination rhetoric was too 
forceful, too silencing to be effectively defeated. The question of women’s ordi-
nation was further marginalized in Free Methodism with the death of Roberts in 
1893.53 Wetherald left the denomination around the time of Roberts’s death and 
became an ordained Congregationalist minister in 1894.54 Gage left the denom-
ination in 1909, moving to California to assist her daughter and son-in-law in 
their ministry.55 After the 1894 General Conference, the question of women’s 
ordination was largely absent from The Free Methodist and other denomina-
tional publications until 1911, when the Conference licensed women as both 
evangelists and deaconesses.56 The exception was the Revd Walter Sellew’s 

51. J. G. Terrill, ‘Outcome of 1894 Vote’, General Conference Daily (17 October 1894), 74–5.
52. R. L. Page, ‘First Lady Elder in Free Methodism’, The Pittsburgh Conference Herald, 35/1 

(1974), 1.
53. Snyder, Populist Saints, 885.
54. By 1894 Clara Wetherald had left Free Methodism, divorced her husband John 

Wetherald, remarried, and joined the Congregationalist Church (which has been ordaining 
women since 1853). The Women’s Column, the magazine of the Women’s Suffrage Association, 
heralded Clara Buell (Wetherald) for helping open ordination to women. The Women’s 
Column, 5/46 (12 November 1892), 4; ‘Circuit Court’, Flushing Observer (9 July 1891); ‘He Sold 
Buckwheat’, The Democrat (4 July 1891); ‘To Preach at Her Husband’s Funeral’.

55. Edith Gage Tingley, ‘Memoirs I’, unpublished manuscript, pp. 63 and 79. This 
manuscript is in the possession of the family.

56. Walter Sellew, Why Not? A Plea for the Ordination of Those Women Whom God Calls 
to Preach His Gospel, 2nd edn (Chicago: Free Methodist Publishing House, 1914), 3. The 1911
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short book Why Not?, published by the Free Methodist Publishing House in 
1894. Building on arguments presented by Roberts, Wetherald, Gage, and other 
advocates at the 1890 and 1894 General Conferences, Sellew’s tract provided a 
concise summary of biblical passages and commentary that supported women’s 
ordination. Why Not? was republished in 1914 after Sellew became bishop, with 
additional commentary explaining the denomination’s vote to allow women’s 
ordination as deaconesses. It would be another sixty-three years (1974) before 
women were ordained as elders in the Free Methodist Church; however, what 
the rhetoric and performance of Gage and Wetherald illustrate is that, within 
religious cultures, change often comes from within and not from abandoning a 
culture and tradition that has oppressive elements.57

Indeed, the rhetoric of Gage and Wetherald raises numerous important 
questions about the connections between rhetoric and performativity. What 
is perhaps most important to emphasize in their discourse is the fact that 
both women chose to work within the cultural framework that existed around 
them. While they were forced to the margins of acceptance, they still chose to 
remain a part of Christian culture. By engaging and attempting to change the 
definitions of what were masculine and feminine roles within denominational 
leadership, they were working to change the script of gender both within the 
denomination and in late nineteenth-century American culture. Wetherald 
was able to continue this quest outside of Free Methodism, but what should 
be emphasized is the fact that if they had chosen to leave and not fight at all, if 
Roberts had chosen not to push his peers toward reform, the sedimentation of 
cultural roles might have been deeper, and it might have taken even longer than 
1974 for women to be granted ordination.
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