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PREFACE 

I was born on October 11, 1984. On that same day, astronaut Kathy Sullivan became the first 

American woman to walk in space. Meanwhile, back on earth, Congresswoman Geraldine 

Ferraro debated Vice President George H. W. Bush, becoming the first woman to participate in a 

general election debate as a major party candidate. Had she been alive, Eleanor Roosevelt would 

have turned 100 that day.
1
  

 I have never put much stock in astrology, but I sometimes wonder if the events of my 

birthday somehow destined me for feminism. I began to call myself a feminist when I was about 

twelve years old, though I did not know precisely what I meant by that at the time. Fifteen years 

later, I still call myself a feminist, and while I have several ideas about what I might mean when 

I say that, I am not convinced it would be wise to settle on any one meaning for too long. What I 

can say with absolute clarity is how I came to my initial identification as a feminist. 

Accompanying my grandparents to various church conferences around that time in my life, I 

began meeting clergywomen. As I got to know them, I learned that they faced all sorts of 

discrimination that men with half their talent and experience never encountered. I learned that 

some parishioners leave congregations when they hear a woman pastor is being appointed—

before they ever even meet her! Hearing those stories, I discovered for the first time what I now 

recognize as male privilege. I experienced what Jane O’Reilly famously called the “click,” that 

moment of truth where someone realizes she (or he!) is a feminist.
2
 

 That click moment developed into a deep commitment and an abiding academic interest 

for me. I took on one or two feminist projects in high school and quickly found support for such 

work in college. Throughout all my years of higher education, I have been fortunate to be 
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surrounded by professors and classmates who have challenged and nurtured my work as my 

thinking has matured. In all this time, the significance of my click moment has fueled and 

inspired my work. 

 It is no surprise, then, that I turn here to the question of women’s leadership in the 

church, a topic I seem in some sense born to study. In October 1984, while Sullivan walked in 

space and Ferraro ran for Vice President, Marjorie Swank Matthews, Chistendom’s first woman 

bishop, was in her second month of retirement. Bishops Leontine Turpeau Current Kelly and 

Judith Craig were busy in the second month of their new posts as the leaders of the United 

Methodists in Northern California and Michigan, respectively. Meanwhile, in the Episcopal 

Church the Reverend Barbara Harris was named the executive director of the church publishing 

company. In 1989, she would become the Episcopal Church’s first woman bishop.
3
 While Kelly 

and Craig began their ministry as bishops and Harris began hers as publishing executive, 

Katharine Jefferts Schori found her career as an oceanographer ending. Federal funds for science 

research were drying up, and Jefferts Schori began to consider entering the priesthood. This 

discernment process would eventually take her all the way to the top of the Episcopal Church, 

where in 2006 she became the first woman primate of a national church in four centuries of 

Anglican history.
4
 

My training as a rhetorical critic situates me ideally to consider primarily these women’s 

sermons. I gravitate toward the contingencies and problems they addressed as leaders, with 

special attention to particular challenges of context and audience. Along the way, I identify 

strategies, and my overall assessment of those strategies is positive, though I acknowledge 

limitations and problems with the strategies as well. Lest I be accused of writing about figures I 

have a high regard for and so laud their strategies without appropriate critical distance, allow me 
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to admit up front that I do admire these women. I take solace in Bonnie Dow’s advice that critics 

should write about what we like. For feminists and rhetoricians, the notion of the detached and 

disinterested critic is an unnecessary fiction—neither possible nor desirable. With Dow, I believe 

that criticism need not be negative, and that it can highlight a rhetor’s or strategy’s liabilities 

without asperity when appropriate.
5
 I hope the reader will find that in any event I approach the 

critical task as more than epideictic. My goal, at least, is to explain and analyze more than to 

applaud or censure.  

Like any worthwhile undertaking, this project is not merely (or even mostly) a result of 

my own effort. I first owe a debt of gratitude to my major professors, Thomas Lessl and Celeste 

Condit. Their erudition is outmatched only by their patience and graciousness. Working with 

both of them has been a treat and a joy for me. Most of my friends in the academy looked at me 

sideways when I said I was going to work with co-advisors, but the process has been a gift far 

more often than it was ever a burden. For their willingness to do the extra work of co-advising, 

and for their warm collegiality with one another, I give thanks. For enduring my stubbornness 

and finding a way again and again to respond to yet another email from me, I am most grateful. 

My committee members, Kelly Happe, Belinda Stillion Southard, and Peggy Kreshel have been 

an enduring source of encouragement and support—from chance greetings in the hallway or the 

grocery store to sending relevant articles or books my way, I have appreciated their help and 

support throughout this process. I especially thank them for their close reading and thorough 

responses to early drafts of Chapters 1 and 2.  

When I visited the University of Georgia as a prospective student in 2009, the phrase I 

heard over and over again in describing the graduate community was “intellectual generosity.” 

Now I understand why. It has been a privilege to take classes and share offices and meaningful 
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conversations with my colleagues both in Communication Studies and the Institute for Women’s 

Studies. I have especially benefited from conversations with Jamie Landau and Bethany Keeley-

Jonker. In the wider academy, my network of support is vast, and thanking everyone would be 

impossible. I am profoundly grateful for MaryAlice Adams and Joshua Trey Barnett, who read 

chapter drafts and talked through ideas on a regular basis. 

My initial decision to pursue graduate education was nurtured by Mary Eicholtz and 

Jamie Capuzza, two professors from my undergraduate experience whose encouragement and 

advice has been a continual source of succor for me. Likewise, I was fortunate at the University 

of Cincinnati to benefit from the mentorship of John Lynch and Kris Galyen.  

I am grateful for funding from the Department of Communication at the University of 

Cincinnati, which defrayed the cost of copying archive materials about Marjorie Matthews. The 

graduate school at the University of Georgia provided generous support for Chapter 3 in the form 

of an Innovative and Interdisciplinary Research Grant. Reference librarians and archivists around 

the country have been helpful in various ways large and small. Among them are Nadine Cohen 

and Amber Prentiss at the University of Georgia; Matthew Collins at the Pitts Theology Library, 

Candler School of Theology, Emory University; Wesley Wilson at the DePauw University 

Archives; Caryn Dalton at the United Theological Seminary; Sarah Dana at the Episcopal 

Archives; Jaeyeon “Lucy” Chung at the United Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological 

Seminary; Mark Shenise and Frances Lyons-Bristol at the General Commission on Archives and 

History of the United Methodist Church; and Lynn Lubkeman at the Wisconsin Annual 

Conference Archives.  

Finally, I want to thank my close friends and family. Melissa Spitzig has the gift of 

exhortation, and she serves as a model of tenacity and strength in more ways than I ever 
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acknowledge. Julie Beadle and Kenneth Schoon are invaluable friends and most delightful 

conversationalists. Lisa Caine and everyone at Oconee Street United Methodist Church have 

been great encouragers throughout this process. Several other friends and acquaintances—far too 

many to name—have been wonderfully supportive. 

My parents, Tammy and Lee Spencer, and grandparents, Diane and Leland Spencer, have 

always had more confidence in my abilities than I did, and even when I questioned whether a 

PhD was a task I could finish, they never did. I thank my brother Logan for years of laughter and 

also for listening while I talked about ideas. I am grateful for my nephew Niko, and I hope his 

love of books blossoms into a lifelong desire to learn.  

Scholarship is mostly a private enterprise, and even for this introvert, sometimes one that 

tends toward isolation. I offer the warmest appreciation to my partner, Jason Rutledge, for 

joining me on this journey, for learning that sometimes I just need to talk to myself until an 

argument makes sense, and for only complaining a little bit when I woke up at 5:00 AM because 

some idea or another would not let me sleep. While I am not entirely comfortable with the phrase 

“man’s best friend,” our beloved Tobi has been an asset in this process as well—both when he 

forced me to take breaks for walks or fetch and when he sat in my lap and “helped” me write. To 

Jason, my deepest gratitude and love.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: CRACKING THE STAINED GLASS CEILING 

In one sense, Marjorie Swank Matthews, Leontine Turpeau Current Kelly, and Katharine Jefferts 

Schori have no predecessors. As the first woman bishop in mainline Protestant Christianity, the 

first woman bishop of color in mainline Protestant Christianity, and the first woman bishop to 

lead a national denomination within the Anglican Communion, respectively, Matthews, Kelly, 

and Jefferts Schori are trailblazers, something like John the Baptists (or Joan the Baptists), whose 

work helps to “prepare the way” for those who will follow.
1
 

 In another sense, Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori lie along a historical-rhetorical 

trajectory of women who speak and lead despite cultural and institutional obstacles. Though no 

woman before Matthews carried a crozier and no woman before Jefferts Schori bore the 

primatial staff, Matthews’s, Kelly’s, and Jefferts Schori’s ascensions through the stained glass 

ceiling did not occur in a historical vacuum. Before them came many women who led and spoke 

in the public sphere, in the church, and in the pulpit. From Aspasia’s work in Ancient Greece, 

writing Perciles’s funeral oration and teaching Socrates his famous dialectical method, to the 

laywomen in the Quaker tradition and beyond of the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries in 

the United States, to the first women to be ordained with full clergy rights in the Methodist 

tradition in 1956 and the Episcopal Church in 1976, Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori have 

rhetorical predecessors on whose shoulders they stand.
2
 In turn, Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts 

Schori are rhetorical pioneers for other women to come, particularly within organized 

Christianity, but also in leadership more broadly.  
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 The goals of this chapter are twofold. First, I offer a justification for the project, focusing 

in turn on the bishops’ significance as rhetors of interest, the rhetorical import of sermons, brief 

biographies of the three bishops, and the feminist rhetorical critical lens through which I 

explored the bishops’ sermons. Second, I offer a preview of the whole project, beginning with 

three inter-related questions that guided my work and concluding with a summary of the 

arguments that follow in each chapter.  

Justification: Who, How, and Why? 

Three Breaks in the Stained Glass Ceiling 

In her 2008 concession speech for the Democratic presidential primary, Hillary Clinton consoled 

supporters: “although we weren’t able to shatter the highest hardest glass ceiling this time, 

thanks to you, it’s got about 18 million cracks in it.”
3
 The glass ceiling metaphor refers to a 

relation of invisible obstacles that limit the advancement of women in professions.
4
 Sociologists 

of religion refer to the same phenomenon within churches as the stained glass ceiling.
5
 Barbara 

Finlay explains, “many studies of clergy find women somewhat segregated in lower-status, 

lower-paid positions that are less influential and have less career mobility potential than is 

typical for men.”
6
 

 Given the challenges of the stained glass ceiling, women bishops are exemplary. 

Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori are especially noteworthy for being firsts in their respective 

roles. Judith Craig, the United Methodist Church’s third woman bishop, explains that  

to be first is to carry unique and heavy burdens along with the thrill and wonder of 

making history. Marjorie [Matthews] was pulled in many directions; her presence was 

desired everywhere at once. Every move she made was under scrutiny by those who had 

doubts about women in the episcopacy.
7
  

 

Indeed, the particular challenges and legacy associated with being first are rhetorically 

significant.  
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In the United Methodist tradition of Matthews and Kelly, election to the episcopacy 

requires support from clergy and laypeople at jurisdictional (multi-state regional) conferences.
8
 

Successful candidates for the episcopacy typically receive endorsements from organizations like 

the Black Methodists for Church Renewal, the United Methodist Women, and the Methodist 

Federation for Social Action. To get such an endorsement is to have at least a reputation for 

strong leadership skills and rhetorical eloquence. Similarly, in the Episcopal Church, the 

Presiding Bishop is elected from among the House of Bishops; his or her (!) election must then 

be confirmed by a vote of the House of Deputies, a body composed of clergy and laypeople from 

the various dioceses of the church.
9
  

As such, Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori seem in every respect to qualify as rhetors 

of interest for feminist rhetorical critics, for whom one mission, according to Karlyn Kohrs 

Campbell, is to “recover the unpublished and/or out-of-print speeches of women of extraordinary 

rhetorical ability, and through critical analysis [to] show how and why these works are eloquent 

[and] vital to our understanding of rhetorical history and how humans have been symbolized.”
10

 

In each case, sermons are the primary artifacts I considered for thinking about these women’s 

eloquence. Some of the speeches might more accurately be called lectures or addresses because 

of their contexts (e.g., speeches delivered as part of an endowed series or at university 

commencement exercises), but I considered them as sermons because they tend in structure and 

content to be highly sermonic and function in the civil or secular occasion as sermons function 

within worship services. I also read essays, books, and magazine articles authored by the bishops 

as well as news articles and books about them, and those materials were helpful supplements to 

close analyses of the bishops’ sermons.  
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A focus on sermons is warranted because sermons are the central rhetorical form in 

Christian worship services. In most Protestant traditions, the sermon appears in the middle or 

toward the end of the service as its climactic event. The sermon also takes a plurality of the time 

in a worship service. In the United Methodist tradition, sermons usually take 15 to 20 minutes of 

the 60 to 90 minute service. Typical Episcopalian services tend to be slightly longer than that 

with somewhat shorter homilies, but even so, more time is devoted to the sermon than to any 

other element of the service, with the exception of the Eucharist. The sermon offers more options 

for rhetorical adaptations than the Eucharist because the communicative impact of the Eucharist 

resides in its performative iterability whereas sermons vary week-by-week.  

The work of bishops is largely administrative, but in preaching, bishops often have an 

opportunity to connect to local congregations or to address assemblies made up of 

representatives (laypeople involved in leadership in local congregations and clergy) from the 

various congregations in their care. In local congregations, the sermon is a chance for laypeople 

to hear from and get to know the bishop, especially for those congregants not involved in church 

leadership and otherwise probably not likely to hear from a bishop. In assemblies, the sermon 

might focus on issues of regional or denomination-wide concern and provide an opportunity for 

the bishop to discuss her vision or respond to other exigencies.  

As a genre, sermons have developed over time. Homiletics scholar O. Wesley Allen 

explains that fifteenth-century monks developed a preaching style now known as the university 

sermon. The university sermon has a central thesis, developed in three points, each of which is 

normally divided into three subpoints. A related sermon form, developed in the late sixteenth-

century and popular in England and New England, is the Puritan Plain style. Allen elucidates, 

There are three major parts of the sermon—first, commentary on the ancient text in its 

ancient setting; second, eternal doctrinal points drawn from the exposition of the ancient 
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text; and third, application of the doctrine to the current lives of those in the 

congregation. While the Puritan Plain form is different than the structure of the three-

point sermon, the logic is the same. They are both deductive approaches to proclamation. 

They move from the general to the specific. In the Puritan Plain form, exegesis and 

theological reflection in the first parts of the sermon name the general principles, which 

are then applied in specific ways at the end of the sermon.
11

  

 

These two forms dominated Christian preaching in Europe and North America from the 

seventeenth century until fairly recently, when the field of preaching changed in the 1960s and 

1970s with a turn to inductive preaching collectively known as the New Homiletic. Allen 

explains that the New Homiletic emerged from three inter-related cultural forces: theological 

arguments that sermons needed to solve people’s problems, the linguistic turn’s insistence that 

language is performative, and the idea inspired by media ecology that form should not pre-

determine content. In place of deductive sermons that move from general theological theses to 

practical applications, the New Homiletic suggested that sermons should begin with the lived 

experiences of the congregation and move to more general claims.
12

  Typifying the perspective 

of the New Homiletic, Eugene Lowry says “a sermon is not a doctrinal lecture. It is an event-in-

time, a narrative form more akin to a play or novel in shape.”
13

 The New Homiletic 

revolutionized the field of preaching, and based on its timing, very likely influenced the 

preaching education of Kelly and Jefferts Schori, if not Matthews.
14

 

 However influential the New Homiletic has been, it is not without its detractors. 

Theologian Stanley Hauerwas avers that sermons are the proper place “for doing the work of 

theology,” even noting that he expects his “hearers to do the hard work of listening” because 

“sermons should be arguments.”
15

 Roxanne Mountford charges that the New Homiletic is 

complicit with patriarchy because, she contends, it posits “the inductive method of preaching as a 

universal prescription for the ‘anti-authoritarianism’ of the late twentieth century” and thereby 
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“inverts the tradition without reforming its masculine bias.”
16

 Nevertheless, the New Homiletic 

has made a mark on preaching, particularly white preaching.  

There are notable differences between the historical development of white preaching and 

the black homiletic tradition. The effects of the New Homiletic on black preaching have been 

more subdued, in part because black preaching has historically been rhythmic, experiential, and 

participatory—in short, black preaching has been less susceptible than white preaching to 

charges of irrelevance or boringness.
17

 The New Homiletic’s focus on narrative influenced black 

preaching, but did not excuse black preachers from their congregations’ expectation of deductive 

preaching that exposits scriptural texts. Henry H. Mitchell explains: 

In our culture, the last fifty years have not removed the deductive requirement that the 

preacher first announce a text from the Bible, as certification that this is not mere 

personal opinion. Until this announcement, we preachers are just talking. After that, we 

are expected to offer vivid, gripping tales out of the Scriptures, and oratorical tours de 

force. But that vast majority of us still want to know first, “Is this from the Bible, or is 

this something you made up?”
18

  

 

As a genre, black preaching has often successfully encouraged political mobilization, 

particularly by drawing on the prophetic tradition from the Hebrew Scriptures.
19

 James Frances 

Darsey argues that radical rhetoric throughout American history has its roots in the Hebrew 

Scriptures,
20

 and black preaching certainly participates in that tradition—even when it may not 

be classified as radical by Darsey’s standards. According to Darsey, the epideictic function of 

prophecy creates community by encouraging common values. In the black church, the prophetic 

voice of the preacher creates community around values of justice and freedom. Kenyatta R. 

Gilbert explains how black preaching has historically constituted a community where 

emancipation is a central value:  

The exodus motif is an essential part of Black Christianity's socioreligious imagination. 

Slaves intuitively recognized the inadequacy of the conventional ‘theology from above’ 



 

7 

that formed the basis for much of the Euro-American-influenced worship practices. Their 

encounter with God was different.
21

   

 

Within the prophetic tradition, the jeremiad is a popular form in black preaching. “As a 

pervasive idiom for expressing sharp social criticism,” David Howard-Pitney explains, the 

jeremiad “has been frequently adapted for purposes of black protest” and is a “prime black 

rhetorical and ideological force in the twenty-first century.”
22

 Generically, the jeremiad, a form 

followed by the prophecies of Jeremiah, includes four key parts: a chosen people who have fallen 

short of a covenant, a prediction that the people will suffer because of their transgression, a 

promise that the predicted calamity can be avoided if the people return to righteous action, and 

an opportunity for the chosen people to reclaim their favored status because of their repentance.
23

  

While the jeremiad is the most common of the prophetic forms, rhetorical studies 

scholars have identified other less condemnatory subgenres of prophetic rhetoric. For example, 

George Kennedy suggests that a covenant speech reminds the audience of what God has done, 

issues a new command or guiding principle to the community, and warns the assembly about the 

consequences of disregarding the new command.
24

 Other scholars have suggested that variations 

on the jeremiad include the covenant affirming address and the covenant renewal address, both 

of which share similar generic features of the jeremiad but are more positive because they do not 

accuse the audience of breaking the covenant but instead encourage the audience to address 

external challenges from within the terms of the covenant.
25

  

Within preaching in the black church, historian Bettye Collier-Thomas argues that black 

women’s sermons are particularly important to study: 

All theology, including that espoused in sermons, is on some level autobiographical. In 

analyzing sermons to find the underlying autobiographical content, one can see the 

unique value of … black women's sermons. No other group of Americans has 

experienced multiple oppressions based on race, sex, and often class and color, as much 

as black women have.
26
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Unlike most black preaching in the black church, most of Kelly’s audiences during her preaching 

as a bishop were not primarily black. Nonetheless, according to Gilbert, black preachers 

speaking to white or ethnically diverse audiences still speak in the tradition of black preaching: 

“Without much effort African American preachers tend to be carriers of culture wherever they 

preach. The most effective preachers … make certain adjustments in sermonic presentations 

based on the relational configuration of the preaching context.”
27

 Sermons, then, are a rhetorical 

genre and are important in American religious history generally and African American religious 

history in particular.  

Marjorie Swank Matthews 

I next turn to brief biographies of Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori. Matthews was born in 

Michigan in 1916. She married early in life, but the separation of World War II took its toll. Her 

husband left her when their son was an infant, and they divorced in 1946. She did not remarry. 

Matthews’s first career was as a secretary for an automobile-parts manufacturer in Michigan. 

Christian Century journalist Jean Caffey Lyles notes that Matthews decided to go into the 

ministry when she was 47 years old: “She first entered the profession by the back door, as a part-

time local pastor, with no seminary training but only the annual conference’s in-training 

course.”
28

 Matthews went on to earn a Bachelor of Arts from Central Michigan University, a 

Bachelor of Divinity from Colgate Rochester Divinity School, and a Master’s and a PhD in 

religion from Florida State University. “All the while,” Lyles says, “she was serving pastorates, 

baptizing babies, burying the dead, performing marriage ceremonies, counseling and ministering 

to those in need.”
29

 Unlike the ministerial career of typical candidates for the office of bishop in 

the United Methodist Church, who often serve large urban or suburban churches before their 

election, Matthews’s pastoral ministry mostly included rural churches. In a few cases, she served 
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two smaller churches simultaneously. Matthews impressed her supervisors. While she was 

serving in small churches, Bishop Dwight Loder noticed her abilities and appointed her a 

member of his cabinet and superintendent of the Grand Traverse District.
30

 As a district 

superintendent, Matthews supervised the pastors and churches in the geographic area around 

Traverse City. Additionally, as a member of the cabinet, she was responsible for assisting the 

bishop with making pastoral appointments to the churches on her district. She was serving in that 

position in 1980 when she traveled to Dayton, Ohio for the quadrennial meeting of the North 

Central Jurisdictional Conference as a delegate and candidate for the episcopacy. 

On the first episcopal election ballot, Matthews was one of thirteen candidates who 

received twenty or more votes. The rules require candidates to receive votes on sixty percent of 

the eligible ballots cast to be elected, until the thirtieth ballot, when the top candidates may be 

elected by acclamation. Edwin Boulton, the assistant to the bishop in Iowa, was elected on the 

thirteenth ballot. Matthews and Emerson Colaw, “a thoroughly traditional bishop ‘type’ – 

successful pulpiteer and longtime senior pastor of a large suburban church,” were in a deadlock 

by the twenty-ninth ballot.
31

 Judith Craig witnessed Matthews’s historic election to the 

episcopacy. Her description of the event captures the momentous significance of the occasion:  

In the waning hours of the North Central Jurisdictional Conference, the presiding officer 

received a motion from the floor: “I move Marjorie Swank Matthews and Emerson 

Colaw be elected to the episcopacy.” A second, the vote, and the announcement, “Motion 

carries.”  

 With those words, United Methodist church history changed forever. For the first 

time in postreformation history, a woman was elected to the office of Bishop in a major 

Protestant church. Diminutive Marjorie Swank Matthews, barely five feet tall, was almost 

carried by two escorting bishops to the platform of the North Central Jurisdictional 

Conference. It was late on Thursday afternoon, just hours before the Service of 

Consecration was to take place. Hearts pounded and huge sounds of elation soared. She 

stood before us, so small in stature, yet so huge in presence. The moment was like the 

gushing up of a new spring that would stream out into a great river of history.
32
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 The stole for the Service of Consecration was designed for a six-foot man, so it dragged 

on the floor when Matthews put it on. She reportedly told someone, “Don’t give me a crozier. It 

will make me look like Little Bo Peep.”
33

 Following her election, Matthews served as the bishop 

of the United Methodist churches in Wisconsin from September 1, 1980 until August 31, 1984, 

when she retired. Craig reports that Matthews was lonely at meetings of the Council of Bishops, 

especially during social times and meals: “She was single and female. The Council really didn’t 

know what to do with this diminutive powerhouse of a woman. She had to push against so much 

as a ‘first’ that she chose not to push hard at the Council, and simply endured her isolation.”
34

 

Matthews’s service in Wisconsin was marked by firmness, warmth, and humanity. Following her 

retirement, Matthews taught courses in wisdom literature at Florida Southern College in 

Lakeland until she became ill with cancer and returned to Michigan, where she died on July 30, 

1986.
35

 

Leontine Turpeau Current Kelly 

Leontine Turpeau,
36

 called “Teenie” by her family, was born in 1920 in Washington, DC, and 

spent most of her childhood in Cincinnati, Ohio. Her father was a pastor in the Methodist 

Episcopal Church, a predecessor denomination to the United Methodist Church. As an infant, 

Leontine was reportedly baptized by a bishop who said, “How I wish you were a boy, so that my 

mantle could fall on you.” Kelly once quipped, “He’d probably turn over in his grave at the idea 

of a woman being a bishop in the church.”
37

 Leontine’s mother was a founding member of the 

Cincinnati chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP). In an interview with Craig, Kelly recalls the impact of her parents’ church and 

community involvement on her:  

Papa and Mama knew how to help us understand our history long before black history 

became important during the Civil Rights Movement. We had been reared with that. And 
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we had a wide sense of the Church, because when any of the leadership of the Church 

came to Cincinnati, they stayed at our house because black people couldn’t stay in the 

hotels. When I was in elementary school, many people who would become famous came 

through the church. I met great leaders.
38

  

 

Among the many people to pass through the Turpeau household was Mary McLeod Bethune, the 

noted black educator and founder of what is now Bethune-Cookman University. When Bethune 

visited, the eight-year-old Leontine answered the door, and Bethune asked her, “Young lady, 

what do you plan to be? You must plan to be somebody.”
39

 

 Leontine’s reputation as an outspoken advocate for justice was part of her upbringing and 

evident even in her teenage years. As a high school student in Cincinnati, she objected to a 

principal who refused to let the black class valedictorian speak at graduation. Leontine brought a 

map of the Underground Railroad and explained that Cincinnati had been a place of freedom a 

few generations before, so the principal could not treat people of color discriminately. The 

principal called Leontine’s mother, who supported her daughter’s early rabble-rousing.
40

  

 Leontine began her higher education at the University of Cincinnati but transferred to 

West Virginia State University because of the racism she experienced at the University of 

Cincinnati. In 1941, she married her first husband, Gloster Current. They moved to Detroit, 

where Leontine continued her education at Wayne State University. Her studies were interrupted 

again when she gave birth to her daughter, Angella, in 1942. Angella’s brother, Gloster, Jr., 

followed four years later. Shortly thereafter, the family moved again—this time to New York 

City—when Gloster was promoted to an administrative position in the NAACP. Leontine’s third 

pregnancy, in 1953, came with medical complications. She moved to Cincinnati to stay with her 

sister, and when her son, John was born, she did not return to New York City due to her health 

and increasing unhappiness with her marriage. Her daughter Angella explains: 
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As Gloster’s job responsibilities and travel schedule increased, his attention to Teenie’s 

needs for companionship and emotional support waned. Although he may have felt that 

their marriage would last forever and their relationship was stable—they had acquired a 

house and car, had an income that provided the basic necessities, and had children who 

were well cared for and loved—for Teenie it proved not to be enough. She began to 

experience illness and depression and, already slight of build, started to lose weight. The 

weight loss resulted in a kidney disorder, which required her to wear a steel belt to hold 

her kidneys in place when she stood.
41

 

 

Leontine enrolled Angella and Gloster, Jr. in school in Cincinnati and filed for divorce in 1955. 

