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Foreword Kimberly Alexander

Drawing on my daily schedules, for example, as Assoc. Professor of the History of Christianity, Regent University School of Divinity, Virginia Beach, VA and my lived experience as a Pentecostal woman minister, my reading of Women in Christian Ministry: Challenges of the Gender Gap in the 21st Century invokes reflection on my personal experience.

In late summer of 2024, I sit in my lived experience as a third generation Wesleyan-Pentecostal woman, called to ministry, scholarship, and theological study, and read the words of my sisters in the United Kingdom, as they describe the plight of women in their contexts—qualified by the Spirit of God, by ministerial experience, and by the academy—yet silenced, subdued, and negated by their church family and their spiritual brothers. Their lived experience is, in so many ways, mine. They are my sisters ‘across the pond’.1

I grew up in the Church of God (Cleveland, TN) [COG] in the Southeastern US, then a movement less than a hundred years old. When I was six years old, I was led to the Lord by my pastor’s wife, who was also my piano teacher. I vividly remember her fiery exhortations and testimonies, her creative teaching, her anointed musicianship in our local church, but also in state camp meetings. And I remember hearing her cry and groan in the Spirit as she prayed, ‘Even so, come Lord Jesus’.

Though her regular presence in my life lasted only a few years, her spiritual leadership, during that pivotal time in my formation, left an indelible mark. This was my lived experience: early on, I was traditioned in the faith by an anointed and gifted woman of God. And so, I never knew it could be otherwise.

In my family of origin, there were both male and female ministers. My father’s youngest sister had heard (and saw) a call to preach, in a vision, while ‘slain under the power’, when she was only fourteen years old. She answered that call and has preached for over six decades, across the US and in other countries around the world. Because my aunt was a powerful preacher and evangelist, in my lived experience, I never knew there was a question as to the appropriateness of women preaching.

After I graduated from university, got married, and entered seminary, I discovered the questions. I discovered them in my forays into reading theology. Though most of my professors were male (and all were white), most affirmed my calling, and though the majority of the textbooks assigned were written by white male scholars, there were those sources that opened my mind to the debates and questions. Surely, these debates were in traditions outside of Pentecostalism!

But as I looked around me in classes, I realised that while there was no stated barrier to Pentecostal women studying in the COG seminary, there must be an unstated one, for there were only five women students in the entire seminary, making up about. 02% of the total enrollment. This was my lived experience as a student.

In my first year, the seminary convened its annual ‘Seminary on Ministry’—this time, partnering with the women’s department of the COG and focusing on women in ministry. Close to one thousand female COG women converged on the small seminary for instruction, networking, and evening worship.

My overall memory of that event forty years ago is one of hearing woman after woman, young and old, go to the mic and share their pain and lament—describing their lived experiences as women pastors who were passed over for church appointments, unable at that time even to perform baptism of those they won to the Lord and discipled and unable even to accept them into fellowship as members of their congregations. My eyes and ears were opened.

In 1986, immediately after seminary, I attended my first General Assembly of the COG in Atlanta, Georgia. Up for debate was not only the issue of full ordination for women, but full membership. Now, my ears were assaulted by harsh and mocking words from men who were fully ordained as ministers of the gospel, as they rejected full enfranchisement and full empowerment of women to minister alongside them. This was my first lived experience of pain in that gathering, but not my last. It was an experience that would be all too familiar for the next forty years.

Over those forty-plus years, as a seminary professor, I’ve listened to my female students from around the world share their pain, their lament, their questions—and all too often, watched as they left the church of their mothers to find welcoming space to answer their call. I listened to the cries of women as I taught for eleven years at that same seminary I had attended all those years ago.

Later, in other seminaries and universities where I’ve taught full-time or lectured as a guest, I’ve wept with women from other traditions—Pentecostal and non-Pentecostal—from around the world, as they shared similar stories of rejection, ridicule, and negation. A few times, I’ve rejoiced as some have broken barriers and found affirmation. But only a few times.

My research2 with my COG colleague, James Philemon Bowers, analysed the lived experiences of over seven hundred COG credentialed women ministers in the US. The findings regarding the gender gap and its impact on their experience were sobering and, in fact, shocking. Though the requirements for the credentialing process in the COG are the same for female and male candidates, it was the experience of too many women that their pastors were less than helpful in directing them in that process, or even in helping them discern.

Some lamented that their pastor never prayed with them about their call. They were, sometimes, publicly belittled from the pulpit of their home church by the pastor who, ideally, should serve as their mentor. They weren’t offered the opportunity to preach either locally or in regional meetings. While the majority, once credentialed, had














EPUB/media/9781037106460.jpg
Women
chrlstléHIMlmstry

chaHenges
Genderﬂap

in the 21st Century

Phyllis Thompson





