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A leader is someone whom others (female or male, child or adult) follow. Every abbess leads her nuns; every school-teacher leads her pupils; every female saint leads her devotees and every pastora leads her congregation.

When reviewing the list of twenty-four women’s names that I have selected I detect that all of them are educators in some way, some have or had formal roles in educational institutions. Increasingly these days, this is in theological education, including in the developing world (although It does not seem to me so long ago that women were exluded from theological education). Now they can be professors, deans and principals. 

I also notice that many of them are writers at some point in their careers: most who spoke or preached publicly had or have a much wider audience because of their written word: books, newsletters, emails and articles that reach to the ends of the Earth and go on leading others after they leave for Higher Things.

Many of these women became leaders in times of hardship and danger, rising to the occasion from a position of relative obscurity when a job needed to be done. Others deliberately stepped forward to correct perceived injustices and were sufficiently persuasive that others followed them. 

They are discussed in alphabetical order as they are all equally important. I have included women from different parts of the world and of different denominations. A few of them are still beavering away in the paid workforce and many of them lived long and fulfilled lives. Often a good ‘old age’ enabled them to go on writing, preaching and influencing generations. Many of them have travelled the world and most have lived or worked in more than one country, notably China, before the Communists expelled all missionaries, mid-century. Christianity is a globle community: even Jesus ministered in what today are five nations; as described in my book, The Other Holy Lands (2020). 

I have taken the liberty of including some of my particular heroines: women whose books I have devoured and some whom I have been priviledged to hear, or to meet, both in Australia and overseas. I have not written about some of today’s women leaders as their stories are part of my personal history but they are none the less as important as those I have included.    

From the very beginning Christianity and women’s leadership have moved hand-in-hand: sometimes haltingly but in the early decades of Christianity, freely, as I demonstrate in my book Phoebe’s Sisters: Women in Early Christianity (2020/2024). At times it has only been celibate women who had leadership roles and at times they could only lead other women; but they were leaders too. Leadership in the quickly growing church of the developing world is in short supply: even more so women’s leadership as some cultures and traditions inhibit women’s education, participation and/or roles. The exclusion of women excludes at least half of the church and half of the human potential, or even more.

Many of these women were the daughters of ministers and/or missionaries. Virtually all of them became believers in Jesus as Saviour in childhood or during their teenage years, except for Fanny Crosby and Emilia Baeyetz, who were both thirty years old, and Evelyn Underhill, who was over forty, although, unfortunately, the church generally underestimates the importance of youth work.

I hope this book encourages young women to know that they, too, can make a contribution in their own generation. Start small and whatever good you do, do it well. This will take a bit of unpacking but Deaconess Mary Andrews said:

“what we do in God’s kingdom is entirely dependent upon what we are, and what we are depends upon what we receive, and what we receive depends upon prayer. This applies not only to the work of God in us, but also to the work of God through us”.​[1]    
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Mary Andrews was a country girl born in Snowy Mountains area of Australia during the First World War and the oldest of five children. Her father was a grazier who did not go away to the war, as so many did (even men with large families). Because Mary’s mother, Ann Mackay, and her father, Albert Andrews, separated when Mary was eleven years old she attended high school in Sydney. As a teenager she heard the voice of God say to her “China, China, China”.​[2] 

Mary could not afford teacher-training so, at the age of seventeen, she trained as a psychiatric nurse at Gladesville Hospital for three years whlie saving money to arttend Sydney Missionary and Bible College (SMBC), after which she completed a Diploma with Honours at Deaconess House in Sydney.    

Mary became a champion for the poor, marginalised and disadvantaged women and their children and those who had suffered injustice. 