Leontine met the Reverend David Kelly at a church conference in Cincinnati and married him in 

1956. The marriage brought another move, as David was a district superintendent in Knoxville. 

Leontine continued her undergraduate education at Knoxville College. One year later, David was 

appointed to pastor the Leigh Street Methodist Episcopal Church in Richmond, Virginia, and the 

family moved again. Leontine transferred college credits one last time and finally finished her 

undergraduate degree with honors from Virginia Union University in 1960. She took a job 

teaching social studies at a local high school. In 1964, David retired from Leigh Street and took a 

part-time appointment at Galilee Methodist Church in Edwardsville, Virginia.
42

  

David died in 1969, just a year after the Methodist Church merged with the Evangelical 

United Brethren Church to form the United Methodist Church. Upon David’s death, the 

congregation requested that Leontine, who had been trained as a lay speaker, be appointed to the 

church as a supply pastor, a layperson who fills in between pastoral appointments in cases where 

another clergyperson is not immediately available. The appointment was intended to be 

temporary, but the church took off under Leontine’s leadership. Angella writes, “people began 

hearing of Leontine, this unique personality who had followed her husband into ministry. She 

was engaging the Galilee members in a building campaign, exposing and involving them in the 

program ministries of the annual conference, and responding to the social issues within the 

country and surrounding community—and she could preach! Her contributions did not go 
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unnoticed by church officials in high places either.”
43

 Leontine finally felt a call to ordained 

ministry and began License School for Local Pastors in 1970 through correspondence courses. 

Shortly thereafter, Leontine discovered that the Union Theological Seminary
44

 in Richmond had 

a scholarship fund designated for use only by United Methodist students (though it was a 

Presbyterian seminary). She enrolled full time, completed her Master of Divinity degree in 1976, 

and was ordained in 1977 at the age of 57.
45

  

After ordination, Leontine served a variety of appointments: associate director for the 

Council on Ministries for the Virginia Conference, pastor of the United Methodist Church on 

Church Hill in Richmond, director of Church Hill Urban Ministry, and assistant general secretary 

for the General (denomination-wide) Board of Discipleship of the United Methodist Church. 

During all these appointments, Leontine received and accepted several requests to speak at 

events and conferences all over the country. In 1983, Leontine and more than a thousand other 

clergywomen attended the National Clergywomen’s Consultation in New Mexico where 

Leontine was endorsed as a candidate for the episcopacy. Episcopal candidates are typically 

elected in their home jurisdictions, but church policy does not require that. The National 

Clergywomen’s Consultation’s strategy was to put Leontine’s name into nomination in four of 

the five jurisdictions. Leontine’s home jurisdiction, the Southeast Jurisdiction, was so mired in 

sexism and racism that she did not have enough support for an election there.
46

 Leontine left 

from the Southeast Jurisdiction meeting and immediately flew to Boise, Idaho for the Western 

Jurisdiction’s conference, where her candidacy seemed to have more traction. There, she was 

elected the United Methodist Church’s second woman bishop and first woman bishop of color. 

Her daughter Angella arrived the next day for Leontine’s Service of Consecration: 

Friday, July 20, 1984, was a glorious and historic day. The sun was shining brightly, and 

many believed God and the cloud of witnesses were smiling and rejoicing. First United 
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Methodist Church of Boise, Idaho, was filled to capacity. The halls and auditorium were 

buzzing with excitement. Hawaiian [leis] of lavender and pink orchids were placed 

around the necks of the special guests and family members of the bishops to be 

consecrated. … The grand pipe organ swelled with the sounds of E. Gigout’s “Grand 

Chorus Dialogue,” and the conference choir sang Hopson’s “Festival Psalm” as the 

choral introit. Some experienced goose bumps while others felt their eyes fill with tears 

as they reflected upon God’s amazing grace, the events of the week, and this unique and 

special occasion.
47

  

 

Sixty-four at the time of her election, Kelly served for four years as a bishop in the San Francisco 

area, leading more than 100,000 members in 400 churches. Kelly retired in 1988 but continued to 

be active as a member of the Council of Bishops and as a popular conference preacher for events 

around the country (within and beyond the United Methodist Church).  

Kelly resided in San Francisco until her death on June 28, 2012. Kelly is remembered, in 

the words of retired Bishop Sharon Brown Christopher, as “the spiritual mother of many 

clergywomen and especially women bishops.”
48

 Harriett Olson, the top executive for the United 

Methodist Women, lauded Kelly’s “impatience with things that have prevented the church … 

from living the active, holy and fruitful [life] we are called to.”
49

 Kelly’s legacy is one of a 

lifetime of advocating for justice and inspiring others—particularly women—to embrace skills 

for leadership.  

Katharine Jefferts Schori  

Jefferts Schori grew up in the Pacific Northwest and from a young age loved to be outside, 

exploring nature. Both her parents were scientists, and she wanted a career in science as well. 

She was only sixteen when she started college as a biology major at Stanford University.
50

 

Jefferts Schori became a pilot after she graduated from college, taking her father up on a promise 

that she could have pilot lessons if she finished her studies.
51

 Jefferts Schori went on to earn a 

PhD in oceanography from Oregon State University, and she worked as a visiting scientist at 

Oregon State and as an oceanographer for the National Marine Fisheries Service in Seattle, 
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Washington. 
 
However, in the mid-1980s, Jefferts Schori painfully realized she needed to make a 

career change. Journalist Daniel Burke explains that “the federal government slashed funding for 

scientific research … Jefferts Schori applied for work from Hawaii to Washington, DC, and 

received countless letters back telling her that she was ‘one of more than 125 qualified 

applicants.’”
52

  

Although some close friends suggested Jefferts Schori consider entering the priesthood, 

she dismissed the idea. The Episcopal Church had only been ordaining women for ten years. “It 

wasn’t something little girls aspired to when I was growing up, and I just couldn’t see how it 

could make sense,” Jefferts Schori said.
53

 Nonetheless, she became more involved in community 

organizations and started taking classes in religious studies at Oregon State University. In 1991, 

Jefferts Schori had the opportunity to preach when the clergy at her home church were out of 

town for a convention. A few months later, she was a seminary student at the Church Divinity 

School of the Pacific.
54

  

After completing seminary, Jefferts Schori accepted a part-time position at a church and 

served as a hospital chaplain and as dean of the Good Samaritan School of Theology. She had 

only been a priest for seven years when she was elected bishop of Nevada. Just five years later, 

she was elected presiding bishop.
55

 As Daniel Burke explains, her election came as a surprise to 

many:  

To be sure, she was a longshot candidate for the job; as the only woman nominated, 

Jefferts Schori was thought to be a token of Episcopalians’ progressive values, but an 

unlikely choice at such a tumultuous time for the church. Bishop of the small diocese of 

Nevada at the time, she came from a family of converts from Catholicism, had never 

been rector of a large parish, and was just fifty-two years old. Presiding bishops typically 

follow a long path that starts in old Episcopal families and winds through top seminaries 

and posts at prominent parishes before election to the bishopric of a large East Coast 

diocese. Until the twentieth century, the church’s top job went to the bishop with the 

longest active tenure, said church historian David L. Holmes. Even Jefferts Schori 

pronounced the odds against her “ridiculous.”
56
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Jefferts Schori’s nine-year term as presiding bishop began November 1, 2006.  

Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori 

In addition to their success in challenging the stained glass ceiling, a few commonalities among 

the three women are worthy of note. Matthews and Kelly share in common an indirect 

educational trajectory toward ordained ministry, and both were elected to the episcopacy at age 

sixty-four with only four years to serve. Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori were all second-

career pastors who began their ministries somewhat later in life than most people who go on to 

be bishops. None of the three served in the kinds of positions typical for their respective 

elections. Matthews and Kelly served small churches. Jefferts Schori served a church part time 

and was then the bishop of Nevada—a state with relatively few Episcopal churches. Finally, they 

do not have the kinds of domestic lives most (men) bishops have. Matthews and Kelly were both 

divorced and both smaller in stature than the average bishop. Jefferts Schori is still married, but 

her husband lives in Nevada while she resides in New York City and travels extensively.
57

 For 

my purposes, the most notable commonality among these three is their status as “firsts” in their 

work as bishops: women in the church at the highest levels of leadership. 

 The critical lens I have brought to studying the rhetoric of Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts 

Schori is a feminist rhetorical critical perspective. I agree with Campbell that a central task for 

feminist rhetoricians is to introduce women rhetors into the canon and offer critical readings of 

the texts they produce.  I next turn to explaining what I mean by feminism as it has informed this 

work. 

A Feminist Rhetorical Critical Lens 

In the field of rhetorical studies, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell has led the way in introducing women 

into the canon. In a number of essays, books, and edited collections, Campbell has enacted what 
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she sees as the primary task of feminist rhetoricians: increasing the inclusion of women rhetors 

and women’s rhetoric in the pages of our field’s journals and the bookshelves and course 

syllabuses of students and scholars of rhetoric.
58

 Like Campbell, I regard the introduction of 

women rhetors into the canon to be innately feminist because it affirms that women are fully 

human, eloquent, and worthy of serious attention from students and scholars of rhetoric. I do not 

assume that any woman so introduced into the canon is necessarily feminist; after all, 

Campbell’s bio-critical sourcebook of women rhetors from the twentieth century includes a 

chapter on the ardently anti-feminist Phyllis Schlafly.
59

 More important than labeling a particular 

rhetor feminist or not, is understanding what her rhetoric does, how it works, and what it may 

offer to our understanding of feminism and rhetoric.  

 What then, do I mean by feminism and feminist rhetorical criticism? Helen Sterk 

differentiates between gender criticism and feminist criticism on three criteria: the inclusion of 

power, a focus on cultural bases, and the awareness of race, class, and gender identity. 

Specifically, she notes that gender-based criticism “uses  men and women as categories of 

analysis” while feminist scholarship “brings in power analyses of differences between and 

among men and women, preferring to use categories such as masculine and feminine, to 

highlight cultural bases rather than any essential, biologically grounded bases of gender.” She 

adds that “the goal of feminist scholarship tends toward advocacy of gender equity.”
60

 Similarly, 

Dow and Condit suggest that “the moniker of ‘feminist’ is reserved for research that studies 

communication theories and practices from a perspective that ultimately is oriented toward the 

achievement of ‘gender justice,’ a goal that takes into account the ways that gender always 

already intersects with race, ethnicity, sexuality, and class.”
61
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 As I read the bishops’ sermons as rhetorical texts, looking for how the bishops 

constructed themselves as leaders and navigated the challenges of leadership (as bishops, as 

women, and as “firsts”), I was ultimately interested in producing historical-critical work that 

contributes to gender justice. For example, in the chapter on Jefferts Schori’s sermons, I suggest 

that Jefferts Schori moved toward progressive, feminist goals within an ethic of civility through a 

rhetoric of transcendence. My argument is, at least in part, an effort to redeem civility as an 

appropriate approach for feminist rhetors who are interested in pursuing gender justice without 

demonizing their rhetorical opponents.  

I have avoided identifying rhetorical elements or strategies a priori and then seeking 

them out. Chances are, were I to have taken such an approach, I would have found what I went 

looking for and produced unimaginative criticism as a result.
62

 Instead, I read the bishops’ 

sermons as rhetorical texts through an emergent feminist rhetorical critical lens, a perspective 

that prioritizes questions of gender justice. I looked for both content and form: content that 

exemplifies each bishop’s work to embrace her authority and responsibility as a bishop to 

articulate visions, overcome obstacles, and address the needs of the people and congregations in 

her care; and form that illuminates the efficacy of a particular strategy, especially for feminist 

use, as in my argument about transcendence and civility.   

 With regard to which forms to give primary attention, I took my cue primarily from 

rhetorical studies scholars Vicki Tolar Burton and Michael P. Graves. Burton’s study of early 

women preachers in the Methodist tradition considers how “women adapted male genres to their 

own purposes, both resisting and accommodating themselves to societal expectations.”
63

 

Graves’s study of impromptu preaching among seventeenth-century Quakers considered some of 

the following questions: “What themes (or topics) are addressed in extant seventeenth-century 
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Quaker sermons, and what are their implications?”; “What key metaphors are discovered in 

Quaker sermons, and how do they function rhetorically?”; “How are spatial terms employed in 

the sermons?”; “To what extent is the guilt appeal present in the surviving sermons?”; and “How 

is personal testimony employed in the sermons?”
64

 While Graves’s study does not include 

sermons by women preachers, his questions were helpful examples for my project because they 

illustrated the types of questions that may emerge from a critic’s engagement with sermon texts. 

I asked questions about goals and strategies, particularly in challenging contexts that illustrated 

the bishops’ abilities to navigate difficult leadership situations. 

 To the degree that the project seeks to introduce women’s speeches and criticism thereof 

into the canon, I agree with Campbell about the appropriateness of focusing on the rhetoric of so-

called great women (even while I set aside the categories qua categories associated with 

Campbell’s notion of feminine style). Barbara Biesecker has accused Campbell of female 

tokenism, or of simply aligning a few select women alongside the great men of the rhetorical 

canon. Biesecker argued that most women cannot achieve the level of accomplishment of the 

rhetors whose work Campbell seeks to recover and analyze. Biesecker suggested that Campbell 

fails to challenge the criteria for canonicity, which are themselves symptomatic of patriarchy.
65

 

However, I am persuaded by Campbell’s response, which in part suggests that the women she 

introduced into the canon are by no means defenders of the status quo because each in some way 

is radical for her own specific time and context.
66

 (Even Phyllis Schlafly, for all her anger about 

the importance of traditional women’s roles, was an unconventional woman by her own 

definition in the sense that her performance of public advocacy and full schedule of speaking 

engagements kept her from tending to her family in the home!)  
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In sum, I approached this project from a critical rhetorical feminist perspective, broadly 

defined as a lens that makes visible the relationship between gender and power and is oriented 

toward gender justice. I resisted claiming allegiance to a rigid system whereby the critic is 

committed to look for examples that fit into categories defined a priori.
67

 On the question of 

whether to study the rhetoric of so-called great women or challenge rhetorical standards, I 

rejected the perceived binary between the two approaches and worked with the assumption that 

one can (and should) study notable women and simultaneously challenge what counts as 

canonical. Next, I turn to the three questions this project addresses. 

Preview: Guiding Questions and the Arguments to Come 

These three questions guided my work on this project: (1) How do these women bishops draw 

from and contribute to the rhetorical-historical trajectory of (religious) women public speakers 

and rhetorical strategies in the United States?; (2) What strategies do they use to establish 

themselves as leaders, and in what ways are issues of gender and power evident in and obscured 

by those strategies?; and (3) How does their particular status as religious leaders influence their 

rhetorical strategies and choices? 

Rhetorical-historical Trajectory of (Clergy)women Speaking 

The first question I address in the dissertation relates to the paradox with which I opened this 

chapter: Matthews, Kelly, and Jefforts Schori simultaneously have no predecessors and have at 

least four centuries of predecessors. Therefore, I asked in what ways they draw from the 

rhetorical-historical trajectory (of speakers and strategies) that led up to their elections to the 

episcopacy and how they contribute to that trajectory as predecessors for clergywomen bishops 

who have come since and who are still to come. 
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 According to church historian Karen Jo Torjesen, women served as priests and even 

bishops in the first couple centuries of the Common Era. Prohibitions on women’s ordination and 

preaching developed as the church became more organized, institutionalized, and hierarchal.
68

 In 

the pre-Reformation church, while women were not ordained, a few women attained the rank of 

teachers of the faith, an honor rarely bestowed in Catholic history. Catherine of Siena relied on 

ethos and identification in her letters to the pope, and she eventually achieved her goal of 

persuading the pope to return to Rome from Avignon. She also taught, but she strategically 

downplayed her intelligence around her male superiors in order not to be perceived as a threat.
69

 

In the late sixteenth century, Teresa of Avila relied on rhetorical strategies of humility, irony, and 

obfuscation to teach the faith. Initially, contemporary theologians condemned her work as 

heretical, but less than 50 years later, she was canonized. Spanish language and history scholar 

Alison Weber explains, “Teresa was a captivating individual who was able to win over even 

hardened adversaries with her great charm, humor, and humility. But her personal powers were 

matched by her persuasiveness in writing.”
70

 Like Catherine of Siena, Teresa of Avila embraced 

contemporary stereotypes of women’s inferiority but then claimed that because women were 

unable to understand the scriptures, they were ideal teachers of the faith because they relied on 

God to supply what they were incapable of comprehending. Despite the social and institutional 

obstacles facing them, Saints Catherine and Teresa managed to teach the faith and make 

rhetorical arguments about women’s abilities. Later in the seventeenth century, even more 

women speakers and strategies would emerge on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. 

From its beginnings, American Christianity has been rife with women who strategically 

navigate their way to the pulpit and podium. Michael W. Casey has argued that studies of the 

emergence of women public speakers in the United States often erroneously ignore women’s 
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public speech within religious institutions. Quaker women were speaking to promiscuous 

(mixed-sex) audiences as early as 1662 in colonial America, often offering defenses of women’s 

speaking and preaching. In the 1750s, Sarah Townsend was a popular preacher at the New Light 

Baptist Church on Long Island, New York. Dorothy Ripley addressed Congress with the 

president’s approval in 1806. A black woman known only as Elizabeth began her four-decade 

preaching career in 1808. Harriet Livermore preached to Congress in 1827. Therefore, Casey 

writes, “When the first important American female secular speakers emerged, they were stepping 

into an almost two-hundred-year-old tradition of female oratory.”
71

 

  Campbell notes that for early women speakers, presence enacted equality. The woman 

rhetor “herself was proof that she was as able as her male counterparts to function in the public 

sphere,” and I would add religious sphere as well.
72

 However, presence alone was not enough to 

overcome cultural beliefs and ostensible biblical prohibitions against women’s speaking in 

public generally or in church meetings more specifically. Therefore, early women speakers—

whether secular or religious—often gave a defense of their right or ability to speak as a part of 

their addresses. Among the more common strategies these early women used to assert their rights 

to the pulpit or dais were: constructing themselves as prophets who spoke messages directly from 

God, appealing to examples of women leaders and speakers in the Bible, attacking the sexism 

and racism of the church, and claiming spiritual equality to men.
73

  

 In the early 1900s, Aimee Semple McPherson founded the Foursquare Gospel Church. 

According to Kristy Maddux, McPherson developed a popular preaching style by relying on 

storytelling and developing relationships with her listeners—a few decades before the narrative 

turn in the field of homiletics.
74

 Later in the twentieth century, advocates working for women’s 

ordination faced many of the same arguments their foremothers countered so effectively. Sonja 
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K. Foss reports that arguments against women’s ordination in the Episcopal Church included the 

assumption that women were too emotional, the fear that women as leaders would rely too 

heavily on intuition to make decisions, and the assumption that women needed to focus on child 

rearing instead.
75

 Finlay adds that another argument against the ordination of women was the 

fear that women might one day want to become bishops.
76

  

Despite the persistence of arguments against women’s ordination, the Methodist Church 

approved the full clergy membership of women in 1956; the Episcopal Church did the same 20 

years later. While the Roman Catholic Church and several conservative fundamentalist and many 

evangelical Protestant denominations continue to admit only men to the ranks of clergy, the 

ordination of women is growing in mainline Protestant denominations, including the United 

Methodist and Episcopal Churches, but also the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, the 

Presbyterian Church USA, the United Church of Christ, and the Christian Church (Disciples of 

Christ).
77

 

Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori, then, entered the rhetorical-historical trajectory of 

women speaking in public, and in the church, at a particular moment. They simultaneously 

benefitted from the rhetorical history of speakers and strategies on which they stood and 

contributed to that history as role models for the women who would come after. Since Matthews 

and Kelly were elected, the United Methodist Church has elected more than twenty additional 

women bishops, including three African American women, a Hispanic woman, and a woman in a 

Central Conference (outside the United States). Jefferts Schori is the incumbent presiding bishop 

for a few more years, but her work in that role may serve as an inspiration to laywomen thinking 

about entering ministry or to clergywomen considering putting their names into consideration for 

the episcopacy. 
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Throughout the history of women’s rhetorical practice in and beyond the church, the 

question of women’s styles and abilities to lead has emerged repeatedly. Next, I turn to a 

consideration of the relationships between and among gender, leadership, and power. 

 Women, Leadership, and Power 

In this section, I explore issues related to the second question I addressed in this project, which 

considers these tensions: What strategies do Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori use to establish 

themselves as leaders, and in what ways are issues of gender and power evident in and obscured 

by those strategies? These sorts of questions have emerged throughout the history of leadership 

studies in communication.  

 Gail T. Fairhurst notes that the study of leadership “began with the turn of the twentieth 

century ‘great man’ school of thought, which led social scientists to look for those characteristics 

and traits (such as intelligence, dominance, height, and so forth) that differentiated leaders from 

non-leaders.”
78

 Leadership scholars only considered including women in theorizing leadership 

when women began to enter the workforce in sizable numbers in the 1970s. Patrice Buzzanell 

suggests that feminist scholars of organizational communication and leadership generally work 

to respond to “traditional themes that guide theory and research in the United States” and 

“contrast these themes with feminist theorizing.”
79

 Traditional studies emphasize “competitive 

ethics, cause-effect linear thinking, and separation or autonomy,” which Buzzanell contends are 

limited and limiting themes because they neglect “women’s behaviors and reasons for action.”
80

 

Both within organizations and in theorizing about organizations and leaders, Buzzanell writes,  

women’s role of organizational ‘other’ is … unconsciously sustained by: dominant 

gender ideologies, over-emphasis on advancement which usually requires stereotypically 

masculine behaviors; continuation of behaviors that are essential for the socio-emotional 

atmosphere of the workplace but which are detrimental to promotion; and beliefs that, if 

women have not succeeded, it is the fault of the individual women despite lack of family 

and community support structures.
81
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Embedded in Buzzanell’s critique is the assumption that women’s contributions to organizations 

are often social, relational, and emotional, and that women’s leadership style is more centered on 

sharing power with rather than wielding power over. Buzzanell’s analysis borders on but avoids 

gender essentialism because she seems to recognize gender as a social construction, and she 

acknowledges that women have different experiences and are not monolithic. Still, Buzzanell’s 

ideas seem to reify stereotypes. Furthermore, the use of Buzzanell’s ideas to inform a critical 

perspective is risky because it has the potential to result in the same sort of unoriginal criticism 

that some appropriations of Campbell’s feminine style exemplify.
82

 

 Nonetheless, I find Buzzanell’s call to question the masculinist trajectory of leadership 

studies scholarship compelling. If masculinist leadership styles are rewarded in organizations, 

there is utility in considering how women leaders embody, subvert, or re-interpret those styles. 

Rather than asking whether Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori are more likely to lead 

collaboratively than competitively, I am interested in how they enact their leadership rhetorically 

and what we might learn from it. How do these women at the top of the power hierarchies in 

their professions talk about themselves as leaders, about their visions, and about the work of the 

churches and pastors they supervise? Furthermore, how do they respond to sexism, racism, and 

patriarchy, whether subtle or explicit? 

 At the same time as I asked those questions, I wanted to avoid the shortfall that liberal 

feminism so often suffers in assuming, in Buzzanell’s words, “that women can, and should, be 

more like men.”
83

 I also resist the idea that women are categorically different from men, with the 

caveat that women who seek ordination “while religious, are by definition not completely 

traditional. They frequently have to overcome barriers, discouragement, and lack of support from 

friends, family, and church leaders in order to be where they are.”
84

 I affirm that people are 
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different from each other, and that individual differences are always more pronounced than 

group differences. Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori are different from other leaders—women 

and men—by virtue of their firstness. Given the challenges of leadership in patriarchal 

organizations, how do these three women take authority and enact power where no other woman 

has done so before? 

 The particular context for these women’s leadership provides an important frame for 

these questions about the bearing of gender on leadership styles and the rhetorical enactment of 

power. Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori are not chief executive officers of for-profit 

companies or governors of states; they are bishops, leaders in Protestant denominations. Next, I 

turn to the rhetorical significance of religious contexts for thinking through questions of 

leadership.  

The Rhetoric of Leadership in the Christian Tradition 

In the introduction of this chapter, I suggested that women in religious vocations face the same 

challenges as women in business and politics as well as additional challenges that are unique to 

religious vocations. I also affirm that the religious contexts for their leadership provide some 

rhetorical opportunities and advantages for at least two related reasons. First, within religious 

communication, revelation is understood as authoritative, which renders the identification of 

rhetorical strategies for persuasion more complex than in contexts such as presidential campaign 

communication. Second, Protestant bishops can expect a great deal more homogeneity among 

audiences than can political rhetors, which enables them to start from some more specific 

common assumptions than can leaders in business or politics. In addition to these opportunities 

the bishops have as religious rhetors, it is important to acknowledge that these women bishops 
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represent, embody, and frequently discuss issues related to the current tensions in Christianity 

between liberal and conservative theology. 

 First, then, how does the question of authority affect rhetorical possibilities in religious 

communication? In short, religious leaders can and are often expected to make specific appeals 

to the Bible, God, church history, and denominational doctrine in their addresses.
85

 Priestly 

rhetoric, according to Thomas Lessl, insists that “its origins reside outside of ordinary human 

experience as revelations of spirit or nature.”
 86

 By contrast, politicians in the US refer to God 

regularly, but typically in vague, generic ways that bolster claims of American exceptionalism 

and nationalistic identity. Whether conceived in the strong sense as civic religion
87

 or more 

loosely as civic piety,
88

 such deistic allusions draw on non-unique elements from the Judeo-

Christian tradition in the broadest sense. For this reason, Robert N. Bellah argues that church and 

state have had a relatively smooth relationship throughout American history.
89

 Roderick P. Hart 

describes the vagueness of theological pronouncements in political rhetoric as “not a faith in 

faith,” but rather, “a faith in statements about faith, faith-in-faith as rhetorically pronounced.”
90

 

For example, comparing presidential nomination acceptance addresses to Puritan jeremiad 

sermons, Kurt W. Ritter writes,  

the Puritan’s carefully proscribed religion has been replaced by the ambiguities of a civil 

religion—the American Dream. Its sacred texts are no longer the words of Jeremiah and 

Isaiah, but those of Jefferson, Lincoln, and even Harry Truman. In short, the scriptures 

have been replaced by a rendering of the national past. Those who present the modern 

jeremiad are no longer religious leaders, but political speakers.
91

 

 

The distinction between religion as it manifests in political discourse and the religious rhetoric of 

bishops matters for the rhetorical critic. What might in the rhetoric of John F. Kennedy, Richard 

Nixon, or George W. Bush be regarded as merely a trope, a strategy of persuasion, or an example 

of an argumentative form could, in the rhetoric of a religious leader, be a fulfillment of that 
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person’s religious convictions or a consequential interpretation of a commonly held theological 

doctrine. Hart suggests that American presidents are nominally religious,
92

 but one can assume 

that bishops are genuinely religious. Bishops’ references to God, then, are to be understood as 

reflections of deeply held theological belief, not (only) tropological strategies for gaining 

compliance. This distinction may manifest in rhetorical forms as well, as in my argument that 

Jefferts Schori embodies a feminist progressive civility. I argue not just that she employs civility 

as a means to a persuasive end, but that her civil discourse is a materialization of her spiritual 

conviction that each person is beloved and sacred to God.  

