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Baptist Foreign Mission Society, an or-
ganization that responds to disasters
and fights poverty, hunger and human
trafficking. 

“Whenever a woman is placed in a
role that is traditionally male, there’s al-
ways some negativity that surrounds it,”
Stewart said, but in her first 90 days as
president, she has received congratula-
tory calls from some male denomina-
tional leaders and support from her male
predecessors, without encountering
“any major resistance.” 

“There’s a shifting taking place,”
Stewart said, noting that more women
have been promoted to lead important
departments in the church. 

“We know that it’s long overdue,”
added Stewart, who is the senior pastor
of Christ Missionary Baptist Church in
Memphis, Tennessee. “But we give
those organizations that are making the
effort credit, taking the initiative and
giving women that opportunity.” 

Religious organizations still need to
do more to provide women chances for
leadership development, said the Rev.
Maisha Handy, associate professor of
religion and education at the Interde-
nominational Theological Center, a con-
sortium of historically African American
seminaries in Atlanta. 

“We’ve certainly made strides around
that in recent years, in recent decades,
but we still have a long way to go,” said
Handy, who is also executive director of
the Center for Black Women’s Justice at
ITC. 

Women pastors often receive assign-
ments to smaller congregations with
fewer resources or opportunities to gain
experience and preparation for denom-
inational leadership, Handy said. 

“It’s not just about ordination. It’s
about placement,” said Handy. 

When Black denominations got their
start in the late 18th and early 19th cen-
turies, according to Handy, their biblical
interpretations were affected by the cul-
tural attitudes around them. “When you
think about the kind of patriarchy and
misogyny that is intrinsic to American
history and culture, it makes sense that
it was reflected also in those denomina-
tions,” she said. 

To be sure, women have long exer-
cised authority in non-ordained roles,
outnumbering men in local church

membership and also leading their own
organizations within denominations. 

But from the first, women had limited
access to the pulpit, though some chal-
lenged those barriers. 

“If the man may preach, because the
savior died for him, why not the wom-
an?” Jarena Lee, the first woman lay
preacher in the African Methodist Epis-
copal Church, asked in the early 19th
century. 

A sister denomination, the African
Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, or-
dained Mary Small, its first woman min-
ister, in 1898. By the mid-20th century,
the CME and AME churches were or-
daining women as well. Records are less
precise among the more decentralized
Baptists, but women’s ordination was
long the exception among them. 

In 2000, Vashti Murphy McKenzie
was elected the first woman bishop in
the AME Church. McKenzie, now re-
tired, was later joined by more women
bishops, though men still comprise most
of the AME episcopacy. The AME Zion
Church followed, electing Mildred “Bon-
nie” Hines bishop in 2008, as did the
CME with Jefferson-Snorton in 2010. 

Jefferson-Snorton, who in October

was elected chair of the governing board
of the National Council of Churches,
said she is still sometimes questioned
about biblical passages that are cited to
justify giving men sole power to preach
or lead. She cites other passages, such as
one declaring that in Christ there is nei-
ther male nor female. 

“I often start with the story of Resur-
rection morning,” when Jesus’ female
followers were told to “go and proclaim”
he had risen from the dead, she added.

“If Jesus had not intended for women
to be bearers of good news, that would
never have happened,” said Jefferson-
Snorton. 

But to those who are “more hostile” in
questioning women’s ministry, “I often
say to them, ‘God called me to this minis-
try, so if you have a problem with it, you
need to talk to God, because I did not call
myself,’” she said. 

In the Church of God in Christ, a his-
torically Black Pentecostal denomina-
tion, women have made their influence
felt in other ways. Traditionally only
men have been recognized as ordained
ministers or bishops, while women have
led its Women’s Department, which
oversees auxiliaries. COGIC officials

didn’t respond to questions about wom-
en’s roles in the denomination.