Desptite the fact that China and Japan were at war, Mary became a missionary in China at the age of twenty-three. Her work in China included teaching English Bible classes, Sunday school classes and short term Bible schools, making hospital visits and running home evangelistic meetings. Her missionary service seems, however, to have been a series of escapes from one army or another, including fleeing over the mountains in China, much as Gladys Aylward had to do. When she was evacuated to India by the American airforce she worked with Deaconess Dorothy Harris in a children’s home and a home for destitute women in Lahore.​[3] After the war ended in 1945 Mary returned to Australia and was ordained a deaconess in 1946 but she returned as a CMS missionary to Shoshang in China to be a school teacher. Again she had to leave because the Communist People’s Liberation Army soon occupied the area.

From this point onwards Mary Andrew’s work would be home-based: training women for Christian service. Although she felt inadequate for the roles she became Head Deaconess of the Sydney Anglican Diocese in 1952 and Principal of Deaconess House in 1953, a position she held until 1975 and in which she was able to help women flourish in their God-given gifts and ministeries. She became International Woman of the Year in 1994 and has featured in a number of books: 

Even though Mary Andrews had been young when she went to China she had enjoyed substantial independence. She knew how capable women could be, even (or especially) in a crisis, so she strongly advocated for women in ministry and lived to see women ordained to the deconate in Sydney and as priests in numerous other diocese.​[4] 

Mary Andrew’s legacy includes the theological institution, Mary Andrews College, an Anglican retitrement village called Mary Andrews, a fourishing church in China which she visited in later life, her writings and the women she trained and the people she helped.  
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Gladys Aylward (1902-1970)
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Gladys Aylward, known as ‘the small woman’, was a fearless and determined misssionary. Although single women were accepted as missionaries by the China Inland Mission they declined to accept Gladys because she found Chinese hard to learn and was a domestic servant. She was from a working-class family and some thought she was intellectually challenged but I heard her preach in person and she was a highty compelling speaker (and you can hear her any day on YouYube). 
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Plate 2.1. Gladys Aylward. Public domain.
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Glady was convinced of God’s call to China and she obeyed: alone and without financial support. In October 1930, in the midst of a local war, with a train ticket, a Bible and £2.9 pence she travelled to China on the Trans-Siberian Railway and then by ship to Japan and by train and then on a mule, to assist an older missionary widow, Mrs Jeannie Lawson, with her work in a remote city.​[5]

Together, Gladys and Mrs Lawson renovated an old inn on a major caravan route to provide hospitality and to tell gospel stories at night. Gladys was a very small woman with black hair, so, wearing a shong-sam, she blended in with the locals and learnt Chinese as she went. 

Gladys began to rescue abandoned children, ending up with two hundred of them, as well as some fellow-workers. Mrs Lawson had received regular money from Britain but she died and Gladys had no such support. She was assisted financially because the Mandarin of Yangchen employed her to inspect women’s feet. No other woman wanted the job of ‘foot inspector’ but the government’s new policy banning the custom of binding women’s feet, which crippled them, had to be implemented. The Mandarin also expected her to quell a prison riot and she became known as Ai-weh-deh, ‘the righteous one’.​[6]  Her cook, Yang, a convert to Christianity, remained with Gladys throughout her ordeals.

Gladys had taken Chinese citizenship so, when the Japanese invaded China in 1938 she had spied for the Chinese so that the Japanese had put a high price on her head. Bombing destroyed her inn but she was pulled from the rubble. The Mandarin order the people to flee to the mountains and announced that he would adopt Ai-weh-deh’s religion.​[7]  

Although Gladys was reluctant to leave, she walked for twelve days through the mountains to the Yellow River, with one hundred of her children, another 100 having left previously with a colleague. As a Christian soldier heard them singing hymns he came to help them cross the river and eventually they found a train that took them over the border into Sian and the safety of an orphanage. All two hundred of her children were saved but Gladys collapsed from exhaustion and typhoid fever.​[8] On the verge of death she was taken to the Scandinavian-American Mission in Xingping and her life was saved.  

Gladys continued to work, founding a church in Sian but  returned to England in 1947 for medical attention. After World War II
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