 Second, who are bishops’ actual and implied audiences? Although bishops do receive a 

number of speaking invitations for special events like baccalaureate services, college and 

university commencements, and the like, most occasions that call for a bishop to preach are at 

local churches under their care or at regional or denomination-wide church gatherings. In these 

two most common settings, bishops can generally expect a religiously homogenous audience.
93

 

Undoubtedly, mainline Protestant denominations include adherents from the far left to the 

middle to the far right of the political and theological spectrum, but the overwhelming majority 

of an audience so assembled can be presumed to share most basic tenets of Christian faith. 

Particularly within the denominational gatherings, which tend to include a good number of 

clergy and only the most active and involved laypeople, the audience can be expected to have 

understandings of denominational distinctiveness, including some of the finer points of doctrine 

and church policy. Having a common starting place with the audience can be an asset, as the 

bishops can move into their agenda for the sermon without doing a lot of definitional 

groundwork.
94
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 In addition to these advantages, though, the bishops face the challenge of ascending to 

leadership at a time in Christian history marked by change. Phyllis Tickle contends that Christian 

history is marked by recurring patterns of change where the source of authority for the church is 

the central dispute.
95

 These changes result in new Christian communities and the reform of 

existing communities. In Tickle’s view, the Protestant Reformation represented a shift from the 

church as the source of authority to scripture as the source of authority. New communities 

emerged (Protestant churches), and the Roman Catholic Church was forced to clean up some of 

the questionable practices with which Luther took issue. Tickle argues that Christianity is in the 

midst of another upheaval, and in this transition, authority is shifting from scripture to the Holy 

Spirit. Issues in Protestant churches around gender equity, racial reconciliation, and human 

sexuality represent, for Tickle, the last vestiges of a Christian worldview where scripture is the 

primary source of authority.
96

 Many conservative and moderate Protestants may resent what they 

see as a confluence of Enlightenment ideals with Christianity, particularly when the principles of 

modernism seem to supersede orthodox doctrinal fidelity to Christianity.
97

 These are recurring 

patterns, but Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori represent and embody the more liberal side of 

this particular instantiation of the ongoing historical struggle. Some of the difficulty the bishops 

face with audiences who resist their progressive visions is rooted in this precise problem. 

Audience members hostile to what they perceive as a liberal co-optation of their faiths may see 

these bishops as condensation symbols for their frustrations. 

 In sum, Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori have certain opportunities and advantages 

as leaders in religious institutions. Religious contexts suggest that what counts as a rhetorical 

strategy might be more complex than in political communication, and audiences can be expected 

to have some degree of homogeneity based on religious identity. The bishops also face the 
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challenge of working at a possible turning point in Christian history where the source of 

authority may be shifting. Next, I turn to a preview of the claims in each chapter. 

Looking Ahead: Appealing to Shared Values toward God’s Shalom 

My overall argument is that the bishops share a common goal and a similar macro-level strategy 

for achieving their goals, even while their particular emphases and specific rhetorical forms 

along the way are different. The bishops’ common strategy is appealing to values they share with 

their audiences in an effort to encourage the audiences to bring about the bishops’ vision of 

God’s shalom.  Jefferts Schori explains what she means by shalom in her book A Wing and a 

Prayer: 

That word “shalom” is usually translated as “peace,” but it’s a far richer and deeper 

understanding of peace than we usually recognize … It isn’t just telling two arguers to 

get over their differences. Shalom is a vision of the city of God on earth, a community 

where people are at peace with each other because each one has enough to eat, adequate 

shelter, medical care, and meaningful work. Shalom is a city where justice is the rule of 

the day, where prejudice has vanished, where the diverse gifts with which we have been 

so abundantly blessed are equally valued. The biblical image of Jerusalem is a city like 

that—that’s what the “salem” part means.
98

  

 

Matthews’s offered a similar definition in her sermon “This is the Day!”:  

The Hebrew word “Shalom” has many more meanings than the absence of conflict. I am 

happy to see that we are coming closer to understanding this ancient word, when we 

define shalom as the “wholeness of one who is at one with God.” Such a definition would 

be in keeping with the example of Jesus Christ, who often asked, “Do you want to be 

whole?” “Do you want to be healed?” “Go in peace—it is your faith that has 

accomplished this thing.”
99

  

 

Kelly defined shalom concisely: “God’s creative purposes were for wholeness, harmony, balance 

– peace, Shalom for all creation.”
100

 

 In Christian theology, shalom, sometimes called pax Christi, or the peace of Christ, is not 

an idealistic dream. Rather, it is what Christians pray for week by week when they say “Thy 

kingdom come, they will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” To pray for God’s kingdom to 
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come on earth means recognizing that the church visible actively participates in making shalom a 

reality. Theologian Ada María Isasi-Díaz prefers the term kin-dom. She explains: “I do not use 

reign or kingdom because of their sexist and classist connotations. Kin-dom is preferred because 

it includes a sense of community, of shared responsibility for survival and welfare.”
101

 

Importantly, the whole peace of God, whether construed as kin-dom, shalom, or kingdom, is not 

just a reality God bestows independently. Instead, Christians join God in co-creating shalom on 

earth. Though they use different rhetorical strategies and focus on different aspect of shalom, 

Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori all offer their audiences opportunities participate in the 

development of a church and world that reflects such a value on community and the welfare of 

those most marginalized.  

Marjorie Matthews’s focus within the larger rubric of shalom was on gender equality. In 

Chapter 2, I suggest that Matthew’s preferred leadership style impels her to use a personal tone 

and autobiographical information in effecting identification with familiar audiences. However, 

when she addresses ecumenical audiences about the subject of women’s ordination, Matthews 

must instead use appeals to institutional authority. In those settings, Matthews celebrates the 

groups’ past liberal accomplishments to constitute them as audiences of progressive Christians 

whose next logical move is to support women’s ordination. In addition to this strategy of 

constitutive rhetoric, Matthews’s presence as a successful ordained woman performatively enacts 

her argument that women ought to be ordained. While contextual constraints and Matthews’s 

preference for liberal arguments without clear roots in Christian theology militate against her 

success, Matthews still attempted to use the values she shared with her audience to ask the 

audience to contribute to a church and world where women’s gifts are as equally valued and 

recognized as those of men. 
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In Chapter 3, I consider Leontine Turpeau Current Kelly. Within the expansive scope of 

shalom, Kelly’s particular focus is on racial justice (with a secondary emphasis on the always-

related issue of gender justice). My argument is that Kelly articulates the prophetic rhetorical 

tradition with an ironic perspective in order to address racism and sexism in the church. 

Borrowing from the prophetic tradition allowed Kelly to remind her audience that as Christians 

in the Wesleyan tradition, they were part of a covenantal relationship that emphasized both 

personal piety and social holiness. Speaking from an ironic perspective, Kelly was able to reveal 

the inconsistencies between the church’s racist and sexist reality and the covenantal values the 

audience purported to profess as United Methodists.  

Chapter 4’s argument is that Katherine Jefferts Schori transcends controversies in the life 

of the church by appealing to her vision for the church, based in values she shares with her 

audience. Her vision of shalom emphasizes issues of global poverty, hunger, and health. Her 

transcendence of controversies allows her to prioritize people over abstract principles and 

therefore interact respectfully with those with whom she disagrees. As such, I suggest that 

Jefferts Schori’s rhetoric of transcendence mean that civility is compatible with progressive 

politics, not just (as some recent rhetorical studies scholarship suggests) a conservative trope 

deployed to silence marginalized voices. 

 Finally, in the conclusion, I draw relationships and connections among the three case 

studies and make overall connections back to the theoretical and critical foundations from this 

introductory chapter. I also offer at least partial answers to the guiding questions I posed in this 

chapter.
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CHAPTER 2 

MARJORIE SWANK MATTHEWS: ENACTING LIBERAL EQUALITY, CONSTITUTING 

PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIANITY 

Before Katharine Jefferts Schori carried the primatial staff or Leontine Kelly the crozier, before 

the House of Bishops would elevate Jefferts Schori and the Western Jurisdiction elect Kelly, 

there was Bishop Marjorie Swank Matthews. While Jefferts Schori and Kelly are firsts in their 

own right, Matthews is a first among firsts. Elected in 1980, American Methodism’s 196th year, 

Matthews was, for four years, not only Protestant Christendom’s first woman bishop, but its only 

woman bishop. During those four years and ever after, no United Methodist bishop addressing 

the Council of Bishops could any longer refer to his (or her!) colleagues as “brethren.”  

 Matthews was aware—immediately upon her election as well as throughout her 

ministry—of the impact she would have on the stained glass ceiling. In an interview with the 

Pittsburgh Press shortly after her election in July 1980, Matthews averred that “This election is a 

recognition that equality is coming to women in the United Methodist Church.” Yet she 

acknowledged that “there are no models for me,” so “I’ll have to make my own way.” In the 

same interview, she reinforced that she did mean her own way: “I am a woman and do not intend 

to become a man when I take office.”
1
 

 History remembers Matthews as a touchstone, the model for others that Matthews herself 

did not have. Judith Craig, elected the same week as Kelly in 1984, recalls that Matthews 

inspired her to run for bishop: 

There was [a] procession of bishops at the 1984 General Conference when I saw Marjorie 

Matthews in the midst of the Council of Bishops and knew she was going to retire. It was 
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clear that never again should there be a time when there was not a woman in that Council. 

I had to look in the mirror and hear a voice that joined with many other voices at that 

time, a voice that said, “If not you, who? What right do you have to ask anyone to be 

available if you won’t?”
2
 

 

During a sermon at a service of remembrance ten years after Matthews’s death, Kelly 

remembered how clergywomen across the church “exploded with joy when Marjorie was 

elected. The barrier was broken. We knew the Council of Bishops would never be the same. We 

would never be the same.”
3
 

 In addition to celebrations of Matthews’s trailblazing, those who knew her and worked 

with her fondly remember her leadership style. Sharon Brown Christopher, who served as a 

district superintendent on Matthews’s cabinet and was later elected a bishop, recalls that 

Matthews “assume[d] the authority that the church had given her to be the episcopal leader in the 

church” and “at the same time, as we worked together I sensed a highly consultive process.”
4
 

Clergy who served under Matthews concurred, praising Matthews’s integration of “mutuality 

and authority in her work.”
5
 As a bishop elected around the time when the ecclesiastical zeitgeist 

in several Christian denominations was moving away from exclusively top-down models of 

leadership, Matthews seemed to find the appropriate balance of collegiality and authority. 

Matthews’s iconicity and place in both church history and women’s leadership more 

broadly is established and needs little elaboration here. Instead, the question I consider as a 

rhetorical critic is how Matthews overcame the challenges not only of primacy, but singularity, in 

her rhetorical role as a bishop—both in leading the United Methodists of Wisconsin and in 

representing the United Methodist Church in various ecumenical contexts. In United Methodist 

contexts, where Matthews’s leadership was imbued with what Max Weber
6
 called legitimate 

authority—or power whose exercise is socially and institutionally sanctioned—how did she 

manage to make her own way? And in ecumenical contexts where her singularity most especially 
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stood out, how did she respond to audiences who were unsure about whether women should be 

clergy members at all—let alone bishops?  

The answer to these questions, I argue, lies in Matthew’s identification strategies. This 

chapter is based on my close reading of approximately 20 sermon manuscripts from the General 

Commission on Archives and History of the United Methodist Church and the Archives of the 

Wisconsin Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church. I contend that Matthews’s 

preference is for personal identification. Before familiar audiences, she relies on conventional 

identification strategies that emphasize her similarity and accessibility to the audience. When she 

addresses ecumenical audiences where women’s ordination is not accepted or taken for granted, 

she must resort to appeals to institutional authority because personal identification is unlikely to 

be adequate. In these more challenging settings, Matthews shifts to constitutive rhetoric, seeking 

to interpellate her audiences as progressive Christians whose past accomplishments presuppose a 

commitment to the more liberal reforms Matthews advocates. In addition to her direct statements 

of institutional authority and her use of constitutive rhetoric, Matthews also enacts the leadership 

she calls for. When she occupies the space of the pulpit in a context where women’s ordination is 

not accepted, Matthews’s presence makes the argument that women in ministry are effective.  

The performative potential of these sermons, though, was ultimately limited because Matthews’s 

arguments for women’s inclusion were based on liberal feminist premises seemingly divorced 

from specifically Christian warrants.  Before considering Matthews’s strategies in detail, I turn to 

identification and its forms as well as a discussion of enactment. 
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Theoretical Angles 

Identification 

Kenneth Burke advocated a pivotal shift in the study of rhetoric to separate the twentieth century 

from the rest of rhetorical history: a transition from a focus on persuasion to an emphasis on 

identification. Aristotle’s stress on persuasion “is concerned with deliberate design,” but in 

Burke’s view, “even without being subjected to such deliberate persuasion, we spontaneously 

identify ourselves with some groups or other, some trends or other – and we need a term for this 

kind of persuasion in which […] we spontaneously, intuitively, and often unconsciously, act 

upon ourselves.”
7
 For Burke, identification is achieved when the rhetor and the audience have 

shared interest or when the audience believes its interests are one in the same with those of the 

rhetor.
8
 

The most common and prosaic type of identification, sometimes called direct 

identification, involves establishing common ground between the speaker and the audience. The 

oft-used example of direct identification is the politician who tells a group of farmers that he 

grew up doing chores on a farm. Direct identification includes what Judith Trent calls obvious 

relations, specific references to the audience or local persons and places, and common ground 

techniques, which establish that the audience and speaker share beliefs, values, and experiences.
9
 

Another type of identification, antithesis, occurs when a rhetor establishes a common enemy 

against whom she and the audience can “join forces.”
10

 The subtlest and most powerful form of 

identification is unnoticed identification. Unnoticed identification occurs when a rhetor 

successfully uses the word “we” to include the audience in statements audience members might 

not otherwise endorse. Burke’s “prime example” is the statement “we are at war,” which 

“includes under the same head soldiers who are getting killed and speculators who hope to make 
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a killing in war stocks.”
11

 These three types of identification, for George Cheney, lie “along a 

continuum of associational and dissociational symbolic processes.”
12

 In every case, the rhetor 

seeks for the audience to associate with the rhetor’s goals and dissociate from that which (or 

those whom) the rhetor opposes. The end result of successful identification is consubstantiality, 

where the audience adopts the rhetor’s perspective.  

Constitutive Rhetoric 

One particularly influential application of identification is Charland’s notion of constitutive 

rhetoric. Charland considered how an audience could be rhetorically constituted to understanding 

itself as a political collective. According to Charland, the definitive White Paper in the 

movement for the sovereignty of Quebec constituted its audience as the peuple Quebecois—a 

group defined by its political agency and subjectivity—rather than just “French Canadians.” For 

Charland, the very act of being addressed as such is rhetorical: “An interpellated subject 

participates in the discourse that addresses him,” and “this rhetoric of identification is ongoing, 

not restricted” to a single discursive encounter.
13

 The rhetor’s message facilitates the adoption of 

a particular collective identity on the part of the audience. Especially astute rhetors tie their goals 

directly to the identity they are working to constitute such that “a subject is not ‘persuaded’” to 

support the rhetor’s cause, but rather, support for the cause “is inherent to the subject position” 

addressed.
14

 Drawing on groups’ past achievements is appropriate because constitutive rhetoric 

“paradoxically must constitute the identity” even while “it simultaneously presumes it to be 

pregiven and natural, existing outside of rhetoric and forming the basis for a rhetorical 

address.”
15

  

Subsequent work on constitutive rhetoric has explored both the conditions for its 

emergence and reasons why it sometimes fails to constitute an audience whose values match 
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with those of the rhetor. Christina Morus emphasizes Charland’s point that the constitutive rhetor 

draws on elements of the audience’s identity that are already there: “The identities hailed through 

constitutive discourses are not formed from scratch but are based on existent subjectivities that 

have in some way lost their force.”
16

 Helen Tate has argued that constitutive rhetorics of lesbian 

separatist feminism emerged because of the contradictions lesbians discovered within liberal 

feminism. The ideals of liberal feminism had lost some of their force, so separatist feminism 

emerged as an alternative for lesbians excluded from the mainstream women’s movement.
17

 

Constitutive rhetorics surface to offer audiences a way out of contradictions, but 

sometimes constitutive rhetorics are not successful. Kenneth Zagacki explains that constitutive 

rhetoric is likely to fail when a speaker tries to impose values extrinsic to the audience. For 

example, George W. Bush’s efforts to interpellate an Iraqi people desirous of democracy were 

unsuccessful because the desire for democracy was not part of the “already there” identity of the 

audience:  

Bush used the word ‘democracy’ to designate what the Iraqis were, but he employed a 

word that actually designated something the Iraqis were not…although utilized by the 

President to designated a quality or trait “within” the Iraqi people, “intrinsic” to them, 

democracy was something “outside” the Iraqis and their traditions, “extrinsic” to them or 

imposed on them by the United States.
18

 

 

When material conditions are right, constitutive rhetors may effect a shift in the audience’s 

identity,
19

 but Bush’s attempt at imposing democracy on the Iraqis was far too radical and thus 

rejected as most unwelcomed. Constitutive rhetoric presumes a history and a future for the 

audience interpellated, so the identity constituted must cohere with narratives of the past that 

audiences will find amenable. 
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Enactment 

When inspiring identification with the audience is difficult, effective rhetors sometimes enact the 

very message they proffer. Phaedra Pezzullo explains that sometimes, presence itself is 

persuasive:  

More than simply “showing up,” being present as a mode of advocacy suggests that the 

materiality of a place promises the opportunity to shape perceptions, bodies, and lives 

with respect to the people and places hosting the experience. Being “present,” like a roll 

call in school, indicates the significance of someone literally co-existing with another in a 

particular space and time.
20

   

 

Elsewhere, I have argued that lesbian, gay, and bisexual activists who protested exclusionary 

policies at conservative Christian college campuses enacted their argument that lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual identities were not incompatible with Christianity: “By positioning themselves in the 

places where they are most unwelcome and where their presence seems most jarring, the 

[activists] become visible, corporeal manifestations of their message: All Christian contexts, 

whether churches or institutions of higher education, should (and can) be places where everyone 

is welcomed.”
21

  

Presence, then, is persuasive when a rhetor enacts her message. Charles Kauffman 

defined enactment as demonstrating one’s argument through one’s actions.
22

 For Robert Asen, 

attending to enactment means thinking about not just what someone says or does, but how she 

says and does it. To distinguish “acts from enactment,” Asen argues, is to recognize “that 

practices may express different meanings and significance for agents and audiences in different 

situations.”
23

 For example, Asen suggests that a consumer who makes an effort to purchase fair 

trade coffee from a local coffee house is enacting responsible citizenship while the customer who 

buys coffee there just because the price is better than Starbucks is not. Their actions are the same 

(each bought coffee), but only the former enacts citizenship.
24
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Exploring the practicality of attending to this difference, several scholars of rhetorical 

studies have offered examples of the usefulness of enactment. Karlyn Kohrs Campbell has 

argued that early women rhetors in the US, who spoke despite cultural and social prohibitions 

against women’s addressing mixed-sex audiences, demonstrated their competence 

performatively: “When a woman spoke, she enacted her equality, that is, she herself was proof 

that she was as able as her male counterparts to function in the political sphere.”
25

 Similarly, 

Susan Zaeske contends women abolitionists had no legal public subjectivity, but they enacted 

such subjectivity anyway when they signed anti-slavery petitions. In turn, the U.S. Congress, in 

tabling the women’s petitions, granted legitimacy to the political subjectivity the women 

enacted.
26

 Another example is Randall Lake’s analysis of the American Indian Movement’s 

“Red Power” rhetoric. Lake contends that activists enacted Native American sovereignty by 

reclaiming traditional Native names, occupying land formerly controlled by Native Americans, 

and opening “Survival Schools” as alternatives to white efforts at assimilationist education.
27

  

Notably, all these examples are instances where identification is unlikely. Early women 

speakers and militant Native American activists typically faced hostile audiences who defined 

themselves by their difference from and perceived superiority over the other. In this chapter, I 

illustrate that enactment can also work alongside conventional identification and constitutive 

rhetoric. If Marjorie Matthews’s presence in the Council of Bishops processional was enough to 

inspire Judith Craig to put her name into nomination for bishop, might Matthews’s presence in 

the pulpit also have been enough to persuade audience members who were unsure whether 

women should be ordained?  
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What Does a Bishop Do? 

To appreciate Matthews’s various uses of identification and enactment, we must first consider 

the contexts for her sermons as a bishop. Most United Methodist laypeople are probably only 

aware that they even have a bishop when their pastor retires or gets reappointed to another post. 

Bishops’ most visible responsibilities are to appoint pastors and to preside over the annual 

conferences of their episcopal areas. However, bishops are also pastors of the whole church and 

have responsibilities to represent the denomination in a variety of ecumenical settings throughout 

the world. The Book of Discipline of the United Methodist Church includes among parts of a 

bishop’s job description, “encouraging and supporting all baptized people in the exercising of 

their gifts and ministries, praying for them, and proclaiming and interpreting to them the gospel 

of Christ. Bishops are to be prophetic voices and courageous leaders in the cause of justice for all 

people.”
28

 To that end, “the Council of Bishops may assign one of its members to visit another 

episcopal area or Methodist-related church.”
29

 

Bishops do not officially speak for the United Methodist Church; only the General 

Conference, a quadrennial meeting of elected lay and clerical delegates from around the world, 

can officially speak for the church. However, bishops often represent the United Methodist 

Church or the Council of Bishops at events like ecumenical gatherings, ordination services in 

other denominations, inaugurations of presidents at United Methodist colleges and universities, 

and other such occasions. During her short tenure as a bishop, Matthews represented the United 

Methodist Church on a trip to churches in Sweden and the former Soviet Union, at a meeting of 

the Religious Coalition for Abortion Rights, at a meeting of the World Council of Churches, and 

at a celebration of the twentieth anniversary of the Second Vatican Council. 
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Of course, Matthews did most of her preaching in United Methodist settings, whether in 

local churches or at denominational assemblies. In these contexts, she had legitimate authority. 

Because of Matthews’s position as a bishop, according to Weber, her use of power is 

institutionally sanctioned. In these contexts, most audience members will understand Matthews’s 

exercise of power as appropriate.
30

 This allows Matthews to use personal identification strategies 

that emphasize her similarity with the audience, which seems to be her preferred leadership style. 

In contrast, Matthews’s authority is more contingent in more ecumenical or interdenominational 

settings. In such contexts, some audience members may have firmly held the conviction that 

women ought not be ordained, and in some instances this conviction was likely codified in their 

own denominations’ polity. These settings, then, called for ethos appeals firmly rooted in 

Matthews’s institutional role as opposed to ethos appeals rooted in personal accessibility. 

Conventional Identification and Personal Ethos Appeals  

When Matthews’s goals were related to individuals in her audiences and when she was 

addressing United Methodist congregations, her identification strategies are recognizably similar 

to the types enumerated by Burke.
31

 In particular, her uses of direct identification linked her 

explicitly to her audience, often through the use of strategic self-disclosure. These disclosures 

made Matthews accessible to her audience, emphasizing that her leadership style underscored 

cooperation with rather than authority over those she served. 

 In at least two sermons, Matthews shared autobiographical information that allowed her 

to relate directly to her audience. This type of direct identification, “obvious relations” in Trent’s 

language,
32

 decidedly highlights similarities between the rhetor and the audience. A prime 

example of direct identification is Matthews’s most autobiographical sermon, “One is a Whole 

Number,” where Matthews said being single is not a deficiency or a sign of spiritual 
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incompleteness. Instead, she argued, one can live a meaningful and fulfilling life as a single 

person. While concrete evidence about the sermon’s immediate context is scant, the specificity 

of the topic strongly suggests that Matthews delivered the sermon to a singles group for a local 

church or the entire annual conference, as a sermon so narrowly focused would be inappropriate 

in any other context. 

In this sermon, Matthews addressed the difficulties of being single in the church, and she 

concluded, as her title suggests, that one is a whole number. Simply put, people can lead 

meaningful lives—spiritual and otherwise—without being romantically coupled. Matthews 

explained that more than half of the adults in the US are single, but she said, becoming 

“suddenly single” is not easy. Explicitly linking herself to the singles in the congregation, 

Matthews briefly narrated the story of her marriage and divorce: 

Like most of you who were once married, I married for life—or so I thought. Many of 

you remember the American dream before Pearl Harbor—a story-book romance, a 

beautiful church wedding, a good job with a comfortable future, savings in the bank, 

building toward a down payment on a home for two or three more, as the old song went. 

All that ended during World War II—during which time I had moved five times in two 

years, criss-crossing the country to various army camps; my son was born in Texas, and 

my marriage ended when he was 10 months old.
33

 

 

While Matthews did not share specific details about the divorce, she linked the dissolution of her 

marriage to the erosion of the American Dream narrative that coincided with it. The other 

divorcees in the room likely shared with Matthews an expectation that their former marriages 

would be lifelong, but like the other aspects of the American Dream narrative, this one does not 

always turn out to be true. Contrary to the image many laypeople may have of their pastors’ and 

bishops’ lives being perfectly ordered, Matthews’s narrative revealed that she was more like her 

congregation than they may have assumed. Like them, she expected all the pieces of the 

American Dream would fall neatly into place for her, but that was not the case.  
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 Matthews went on to explain that attending church became difficult for her. She did not 

want to leave her baby in the nursery, nor did she want to take him to classes or services 

otherwise full of adults. She was asked to join the choir, but to go to choir practice would have 

meant incurring the cost of a babysitter and missing valuable time with her son. “As a result,” 

she explained, “I became a Sunday morning dropout. I was aware of some speculation as to the 

reason for the divorce, and also an attitude of strong disapproval on the part of a few. It was 

much easier for me to avoid that kind of pain by avoiding those who cause it.”
34

 Once her son 

was old enough to benefit from attending Sunday School, Matthews returned to regular church 

attendance, but she still struggled to fit in: “I was still not very comfortable in the young adult 

class […] Most of the single young adults had been drafted as teachers, leaving couples as the 

main stay of the class. Sunday mornings were bad enough, but the fellowship attempts were 

much worse. These events were built around couples and families.”
35

 She later noted that when 

she began pastoring churches part time, ostensibly helpful people “were always trying to match 

me up with someone.”
36

 

 Nothing Matthews said here is news to single people in church, but they are quite 

unlikely to have heard this sort of message at church before, especially from a bishop. Anyone 

single in the church is likely to identify with at least some parts of Matthews’s narrative: from 

feeling judged for being divorced (or never married), to feeling unsure about whether a church-

wide invitation to a “family” event includes single persons, to turning down multiple would-be 

Cupids. Despite the fact that the church can unwittingly send the message that single people are 

incomplete or inadequate, Matthews’s sermon and her example illustrated otherwise, namely that 

singleness can be meaningful and fulfilling.  