But after the death of her husband,
COGIC’s first elected presiding bishop,
Mother Mary P. Patterson, a retired real
estate agent who headed her own travel
agency, founded the Pentecostal Heri-
tage Connection, dedicated to planting
historical markers honoring COGIC
leaders across the South. In November, a
ceremony unveiling the final marker, an
8-foot aluminum sign on a corner in Lit-
tle Rock, Arkansas, was attended by re-
gional religious leaders, a representative
of the governor and scholars who trav-
eled to the state for the occasion. 

Sherry Sherrod DuPree, a Florida his-
torian and former president of the Soci-
ety for Pentecostal Studies, said Patter-
son’s effort is an example of how women
lead in a denomination known for its pa-
triarchal hierarchy. 

“She is a quiet praying lady who ‘stays
in her lane’ but is active in getting jobs
done without fanfare, one of the skills of
COGIC women,” said DuPree. 

Patterson said, “it shows other young
women that you don’t have to be behind
the pulpit in order to do a work for the
Lord.” 
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The Rev. Gina Stewart, of Christ Missionary Baptist Church, preaches. Stewart is the first woman president of a major Black
Baptist organization, the Lott Carey Baptist Foreign Mission Society. KAREN PULFER FOCHT/AP

toration possible is what took place in
Bethlehem and afterwards. With the
events of Bethlehem, the miracle of our
salvation began, the preparation be-
gan for our return to the God who had
originally created us in his own image.
The dryness and barrenness of our
lives, the hopelessness of each day,
and the emptiness of living without
God are replaced by the living water.
We discover streams in the deserts of
our lives. Blooms and blossoms burst
out in our attitudes and our behaviors
as we begin to live a transformed life.
Then God builds a highway right
through our plans and our will, a high-

way that reflects the direction that He
wants to take us, a highway that will
take us home to Him.

This is not fantasy. This is faith. This
is the world as it looks to those who
have faith in a God who always makes a
way where there is no way. We have
hope, not because we stumble blindly
into the future, but because we trust in
our past experience with God has nev-
er failed us. This God made something
out of nothing in Creation, light out of
darkness, life out of death. This God
found us when we were slaves in Egypt
and brought us to freedom. This God
reached out to us when we were in sin
and separated from him, caused the
desert to be transformed, and brought
us home. This God came to us at a place
called Bethlehem and delivered us
through the birth of a baby.

I don’t know where you are physical-
ly living today, but your real address,
poetically, realistically, and spiritually
speaking, may be in a faraway land
surrounded by “desert.” Things may be
dry, barren, and without much hope for
the future. Dead ended. If that is true,
then listen to the proclamation of the
prophet. Hear the hope of repentance,
reconciliation, and return to the Prom-
ised Land. Hear the message of Advent
which gives us hope that is not in our-
selves, but in a faithful God who makes
a way when we thought there was no
way. Remember the mercy of God who
loved us so much that he became a man
to live with us, who came to us while
we were still in the desert; God who
built a highway to bring us home.

Let us recall God’s miraculous, life-
giving goodness in the past and take

heart for our future. God can make a
world out of chaos and call it good, de-
liver slaves to freedom, bring exiles
home for Christmas, and make a desert
burst into bloom. God can transform
lives and make disciples. That’s the
good news about Advent for those who
are still in the desert. The way has been
prepared to come home.

And for those who have returned to
the place that God wants you to be, let
us say with Isaiah, “And the ransomed
of the Lord shall return…. with sing-
ing…. they shall obtain joy and glad-
ness, …….and sorrow and sighing shall
flee away.” (35:10) 

This column is the opinion of the
Rev. Tim McConnell, retired Methodist
minister. Reach him at tim.mccon-
nell915@gmail.com. 
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In his oft-humorous and surprisingly
wise travelog entitled “Where the Deer
and the Antelope Play,” Nick Offerman
hikes, jogs and drives through beautiful
American landscapes. After his adven-
tures in Glacier National Park he writes:
“I have hiked a lot of trails in a lot of dif-
ferent places on the planet, but for the
time being, when someone mentions
anything like ‘getting out into gorgeous
nature,’ it is this magnificent day hiking
to the Grinnell Glacier that springs to
mind.” He gains elevation in perspec-
tive, a deeper delight in the wild places
and those who preserve them (as well as
higher respect for the people who were
displaced by our National Parks). In his
newly inspired gratefulness he wonders
aloud “if there is a way for us Americans
to better understand that this heavenly
scenery is but a tiny part of the nature in
which we live every day … the nature of
which we are an intrinsic, inseparable
part.”