 

45 

  Matthews concluded the sermon by noting that the prophet Jeremiah was young and 

single, but this scriptural allusion was merely peripheral compared to the autobiography that 

formed the crux of the message. Matthews might identify with Jeremiah, but she asked the 

congregation to identify with her. Like her, they might have become “suddenly single” in a 

painful way. Like her, they may have left church or continued going to church despite feeling left 

out. And like her, they were leading lives that were complete and fulfilling, even if the church 

seems to say otherwise. Consequently, one is not a fraction, partial and incomplete, but a whole 

number. Matthews was different from her congregation in important ways, but she emphasized 

the similarities. She was the bishop, but she spent most of the sermon talking about her 

experience as a layperson in the church. When she talked about her experience as a single 

woman in ministry, she was discussing the early part of her ministry where she worked part time 

while she attended college alongside members of her son’s high school graduating class. 

Matthews may have been the bishop, but she was not distant or aloof, not out of touch with those 

she served. Instead, she was just like anyone else in the congregation: a faithful Christian who 

sometimes struggles to remember that a single life can be fulfilling. Thus, Matthews’s message 

facilitated a perception of the bishop not as some transcendent or ethereal being, but a normal, 

accessible person with the same challenges as anyone else. 

 In another sermon, Matthews again established identification by turning to 

autobiography. In “Chosen for Challenge,” Matthews argued that God calls people who seemed 

unlikely but provides them with courage to lead and confront injustice. Matthews initially 

delivered the sermon in 1982 in a local church and then gave a revised version of the sermon at 

the North Central Jurisdictional Conference in 1984, just two months before her retirement. 

Matthews began the sermon by speculating that perhaps the prophet Amos was a woman. “The 
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reason why I am tempted to think of Amos in that way,” Matthews elucidated, “is because Amos 

was a most unlikely candidate to carry the message of God’s justice to a society bent on 

satisfying its every desire.”
37

 Matthews gave other examples of biblical characters who seemed 

unlikely for the role they played in the narrative of the Christian tradition, including Abraham, 

Sarah, Moses, and Ruth, among others. After working through more contemporary examples of 

unlikely characters, Matthews directed her gaze inward: “Why me? Why a middle age mother 

with a teen-age son, with no formal education beyond high school—why me? Why you?”
38

  

 Matthews’s “why me?” question bookended what she regards as the qualities that made 

her an unlikely candidate for ordained ministry (and certainly for the episcopacy). She was a 

single, divorced mother in her forties. Ordination had only recently opened to women, and the 

educational prerequisites for ordination would compel Matthews to get a college degree and a 

Master of Divinity degree, a process that would take at least seven years. Nevertheless, she 

experienced and responded to a call to ministry. By the time she asked, “why you?”—turning the 

question on the congregation—she had established that God calls unlikely figures, and she had 

offered the congregation a number of outlets for identification, including herself. Matthews 

established that even she, now a bishop in the church, had struggled and continued to struggle 

with God’s call. The bishop—indeed, the church’s first woman bishop—is no holier than anyone 

else when it comes to responding to God’s call. Instead, she is just like anyone else in the 

audience who may have some doubts or fears about taking on the challenge of doing God’s 

work. Matthews’s vulnerability in admitting that she too questions God’s call put her on the 

same level as the members of the congregation. Equality of the speaker and the audience is 

emphasized by the juxtaposition of the second “why me?” with “why you?” The question’s 

answer also equates Matthews with the audience and encourages the audience to identify with 
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her. Why does God choose Matthews or anyone else? According to Matthews, God calls people 

for courage and confrontation—not the courage they already have, but the courage God gives 

them as they respond to God’s call to work for justice in the world.  

So far, I have suggested that Matthews used rather conventional identification strategies 

when she was addressing United Methodist congregations or assemblies with goals related to 

individuals in the congregation. Furthermore, Matthews’s ethos strategies are personal and 

emphasize her accessibility rather than her institutional authority. Additionally, Matthews 

demonstrated the sort of collaborative leadership style those who worked closely with her 

remember so fondly. She never referred to herself as “the bishop” or called attention to her own 

singularity as a leader. She wanted the audience to relate to her and to identify with her as a 

person and a Christian. By contrast, other bishops are often characterized by communicative 

practices that establish their authority and leadership even before members of their own 

denominations (where we might expect their authority is presumed). For instance, Carol 

Jablonski found that Roman Catholic bishops’ pastoral letters to their dioceses often used 

phrases like “I, your bishop, hereby direct that,” followed by a command or set of instructions.
39

 

Similarly, Methodist Bishop Nolan Harmon’s autobiography exudes a tone that emphasizes his 

leadership over rather than service with those in his care.
40

 For Matthews, being introduced as 

the bishop seemed to be the only reminder of her authority she thought her United Methodist 

audiences needed. Barring this, she focused on her similarity to the audience. 

Matthews may have been able to emphasize her similarities with the audience in familiar 

contexts, but when she spoke in settings where women’s ordination was not accepted, the 

personal ethos strategies Matthews preferred were not available to her. In the following section, I 

turn to a sermon and speech where Matthews’s goals call for collective action on the part of the 
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group she was addressing. These situations call for institutional authority rather than personal 

ethos appeals. So, Matthews must attempt to enact the sort of leadership she calls for while she 

simultaneously tries to constitute her audiences as progressive Christians whose liberal 

worldviews presuppose the acceptance of the goals she advances. 

Constitutive Rhetoric and Enactment of Institutional Authority  

Matthews’s two most challenging audiences are the body at the sixth assembly of the World 

Council of Churches in Vancouver, Canada in 1983 and an ecumenical but substantially Roman 

Catholic audience at a service of celebration for the twentieth anniversary of the Second Vatican 

Council. In both cases, Matthews argued for the ordination of women, but before she made this 

argument, she worked toward two preliminary goals. First, she established her institutional 

authority to speak before the assembled bodies, a goal that allowed her to enact the equality she 

called for in her messages. Second, she celebrated the progressive work the audience had already 

accomplished as a collective, constituting her audiences as faithful and forward-thinking 

Christians. These preliminary goals allowed Matthews to frame her eventual argument as a 

progressive extension of the audience’s already-established identity rather than a radical demand 

from an uppity outsider. While her use of constitutive rhetoric has limitations and was certainly 

not (entirely) successful in an empirical sense, I contend that constitutive rhetoric allowed 

Matthews to sound reasonable and moderate in calling for collective action or dialogue in a way 

that would have seemed radical to an audience otherwise constituted. In addition, her presence in 

the pulpit on these occasions enacted the very rhetorical leadership she called for. If the audience 

can accept Matthews’s performance as a bishop, their resistance to women’s ordination is 

threatened. 
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Justice and Human Rights for All? Matthews at the World Council of Churches 

In the summer of 1983, Matthews attended the sixth assembly of the World Council of Churches. 

The World Council of Churches is an interdenominational, global group of churches, including 

Protestant, Anglican, and Orthodox churches. The council is governed by a septennial meeting of 

the assembly. While the World Council of Churches does not have formal power over its 

member denominations, it is a forum by which member churches can act in concert on a variety 

of issues related to faith and society.
41

 In a short deliberative speech (probably not more than 

three minutes long), Matthews established her credibility and authority, complimented the 

assembly on its position paper about justice and human rights, and finally called for the 

ordination of women based on the assembly’s affirmation of human dignity in the position paper.  

 Matthews began her speech with a statement that both established her authority to speak 

and enhanced her credibility for addressing the particular issue of women’s ordination: “Sisters 

and Brothers in Christ: My name is Marjorie Matthews. I am a bishop in The United Methodist 

Church of the United States of America. This is the first time I have attended an Assembly of the 

World Council of Churches. I believe it is also the first time that a woman has been able to attend 

the World Council of Churches as a bishop of her member church.”
42

 She then introduced herself 

as a bishop, a title that would give her credibility at least to audience members willing to grant 

the legitimacy of another tradition’s ordination and consecration of a woman for pastoral 

ministry and the episcopacy. Finally, she called attention to her exemplarity and primacy 

(something she never did in any of the other speech or sermon manuscripts I have for her). As 

Christendom’s first woman bishop, she was especially qualified to address the issue she spoke 

about in the remainder of the speech, the ordination of women. In addition to addressing the 

issue, though, Matthews embodied it as a woman bishop. Like the nineteenth-century women 
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Campbell and Zaeske studied, Matthews enacted her equality to men by occupying the rhetorical 

space of the episcopacy. However, Matthews is different from the subjects of Campbell’s and 

Zaeske’s studies in an important way. Unlike those early women, Matthews’s enactment of her 

equality to men in the episcopacy was amplified because Matthews had been elected to the 

position by the same processes that had, for the previous two centuries, elected men. Conversely, 

Campbell’s suffragists and Zaeske’s abolitionists had no legitimate authority beyond that which 

they enacted. Matthews’s enactment was buttressed, at least in part, by her claim to legitimacy as 

an elected bishop in the second largest Protestant denomination in the US.  

While primacy itself was not central to Matthews’s ethos challenge in this context, the 

presence of a woman bishop did have the potential to bring to the surface the issue of women’s 

ordination and the related question of the acceptability of women in positions of authority (over 

men) in the church. While women bishops today still encounter people who do not believe 

women should be ordained, their presence is at least precedented. In this sense, Matthews 

prepared the way for those who would follow.  

 Before she turned directly to the deliberative goal of her speech, Matthews praised the 

Justice and Human Rights Paper under consideration by the assembly: “I want to commend those 

who have prepared this document. It is well-written and demonstrates concern for justice and 

human rights for all persons regardless of their status on the economic scale, color, race, or 

sex.”
43

 Although her direct praise for the committee is relatively brief, she has also noted by this 

point that the assembly is hearing from the first woman bishop to serve as a representative to the 

Council. To the degree that audience members are invested in gender equity or the progressive 

concerns of the justice and human rights report, they are likely to identify with Matthews’s 

celebration of the committee report. If they are proud to see themselves as a part of a progressive 
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ecumenical body—that is, if they accept her constitution of them as such—they are likely to be 

more positively disposed to Matthews’s deliberative goals. 

 After Matthews applauded the justice and human rights report, she turned immediately to 

the issue of women’s ordination: “I wish to speak to an issue of justice and human dignity which 

affects well over one-half the members of our churches,” she said. “I am referring to the 

recognition of women as worthy candidates for ordination.” She went on to remind the audience 

that all “those who are baptized into the Christian faith, whether infant or adult, are received into 

the household of God,” so “Why is it, then, that for many, many years the men of the church 

have reserved to themselves the joys and trials of service as ordained priests, pastors, or 

ministers as though their sisters did not exist?”
44

 Matthews’s argument here relied on two 

constituitive strategies. First, she used the phrase “justice and human dignity” in the sentence 

immediately after the one where she praised the committee’s paper on “Justice and Human 

Rights.” Using such similar language linked the issue of women’s ordination with the issues 

considered in the committee’s position paper. To support justice and human rights without also 

supporting women’s ordination is, in this constitution, paradoxical at best. Second, Matthews 

appealed to the Christian sacrament of baptism. While the member denominations of the World 

Council of Churches may differ on several important doctrinal details about the meaning of 

baptism—particularly on the question of the appropriateness of baptizing infants—baptism has 

been, throughout church history, a sign of the covenant between God and God’s people and a 

ceremony that identifies people as participants in that covenant.
45

 Presumably the entire audience 

can agree with that basic doctrinal tenet. By bringing up baptism, Matthews introduced a 

theological reason for supporting women’s equality rather than the merely ideological warrant 

implicit in liberal calls for gender equity. The contradiction between the sacrament of baptism 
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(available to everyone) and the rite of ordination (in many cases available only to men) is 

intriguing, if not jarring. Such a moment of contradiction is ripe for the emergence of 

constitutive rhetoric.
46

 For audience members who identify with Matthews’s vision of a 

progressive World Council of Churches, her final recommendation seems reasonable: “I heartily 

encourage studies and dialogues on this issue within and between our member churches.”
47

 

Matthews recognized that the World Council of Churches did not have authority to change 

policies in its member denominations, but it could speak with a collective voice to its member 

churches. Therefore, she realistically urged study and conversation. For denominations 

committed to justice and human dignity and who are serious about the inclusive meaning of the 

sacrament of baptism, at least talking about the topic of women’s ordination is imperative. 

Furthermore, to the degree that the audience recognized Matthews as a successful religious 

leader, they saw the results of her argument (women’s ordination) enacted before them. While 

Matthews’s preference as a leader is for personal identification rather than appeals to 

institutional authority, the occasion called for institutional authority. Allowing her to speak at the 

meeting was an implicit recognition of her equality and legitimacy, so her presence alone, 

enhanced by her own reflexiveness about her role, must have narrowed her audience’s ability to 

resist her message. Matthews’s enactment of her message gave audience members another outlet 

for identification: they could identify with her, the woman bishop speaking, or with her 

constitution of the body as progressive and inclusive, or both. To the degree that any of these 

options for identification resonated with the audience, alternatives (i.e., opposition to women’s 

church leadership) were foreclosed.  
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Celebrating Vatican II, Hoping for Vatican III 

Matthews’s speech at the World Council of Churches called for the ordination of women in light 

of the document about justice and human rights, but her sermon at the celebration of the 

twentieth anniversary of Vatican II issued an even bolder set of challenges. The audience was 

ecumenical but substantially Catholic. Matthews refers to “My own church, The Methodist 

Church” when she talked about her own views on Vatican II, so we can be sure the audience was 

not United Methodist.
48

 Toward the end of the sermon, Matthews called for a third Vatican 

Council that would address inclusive language, the ordination of women, the marriage of priests, 

the empowerment of the laity, and interfaith cooperation. Before she explained that she had 

“been praying for a third Vatican Council which would provide some correctives” to the church, 

Matthews spent the first three-quarters of the sermon praising Vatican II.
49

 Explaining the impact 

of the Second Vatican Council, sociologist of religion Melissa Wilde and colleagues write: 

The Second Vatican Council (Vatican II, 1962 to 1965), a watershed event in the history 

of Roman Catholicism, brought about a multitude of changes. Vatican II ended the 

requirement of a Latin mass; sent nuns from their cloisters out into the world; relaxed 

dietary restrictions, confessional obligations, and service attire for the laity; significantly 

relaxed the Roman Catholic Church’s (RCC) claim of being the one true church; and 

officially renounced the RCC’s claims to power in relation to nationstates.
50

 

 

Additionally, according to Jablonski, Vatican II is widely regarded as facilitating better relations 

between the RCC and Protestant sects.
51

 

 Appropriate to the occasion, Matthews’s sermon celebrated the tremendous changes 

brought about by Vatican II. Matthews began the sermon by noting that Pope John XXIII’s 1959 

announcement that he was planning to call a second Vatican Council coincided with the 

beginning of Matthews’s pastoral ministry. Before she elaborated on Vatican II, Matthews subtly 

moved into an explicit ethos appeal to establish her authority and credibility before an audience 

whose religious tradition does not ordain women: “By the time the Council had concluded its 
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deliberations in 1965, I was a full-time college student, and serving two small rural churches as a 

student-charge. When I retired in September of 1984, I was responsible for 520 churches, over 

700 pastors, and about 125,000 members in the state of Wisconsin.”
52

 At the beginning of 

Vatican II, Matthews was just starting her ministerial career, and when Vatican II was over, she 

was serving two churches and attending college full time. Both of these statements orient the 

audience to what Matthews was doing when Vatican II was going on, and this orientation is 

important later in the sermon because Matthews illustrated how the changes in the RCC 

influenced her thinking as a pastor and student studying for full time ministry. However, 

Matthews’s next sentence in the introduction shifted in time to 1984—the year of her 

retirement—with no evident connection or relationship to Vatican II. Topically, her mention of 

the pope’s 1959 announcement and the Council’s 1965 conclusion made sense, but the shift to 

1984 served another purpose. Matthews did not identify herself as a bishop (we can presume the 

program or the person who introduced her accomplished as much); instead, she described what 

she was doing as a bishop when she retired. She had gone from “serving a small country church 

part-time” to “serving two small rural churches” to being responsible for all the United 

Methodist churches and pastors in the state of Wisconsin. This ethos strategy—similar to the one 

she used in her speech at the World Council of Churches—made it clear to the audience that 

Matthews was a bishop with many of the same responsibilities that Catholic bishops have. To 

audience members theologically opposed to the legitimacy of women’s ordination, this strategy 

was likely unsuccessful. Rejecting Matthews’s “priesthood” denotatively forecloses any 

possibility that her episcopacy is legitimate. However, anyone in the audience who could at least 

grant that women’s ordination is sanctioned by God would understand that Matthews retired not 

only as a member of the clergy, but a leader among leaders, a pastor with responsibilities for 
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several hundred churches and several thousand parishioners. Her ethos strategy, then, allowed 

her to have constitutive authority based on her experience even if she did not have legitimate 

authority in the Weberian sense (which, in such a setting, only a Catholic bishop would have). 

Again, she enacts equality from her official position as a bishop. Even if her official position is 

functionally irrelevant to most of the audience, the performative act of delivering a sermon from 

the masculine space of the pulpit
53

 made a claim for women’s pastoral leadership before 

Matthews explicitly expressed that very same argument toward the end of the sermon. For many 

in the audience, hearing Matthews may have been the first occasion when they, in Pezzullo’s 

words, “literally co-exist[ed]” with a clergywoman “in a particular space and time.”
54

 Despite 

Matthews’s preference for personal ethos appeals, her similarity with and accessibility to the 

audience is not as relevant or useful here because this setting requires institutional authority. The 

audience is unlikely to grant her such authority, so Matthews uses enactment to bridge the gap 

between ethos and context. Theological opposition to women in the clergy becomes more 

difficult to sustain in the presence of an effective clergywoman. 

 Having established her credibility for at least some audience members, Matthews 

returned to the topic of Vatican II. She explained that Vatican II coincided with the civil rights 

movement and thus “gave added impetus and legitimacy to reforms already taking place” in the 

culture and in various religious denominations at the time.
55

 Citing a book chapter by Loyola 

University theology professor Stephen Duffy, Matthews praised Vatican II for “moving from a 

strict authoritarian rule to more collegial styles of leadership,” shifting “from hierarchy to 

people—by the introduction of old images of the church as ‘the people of God,’ ‘family of God,’ 

‘prophetic community,’ etc.,” increasing ecumenicism by acknowledging “the common 

traditions and present realities of other Christian communities,” and recognizing “the impact of 
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the world” and the church’s need to be “a part of the human family” rather than seeing itself as 

transcendent or above and beyond human experience.
56

 Matthews expounded at some length on 

the importance of ecumenicism, maintaining a laudatory tone throughout her discussion of the 

importance of the various churches’ working together. She expressed the United Methodist 

Church’s commitment to ecumenical efforts as evidence of her enthusiasm for Vatican II’s turn 

toward cooperation among denominations.  

 By this point in the sermon, Matthews had not said anything challenging. Assuming the 

audience was generally positively disposed toward Vatican II, they are likely to identify closely 

with the version of the RCC that Matthews admires: one where leadership is cooperative, 

Catholics work with their United Methodist and Lutheran neighbors, and the Church understands 

that it is part of the world, thereby offering masses in the vernacular as opposed to Latin. 

Matthews’s praise is not merely sycophantic. Instead, it is bolstered by the witness of the entire 

United Methodist Church, the expert testimony of a systematic theology professor who works at 

a Catholic university, and the whole of American society, which underwent social reforms as the 

RCC experienced ecclesiastical ones. By this point in Matthews’s constitution of a progressive 

Catholic “people,” the attentive audience member is likely feeling good about being Catholic. 

The RCC that Matthews described is an institution with which one would desire to identify, in 

large part based on its willingness to change and to recognize that being in the world means 

affirming that traditions should be dynamic rather than static.  

Authority, in the RCC, is grounded in church tradition,
57

 so Matthews made the last 

twenty years of that tradition particularly salient in her sermon. Matthews’s rather thin 

conceptualization of church tradition was convenient for the constitutive work she was doing in 

the sermon, but Matthews ignored the complex notion of tradition for Catholics. Tradition is not 



 

57 

just precedent, but the development across history of the most essential teachings of Christian 

theology. The result of Matthews’s shortcut on authority, I suggest, is an audience constituted for 

thought more than action. Matthews’s next move was to call for a Vatican III to “provide some 

correctives.” Matthews framed her suggestions for the future of the RCC not as a major reform 

or overhaul or as an assault on the church tradition faithful Catholics revere, but as “correctives” 

inspired by the ongoing positive changes accomplished by Vatican II. The persuasive potential of 

her sermon was considerably constrained by the limited role of laity in Catholic polity. 

Nevertheless, Matthews’s suggestions may have affected the attitudes of some in the audience 

due, in no small part, to the careful work she did throughout the sermon to constitute her 

audience as progressive Catholics, Catholics who make a difference in the world because of their 

flexibility and adaptability to change. 

Toward the end of the sermon, Matthews offered five such “correctives.” First, she noted 

that as she re-read the documents produced by Vatican II, she was “struck by the sexist language, 

which must now seem offensive to over half of the world’s population.” Second, appealing 

explicitly to the audience’s identification with Vatican II, she said, “although discrimination 

based on sex is certainly repudiated by the Vatican Council, ordination is still not possible for 

Roman Catholic women despite their excellent skills, high qualifications, and dedication to 

ministry.” Third, though Matthews grouped this concern with the issue of the ordination of 

women, she briefly suggested that “a study of human sexuality would surely address the question 

of marriage for clergy.” Fourth, she envisioned an RCC where “laymen and lay women are not 

primarily the objects of ministry” but “a part of the total ministry of Christ to the world.” Finally, 

she posed the question of universalism: “How are Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, et al. 
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saved, and does their salvation relate to Jesus Christ? Are we shifting from a Christocentric 

viewpoint to a theocentric one?”
58

 

While orthodox Roman Catholics might find all or several of these ideas scandalous, I 

contend that Matthews’s constitutive rhetoric had the potential to inspire the audience to think 

about some of these questions as mutable rather than inflexibly predetermined. For an audience 

that buys into Matthews’s version of the significance of Vatican II, these are reasonable 

questions from an authoritative, faithful Christian, not some threatening leftist reforms proffered 

by an extremist or a heretic. She established what she admired about Vatican II and presented it 

in a way that made it appealing. Then, from that shared basis, Matthews pushed on some of the 

edges, some of the places where Vatican II stopped short of its potential for making the church 

more effective in contemporary society. For example, why should a married priest or a woman 

priest seem like an impossible notion when a vernacular mass was inconceivable only a 

generation before? If ecumenical work within Christendom is more possible in light of Vatican 

II, why not interfaith work in the near future? If Vatican II represented a shift toward collegial 

styles of leadership, is it too difficult to imagine an RCC where laity have some share in 

governance? For an audience constituted as progressive Catholics whose relevance depends on 

adaptability, these questions are at least worth considering. 

Whether Matthews’s audience indeed entertained these questions depends on the success 

of her constitutive rhetoric. The contradiction between the progressive moves of Vatican II and 

the restrictive policies the Church maintained gives Matthews the rhetorical space she needs for 

constitutive rhetoric. However, her potential for success is ultimately limited for at least three 

reasons. First, the audience cannot effect the changes Matthews desired. Only the pope could call 

a third Vatican Council. Second, Matthews appealed to too narrow a piece of church tradition in 
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only considering recent precedent. While she was wise to use tradition in constituting a 

progressive Catholic audience, Matthews missed the complexity of what tradition means to 

Catholics. As such, her correctives may have been rejected as extrinsic impositions, akin to 

Bush’s invocation of democracy in Iraq. Certainly Matthews’s constitutive strategies militated 

against this liability, but they did not assuredly insulate her from it. Whatever success Matthews 

had must have been limited to inspiring thought or dialogue—certainly not what Charland had in 

mind when he suggested that constitutive rhetorics “are oriented toward action.”
59

 Dialogue 

about topics previously thought verboten—say, a serious conversation between lifelong 

Catholics about the possibility of women priests—seems a rather subdued form of action.  

Third, and most important, Matthews’s suggestions are based entirely in liberal ideology. 

Unlike the sermon at the World Council of Churches, this sermon’s correctives are so brief that 

they do not include theological rationales. Even her enactment strategy in this sermon seems to 

rely on the liberal notion that women can do anything men can do, including supervising 

hundreds of churches and clergy, rather than on scriptural or otherwise explicitly Christian 

rationales. By itself, this performative claim is somewhat effective, but it does not address the 

theological arguments that divide Christians on the question of women’s ordination. Instead, 

Matthews seemed to suggest that theological objections are subordinate to liberal ideological 

movements for equality. Her claim that sexist language is offensive to half the population 

likewise reflects the liberal politics of inclusion, but this claim does not offer any of the many 

possible theological reasons for using inclusive language. Matthews may have been somewhat 

successful in constituting an audience of progressive Catholics, but religious audiences want 

liberal beliefs to follow from their faith—not the other way around. When Matthews departed 

from theological rationales, she offered a Christian liberalism that was difficult to differentiate 
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from a secular liberalism. As such, she risked, in Zagacki’s terms,
60

 bringing change from 

without—specifically, by trying to interpellate liberal ideology into Christian theology instead of 

explaining how her liberal ideals were an outgrowth of her understanding of the Christian faith. 

Liberal arguments might be persuasive, but when they are conflated with Christianity to such a 

degree that Christianity is no longer recognizable as such, audiences for whom distinctly 

Christian arguments are important are lost.
61

  

Conclusion 

When she had individual goals and spoke in familiar settings, Matthews relied on traditional 

identification strategies, including autobiography, to make direct connections with the audience. 

In so doing, she exhibited an accessible style of leadership, especially when compared to the top-

down approach that often characterizes bishops’ leadership. When she addressed groups in an 

effort to inspire collective action, particularly in more challenging contexts, Matthews praised 

the groups’ previous successes before she called on them to continue or extend their good work. 

Matthews relied on the previous constitution of the audience and highlighted the parts of that 

identity that she admired and wanted to make salient. Beginning with some assumptions she 

could reasonably expect most of the audience to embrace allowed Matthews to make suggestions 

that might otherwise have seemed radical or extreme. Some audience members may still have 

thought Matthews’s ideas were untenable, but Matthews avoided the judgmental tone that often 

seems to accompany sharp-contrast radical critiques and perspectives. Instead, she offered 

possibilities for progress based on the values and actions previously exhibited by the audience. 

Furthermore, as a self-identified bishop delivering a speech on the floor of an assembly or behind 

a pulpit, Matthews enacted her role as a leader in the church. Her presence and performance 

alone made the argument not only that women can lead, but that women are leading, and are 
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doing so competently. When Matthews argued for women’s ordination, she made her claim 

twice: once with words, and once by the act of standing in the pulpit as a bishop and enacting the 

very leadership she called for. Here, the necessity for appeals to institutional authority eclipsed 

Matthews’s ability to use the personal strategies she preferred, so Matthews relied on appeals to 

institutional authority as she performed the leadership she championed. Matthews’s use of 

identification and enactment strategies together suggests that enactment need not be reserved for 

contexts where identification is seemingly impossible. Instead, even when facing dubious 

audiences, rhetors can inspire identification by strategically constituting the audience in line with 

particular goals while simultaneously making an argument with their very presence—literal co-

existence—with their audiences. 

Matthews’s identification, constitutive rhetoric, and enactment strategies are not without 

their drawbacks. First, when employed by Matthews in the interest of liberal reform—or 

dialogue toward liberal reform—constitutive rhetoric is at best an incremental strategy. She 

urged the World Council of Churches to encourage discussion about women’s ordination. She 

“confessed” that she was praying for a third Vatican Council. Pragmatically, Matthews was not 

in a position to bring about the kind of change she would like to see in the RCC or in Protestant 

denominations around the world, so incremental change is probably better than nothing. But just 

how much progress can be made when the strategy’s anchor point is the progress a group has 

already made? The prognosis for constitutive rhetoric, then, seems to be liberal reform at a 

glacial pace.  

 Second, the presumption of audience members’ identification with their groups’ previous 

progress is optimistic at best. Every group seems to have persons who resent so-called progress 

and pine nostalgically for the way things used to be. Matthews’s liberal arguments without 
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theological rationales only serve to exacerbate this problem. Mel Gibson, a Roman Catholic who 

prefers a Latin mass,
62

 would probably not attend a celebration of the anniversary of the Second 

Vatican Council; and if he did, he would certainly reject Matthews’s characterization of the 

reforms as auspicious. Constitutive rhetoric calls an audience into being, but Gibson would not 

heed the call.  Such a rejection, of course, would apply with perhaps greater severity to the new 

round of progress Matthews called for. Despite these limitations, constitutive rhetoric can be an 

effective strategy for nudging audiences forward, particularly when the impact of the 

identification is amplified by a productive performative enactment of the rhetor’s message.
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CHAPTER 3 

LEONTINE TURPEAU CURRENT KELLY: TOWARD AN IRONIC PROPHETIC 

RHETORIC 

When Leontine Turpeau
1
 was born in March 1920, there was no federal mandate guaranteeing 

women in the US a right to vote. Additionally, while African Americans were promised the right 

of the franchise by the fifteenth amendment to the U.S. Constitution, Jim Crow laws prohibited 

the vast majority of them from exercising this right. Compared to U.S. culture at large, policies 

in the life of the church were no more progressive. Women would not be admitted to full clergy 

membership in the Methodist Church until 1956, when Leontine was in her mid-thirties. 

Officially sanctioned segregation persisted in the Methodist Church until 1968.
2
  

 Throughout Leontine’s life, more opportunities opened up to her even while the legacies 

of racism and sexism remain(ed). When she became the first woman of color elected to the 

episcopacy in 1984, she had spent more than half her life in a denomination where black pastors 

could not be appointed to white congregations and almost half her life in a denomination where 

women were not ordained. Even so, on September 1, 1984, she assumed the role of bishop—

chief pastor—for 100,000 United Methodists in 400 churches in Nevada and Northern 

California. In this role, both during the four years of her active episcopacy and subsequently in 

the many years of her quite busy retirement, Kelly addressed sexism and racism in the church 

and culture before countless multicultural audiences.  

To persuade her mostly white audiences that racism and sexism were sinful, Kelly 

articulated an ironic perspective with the prophetic rhetorical tradition. The ironic perspective is 
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characterized by an inversion of audience expectations when a rhetor presents the audience with 

two different narratives, one that reflects the audience’s norms and an alternative narrative that 

reveals the rhetor’s ideals. The prophetic rhetorical tradition is marked by a rhetor’s commitment 

to absolute truth, outsider status as someone with a message from God for humanity, appeals to 

the shared values that constitute the audience as a people, and elicitation of emotional responses 

to sin. Bringing together the ironic perspective and the prophetic rhetorical tradition allowed 

Kelly to argue that racism and sexism are sinful by juxtaposing the narrative embodied in the 

church’s white supremacist and patriarchal practices with an alternative narrative drawing upon 

her audience’s Wesleyan heritage.  In the following, I first offer brief histories of social justice, 

racism, and sexism in the United Methodist Church and predecessor denominations. These 

histories—though rife with contradiction—are important because they gave rise both to Kelly’s 

rhetorical positionality and to the perspective and tradition of her audiences. Next, I elucidate the 

ironic perspective, drawing on Kenneth Burke’s widely used interpretation of irony as one of the 

four master tropes. I then turn to an examination of the prophetic tradition to explain why Kelly’s 

ironic perspective draws more from prophecy than from other parts of the Judeo-Christian 

tradition. Finally, I consider four stories from Kelly’s sermons that address white audiences and 

focus on the sinfulness of racism and sexism. My analysis suggests that Kelly’s articulation of 

the ironic perspective and the prophetic tradition, while not without risk and limitations, 

provided a strong means for persuading her mostly white audiences of their complicity in racism 

and sexism.  

Social (In)justice and the History of the United Methodist Church 

 Religious studies scholars often refer to world religions as faith traditions. The term 

tradition emphasizes the importance of history in a faith community’s beliefs and practices.
3
 To 
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understand Kelly and her audiences, an examination of the faith tradition that would come to be 

known as the United Methodist Church is necessary.
4
 In this section, I summarize the emphasis 

on social justice that traces from the Wesleyan roots of the Methodist tradition. Then, I explain 

how a church founded on principles of social justice ended up regressing on questions of gender 

and racial justice. The cacophony of contradiction in the church’s history gave birth both to 

Kelly’s positionality as a rhetor and her audience’s attitudes. 

John Wesley and Social Holiness 

John and Charles Wesley, the sons of Susanna and Samuel Wesley, never planned to start a new 

religious denomination. They were reared in the Church of England, where Samuel was a priest. 

Susanna taught all of her children to read and mentored them spiritually.
5
 When Samuel was out 

of town, Susanna hosted and led prayer meetings in the home that attracted as many as 200 

people.
6
 After their thorough spiritual and literary education under Susanna and Samuel, John 

and Charles were formally educated at Oxford and ordained in the Church of England. During 

their time at Oxford, John and Charles joined a group of students for prayer, fasting, and Bible 

study. The group became known as the Holy Club, and John eventually became its leader. Other 

students disparagingly called them “Methodists” because their spiritual practices were highly 

disciplined and methodical. Although intended as a pejorative, the sobriquet eventually became 

the name of the movement that emerged out of those early Holy Club meetings, of which John 

was to be the primary leader.
7
  

John Wesley believed that the gift of God’s grace should be made available to everyone, 

not just those who attended church, so he began preaching in fields and wherever else audiences 

would gather so that his preaching could be accessible to the masses. Several Church of England 

priests, regarding Wesley’s outdoor preaching as undignified, denied him access to their pulpits. 
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Impervious to criticism, Wesley continued preaching, and soon thousands had converted because 

of his preaching. Methodist societies started forming, and Wesley began choosing and training 

lay preachers to lead them. By 1771, several Methodists had traveled from England to the 

American colonies. Francis Asbury, one of Wesley’s faithful preachers, agreed to go to the 

Americas to lead churches there. In 1784, Asbury and Thomas Coke were elected general 

superintendents (a title later changed to “bishop”) of the church at the Christmas Conference in 

Baltimore. That conference also adopted the Methodist Episcopal Church’s first discipline, and 

the new denomination was officially born.
8
 

Because Wesley was committed to issues of social justice, the (United) Methodist Church 

followed in this tradition. Wesley clearly stood with the poor, with women, and with people of 

color. Wesley’s concern for the poor was a chief reason that he preached outdoors. Many poor 

people did not feel welcome in church or did not have the sociological luxury of free time to 

attend church, so Wesley preached wherever people gathered—often in fields or in the streets to 

audiences of “miners and humble townspeople, barmaids and farmers, industrial workers, and 

anyone who would listen.”
9
 Vicki Tolar Burton explains that Wesley and other members of the 

Holy Club visited the poor and even raised funds to release poor people from debtor’s prison. 

Wesley “called the world his parish and the poor his people.”
10

 Methodist societies sponsored 

and led Sunday school classes for poor children whose factory jobs during the week prevented 

them from attending school. For many poor children, the Methodist Church was the only 

available pathway to literacy.
11

 Women in Methodist societies have long supported mission work 

and raised funds for projects that benefit poor women and children throughout the world.
12

 

In addition to his concern for the poor, Wesley was ahead of his time in his support for 

women’s inclusion in the life of the church. The earliest Methodist societies were organized into 
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small gender-segregated classes with women leading classes for other women, so women’s 

leadership was fostered from the very beginning. Women preached in mixed-sex Methodist 

meetings as early as 1760, and although Wesley initially hesitated about whether to permit 

women’s preaching, he soon supported it, stating that he “saw God’s hand in it.”
13

 Wesley’s 

correspondence records indicate that he mentored and supported women leaders in early 

Methodism, and within a few years of his death, some women were even working as traveling 

preachers.
14

 

While Wesley’s views on women took some time to develop, on the question of race—

consubstantial in the eighteenth century with the issue of slavery—Wesley’s views were 

absolute. Wesley believed slavery was an evil, sinful, social ill. From his deathbed in 1791, 

Wesley wrote a letter of support to William Wilberforce, an activist working to end the slave 

trade in England. Encouraging Wilberforce’s work, Wesley wrote, “Go on, in the name of God 

and in the power of [God’s] might, till even American slavery (the vilest that ever saw the sun) 

shall vanish away.”
15

 While little historical evidence survives about Wesley’s interactions with 

black people, his journals reveal that he mentored at least one young black man in the faith.
16

 On 

the whole, Wesley was a social progressive whose faith informed his interest in and activism on 

behalf of the marginalized. John Stott notes that “John Wesley remains the most striking 

instance” of Protestant Christianity’s “remarkable history in terms of [its] commitment to social 

and economic justice.”
17

 

According to Kristy Maddux, Protestant Christianity (particularly in the US) has always 

been characterized by a tension between those who support a social gospel and those who 

prioritize “private Protestantism,” marked by a focus on individual salvation.
18

 The United 

Methodist Church seems to land between the two poles, emphasizing, in Wesleyan language, 
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both social holiness and vital piety.
19

 Bishop Scott J. Jones contends that United Methodist 

doctrine is at the “extreme center” of the theological diversity within Protestant Christianity.
20

 

The Book of Discipline, the denomination’s official book of law, seems to deny the polarity 

suggested in language that bifurcates personal salvation and social holiness. In its statement on 

the church’s theological task, the Discipline makes clear that an individual faith connection and 

engaged social action are necessary for faithful Christian discipleship: 

We insist that personal salvation always involves Christian mission and service to the 

world. By joining heart and hand, we assert that personal religion, evangelical witness, 

and Christian social action are reciprocal and mutually reinforcing. Scriptural holiness 

entails more than personal piety; love of God is always linked with love of neighbor, a 

passion for justice and renewal in the life of the world.
21

 

  

Despite the church’s mutual affirmation of social holiness and vital piety, and in contrast to the 

legacy of Wesley, the cultural forces of patriarchy and white supremacy led the church to adopt 

policies and practices in the years after Wesley’s death that would have devastated him. 

Regarding its position on women’s leadership and its views on slavery, the church regressed 

considerably in the first half of the nineteenth century.  

The Fall and Rise of Clergy Rights for Women 

During Wesley’s lifetime, women led class meetings, prayed in public, offered testimonies about 

their religious experience, read and explicated scripture, and even preached. To combat social 

stereotypes and prejudices, early Methodist women preachers—like their counterparts in other 

traditions—used strategies that de-emphasized the authority of the preacher. Mary Fletcher, for 

example, asked questions of the audience about how they interpreted scripture passages, “using 

conversation as a model for public speech,” since social convention expected women to be able 

conversationalists.
22

 Other women speakers traveled in groups to exemplify collaboration, 

another strategy that staved off suspicion and hostility to women speakers.
23

 These women faced 
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cultural prejudices such as audiences who believed women should be silent in church, but they 

were protected by official sanction: Wesley approved their ministries.
 24

 

 After Wesley’s death, Burton writes, power “shifted to a group of men who opposed 

women’s preaching and moved quickly to silence them.”
25

 In 1803, those more conservative 

leaders voted that women were only permitted to speak to their own sex.
26

 Although several 

women continued to speak, especially as traveling preachers, they did so without official 

sanction or support. The issue of women’s leadership and work in the Methodist Episcopal 

Church was debated at every quadrennial General Conference between 1872 and 1920. As early 

as 1869, when the New York Conference granted Maggie Newton Van Cott a license to preach, 

some regions of the church were allowing women to preach without the blessing of the General 

Conference.
27

 In 1880, the General Conference dealt “a severe blow” by declaring not only that 

women could not be granted licenses to preach, but that the licenses granted heretofore were null 

and void.
28

 Not until 1924 were women granted partial clergy status in the Methodist Episcopal 

Church, and these rights were severely limited to “particular location[s] in response to the 

emergency missional needs of the church.”
29

 When the Methodist Church was founded at the 

Uniting Conference of 1939, a motion for women’s full clergy rights was defeated by a narrow 

margin, with 371 votes in favor and 384 votes against.
30

  

The 1956 General Conference received more than two thousand petitions for the full 

clergy rights of women. Several amendments and substitutions were proposed that would have 

qualified or lessened women’s clergy rights, but none of these measures passed. Then, in a vote 

described by the conference proceedings as “an overwhelming show of hands,” the delegates of 

General Conference added the following words to church law: “Women are included in all the 
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provisions of the Discipline referring to the ministry.”
31

 Women finally received full clergy 

rights in the Methodist Church in 1956, when Leontine Turpeau Current Kelly was 36 years old.  

 While women’s right to lead the church as clergy members was restricted between the 

dawn of the nineteenth century and the middle of the twentieth century, laywomen’s leadership 

on behalf of social justice issues in the culture thrived. Perhaps most famous was Methodist 

woman Frances Willard, leader of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, who advocated 

for prohibition on behalf of the thousands of women who were abused and penniless because of 

their husbands’ or fathers’ alcoholism. Within the church, Methodist women’s missionary 

societies supported missionaries around the world and donated money to help poor women and 

children globally.
32

 To this day, United Methodist Women units in local congregations continue 

to support mission work and advocate for women and children.
33

 

Racism as American Methodism’s Original Sin: From Slavery to Segregation 

The Slavery Compromise: 1784-1844 

The church’s backpedaling on women’s leadership was unfortunate and contrary to Wesley’s 

example, but even more contradictory is the church’s history of institutionally sanctioned racism. 

Wesley, along with Coke and Asbury, the church’s first bishops, vehemently opposed slavery as 

a moral evil. Under Asbury’s leadership, Methodist circuit riders (clergy who traveled from 

parish to parish) in the American colonies voted in 1780 that slavery was “contrary to divine and 

human justice,” and  in 1784 they took an even bolder position when they passed a measure to 

excommunicate members who owned slaves.
34

 One year later, however, another conference 

voted to suspend that rule, reasoning that a rule supported by one group of pastors should not be 

applied to the whole denomination. Soon, the church found itself in a position of compromise.
35
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Bishop James S. Thomas argued that three prevailing views on slavery circulated within 

the church. One group of abolitionists held fast to Wesley’s adamant opposition to slavery. A 

second group held a diametrically opposite view. They believed slavery to be a right and “had no 

more qualm of conscience about holding a slave than they had about owning a horse.”
36

 Still 

others held a position that seemed moderate by early nineteenth-century standards. This third 

group believed that slavery was an unfortunate but inevitable aspect of the human condition. By 

the 1800s, slavery in the Americas was 200 years old and therefore seemed to many to be an 

unavoidable state of affairs. These “moderates” believed that conditions for slaves should be 

improved and that the church should care for slaves’ souls, but they did not work for abolition.
37

  

The Methodist Episcopal Church effectively reached out to slaves. Many slaves became 

members of the church, but regardless of whether one was in the North or South, blacks and 

whites worshipped separately. Several black members of the Methodist Episcopal Church split 

off to form their own denominations, the African Methodist Episcopal Church, the African 

Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, and the Colored Methodist Episcopal Church (renamed the 

Christian Methodist Episcopal Church in 1954).
38

 Still other black people remained in the 

Methodist Episcopal Church despite their distaste for the segregation therein. Thomas notes that 

black people had been in the Methodist Episcopal Church from its beginning and many felt that 

it was where they belonged.
39

  

Toward the middle of the nineteenth century, controversy over the issue of slavery in the 

church mirrored the growing racial tension throughout the US. That controversy climaxed at the 

General Conference of 1844 when Northern delegates prevailed in suspending a Southern bishop 

who held slaves. In response, the Southern delegates passed a plan of separation. One year later, 

on May 1, 1845, the Methodist Episcopal Church, South was formally organized. “These two 
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churches,” Thomas observes, “so similar yet so different, would remain apart for almost a 

century.” They could only be reunited by a plan that included segregation.
40

 

The Segregation Compromise: 1939-1968 

In 1939, the Methodist Episcopal Church, the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, and the 

Methodist Protestant Church (an offshoot denomination formed in 1830) merged to form the 

Methodist Church. Prior to the Uniting Conference, bishops in the Methodist denominations 

were elected at the quadrennial meetings of General Conference and could be sent anywhere in 

the country to serve, but the delegates to the Uniting Conference organized the church into 

jurisdictions. Under the jurisdictional model, bishops would be elected in a jurisdiction and then 

be appointed to serve one or more (regional) conferences within the jurisdiction where they were 

elected. Five of the jurisdictions were regional: the Western, the South Central, the North 

Central, the Southeastern, and the Northeastern, but a sixth jurisdiction, euphemistically named 

the Central Jurisdiction, included all the black churches and black clergy. The Methodist Church, 

like the United Methodist Church after it, was a connectional church with an appointive system 

of clergy assignment (as opposed to a congregational denomination where individual 

congregations have the autonomy to hire and fire their clergy), so the separation of black 

churches and clergy into their own jurisdiction guaranteed that a white church would never be 

appointed a black pastor or a black bishop.
41

  

 The three denominations that merged in 1939 each overwhelmingly voted in support of 

the unification plan that included the Central Jurisdiction structure of official segregation. 

However, the vastly outnumbered black delegates to the Uniting General Conference rejected the 

plan decisively. Thomas explains the difficulty of the vote:  

Of the forty-seven African American delegates to the General Conference, thirty-six 

voted against the Plan of Union and eleven abstained. … When the General Conference 
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rose to sing “We Are Marching to Zion,” the African American delegates remained 

seated and some of them wept.
42

 

 

Though not a single black delegate to the conference voted in support of the plan, the Central 

Jurisdiction became the organizing paradigm for black Methodists for the next three decades.  

From the beginning, the bishops, clergy, and laypeople of the Central Jurisdiction did the 

best they could, but the Central Jurisdiction was a logistical challenge. It included some compact 

conferences, like the South Carolina Conference, which comprised only that state, but it also 

included large conferences spread out over wide stretches of geography. For example, the 

Lexington Conference included all of Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, and Wisconsin and most of 

Illinois and Kentucky. Proposals to study and seek the dissolution of the Central Jurisdiction 

emerged as early as the 1944 General Conference. White and black bishops, clergy, and 

laypeople realized the dilemma of the Central Jurisdiction, but ending it was complicated for 

legal and financial reasons—not to mention the social implications. By 1964, some of the 

conferences in the Central Jurisdiction began transferring into their appropriate regional 

conferences and jurisdictions, but the Central Jurisdiction would not be completely dissolved 

until the 1968 General Conference when the Methodist Church and the Evangelical United 

Brethren Church merged to form the United Methodist Church.
43

 

Kelly and her Audiences 

Kelly and her audiences of the late twentieth century, then, were inheritors of a rich but 

conflicted historical tradition. On the one hand, Wesley believed strongly in the necessity of both 

personal piety and social holiness. Among his social justice commitments were progressive 

views about women’s leadership in the church and staunch opposition to the practice of slavery 

in Europe and America. On the other hand, the church’s behavior did not match its values. 

Women’s leadership in the pulpit had been squelched, and the church compromised first on 
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slavery and then on segregation. Kelly was clearly aware of these contradictions and the 

sinfulness therein. Her audience’s awareness and sensitivity to the contradictions varied widely, 

but by definition, privilege is invisible.
44

 For many in the church, including white conservatives, 

moderates, and even race-unaware liberals, the election of a black woman bishop likely signaled 

the end of racism and sexism in the church. Kelly’s rhetorical task, at least in part, was to 

persuade her mostly white audiences of the sinfulness of racism and sexism in the church and of 

their complicity in it. Such a task required the rhetorical perspective of irony. 

The Ironic Perspective 

In A Grammar of Motives, Kenneth Burke classifies irony as one of the four master tropes. 

Burke’s definition is widely used in rhetorical studies: 

As an over-all ironic formula here, and one that has the quality of “inevitability,” we 

could lay it down that “what goes forth as A returns as non-A.” This is the basic pattern 

that places the essence of drama and dialectic in the irony of the “peripety,” the strategic 

moment of reversal.
45

 

 

Rhetoric in the ironic perspective, then, is effective because it persuades by violating the 

audience’s expectations. The impact of the message is the revelation of the turn, what Burke 

calls the peripety or strategic moment of reversal, when the rhetor points out the difference 

between the audience’s norms and the rhetor’s ideal. The objective of these two contrasting 

narratives—that of the audience’s reality and that of the rhetor’s desire for the audience—is to 

inspire identification with the narrative championed by the rhetor. Identification, for Burke, 

“implies division,” so rhetoric always “involv[es] us in matters of socialization and 

factionalization.”
46

 In juxtaposing two alternative narratives, the ironist divides herself from the 

audience and asks the audience to divide itself from its own undesirable behavior or worldview 

to favor the rhetor’s instead.  
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 While the importance of the ironic attitude to rhetorical theory and practice has been 

evident at least since Aristotle,
47

 irony has emerged as specifically relevant as a perspective for 

black rhetors addressing white audiences. In his analysis of the ironic attitude in the rhetoric of 

Frederick Douglass’s Independence Day Oration, Robert Terrill lamented that “theorists of irony 

frequently distinguish between irony as a totalizing character trait and irony as a figurative 

trope,” but, he suggested, understanding the rhetorical potential of irony requires thinking about 

irony simultaneously in both senses.
48

 That is, irony resides in both rhetors and their rhetoric. As 

a freed slave from the South speaking to white Northerners in the aftermath of the Fugitive Slave 

Law, Douglass himself was an ironic figure. Throughout the speech, Douglass’s ironic 

perspective amplified the impact of his arguments against slavery as he claimed that 

Independence Day was a holiday for white people, not for black people. Douglass complied with 

the generic demands of an Independence Day address by celebrating the narrative of the nation’s 

founding, but he violated those same demands by excluding himself from the story. Terrill 

explains, “As Douglass pushes himself away from his white listeners, he impels them toward 

their own past, requiring them to confront its inconsistencies.”
49

  

In another example of the felicity of the ironic perspective, Meagan Parker argues that the 

ironic register allowed James Forman to reverse the social roles of black and white people in the 

tragic narrative of his “Black Manifesto” speech. Delivered in 1969 to the mostly white meeting 

of the National Black Economic Development Conference, the “Black Manifesto” averred that 

black people should be in charge of the conference because the white organizers were complicit 

in the racism responsible for black people’s social positions. Forman went on to demand $500 

million in reparations payments from white religious organizations. Forman’s speech was an 

effective indictment of white complicity in racism at least in part because “black people, who 
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were once enslaved and characterized by white people as uncivilized savages” were, in the 

speech, “now championed as the most humane people in the world.”
50

 In addition to the role 

reversal of white and black people, ironic narratives often involve a plot conflict that the rhetor 

never resolves explicitly. Instead, in irony, the “strategic reversal prompts the central discovery 

that triggers the plot’s resolution.”
51

 Here, the key word is discovery; irony requires the audience 

to assume a role in managing the conflict in the message. When rhetors pose a problem and 

provide its solution in a narrative, the story has a conspicuous moral. In other words, it results in 

a maxim for the audience. By contrast, a plot from an ironic perspective leaves the possibilities 

open for the audience who must form their own conclusions with only the help of their 

interpretations of the peripety. 

Like Douglass and Forman, Kelly is an ironic figure. She was elected bishop in American 

Methodism’s two hundredth year. During its two centuries, the church had moved substantially 

away from the ideals of its founder and the basic tenets of its theology, especially on the 

questions of racial and gender justice. Because her goals required that she make clear the 

inconsistencies between the church’s values and its behavior, the ironic attitude was an 

appropriate perspective for her rhetoric. As a Christian minister, Kelly had no shortage of ironic 

material from which to pull in crafting her messages. The Judeo-Christian tradition is rife with 

irony. From many of the most important characters in the Hebrew Bible (e.g., Moses, a murderer 

with a speech impediment who was born Hebrew but raised by the Pharaoh’s daughter, is the 

person God calls to demand that Pharaoh release the Hebrew people from bondage) to the 

parables of Jesus (e.g., the despised Samaritan, not the religious authorities, is the character who 

shows compassion to the wounded robbery victim) to the Damascus Road experience of Saul 

(who is on a mission to persecute Christians, is converted and renamed Paul, and ends up writing 
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more than half of the New Testament), Christianity and its Jewish heritage are full of ironic 

figures and stories. Presumably, Kelly could have drawn on any number of these resources, but 

again and again she appealed to prophecy. Why was the prophetic tradition so important and 

useful to Kelly?  

Rhetoric in the Prophetic Tradition 

Like Moses, the Good Samaritan, and the apostle Paul, the prophets were ironic figures as well. 