Offerman offers this perceptive invi-
tation to another Winter Solstice. Trails

of thought direct us to the gifts of the
natural world, awestruck by the beauty
and the power to change our world in
both creative and destructive ways. As
fall dwindles down and winter picks up,
neighboring states have been hit hard
by the astonishing natural power evi-
dent in the terrible turbulence of torna-
does. The destruction of homes, entire
towns, human lives is incredibly stun-
ning and immensely sad. We are help-
lessly vulnerable in the path of such
concentrated energy. As Offerman re-
minds us, we are inseparably linked to
our world, which means we reap the
wealth and sometimes the whirlwinds.

As a young boy in Seattle, I joined the
Mountaineers with my uncle and cous-
in. One of our required activities was
learning to tumble backward down an
icy mountainside! We learned to roll
over on our ice axes to “arrest” our fall.
At the end of a day sliding on icy slopes,
we retreated to our thin plastic tube
tents staked into a snowfield. Removing
my heavy boots, I had no feeling in my
feet. My uncle knelt down to rub my fro-
zen feet until I could wiggle my toes
again. With a cup of hot soup boiled on
our tiny backpacking stoves, we could
sink into our down bags for some sem-
blance of sleep on hard white ground.
Years later, when I led my uncle’s me-

morial service, I told that story of how
he rubbed my feet on the mountain. A
warming memory.

I’ve always found this season a mix-
ture of gladness and sadness, light and
dark and a whole lot of gray. Both my
parents passed away in these colder,
grayer months, but their memory still
warms as well. Though I no longer cele-
brate Christmas as a religious holiday, I
still enjoy some lights, greenery and the
exchange of a few gifts. I have no prob-
lem saying “Merry Christmas” to those
who greet me that way (though I wish
they would be aware not everyone is a
Christian). I often say “Have a Shining
Solstice” or similar to friends and fam-
ily. The important thing is to share as
much light as we can without being
blind to the gifts that darkness can
bring, the goodness of the shadowed
times when we can find rest and read, be
silent, sing, sleep or simply slow down.
The days are shorter, reminding us how
short life is. Not necessarily a somber
thought (somber: “under shade”).
Sometimes there’s too much light, too
much exposure, too much going on. We
can use a little time in the shade, the
gray, even a bit of chill. It can feel so
good to get toasty after a frosty walk.

Celebrating a natural change of sea-
sons doesn’t need to take anything away

from faith traditions. Personally, I re-
spect the powerful story of Hanukkah
and also honor the birth of a Jewish boy
in Palestine all those centuries ago
(though, like many Christians, I’m not
sure how “Christmas” truly honors
him). It’s not so difficult to connect the
strings of light strung across the centu-
ries, to feel related to people who cele-
brate brightness, hope and the good-
ness of the human family. Storytelling is
a wonderful gift to unwrap at this time
of year. The older folks telling their tales
of youth and the youth teaching their el-
ders what it’s like to be young today
(and how to send a text message).

As the season gives us all presents of
sun, stars, stillness and maybe a snow-
fall, the best traditions are the personal
ones, the family ones, and inventing
new ones. In whatever ways we can
bring a taste or touch of comfort and joy,
let’s share some good cheer. If it’s ap-
propriate, rub another’s feet.

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are
“Friendly Freethinker,” “Broken Bridges”
and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.” Learn
more at chighland.com.

Welcoming the Solstice Season of light, dark and gray
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