Jeremiah was called though only a youth. Isaiah responded to his call despite his initial protest 

that he was a person of unclean lips who lived among an unclean people.
52

 For Kelly’s particular 

positionality and rhetorical goals, the ironic character and voice of the prophets was an 

appropriate tradition to emulate. According to James Francis Darsey, radical rhetoric throughout 

American history has borrowed more from the prophets of the Hebrew Bible than from the 

rhetorical theories of ancient Greece. Several features of prophetic rhetoric are important, 

especially “a commitment to an absolute, sacred truth” with an “unwillingness to compromise,” 

speaking from a sense of duty rather than desire, speaking as a rhetorical outsider, the ability to 

create an emotional reaction to sin, and a sense of the audience’s shared values.
53

  

Absolute Truth and Unwillingness to Compromise 

A rhetor’s unyielding commitment to an absolute truth is, for Darsey, the root of prophetic 

rhetoric. Prophetic messages are countercultural and therefore unpopular, so prophets must be 

entirely convinced of the truth of their messages in order to persist in delivering unpopular tomes 

to resistant audiences. The liability of this feature of prophetic rhetoric is that “unwillingness to 

compromise is often equated with ‘unreason’ by those it opposes,” but prophets are unfazed by 

such opposition. Because prophets see God as the source of their messages, they regard their 
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messages as “largely determined.”
54

 Hence, the commitment to an absolute truth is directly 

related to prophets’ divinely inspired duty to speak. 

Duty over Desire 

Prophets do not speak because they want to prophesy, but because God calls them and leaves 

them no choice. Darsey points out, for example, that the Whigs who led the American 

Revolution understood themselves to be acting out of necessity: “The Declaration of 

Independence reflects the reluctance of duty in characterizing the action of the colonies as a last 

resort after all the pleas and patient sufferance had failed.”
55

 The prophet is selfless, submitting 

to the will of the divine entirely. Prophets’ frequent refrain is that they have no choice in their 

mission; they must work for the cause to which they have been called.
56

 As I noted in Chapter 1, 

this feature of prophetic rhetoric was especially helpful to early Christian women’s defenses of 

their own speaking.
57

 

Rhetorical Outsider 

Prophets’ sense of divine call means their messages come from outside normal human 

experience.
58

 Therefore, they have more freedom than most rhetors to speak in ways that alienate 

them from their audiences. In fact, this is a marked feature of the prophetic genre. Darsey 

explains that “the prophet does not speak as a member of the group he
59

 is addressing; he does 

not speak in the inclusive ‘we.’ As a messenger, the prophet speaks in the voice of the divine ‘I,’ 

and the message of judgment is against ‘you’ the people.”
60

 A prophet, by definition, “violates 

one of the traditional functions of rhetoric by emphasizing separation over identification.”
61

 One 

source of separation between prophets and their audiences is the affective intensity of prophets’ 

messages. 
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Emotional Reaction to Sin 

Prophets are not called to speak about quotidian issues and problems in the lives of individuals 

and communities. Instead, prophets emerge in response to crises, and part of a prophet’s job is to 

convey the seriousness of the crisis through pathetic appeals. The prophet must convey both 

God’s anger and sorrow at the brokenness of the covenant, becoming “the vessel of Yahweh’s 

pathos, a symbol of divine compassion and a vehicle for the reconciliation of humanity to 

God.”
62

 On the whole, the emotion prophets most often convey is the anguish God feels in 

alienation from God’s people. Emotional appeals aim to persuade audiences to ameliorate God’s 

grief by returning to the terms of the covenant and thus reconciling right relationship with God.
63

 

Prophets’ audiences tend to share an understanding of their covenant with God, so prophets 

regularly call on those shared values to make their points. 

Audience’s Shared Values 

Shared values are particularly important because they constitute the audience as a “people” in the 

rhetorical sense.
64

 Darsey explains that prophetic rhetoric “both depends upon and recreates 

community. Indeed, it is only in the presence of a viable community that the declaratory impulse 

in prophecy has adequate credibility to insist on engagement. In the absence of such a 

community, it is easily dismissed as lunatic rant.”
65

 The audience’s shared values give the 

prophet’s message an argumentative ground and legitimacy. When the prophet links her message 

to principles she knows the audience affirms, she can be assured that the audience has already 

accepted some of her premises. The audience is collectively accountable to and responsive to its 

shared values.  
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Why Amos in Particular? 

While the entire prophetic tradition is a useful rhetorical resource for Kelly, she seemed to turn 

to the prophet Amos the most. Amos exemplifies the ironic pattern that permeates the entire 

prophetic tradition of the Hebrew Bible, but Amos is especially appropriate for Kelly for a few 

reasons. Amos’s and Kelly’s messages are similar in two senses that I discuss in the next section: 

both speak from an ironic perspective and both are concerned with justice for the marginalized. 

In addition, both Kelly and Amos are cultural outsiders to their audiences. Alan D. DeSantis 

points out that Amos is unusual among the Hebrew prophets because he is not a member of the 

community he addresses.
66

 By definition, prophets are rhetorical outsiders.
67

 Typically, though, 

prophets are cultural insiders, Israelites addressing Israel.
68

 By contrast, Amos was a cultural 

outsider who came from the Southern region of Tekoa in Judah and traveled north to Israel to 

deliver prophecies.
69

 Like Amos, Kelly is a cultural outsider as a black woman bishop in a 

predominantly white denomination with a calamitous history of patriarchy and white supremacy. 

Less significant—but still notable—is the fact that Kelly was a geographical outsider since she 

was a member of the Southeastern Jurisdiction but elected in the Western Jurisdiction.
70

 While 

the ironic perspective allowed Kelly to point out the difference between her audience’s values 

and their reality, the prophetic tradition allowed her to call the audience back to its values 

without hesitation or compromise. 

Toward An Ironic Prophetic Rhetoric 

Kelly kept an active preaching schedule throughout her career. Church law required that she 

retire at the age of 68, but she continued preaching actively for the better part of the next two 

decades, sometimes against the orders of physicians who told her to take a break and slow 

down.
71

 I read approximately 40 sermons and 20 magazine and newspaper opinion pages written 



 

81 

by Kelly from the archives at the Garrett Evangelical Theological Seminary.
 
The sermons span 

25 years, from a seminary sermon she delivered in 1976 to sermons she gave in 2000. Across 

time and context, one theme often recurs in her preaching: the importance of racial and gender 

justice. Now, I turn to four narratives from those sermons to illustrate that Kelly articulates the 

ironic perspective with the prophetic tradition to persuade her mostly white audiences that racism 

and sexism are sins in which they are complicit. 

Can White Americans “Seek the Lord and Live” in 1976? 

In May 1976, Kelly was a seminary student enrolled in a class focused on preaching about social 

issues. One might reasonably assume Kelly was the only woman of color in the class.
72

 Though 

she was not yet a bishop, her seminary class was likely one of her first primarily white 

audiences. Undaunted, she took as her subject the U.S. Bicentennial and argued that black people 

should not celebrate it. To understand the sermon, some context about current events that were 

salient at the time is necessary. While people around the country planned to celebrate the 

nation’s two hundredth anniversary in July, black students in South Boston were being attacked 

on the busses taking them to their newly integrated schools. The violence against these black 

students called to mind the contentious integration of Central High School in Little Rock, 

Arkansas in 1957—a comparison at least some media outlets were making explicitly.
73

 In 

addition to polemics around integration, racial identity was also in the spotlight in the weeks 

immediately prior to Kelly’s class sermon because NBC aired a dramatized version of the 

infamous case of the black teenagers from Scottsboro, Alabama who had been hastily convicted 

(with scant evidence) of raping white women in the 1930s. The case was newsworthy in the 

spring of 1976 because the last defendant was still in prison at that time; he would eventually be 
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pardoned in October 1976.
74 

Against that backdrop, Kelly delivered the sermon, “The 

Bicentennial: An Issue for Black Americans.” 

 Arguably, Kelly’s sermon belongs in the genre of ironic Independence Day orations. 

Independence Day speeches have a long and celebrated history in the US. Cedric Larson and 

Howard H. Martin argue that, especially before the Civil War, Independence Day was one of the 

most important holidays in the nation, and the occasion always called for a speech.
75

 DeSantis 

explains that audience members expected such speeches to “celebrate the virtues of American 

independence,” “create unity through communality,” and “instill nationalistic pride.”
76

 One of 

the earliest and most famous Independence Day orators to violate these expectations was 

Frederick Douglass. In his speech “The Meaning of July Fourth for the Negro,” Douglass drew 

the audience into a narrative of American exceptionalism but then, in the moment of strategic 

reversal, argued that he was excluded from such a narrative.
77

 Jeffrey Strickland argues that 

following Douglass, other black leaders used their own subversive Independence Day orations to 

critique oppression and celebrate the freedom they found in community with one another.
78

 Kelly 

inherits this ironic rhetorical tradition and joins it, invoking the prophetic tradition along the way. 

 In making her claim that black Americans should not celebrate the U.S. Bicentennial, 

Kelly offered an emotionally unrelenting litany of the injustices people of color were suffering. 

In a tone notably similar to that of the prophets who enumerated and decried the sins of Israel, 

Kelly said, 

The strongest opposition to [black Americans’] participation [in celebrations of the U.S. 

Bicentennial] cites injustices of segregation, inequality, unemployment, racism, poverty. 

The Little Rocks, the Scottsboros, the South Bostons, they say no for Martin King and 

Malcolm X and Medgar Evers. No for the strong black presence within prisons, 

committed for crimes of survival and frustration. No for the answer of bigger jails, 

stronger laws, to provide for the predictable destiny of their sons and younger brothers. 

No to the idea that token visibility denotes great progress when the median income gap 

between black and white families has increased from $1576 in 1950 to $5326 in 1973. No 
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to the patience urged upon the families of 8000 Black soldiers who came home from 

Vietnam in metal boxes, while the President of the United States in anger, reacts quickly 

and ‘firmly and forcefully on behalf of Vietnamese aliens whose rights became 

unalienable.’ It is a woeful cry of judgment on a country that commits itself to principles 

of justice but fails to carry forth the supportive tasks involved. The bitterness of 

wormwood justice is pervasive.
79

 

 

In this remarkable passage, Kelly began by listing in the generic the injustices that merit blacks’ 

decisions not to participate in Bicentennial celebrations. Next, she took on the collective voice of 

injustice as it manifested in the historical struggles of the Little Rock Nine, the Scottsboro 

defendants, and the black students in South Boston. Clearly within the ironic perspective, Kelly’s 

examples urge the audience to recognize the inconsistency between the freedom they celebrate 

and the oppression people of color continually experience. 

In the collective voice of the Little Rock Nine, the Scottsboro defendants, and the black 

public school students in South Boston, Kelly employed anaphora, beginning a series of 

statements with “(They say) no,” followed by a list of racial injustices from general to specific 

that were salient at the time. Anaphora, as a form of parallelism, uses the same opening word or 

phrase in a series of statements and is common both in the language of scripture and the African 

American preaching tradition.
80

 The device produces a sense of unity in sections of a speech and 

has the capacity to elicit a strong emotional response from audiences.
81

 In this case, each 

repetition of the word no introduced a reason why black Americans should not celebrate the 

Bicentennial. The freedom and justice that others would celebrate in July did not apply to the 

black people whose beloved leaders were assassinated, nor to those wrongly jailed, suffering in 

poverty, or dead because they fought to secure freedoms for people in Vietnam while the US 

denied them those same freedoms at home. Because of Kelly’s use of anaphora, this section of 

the sermon is more than a list of grievances; it coheres as an argument for black Americans’ 

rejection of participation in celebrations of the country’s two hundredth anniversary.  
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The U.S. Bicentennial celebrates the values of American freedom and independence, but 

Kelly’s alternative narrative in the ironic perspective reveals the inconsistencies between 

America’s principles and its reality. With each parallel refusal, Kelly divides herself more and 

more from her predominantly white audience. As Burke reminds us, identification follows 

quickly on the heels of division.
82

 The audience, then, is compelled to confront its own 

inconsistencies as identification with the hegemonic American narrative grows less and less 

plausible in light of Kelly’s damning examples and vivid evidence. The effectiveness of the 

division is heightened by Kelly’s additional appropriation of the prophetic tradition’s emphasis 

on pathetic appeals. The emotional assault of one injustice on top of another demands from the 

audience what Darsey calls “a reaction to the pathos of God.”
83

 

Following the series of “(They say) no” statements, Kelly continued her emotional appeal 

by explicitly grounding her indictment of racial injustice in the prophetic tradition. The final 

sentence of the section quoted above, “The bitterness of wormwood justice is pervasive,” alludes 

to Amos 5:6-7, which Kelly had likely read before she began the sermon: “Seek the Lord and 

live or he will break out against the house of Joseph like fire, and it will devour Bethel, with no 

one to quench it. Ah, you that turn justice to wormwood, and bring righteousness to the 

ground!”
84

 Wormwood, according to biblical scholar Donald E. Gowan, is “a shrub that produces 

a bitter liquid used as a flavoring in absinthe and vermouth. Its English name comes from its use 

as a vermifuge and insecticide, but the Old Testament never refers to its useful qualities, using it 

always as a metaphor for bitterness.”
85

 Just as the prophet Amos’s wormwood is inconsistent 

with a healthy future for Israel, the “wormwood justice” of U.S. American racism is inconsistent 

with the values the Bicentennial purports to celebrate. Like the episode in the book of Revelation 

where a star named Wormwood falls from the heavens and poisons one-third of all the water on 
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earth, causing all who drink it die of its bitterness,
86

 Kelly’s “wormwood justice” refers to an 

emotional bitterness of a supernatural order—so potent that it robs the vitality from human 

experience. 

In the sermon’s conclusion, Kelly had one more strategic reversal. She urged her 

seminary classmates to “seek the Lord and Live” in recognition that the new covenant with God 

requires “love not equated with charity, but with justice; with deed, action, laws, customs, a total 

social order overhaul which is not contrary to the democratic system but demanded by it.”
87

 The 

ostensible exhortation “seek the Lord and live” comes from Amos as well,
88

 but Gowan points 

out that within the scope of the rest of the book of Amos, this sentence is not a word of 

encouragement. The advice to seek God and live “is more than ironic in a chapter whose main 

theme is death,” and it “has an almost wistful tone, for Amos knows he is addressing a dying 

people who have forgotten how to seek the Lord.”
89

 Of course, the imminent destruction of Israel 

is relevant for Amos’s context, but not for Kelly. She was not predicting that U.S. American 

injustice would bring swift doom. However, the relationship between “seek the Lord and live” 

and the rest of her message is another inconsistency. How can white people who benefit from 

privilege and from their complicity in racism seek the Lord and live? Do they even know how, 

and is redemption possible alongside complicity? These are questions the audience must answer. 

As in Parker’s analysis of Forman’s unresolved conflict,
90

 this closing peripety in Kelly’s speech 

demands resolution from the audience, theologically and behaviorally, individually and 

structurally. 

Cellars or Chandeliers? On the Real Witness of the Church 

While Kelly’s 1976 seminary sermon may not have been very hopeful, another story Kelly used 

often in her ministry as a bishop suggested that sometimes people and churches do manage to 
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live out the principles they affirm. The narrative that seems to appear the most in Kelly’s 

sermons and writings (as well as in accounts about her life) is the story of her going to the 

parsonage basement with her brothers during her childhood in Cincinnati and finding a tunnel.
91

 

This discovery led Leontine and her family to research the Underground Railroad, and they 

learned that their parsonage had been a stop. They lived in a house that was literally a pathway to 

justice and freedom for black people. 

Of the many iterations of the story, the most detailed is one she told in a 1984 sermon, 

“Entitled and Empowered.” The sermon was part of a series that celebrated the two-hundredth 

anniversary of Methodism, commemorating the Christmas Conference of 1784 where the 

Methodist Episcopal Church was officially organized.
92

 The theme for the anniversary was 

“Methodism: For Two Centuries Proclaiming Grace and Freedom,” and Kelly was not shy about 

her view that the theme “is not a comfortable phrase to be viewed as a fait accompli – an 

accomplished fact. Those of us who are members of this denominational tradition know better, 

the world knows better, and indeed God knows better.”
93

 Kelly used the prophet Amos to frame 

her sermon as one that encouraged the denomination to move into its third century with greater 

determination to live out that theme than it had in its first two. She argued that the church could, 

in the tradition of Wesley, pursue social holiness. Here again, articulating an ironic perspective 

and the prophetic tradition allowed Kelly to present the inconsistencies between her audience’s 

norms and the ideals she believed the Christian faith and United Methodists’ Wesleyan heritage 

demanded. 

To illustrate her claim that the church could and should work for justice in the world, 

Kelly told the story of moving with her family to Cincinnati when her father was appointed as 

the pastor of the Calvary Methodist Episcopal Church. She and her siblings were impressed with 
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the beautiful big building and its support beams made from imported Italian wood, its crystal 

chandeliers, and its noted history as the church where U.S. President William Henry Harrison 

was married. The more important feature of the church, though, was its history in social justice 

that Leontine and her brothers found in the basement: 

Around the kitchen table of Calvary Church parsonage, my father made historical, 

biblical, and theological wholeness for me. This church had evidently been a station of 

the Underground Railway, he told us. Cincinnati was on the Mason-Dixon Line and to 

imagine slaves being brought to this church located so near the Ohio River was 

believable. Fugitive slave laws encouraged people to seek any escaped slaves in order to 

collect rewards, and Cincinnati was filled with persons of this nature. … “The witness of 

this church,” [my father] said, “is not in its gothic architecture, or its crystal chandeliers 

or its social standing. The true witness of this church is in the cellar beneath us. Perhaps 

some of our forebears were held here.” We imagined the great services, the inspired 

preaching, the biblical understanding that encouraged people to take such a risk of 

justice. We saw the church as a way station, a place of renewal of strength, a law that 

superseded the unjust structures of human government. We understood that justice need 

never stand suspended, but can freely move like streams of water to thirsty people.
94

 

   

The Underground Railroad tunnel was an outward and visible sign of the faith she learned about 

in Sunday school and in her father’s preaching. Her father’s use of antithesis, which Kelly 

appropriated in the ironic register, emphasized that the outward appearance of the building—

though ostensibly the most impressive feature of the church—was not of central importance. 

Instead, the church’s real witness was its involvement in social justice, leading people from 

bondage to freedom, putting the faith professed in its preaching and liturgy into action in 

material ways in the world. The ironic perspective in Kelly’s presentation of this story is pivotal. 

Kelly’s lead-in to the story, describing the beautiful chandeliers, the imported wood, and the 

historical importance of the building, invited the audience to feel the same sense of awe she and 

her siblings experienced when they first walked into the magnificent edifice. This first 

narrative—of the building’s glory—is the one that seems valuable¸ but in the ironic perspective, 

“what goes forth as A returns as non-A.”
95

 The second narrative—of the apparently prosaic 



 

88 

cellar—would turn out to be the one that best exemplified the mission of the church and what 

Kelly wanted her audience to emulate in their own lives and congregations. The true message of 

the church is not found in things like fine chandeliers that link it to the status quo but in the 

hidden basement tunnels that facilitate the release of captives and more broadly represent 

freedom from oppression. 

Kelly used the courage and conviction of the nineteenth-century Cincinnati Methodists 

simultaneously as a source of inspiration for her congregation in 1984 and as a standard against 

which they could be judged. If the people of nineteenth-century Cincinnati could defy the law of 

the land to serve the higher law of God’s justice, surely the late twentieth-century church could 

pursue racial reconciliation and social holiness to bring the professed theme of Methodism’s 

anniversary into reality. The narrative of one faithful congregation in Cincinnati—when held 

against the bombastic fiction of the bicentennial theme with its unspoken historical narrative of 

slavery, segregation, and patriarchy—forced the audience to consider the contradiction. To that 

end, one of the most powerful sentences in subtly revealing the inconsistency is Kelly’s 

description of how she pictured the everyday worship life of that church a century earlier: “We 

imagined the great services, the inspired preaching, the biblical understanding that encouraged 

people to take such a risk of justice.” With indirectness befitting the ironic perspective, Kelly did 

not explicitly say what her audience might reasonably conclude: if the rest of the United 

Methodist Church were characterized by such “great services,” “inspired preaching,” and sound 

“biblical understanding,” the bicentennial theme of freedom and grace might be more a reality 

than a tagline. The challenge to the clergy and laypeople in her audience was to make it so in the 

congregations they led. 
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As in her Bicentennial sermon in 1976, Kelly concluded her Underground Railroad 

narrative with an allusion to the text from Amos: “We understood that justice need never stand 

suspended, but can freely move like streams of water to thirsty people.”
96

 The text from Amos 

reads, “Take away from me the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps. 

But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”
97

 Kelly’s 

allusion was indirect; instead of telling the congregation to let justice roll down like waters, she 

indicated that the example of the Underground Railroad showed her that justice could flow “like 

streams of water to thirsty people.” Given the ironic inconsistency between the narrative of the 

faithful congregation and the narrative of the denomination that arise from this prophetic vision, 

the bicentennial theme becomes mere “noise.” Instead of celebrating two centuries of complicity 

with the status quo and calling it “Proclaiming Grace and Freedom,” Kelly’s audience is 

enjoined to follow the model of the faithful Cincinnati Methodists who took risks to defy 

national laws in the service of their principles. 

The True Miracle of Love 

An ironic perspective relies on an audience’s understanding of two narratives. In Kelly’s 

seminary sermon and bicentennial theme sermon, she contrasted a narrative of faithful 

discipleship with a narrative of the racist reality of American culture. The narratives considered 

in the following sections are about conversations Kelly had with two individuals, one about race 

and one about gender. In each instance, the peripety reveals the narrow-mindedness of Kelly’s 

interlocutor and challenges the audience to examine racism or sexism in their lives and in the 

church. 

Both of these stories come from a sermon Kelly delivered in 1986 at the fifteenth meeting 

of the World Methodist Conference, held in Nairobi, Kenya. The World Methodist Conference is 
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a quintennial meeting that brings together representatives from various denominations with 

Methodist roots and heritage, including the United Methodist Church, the historically black 

Methodist denominations, and several other Methodist denominations from around the world.
98

 

Notably, in this setting, her entire audience shared the social holiness tradition of Wesley, but 

their histories of racial relations were varied. Many black Americans in the audience were part of 

denominations that had split from the Methodist Episcopal Church because of racism and 

segregation. Some in the audience were Methodists from South Africa, a country at the time 

entangled in Apartheid. While many churches around the world spoke out against Apartheid, 

some churches crafted theological rationales that supported it. Indeed, according to Christian 

ethicist Neville Richardson, Apartheid “has theological and ecclesiastical roots as well as 

powerful social ethical and ecclesiological effects.”
99

 Apartheid was a topic of conversation at 

the conference, and before Kelly’s sermon, the delegates had affirmed a resolution calling for the 

release of Nelson Mandela, who was then in prison. According to the conference proceedings, 

there were no speeches in opposition to the resolution, but “there were a few who voted against, 

and a few abstentions.”
100

 Presumably, at least some in the audience disagreed with the 

resolution and supported Apartheid as a manifestation of the natural order (not unlike American 

defenses of segregation only a generation earlier), although those views were in the minority. 

Overwhelmingly, the conference delegates from around the world spoke out in support of South 

Africans and against the violence of Apartheid.
101

 Therefore, when Kelly addressed racism in 

this sermon, she addressed it in an international context on the African continent where the 

politics of Apartheid were not far from the minds of the conference delegates at that time. 

The theme of her address was that the World Methodist Conference could make a 

difference, even if believing so seemed unlikely. Toward the end of the sermon, she told a story 
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about an experience she had while leading a training workshop as a denominational staff person 

with responsibilities for the whole state of Virginia: 

This young preacher came to me and asked, “Teenie, can I have lunch with you?” I 

thought, “There goes my meal,” but I said, “Yes, we can have lunch together.” As we had 

lunch I celebrated the fact that at least in the church we have reached the point where we 

can sit down and talk together and share perspectives. 

As we talked he said, “You know, Teenie, you’re too hard on us. Racism isn’t a 

sin.” I said, “Brother, it’s a sin, and I am beginning to understand why we can’t get the 

‘white church’ straight. As long as racism is just custom and culture and not sinful, then 

we will never help you understand that those of us who are ethnics are in mission to the 

majority church. He had been acculturated to believe in his superiority. He said, “I love 

black people. I had a black mammy. I loved her. She’s the one who taught me about Jesus 

Christ. She nursed me. I sometimes thought she was my mother rather than my own 

mother.” 

I said, “You see, that has been the pattern all along. I understand that.” 

He continued, “But I even came home from seminary to attend her funeral.” 

When he said “even,” I said to him, “My brother, the miracle of love is not that 

you loved her. The miracle of love is that she loved you. Given the context of her history, 

the way by which she had come, the understanding of Jesus Christ so clear in her life that 

she could hold a white male child and so sincerely love that the child would never 

question her love. That is the miracle.”
102

 

 

If the peripety in this story could be reduced to one word, it would be even. The white 

pastor, who took for granted that racism was simply the natural order of the world, was proud of 

himself for spending the time and money to leave his important pursuit of an advanced degree in 

theology to attend the funeral of a black woman who probably had no more than a high school 

education (if that). Despite her race, despite his presumption of social superiority, he loved her so 

much that he bore the inconvenience of traveling to his hometown for her funeral. In his mind, 

the hapless white pastor’s decision to come home for his mammy’s funeral was evidence not 

only of his love for her, but also a pardon from complicity and participation in the structural 

institution of white supremacy. Kelly’s workshop addressing racism had felt accusatory to him, 

and he needed to explain himself, to defend why he should not have to listen to Kelly’s teachings 
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about racism. “You’re too hard on us,” he complained. After all, what could he—a white man 

who loved a black woman enough to travel for her funeral—have to learn about racism?  

In a profound moment of role reversal, Kelly inverted the arrogant white pastor’s self-

congratulatory tone. In the ironic register, Kelly reversed the social roles of black and white. The 

character who represents the miracle of love is not the haughty white pastor, but the black 

woman who manages to love so unlovable a character. The contrast between division and 

identification is clear here: the audience should identify not with the educated white man with all 

the markers of status and privilege, but with the nameless black mammy who is memorable not 

for her status, her education, or her power, but for the love she showed to another. She loved him 

so much that she introduced him to the faith in which he would grow up to be an ordained 

minister. The miracle of the black caregiver’s love for the white child stood in for the miracle of 

black people who manage to love a church with a troubling racist history. In a Christian context, 

the allusion to Jesus’ miraculous love for a sinful church is unmistakable. That same miracle of 

love is what allows the church, despite its differences, to have a positive influence on the world. 

The love of the black caregiver for the white child is the love of black people for Methodism, the 

love of Jesus for a sinful church.  

In addition to the main strategic reversal of the story, Kelly’s prophetic commitment to an 

absolute truth and unwillingness to compromise is evident. Her interlocutor confidently declares 

that racism is not a sin. In her answer, Kelly responds not just to the white pastor but to white 

audience members who have inexplicably found ways to reconcile Christianity and Apartheid, or 

those who, like the white pastor, wish people of color would stop “being too hard” in their 

prophetic responses to racism. Kelly did not invoke the prophetic “woe to you,” but she was 

unwavering in her denunciation of the white pastor’s excuses. She rejected his implicit attempt to 
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reframe racism as a cultural custom rather than a social evil, and she neutralized the all-too-

common “I love black people” (or “I have black friends”) defense.
103

 In his complaint that she 

was being too hard, the white pastor responds to Kelly’s absolute commitment by suggesting, in 

a sense, that it is unreasonable. However, as Darsey asserts is typical for prophets’ unwavering 

commitment to their principles, Kelly refused to back down. Then, she went a step further. In 

another reversal, she suggested that “those of us who are ethnics are in mission to the majority 

church.” Capitalizing on the assumptions of power differentials embedded in the word mission 

(e.g., missionaries typically leave more developed nations of origin to “help” people in less 

developed nations), Kelly set herself apart as a rhetorical outsider, placing white people in the 

position of the less powerful, those who need the mission of others. For Kelly, what the white 

church needs is to recognize the sinfulness of racism, a mission to which her commitment is 

solid.  

“Paul Didn’t Call Me”: Prophetic Duty, Irony, and Sexism 

Kelly understands her prophetic call as a mission to educate the white church about the sin of 

racism, and while racism is a far more common theme in her rhetoric than sexism, she told 

another story during her sermon at the World Methodist Conference that addressed the latter: 

I remember on a weekday going from the parsonage in Richmond, Virginia, where I was 

pastoring Asbury United Methodist Church, over to the church. As I passed the bus stop 

an elderly man standing there stopped me. He said, “Come here a minute, sister. Are you 

the woman who is preacher at the church on the corner?” I answered, “Yes.” He said, 

“I’ve heard about you. You’re doing a good job.” And I said, “Thank you very much” 

and started away. He called me back and said, “Wait a minute, there’s only one thing 

wrong. You don’t have any business doing it.” He then began to quote my brother Paul to 

me and I said, “My brother, let me tell you something. There are 250 children waiting for 

me at the church in this community that denies they are even human beings. I don’t have 

time to defend my ministry. Paul did not call me, Jesus called me!”
104

 

 

 In this articulation of the ironic perspective and the prophetic tradition, Kelly brings 

together two strategic reversals and a strong sense of duty. Kelly is the target of the first peripety. 
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The man at the bus stop gives her a compliment, and she thanks him, but the compliment turns 

out to be ironic. The man believes she is in violation of Paul’s epistolary command that women 

be silent in church. His condemnation of her right to be in ministry is jarring after his 

compliment, a recognition that she is effective in the work she is doing. The man’s incoherence 

almost seems laughable: he understands that she is good at her job, but he still doubts that she 

has a right to do it. Anyone in the audience who had not yet embraced the ordination of women 

is, along with the man at the bus stop, faced with a contradiction. Can opposition to women’s 

pastoral leadership sustain scrutiny when ample evidence suggests that women in ministry are 

effective? 

 Kelly’s answer to the man includes another twist. The substance of her response 

comprises three sentences: first, she explained that her ministry was important because the basic 

dignity and humanity of the congregation she was pastoring were constantly eroded in 

Richmond, Virginia in the 1970s; second, she denied that she had time to defend her ministry; 

third, in true prophetic fashion, she defers to duty. Paul did not call her, Jesus did, and she has to 

obey. The second sentence contradicted the first and third. She actually gave two defenses for 

her ministry: she was involved in the important work of loving the marginalized, and her call to 

that work was divine, not human. In addition to offering two defenses for her ministry, Kelly 

preempted the possibility of continued debate with the man, recognizing that fulfilling her 

divinely appointed duty to love the marginalized was her priority, not debating her qualifications 

or right to do so.  

 For a prophet, the appeal to God’s call was the justification for one’s ministry.
105

 Kelly 

borrowed from that tradition here. Rather than explaining how she interprets the few Pauline 

scriptures that are so often invoked out of context by people who deny women’s rights to preach, 
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Kelly refused to allow her interlocutor to define the boundaries of the conversation. Arguing 

about scripture was not a priority because God called her to minister to those in the church 

basement, so Kelly appealed to the source of her call and then went on with her business. If this 

story represents Kelly’s larger response to sexism in the church, her perspective seems to be that 

women should do their prophetic duty and offer as justification only their divine calls and the 

qualitative need for their ministries.
106

 If every prophet responded to her detractors, no prophet 

would have time to prophesy. As Darsey insists, the prophet’s role “places the speaker outside 

the frame of reference of [her] audience.”
107

 Prophetic faithfulness requires the expectation of 

audience resistance and the tenacity to persist impervious to naysayers.  

Conclusion: Articulating the Ironic and the Prophetic 

Hebrew Bible scholar Donald E. Gowan has argued that the book of Amos is thoroughly 

negative. It predicts destruction, and each of the book’s four verses that seem to be exhortations 

are either severely qualified or meant to be read ironically.
108

 Gowan, then, has identified a 

prophet who at least occasionally spoke from the ironic perspective. In this chapter, I have 

argued that Kelly’s rhetoric reflects an articulation of the ironic register and the prophetic 

tradition. Exemplars from Kelly’s sermons over the years of her ministry illustrate the usefulness 

of this articulation.  

 The characteristics of the ironic perspective and the prophetic tradition make their union 

a productive one, but also one with some limitations. Ironic rhetoric involves a peripety, a 

moment of strategic reversal where the rhetor’s ideal is held in contrast to the audience’s norms. 

The ironic rhetor divides herself from the audience, inviting the audience along the way to 

identify with her ideal narrative rather than the narrative of the status quo. In the ironic 

perspective, audience members’ expectations are violated, sometimes by an inversion of social 
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roles where the marginalized become powerful while the powerful are dispossessed; alternatively 

or additionally, audience expectations may be violated when the conflict in the narrative is 

unresolved. In these cases, the rhetor leaves the problem’s resolution to the audience rather than 

supplying the audience with an easy answer. The prophetic tradition is characterized by 

unwillingness to compromise on an absolute truth, a prioritization of divine duty over human 

desire, the elicitation of pathetic reactions to sin, rhetorical division from the audience, and an 

appeal to the shared values that make the audience a unified people.  

 Both the ironic perspective and the prophetic tradition involve, then, the rhetor’s division 

from the audience in order to reveal the inconsistencies between the audience’s principles and its 

actuality. In irony, the narrative of the ideal stands opposed to the narrative of the status quo. In 

prophecy, the covenant the audience professes to share is the standard against which the 

audience is judged. To that end, the ironic and the prophetic are also alike in their reversal of 

social roles. The black characters in Kelly’s stories are the ones who represent God’s love, just as 

the black people in Forman’s speech are the ones with the power. Likewise, in the prophetic 

tradition, the prophet’s call for justice often means that the wealthy individuals who are 

exploiting the poor will themselves end up penniless and destroyed.  

 While their similarities make the ironic and the prophetic easily compatible in some 

senses, each adds to the other as well. The commitment to an absolute truth in the prophetic 

gives a deeper level of seriousness to the alternative narrative in the ironic. An ironic perspective 

allows a rhetor to reveal that a community has failed to live up to its principles, as Douglass did 

when he reminded his white audience that the Fourth of July was their holiday, not his; Douglass 

held his audience to the standard of American democratic ideals. By contrast with an ironic 

perspective, the standard in the prophetic tradition is covenantal rather than contractual. In other 
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words, the consequences are more serious in an articulation of the ironic and the prophetic 

because violations of the covenant are an affront to God while breaches of the secular social 

contract are only human. Douglass’s white audience, in its complicity in racism, violated the 

principles of American democracy, but before Kelly’s explicitly Christian audiences, charges of 

complicity in racism are much more serious because the principles violated are not merely those 

of a nation, but of God and the Christian  tradition in toto.  

In addition, a union of the prophetic and the ironic raises the stakes for the rhetor because 

the message becomes something not her own. Prophets share the characteristics of other ironic 

figures, but they also speak out of a sense of divine call or compulsion. Their appeals to a divine 

call grant them legitimacy even amid their irony. Both Douglass and Forman were ironic 

characters, but each one’s irony was as much a liability as an asset. Douglass was able to rebuke 

his audience’s racism, but only after praising his audience considerably. He had to be cautious 

because, as DeSantis noted, while Douglass’s “Rochester audience may have been liberal by 

nineteenth-century standards, this did not mean they would tolerate ‘imprudent Negroes.’”
109

 

Forman capitalized on his ironic character to make hyperbolic demands and declare that black 

people were in charge, but as Parker notes in her review of scholarly treatments of Forman, the 

speech is largely regarded as outrageous, unrealistic, and a rhetorical failure.
110

 As a prophetic 

ironist, Kelly avoided those liabilities. Her call is from God, so, as she reminded the man at the 

bus stop, her accountability is to God, not to some audience’s arbitrary sense of prudence.  

 Finally, it is important to acknowledge that merging the ironic and the prophetic involves 

risk and is likely useful in limited contexts. According to Darsey, the most important feature of 

prophetic rhetoric is its commitment to absolute values.
111

 According to Burke, the simplest 

definition of irony is “what goes forth as A returns as non-A.”
112

 How, then, can irony work in a 
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context of absolute truth? One way around this problem is deferring to the mysticism of religious 

meaning and separating “absolute truth” in a spiritual sense from “absolute truth” in terms of 

knowledge or intellect, but reading a creed in the ironic perspective, for example, seems 

untenable. Such a religious rhetorical situation, responding to the basic question of what a 

tradition believes, requires a straightforward answer.  

 Kelly was able to work around these pitfalls precisely because the absolute truth she 

affirmed about the sinfulness of racism and sexism was a part of the shared values her audience 

ostensibly affirmed as inheritors of the Wesleyan tradition, but her audiences were not living 

those beliefs into reality. In other contexts and for different rhetorical problems, the ironic and 

the prophetic may not be suitable companions, but for Kelly, this articulation allowed her to 

address racism and sexism as sins and reveal the inconsistency between her audience’s covenant 

and its historical and contemporary behavior.  
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CHAPTER 4 

KATHARINE JEFFERTS SCHORI: TOWARD A FEMINIST PROGRESSIVE CIVILITY 

In a book optimistically titled When Everything Changed: The Amazing Journey of American 

Women from 1960 to the Present, journalist Gail Collins argued that “the feminist movement of 

the late twentieth century created a new United States in which women ran for president, fought 

for their country, argued before the Supreme Court, performed heart surgery, directed movies, 

and flew into space.”
1
 The most recent “Mindset List” produced by Beloit College reminds us 

that American college students who matriculated in the fall of 2012 have lived most of their lives 

in a United States where “maintaining relations between the US and the rest of the world has 

been a woman’s job in the State Department.”
2
 While proponents of post-feminism are perhaps 

too quick to highlight examples like these in declaring the work of feminism finished, these facts 

do point to an expanding range of opportunities for women. The women of the college class of 

2016 may well aspire to be Secretary of State or President of the United States, but Katherine 

Jefferts Schori never imagined herself as an Episcopalian priest when she grew up. She entered 

the ministry as a second career, starting seminary only ten years after the Episcopal Church 

began ordaining women. She became the church’s presiding bishop in 2006, only twelve years 

after her ordination.  

 As the presiding bishop, Jefferts Schori has many opportunities to preach, addressing 

local congregations, the House of Bishops, and sometimes the entire denomination. In the 

following sections, I explain the politics behind Jefferts Schori’s election to the presiding 

bishopric, placing special emphasis on points of dissension that offer important insights into the 
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context for some of the issues she addresses in her sermons. Next, I explain the theoretical 

concepts at the crux of this chapter, transcendence and civility. Then, I argue that Jefferts Schori 

embodies a feminist progressive civility by casting a vision for the church, by rhetorically 

transcending controversies related to gender and sexuality within the church by reframing them 

in terms of her vision, and by responding to natural disasters and current events from within the 

vision she articulates for the church. Most notably, when Jefferts Schori responds to crises and 

controversies, she treats people who disagree with her with respect and dignity, which is 

consistent with the liberatory vision she establishes as leader. In this way, Jefferts Schori’s 

rhetoric offers new possibilities for theorizing civility as feminist and emancipatory.  

Gender, Sexuality, and Politics: Responses to Jefferts Schori’s Election 

According to the constitution of the Episcopal Church, a presiding bishop is elected by the House 

of Bishops during a meeting of the General Convention. The election must then be affirmed by 

the House of Deputies, which is comprised of lay and clergy delegates from the various dioceses 

of the church.
3
 The 2006 General Convention marked the conclusion of the Most Reverend 

Frank Griswold’s nine-year tenure as presiding bishop. The House of Bishops elected Jefferts 

Schori on the fifth ballot. She held a plurality of votes on every ballot except for the second 

(when she tied with another candidate). On the fifth ballot, Jefferts Schori received the requisite 

95 votes to have a majority of the 188 ballots cast.
4
 Compared to previous presiding bishop 

elections, Jefferts Schori’s election required slightly more ballots. Frank Griswold was elected on 

the third ballot in 1997 while Edmond Browning’s election in 1985 took four ballots and the 

1973 election of John Allin required only two ballots.
5
 Jefferts Schori’s election was approved 

overwhelmingly in votes from the clergy and lay members of the House of Deputies.
6
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Consistent with a journalistic flair for conflict, media coverage of the election 

emphasized the controversy around Jefferts Schori’s election. Nevertheless, the ease of the 

election’s affirmation suggests that Jefferts Schori’s detractors were eager to give interviews to 

reporters, but not successful in mounting a referendum against Jefferts Schori’s confirmation by 

the House of Deputies.
7
 The conservative backlash against Jefferts Schori represents the views of 

a small but vocal and active minority within the Episcopal Church. According to Daniel Burke, 

“four dioceses and dozens of parishes have seceded from the denomination”
8
 and some members 

of the worldwide Anglican Communion have called for the Episcopal Church to separate from 

the rest of the Communion because of Jefferts Schori’s election and the denomination’s recent 

trend toward liberalism that Jefferts Schori’s election seems to represent.
9
 Thus, while the 

controversy surrounding Jefferts Schori’s election was probably overstated in the media, on the 

whole, Jefferts Schori likely has more support among the clergy than among the laity of the 

Episcopal Church. 

 The controversy over Jefferts Schori’s election centered primarily on her supportive 

position about the consecration of lesbian and gay priests and bishops. For some, her sex was 

also a matter of controversy. Another issue was that of Jefferts Schori’s relative inexperience, 

which emerged in at least one news article about her election,
10

 but the complaint about her 

inexperience seems to be a straw issue that buttresses her detractors’ overall disdain for her.   

The Episcopal Church is the primarily American branch of the Anglican Communion 

(though the Episcopal Church also has congregations in several other countries). Of the several 

dozen nations with Anglican churches, only the United States, Canada, and New Zealand 

consecrated women bishops at the time of Jefferts Schori’s election.
11

 In the Episcopal Church, 

the dioceses make their own decisions about ordination criteria, and in 2006, three dioceses in 
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the US had bishops who refused to ordain women.
12

 Theological opposition to the ordination of 

women is often grounded in a strict, legalistic reading of scriptural passages that seem to say 

women should not speak in church or have authority over men, so Jefferts Schori’s election was 

problematic for Anglican dioceses that held these more rigid positions on gender roles. Dioceses 

that refused to allow women priests must now submit to the authority of a woman in the office of 

presiding bishop. Former Bishop Robert Duncan, then the moderator of the Anglican 

Communion Network, an unofficial conservative caucus of Episcopal dioceses, told The New 

York Times that Jefferts Schori’s election “reveals the continuing insensitivity and disregard of 

the Episcopal Church for the present dynamics of our global fellowship.”
13

 

Most controversial was Jefferts Schori’s outspoken support for the consecration of openly 

lesbian and gay bishops. The question of lesbian and gay clergy and related questions about 

whether to celebrate same-sex unions have been a challenging topic for some time in mainline 

Protestant denominations in the US. Additionally, Jefferts Schori’s election came only three 

years after openly gay clergyman Gene Robinson was consecrated as a bishop. Jefferts Schori 

supported Robinson’s election, an event which inspired considerable dissonance in the 

denomination.
14

 One disgruntled member of the General Convention, most upset about Jefferts 

Schori’s earlier support of Robinson, responded to Jefferts Schori’s election by decrying “the 

peculiar genius that our church has for roiling the waters.”
15

 

Since her election, Jefferts Schori’s theologically liberal views have caused some ripples 

among the same conservatives who expressed regret at her election. In response to the question 

posed by Time magazine, “Is belief in Jesus the only way to get to heaven?,” Jefferts Schori 

responded, “We who practice the Christian tradition understand him as our vehicle to the divine. 

But for us to assume that God could not act in other ways is, I think, to put God in an awfully 
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small box.”
16

 This simple, two-sentence response drew criticism from conservatives that Jefferts 

Schori was promoting universalism.
17

 In addition to controversy about Jefferts Schoi’s apparent 

unorthodoxy on metaphysical issues of theological import, the question of the Episcopal 

Church’s relationship to the rest of the Anglican Communion has emerged several times as well, 

particularly with respect to issues related to human sexuality.
18

 

Despite the controversy that Jefferts Schori seems to inspire, especially in the minds of 

newspaper reporters, Jefferts Schori does not view questions of theological liberalism or human 

sexuality as vitally important. In interviews and in the sermons I analyze here, Jefferts Schori 

repeatedly emphasizes that the goal of the church should be the fulfillment of one of her favorite 

scripture texts from the prophet Isaiah. As she paraphrases it, the Isaiah prophecy “talks about a 

vision of the reign of God where those who are mourning are comforted, where the hungry are 

fed, where the poor hear good news.”
19

 Jefferts Schori takes full advantage of her position in 

setting the agenda for the church rather than letting media coverage or her detractors within the 

church define the issues of central importance. Jefferts Schori’s commitment to her vision is 

reflected in the Episcopal Church’s strong identification with the United Nations Millennium 

Development Goals, to which she often refers.  

In this chapter, I focus on sermons where Jefferts Schori addresses one of three themes: 

(1) the primary task of the church as she sees it, based in values she hopes her audiences share 

with her; (2) controversies in the life of the church, especially related to gender and human 

sexuality; and (3) crises and current events that are not (as) theologically controversial, whether 

natural (e.g., earthquakes in Haiti and Japan) or otherwise (e.g., the shooting of Congresswoman 

Gabrielle Giffords). I selected sermons focusing on these themes because the tasks of casting a 

vision and responding to problems are central to effective leadership. I include the latter two 
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themes because they illustrate the differences in Jefferts Schori’s response to crises that are 

implicated in her vision for the church and those problems that she brackets as a distraction from 

the ultimate values she hopes her audiences share with her. In short, when she discusses issues 

related to human sexuality and theological differences, her response seems to be aimed at 

transcending the controversies and asking the church to move past those questions so that the 

church might instead focus on its central mission. Alternatively, when she addresses natural 

disasters or acts of human violence in the world, Jefferts Schori invites the church to respond to 

those crises because of its central mission of comforting the mourning, feeding the hungry, 

offering good news to the poor, and setting captives free. I suggest that Jefferts Schori’s 

rhetorical approach to conflict is one of transcendence, or resolving a dualism by taking what she 

likely regards as the proverbial high road: valuing people over ideological positions on 

controversial issues. Particularly because her response to divergent points of view is 

simultaneously respectful as well as focused on human liberation, I argue that Jefferts Schori 

embodies a feminist progressive civility. 

Transcendence 

The strategy colloquially referred to as “taking the high road” is known in rhetorical studies as 

transcendence. As a rhetorical form, transcendence has long been recognized as effective. 

According to Kenneth Burke, an argument from transcendence tries to “reconcile opposites by a 

concept of ‘higher synthesis.’”
20

 Simply put, when two values come into conflict, a strategy of 

transcendence recognizes that resolving the dualism or binary opposition is unlikely, so the 

rhetor “must find a way to move the debate beyond rigid and polarized alternatives.”
21

 By 

transcending an irreconcilable opposition, the rhetor moves the conversation away from (and 
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metaphorically, above) that difference by identifying a different theme, topic, or concept that 

subsumes the original two issues that are at odds. 

Preachers are particularly well suited to use transcendence because they typically speak 

to audiences who invest authority in God, the Bible, and the church (or in some combination of 

them). As James Jasinski noted, one way for a rhetor to use transcendence is to appeal to God’s 

will, particularly when one can make a convincing case that the resolution of the conflict is in 

line with God’s intentions, religious teachings, or the tradition of the church.
22

 J. David Cisneros 

argued that this form of transcendence, which he called transcendence upward, resolves 

problems by creating a hierarchy of values, thereby constructing “a new common ground on 

which a rhetor can build his/her persuasive appeal.”
23

   

Civility 

I argue in this chapter that Jefferts Schori’s transcendence allows her to address difficult issues 

civilly, by which I refer to remaining respectful of people who disagree with her. Civility, for 

Stephen Carter, is what we do “for the sake of our common journey with others, and out of love 

and respect for the very idea that there are others.”
24

 Jennifer Bone and colleagues borrowed 

Carter’s journey metaphor, suggesting that civil communication means “we cannot pretend that 

we journey alone, that others are unworthy or without voice, or that our view is the only ‘right’ 

view.”
25

 In the communication discipline, conversations about civility have emerged prominently 

in the last few years. For example, the September 2011 issue of Spectra featured several articles 

about the importance of civility, a topic National Communication Association (NCA) executive 

director Nancy Kidd argued was important in light of the shooting of Congresswoman Giffords: 

“Popular culture writers and public intellectuals bemoan what they identify as an increasing lack 

of civility in our country, and the frequency with which this mantra is repeated suggests that it 
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resonates with the public.”
26

 Controversy around the NCA convention site in 2008 inspired 

spirited debate about civility in Spectra and in a follow-up forum in the Quarterly Journal of 

Speech on engaged scholarship.
27

  

While civility seems good at face value, some scholars suggest that civility is actually 

conservative and can contribute to an affirmation of the dominant culture. Nina Lozano-Reich 

and Dana Cloud maligned civility: “Historically, dominant groups have repeatedly enacted 

civilizing strategies to effectively silence [sic] and punish marginalized groups.”
28

 Equality 

among interlocutors is often a presumption among those calling for civility, but, imagining every 

rhetorical situation as an interaction between an oppressor and the oppressed, Lozano-Reich and 

Cloud point out that equality is not guaranteed or even likely in many exchanges. Therefore, “it 

is irresponsible to displace more confrontational models of social change in favor of a politics of 

civility” and “civility should not be advocated as a stance for feminists or others struggling for 

change.”
29

  

Lozano-Reich and Cloud seem to base their objection to civility on the assumption that 

oppression is a structural inevitability to which only hostility and confrontation are appropriate 

rhetorical responses. In another essay, with Anna Young and Adria Battaglia, Cloud contended 

that civility “assumes that conflicts are matters of disagreement always resolvable in polite 

talk.”
30

 Young, Battaglia, and Cloud believe that only antagonism constitutes a fitting rhetorical 

response to conflicts because conflict always emerges from and signifies relationships of 

oppressive inequality.  

 While I contend that civility has progressive potential and hold up Jefferts Schori as an 

example, I recognize that arguably, a religious leader’s use of civility—like transcendence—is 

somewhat obvious. One might ask if civility is anything more than a manifestation of ethical 
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behavior that follows from adherence to (and especially leadership within) a system of religious 

faith. While we might expect religious leaders to be more civil than the average political rhetor, 

assuming that civility will always follow from religiosity is fallacious. Christian leaders from the 

far left and far right have made headlines for their incivility, including the Rev. Pat Robertson’s 

prayer “for God to remove three justices from the Supreme Court so they could be replaced by 

conservatives”
31

 and the Rev. Jeremiah Wright’s infamous “God damn America”
32

 sermon. 

White conservative grievances with judicial activism and black preaching’s prophetic tradition 

notwithstanding, both Robertson and Wright spoke disrespectfully—not in a way that recognized 

the humanity of those with whom they disagreed. Robertson seems to call for the death of 

justices with liberal views, and while Wright’s critique of institutional racism is on point, Martin 

Luther King Jr., made the same argument more civilly and more effectively decades earlier when 

King said, “I knew that I could never raise my voice against the violence of the oppressed in the 

ghettos without having first spoken clearly to the greatest purveyor of violence in the world 

today—my own government.”
33

 Thus, while we might generally expect religious leaders to 

speak civilly, we cannot presume that they do so. Further, such a presumption is risky because it 

may obscure our attention from the rhetorical and ethical functions of civility employed 

effectively. To explore the rhetorical and ethical functions of civility, I next turn to Jefferts 

Schori’s sermons. 

The Sermons: Casting a Vision, Returning to the Vision, Being Compelled by the Vision 

Many of Jefferts Schori’s sermons are delivered at local churches she visits around the country 

or overseas. The Constitution & Canons of the church requires the presiding bishop to “Visit 

every Diocese of this Church for the purpose of” consulting with bishops, clergy, and lay people, 

“Preaching the Word,” and “Celebrating the Holy Eucharist.”
34

 Even so, Jefferts Schori’s visits 
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are often more purposive than simply checking a box on the map of Episcopal dioceses. She is 

frequently asked to speak on church anniversaries or on other notable occasions in the life of the 

local congregation or community. In each case, Jefferts Schori addresses the occasion of the day, 

whether the liturgical feast or the local celebration. I read approximately 200 sermons by Jefferts 

Schori preached between her election in June 2006 and the inception of this project, May 2011. 

The Episcopal News Service archives all of Jefferts Schori’s sermons and addresses on its 

website.
35

 In the next three sections, I consider in turn sermons that address three themes: what 

Jefferts Schori says about her vision for the church, controversies within the church, and crises 

external to the church. 

On Jefferts Schori’s Vision for the Church 

In the Time magazine interview “10 Questions for Katharine Jefferts Schori,” where Jefferts 

Schori made the arguably innocuous but later controversial statement about salvation, the first 

question columnist Jeffrey Chu asked was, “What will be your focus as head of the U.S. 

church?” Jefferts Schori responded, “Our focus needs to be on feeding people who go to bed 

hungry, on providing primary education to girls and boys, on healing people with AIDS, on 

addressing tuberculosis and malaria, on sustainable development. That ought to be the primary 

focus.”
36

 Despite Jefferts Schori’s clear answer about her goals as the leader of the denomination 

and her beliefs about the proper mission of the church, none of the nine remaining questions 

addressed anything Jefferts Schori said in response to the first question. Chu is not the only 

journalist with a penchant for directing the conversation toward the controversies that make 

people want to buy magazines or click a hyperlink on a website, but Jefferts Schori’s sermons 

spend much less time on those issues. Instead, Jefferts Schori’s sermons are often centered on 

crafting and living out her vision for the church.  
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Setting a vision is one of a leader’s most important tasks. Gail Fairhurst and Robert Sarr 

contended that “a meaningful vision charts a future path that is based on a well-defined mission, 

or purpose, and a clear set of values. Visions are central to leadership success because of their 

transforming power.”
37

 Effective leaders, in Fairhust and Sarr’s view, adapt and personalize their 

visions for local contexts; reference their visions when they discuss conflicts, crises, or 

problems; express sincere enthusiasm for their visions; and develop their own theories for how 

the visions work. According to the vision Jefferts Schori casts, a world with poverty, violence, 

and countless erosions of human dignity is an exigent circumstance for the church, and she 

spends most of her preaching time reminding the faithful that they are called to make a 

difference in that world.  

 Jefferts Schori references her vision frequently, and she often connects her vision to the 

theme or occasion for her homily. For example, she was invited to speak as part of the Margaret 

Parker Memorial Lecture Series on the topic of “Peace and Justice through the Empowerment of 

Women.” Referencing her vision for the church, Jefferts Schori explained that questions of 

gender justice are important to the church because “we profess a faith that says none of us is 

ultimately saved until we all are. Until all of humanity is set free for abundant life, none of us 

will be able to enjoy a world of peace and justice.”
38

 She went on to cite her favorite passage 

from Isaiah to reiterate that for her, fulfilling Isaiah’s vision of a world of justice and peace is the 

mission of the church. The principle of the full dignity of all humanity allows Jefferts Schori to 

transcend whatever controversy might surround her invocation of feminist ideology in 

addressing gender and sexuality by refocusing on justice more generically. Jefferts Schori later 

related an anecdote about sexism in the church. In her interpretation of the story, she returned to 

her vision for the work of the church as the solution to sexism and related forms of injustice: 
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In the days just before the Lambeth Conference began, a layman from England said to me 

that the biggest difficulty in the Church of England’s struggle to embrace women’s 

ministry as bishops is that, in his experience, most men cannot imagine taking orders 

from a woman.  I think he is both right and wrong, for the ordained ministry is not about 

giving orders so much as it is modeling Jesus’ kind of servant leadership.  When we 

begin to shift the understanding of ordained leadership, indeed all leadership, toward that 

model of servanthood and friendship, then we do begin to transform the world toward 

that great vision of God’s, where no one is devalued or ignored or excluded because of 

that person’s created gifts of gender, race, class, sexual orientation, age, or physical 

ability.  That kind of world is founded on a theology that upholds the image of God in all 

God’s creatures.
39

   

 

For Jefferts Schori, the topic of the memorial lecture series, the empowerment of women, is 

necessarily contained within the mission of the church. Making Jefferts Schori’s vision a reality 

means doing away with distinctions that leave some people more valued than others. Jefferts 

Schori included race, class, sexual orientation, age, and physical ability, too—not to focus on any 

one of them—but to suggest that divisions based on those identity categories also fall when one 

embraces “a theology that upholds the image of God in all God’s creatures.” Jefferts Schori’s 

abolition of distinctions is reminiscent of St. Paul’s theological idea that “There is no longer Jew 

or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are 

one in Christ Jesus.”
40

 In addition, Jefferts Schori illustrates a core inversion of human-

constructed hierarchy here, consistent with Jesus’s reminder that in the reign of God, “many who 

are first will be last, and the last will be first.”
41

 Here and elsewhere, Jefferts Schori invokes 

forms of transcendence that play upon the distinction between the earthly, visible church and the 

ethereal invisible church, which is the church as God is building it with purposes beyond human 

comprehension.  

 Jefferts Schori’s vision as a leader is even clearer when she contrasts the values she finds 

most significant with questions she finds less important for the church. Next to comparatively 

minor concerns, Jefferts Schori’s affirmation of people is clearly the transcendent concept that 
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seeks to reconcile discord on subordinate topics. In a sermon in Richmond, Virginia, Jefferts 

Schori discussed worrying. She said one kind of worrying is appropriate for Christians, worrying 

about the poor: 

When Isaiah insists that his people are meant to be a covenant to the nations, liberating 

prisoners and feeding the hungry, he’s talking about tending to that kind of worry.  [If] 

they are going to be God’s people, they’re supposed to act like God, who can’t ignore the 

cries of people in the wilderness. He points out that God is like the mother of a nursing 

child, who can’t ignore the urgent cries or hunger of her offspring for more than a few 

minutes. 
42

 

 

She took the opportunity to applaud the work that church was doing to relieve poverty in its own 

community, and then she turned her attention to another kind of worry that she regards as less 

productive: 

This was the largest church in Virginia when it was built in 1845 – big enough for 

General Convention! – but I recall that when I was here last, people were worried about 

whether this space would hold everyone who wanted to come for the installation of 

[Bishop Shannon Sherwood] Johnston as your diocesan.  Others were worried about the 

snow, and the safety of people traveling.  Still others were tied up in knots about issues of 

human sexuality – what would the Diocese of Virginia do about X and Y? – and I don’t 

just mean chromosomes.
43

 

 

In these two paragraphs, Jefferts Schori carefully differentiated between worries that are 

important for the mission of the church and those that are not. Worrying about how to help 

people who are in need is emphasized throughout the history of the Judeo-Christian tradition and 

epitomized in this case by the prophet Isaiah. By contrast, being “tied up in knots about issues of 

human sexuality” is grouped along with worries related to weather and the question of how many 

people could fit inside the sanctuary. Snowstorms and overcrowded cathedrals are problems, but 

they are neither rhetorical (that is, discourse does not ameliorate their imperfections or 

urgency)
44

 nor ongoing. They do not deserve prolonged attention, and their real danger is in 

distracting the church from attending to its central mission. By implication, Jefferts Schori sets 

aside questions of human sexuality, the crowning distraction in her triumvirate of less-important 
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topics on which to worry. The controversy surrounding human sexuality is for Jefferts Schori no 

more crucial to the work of the church than the morning forecast or the sanctuary’s occupancy 

limit.  

On Controversies in the Life of the Church 

Robert Ulmer and Timothy Sellnow define an inter-organizational crisis as “a situation that runs 

the risk of escalating intensity, falling under close media … scrutiny, interfering with the normal 

operations of business, jeopardizing the positive public image presently enjoyed by the company 

or its officers, and damaging to the company’s bottom line in any way.”
45

 The relationship 

between the Episcopal Church and issues related to human sexuality clearly qualifies as an inter-

organizational crisis under this definition. The 2003 episcopal election of Bishop Gene Robinson 

followed by Jefferts Schori’s election as Presiding Bishop in 2006, along with the continued 

discussion in the denomination about same-sex unions, suggests that the topic of human 

sexuality was and is escalating. Media coverage of Robinson’s and Jefferts Schori’s elections—

with characteristic accentuation of conflict—and the movement throughout conservative 

dioceses to withdraw from the Episcopal Church make the topic one of scrutiny that threatens to 

interfere with the church’s continued operation and public image. And while the “bottom line” 

language from Ulmer and Sellnow’s definition seems crass for a church, the controversy over 

human sexuality is disadvantageous for the Episcopal Church both in terms of membership and 

economic solvency.  

 Although Jefferts Schori prefers to focus on her vision for the church’s mission, 

questions about human sexuality are inescapable for religious denominations in the current social 

and political climate. The Episcopal Church faces issues related to human sexuality on two 

fronts. First, a minority within the Episcopal Church oppose the more liberal direction the 
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denomination has been moving toward in recent years. A few dioceses and several congregations 

within the Episcopal Church have broken away to form their own denomination called the 

Anglican Church in North America.
46

 Second, in the context of the worldwide Anglican 

Communion, the Episcopal Church is in the minority in believing and celebrating that the 

sexuality of lesbian and gay people is a God-given gift. In a church-wide webcast following a 

meeting of the primates of global Anglicanism, Jefferts Schori explained the beliefs of Anglican 

churches in other regions of the world:  

A number of the primates represent provinces, especially in westernized or developed 

nations, where homosexuality is recognized and discussed.  Some of those provinces are, 

or are soon likely to be, faced with the issue of civil unions and the church’s attitude 

toward them.  Those primates may agree or disagree with our own church’s recent 

actions, but they understand that those decisions are not sufficiently important to break 

communion.  There is another group of primates whose provinces are not generally 

discussing these issues in any major way, and who are frustrated by the level of energy 

focused on them.  Issues of poverty and disease, and the issues represented by the 

Millennium Development Goals, are far higher on their agendas.  Generally, they do not 

see our church’s actions as rising to the level of breaking communion, either.  There is a 

final group of primates who are exceedingly exercised about our church’s actions, and 

see them as anti-scriptural and incredibly difficult for them as they attempt to evangelize 

in their own contexts.
47

 

 

Jefferts Schori held the webcast to inform Episcopalians about the meeting of the primates, 

where the Episcopal Church was faced with an ultimatum:  stop consecrating openly lesbian and 

gay bishops and stop blessing same-sex unions by September 30, 2007, or risk removal from the 

Anglican Communion.
48

 Under Anglican polity, the Steering Committee, which is comprised of 

13 elected members from the 44 denominations that make up the Anglican Communion, has the 

authority to vote for a denomination’s separation from the Communion.
49

 Jefferts Schori’s 

advice to the church, to be deferential in order to preserve a right relationship with the 

Communion and to be patient in the process of reconciliation, faced derision from the left. Gene 

Robinson said the church should “reject the ultimatum and ‘get on with the work of the 
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Gospel.’”
50

 Although they disagree on rhetorical strategies, Robinson and Jefferts Schori seem to 

agree on the primary mission of the church. For Robinson, the ultimatum stands in the way of the 

church’s ability to do its most important work, but for Jefferts Schori, acquiescing to the 

ultimatum allows the church to re-center its focus properly. She concluded her remarks during 

the webcast with an exhortation to the church: 

I ask you to continue to fast from ascribing motives to others, to seek Christ in the 

stranger, and to ask God to quiet your fears.  May we continue to work and pray for those 

who die daily from hunger, lack of medical care, war, and oppression.  Pray especially 

for those who suffer because of their minority status, whether sexual or theological, for in 

Christ we are all a minority.  And give thanks to God who has created us in all our 

variety.  As frustrating and annoying as that variety may be, it is the image of God.
51

 

 

In this passage and the one where she initially described the various views people throughout the 

Anglican Communion hold, Jefferts Schori presented the views of others fairly. Even when she 

talked about people with whose positions she disagreed, she spoke respectfully. She spoke 

empathically and descriptively, helping her audience understand the diverse complexity of 

viewpoints in the Anglican Communion without appearing to favor any particular one. She 

reminded her audience that diversity is a gift from God, even when diversity of opinion may be 

frustrating for some. In each case, she also referred to the central importance of social justice 

work. For her mostly liberal, primarily U.S. American audience, Jefferts Schori simultaneously 

worked to achieve three goals. First, she humanized rather than demonized those with different 

perspectives on the question of human sexuality, explaining ideological and theological 

differences as both culturally bound and God-given rather than a result of bigotry or hard-

heartedness. Second, she invited her constituents to remember that the more important task they 

share as Episcopalians is in addressing the Millennium Development Goals: working to eradicate 

poverty, warfare, and hunger throughout the world. In such a response, Jefferts Schori 

demonstrates the progressive potential of civility: based on her vision that the Episcopal Church 
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should be about social justice work and her privileging of affirming people rather than insisting 

on abstract positions, Jefferts Schori makes a case for deference that prioritizes human 

connection. Third, she re-insists on the correctness of her vision and its application to sexual 

diversity. Cloud and colleagues would likely suggest that Jefferts Schori is conservative, selling 

out gay and lesbian people in order to coddle the status quo rather than engaging in a 

confrontation, but what Jefferts Schori did is much richer than that. Although she did not support 

a break from the global Anglican Communion, which would have potentially decreased her 

ability to serve the broad world missions of caring for the poor, neither did she stop insisting on 

her principles—and those principles included people of all sexual orientations. Thus, based on 

her principles, she transcended the particulars of the conflict and exercised her commitment to 

caring for all people. 

 In another sermon, Jefferts Schori addressed the controversy over Robinson’s episcopacy 

directly, again emphasizing people over issues:  

I’m supposed to be pastor to the whole church, and that includes people who are certain 

that Gene Robinson is in the right place and people who are certain he shouldn’t have 

been ordained.  I may not agree with all of them, but my task is to provide pastoral care, 

or see that it is provided, for all the people in this church.
52

 

In this case, as in the others, Jefferts Schori upheld her institutional duties as presiding bishop. 

Whether attempting to smooth over the relationship between the Episcopal Church and the rest 

of the Anglican Communion or addressing the divisions within her own denomination, Jefferts 

Schori presents herself as a leader to the whole church, including those more liberal and more 

conservative than she is. Although her own position is well known in the denomination and 

throughout the Anglican Communion, she does not use the homiletic occasion to advance her 

perspective as definitive in a way that excludes those who disagree with her. Instead, in each 
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case, she transcends the opportunity to side exclusively with people who hold one point of view 

and asks her audience to remember that “an ethic of justice and inclusion would seemingly also 

urge us to include the dissenter.”
53

 Here, Cloud might say Jefferts Schori should employ a 

confrontational posture and stake an absolute claim based on abstract principles. But again, 

Jefferts Schori demonstrates a focus on people and human relationships. Additionally, Jefferts 

Schori’s rhetoric of transcendence makes sense against the backdrop of theological diversity in 

the Episcopal Church and the Anglican Communion. As a presiding bishop, Jefferts Schori needs 

to translate her own theological perspectives into a language that somehow fits within Christian 

orthodoxy, even while sometimes pushing those boundaries.  

On Crises External to the Church 

 According to Robert S. Littlefield and Andrea M. Quenette, effective leaders’ responses  

to crises include “expressing sympathy to victims,” “prioritizing activities and resources,” 

“communicating core values,” and “paying symbolic attention to the crisis,” among others.
54

 

Although Littlefield and Quenette are specifically interested in leaders with some official 

responsibility for responding to crises, like President George W. Bush and his response to 

Hurricane Katrina, Jefferts Schori exemplifies several of the crisis responses Littlefield and 

Quenette regard as effective. During Jefferts Schori’s tenure as presiding bishop, she has 

responded to several crises that have made national news, including the ongoing needs of New 

Orleans in the aftermath of 2005’s Hurricane Katrina; the devastating earthquakes in Haiti and 

Japan in 2010 and 2011, respectively; the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill off the Gulf Coast; 

the barrage of lesbian and gay teenagers whose suicides made the news in 2010; the 2011 

shooting of Congresswoman Giffords; and ongoing conflicts in the Middle East.  
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In addition to responding to crises of national and global proportions in her sermons, 

Jefferts Schori often addresses local exigencies that are particular to the communities where she 

visits. Though these are often considerably less serious problems, Jefferts Schori’s reference to 

them personalizes her messages and connects directly with the congregations she visits. For 

example, in a sermon she delivered in Youngstown, Ohio, Jefferts Schori said, “Everyone is 

concerned about employment, and paying the bills.  People are afraid they’re not going to make 

it.  Many people have left this valley in search of employment, and relationships are 

destabilized.”
55

 In the same sermon, Jefferts Schori referenced a shooting that happened the 

previous week at a nearby university. Taken together, these references suggest not just that she 

read a few articles from a Youngstown newspaper, but that she also knows something about the 

geography of the area and understands the special challenges that part of the country has faced in 

the economic recession. These specific references to local crises communicate that while Jefferts 

Schori has leadership responsibilities for the whole church, she also cares for the individual 

particularities of the bishops, pastors, laypeople, congregations, and dioceses in her care. Over 

and over again, Jefferts Schori’s commitment to her vision for the church manifests in her 

particular focus on people rather than issues. 

The crisis that most profoundly affected Jefferts Schori was the earthquake in Haiti. The 

Episcopal Church’s largest diocese is in Haiti, and before the earthquake, it had more than 

100,000 Episcopalians in 169 congregations, led by thirty-seven priests and one bishop. The 

diocese also ran 254 schools with a combined total of more than 80,000 students.
56

 Jefferts 

Schori’s admiration for the work of the Episcopalians in Haiti was evident in several sermons 

even before the earthquake made Haiti a focus of worldwide attention. At a sermon to open the 

March 2009 House of Bishops meeting, Jefferts Schori explained that the Episcopal Church’s 



 

118 

presence in Haiti was due to the work of the denomination’s first black bishop, James Theodore 

Holly. She noted that Holly served as a bishop in Haiti until his death at age 81 in 1911, in part 

because there was no pension fund for clergy in Haiti, “and the pension provisions for clergy in 

Haiti still aren’t fully adequate,” she reminded her colleagues.
57

 

Following the earthquake, Haiti became a consistent theme in Jefferts Schori’s sermons. 

For three months after the earthquake, Jefferts Schori mentioned Haiti at least once in every 

sermon she preached. Her most immediate homiletic response to the earthquake was at a prayer 

service at the National Cathedral in Washington, DC, five days after the disaster. She offered 

words of sympathy and grief, and true to the generic responsibilities of a religious leader in a 

time of tragedy, metaphysical reflections on the problem of suffering in the world:  

We respond in lament and grief and sorrow, we push back against the senseless mystery 

of life’s pain.  We yield to the ancient questions:  Why?  What sort of a God permits 

destruction like this?  … God does not cause suffering or punish people with suffering, 

but God is present and known more intimately in the midst of it.
58

  

 

Jefferts Schori’s theodicy is not novel for mainline Protestantism, but such a word of comfort 

was important in light of the crisis itself as well as the media coverage of Pat Robertson’s 

contention that the earthquake was divine retribution for voodoo practices in Haitian history. 

Having begun with sympathy and comfort, Jefferts Schori quickly moved to a discussion of 

compassion. She celebrated that the U.S. government was fast to respond to the need, and she 

applauded the outpouring of support from individual contributors around the world as well. She 

reminded her audience not to forget Haiti’s need after the images faded from everyday news 

coverage. 

 In this sermon, Jefferts Schori stopped short of blaming structural inequality and racial 

injustice for the magnitude of the earthquake’s terror—a point she made clear in later sermons 
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that addressed the topic. However, she did return to her favorite passage from Isaiah to remind 

her audience of a long-term vision of justice for all: 

The ancient vision of a healed world demands that all people have decent and dignified 

life possibilities – clean water, adequate food, shelter, medical care, education for their 

children, stable government, the possibility of meaningful employment.  Here in this 

nation we shelter that vision under the banner of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness.”  That vision will never be possible in any nation while some live in want and 

fear.
59

 

 

Speaking from a pulpit in the National Cathedral, Jefferts Schori used a key phrase from the 

Declaration of Independence of the United States to point out the disparity between the standard 

of life in the US and that in Haiti. The earthquake brought to the surface the already desperate 

conditions in Haiti, where water, food, shelter, and medical care had been comparatively scarce 

before. Jefferts Schori conflated “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” with Isaiah’s vision 

of the reign of God, communicating to her primarily U.S. American audience that these values 

ought not to stop at the national border of the US. 

 The day after the prayer service for Haiti, Jefferts Schori took a more biting approach to 

describing the situation in Haiti, again rooted in her vision for the church. In a service for Martin 

Luther King Day, Jefferts Schori said,  

The damage in Haiti is far worse than it was when an equivalent earthquake hit San 

Francisco 20 years ago, when only 62 people died – it’s worse because the infrastructure 

in Haiti is so poor, and the buildings there so fragile.  It is a result of poverty. And that 

poverty is what the prophet Martin would challenge us about.
60

  

Taking full advantage of the secular-sacred celebration of the life and work of King, Jefferts 

Schori reminded the congregation that King was more than a dreamer who wanted to see black 

and white children holding hands in unity. By the end of his life, King’s rhetoric had shifted 

from focusing on civil rights to a broader concern with human rights. He argued for an end to 

war and advocated for the economic security of black people. In opposing the Vietnam War, this 



 

120 

more radical King broke with the Johnson administration against the warning of his advisors 

because King believed that speaking for peace was his duty as a Christian.
61

 Jefferts Schori 

reclaimed the radical King of 1968—whose message is much more demanding than that of the 

dreaming King of 1963—and challenged the congregation to recognize the links between race, 

poverty, and injustice. She explained to the congregation that Haiti’s poverty is rooted in its 

history of slavery on the island, which dates back to the early sixteenth century. The legacy of 

slavery is at best implicit in the level of destruction the earthquake in Haiti caused, and anyone 

who takes King’s work seriously has a responsibility to respond. Jefferts Schori challenged the 

congregation: 

Martin invited us as a church to become a thermostat, rather than a thermometer, to be an 

instrument that changes the temperature of the society around us.  Well, my friends, it’s 

time to turn the heat up.  Babies are dying out there.  God’s children, our brothers and 

sisters, are dying of neglect – our neglect to work for justice both here and around the 

globe.  Haiti is also a child of God, teetering on the cusp of life.  She needs water, food, 

solidarity in prayer, work for justice, redevelopment, she needs milk and honey. 
62

 

Invoking a metaphor she borrows somewhat often from King, Jefferts Schori asked the 

congregation to become the impetus for change rather than merely reflecting the “temperature” 

of the status quo. She personified Haiti. More than a country, Haiti is a child of God, a She, who 

is hungry, thirsty, and broken. Jefferts Schori also established an expectation that her audience 

would react. “Turn the heat up” means being involved in relief work, doing something to make a 

difference for Haiti, and putting into practice the ideals celebrated on the commemoration of 

King. Jefferts Schori asked her audience to take up King’s work in 2011, to focus on the 

amplification of human dignity in Haiti, and to be part of the effort to mitigate anything that 

diminishes the value of human lives.  

 In summary, Jefferts Schori’s response to the Haiti earthquake demonstrated effective 

rhetorical leadership. She offered sympathy and support for the suffering, addressed the 
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metaphysical questions that religious leaders are expected to answer in times of crisis, celebrated 

the countries and churches that were involved in relief work, encouraged people not to forget 

about the ongoing importance of resources for Haiti, and connected both the crisis and her 

version of an appropriate response thereto to her vision for the church.  Along the way, she also 

engaged the church in the difficult task of reflecting on the structural systems of inequality and 

injustice that grossly exacerbated the earthquake’s terror. Jefferts Schori’s response to Haiti 

illustrates why she transcends controversies about human sexuality: the highest work of the 

church in a hierarchy of values is in helping those in need and working for systemic justice. 

Civility can cohabit with radical admonition. Jefferts Schori is civil, but not, as Cloud might 

suggest, indifferent to justice or “ignor[ing] real antagonism and discourag[ing] necessary public 

confrontation.”
63

 Instead, Jefferts Schori takes a different route to justice, one that values people 

even while it challenges them, and one that extends grace to people even while it reminds them 

of their own culpability in participating in systems of inequality. 

 Jefferts Schori’s responses to other crises are not as intense or as ongoing as her extended 

focus on Haiti, but in each case, she addresses the crisis in light of her vision for the church. For 

example, she blamed the BP oil spill on “the greed of some” who failed to recognize that “we are 

all connected, and that greed will eventually destroy the greedy as well as those who have been 

robbed.”
64

 With respect to the nationwide outcry about the construction of a community center 

with a Muslim prayer room a few blocks from the site of the former World Trade Center 

(colloquially mislabeled “the Ground Zero Mosque”), Jefferts Schori said,  

The question of the cultural center in Manhattan – and the very fact that there is a 

question about it – can only be addressed by the larger community of compassion.  As 

soon as voices are raised insisting that those people don’t deserve the same dignity as we 

enjoy, it’s become a large picture problem.  No one of us can apply sufficient mercy to 

heal it.  Together we can challenge our neighbors whose fear has begun to turn to hate, 
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together we can insist that freedom of religion applies to all of us, together we can work 

to reverse the prejudice that says some people can’t have a place in this nation.
65

 

 

Jefferts Schori’s response to both of these news stories ultimately centers on a notion of human 

dignity rooted in a positive view of creation. Jefferts Schori believes that all God’s creation is 

interdependent, so the greed of some harms everyone. Creation is diverse, so excluding some 

from full and equal participation in it is sinful. In each case, compassion is the solution to the 

problem: compassion for the whole of creation, the earth and all the people (plants, animals, and 

water) on it. For Jefferts Schori, these are not partisan issues to be decided based on political 

ideology. Environmental and interpersonal degradation are spiritual problems to which she and 

her parishioners (i.e., all Episcopalians) ought to respond by working to bring about a world like 

the one Isaiah envisions.  

Visions & Decisions, or, Does Every Cloud Have a Silver Lining? 

Jefferts Schori’s vision for the church—rooted in values she shared with her congregations—

shapes her response to exigencies in the church and the world. Considering the differences 

between her responses to internal crises in the life of the church and problems in the world leaves 

an important question: Why does Jefferts Schori define some arguably political issues as 

intimately related to the mission of the church and others as a distraction?  A basic ideological 

answer to this question may find Jefferts Schori’s positions contradictory. The question of human 

sexuality is something not to get “tied up in knots about,” but environmentalism, especially when 

related to an implicit critique of capitalism, is. Arguably, the full inclusion of lesbian and gay 

people in the life of the church is as related to the work of treating all of creation with dignity as 

the questions Jefferts Schori addresses more directly and assertively. By Jefferts Schori’s own 

construction, the Islamic community center in Manhattan is about compassion instead of 

insisting that “some people can’t have a place.” Although her own views on the role of lesbian 
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and gay people in the life of the church are consistent with this inclusive stance, the position she 

takes rhetorically is calibrated to avoid allowing her detractors to define the terms of the agenda 

for the church. Where Anglicans on the right try to set the agenda by claiming that some people 

are excludable based on particular interpretations of scripture, Jefferts Schori downplays the 

claim. She resists arguing for rights as such, instead preferring to focus on questions of social 

justice more broadly defined. Since Jefferts Schori’s focus is on elevating people rather than 

defeating contrary positions, articulating a hostile perspective on a position is not important to 

her. 

Her contention that fighting about human sexuality is a distraction and her deferential 

position relative to the other primates of the Anglican Communion suggest that, for a time at 

least, she must tolerate a church where “some people can’t have a place” in the House of Bishops 

or the religious rite of marriage. From the perspective of Lozano-Reich and Cloud, this move 

likely represents a contradiction in Jefferts Schori’s rhetorical corpus: While she bemoans the 

bigotry of the public outcry against the Manhattan community center, she acquiesces to the 

bigotry of her colleagues in the Anglican Communion. On one level, then, Jefferts Schori can be 

said to be institutionally conservative, ultimately willing to sacrifice lesbian and gay people on 

the altar of global church unity.  

 While useful, such a response to Jefferts Schori’s ostensible contradiction is somewhat 

shortsighted and belies the nuances of Jefferts Schori’s skillful leadership. While understandably 

frustrating for the liberals in the Episcopal Church (especially within the US), Jefferts Schori’s 

decision to acquiesce, at least temporarily, to the wishes of the primates in 2007 was an exercise 

in tact, cultural sensitivity, and decisive leadership. Jefferts Schori importantly recognized that 

the relationship between the Episcopal Church and the Anglican Communion was valuable to 
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preserve and that readiness for the full inclusion of lesbian and gay people was related both to 

culture and theological conservatism, not merely exclusive to the latter. Furthermore, Jefferts 

Schori’s approach demonstrates that she placed greater importance on the dignity and full 

humanity of all people rather than the particular subordinate claim. Jefferts Schori’s webcast 

about the primates’ meeting acknowledged that opinions about questions of human sexuality 

varied greatly and primarily along geographical and cultural lines throughout the Anglican 

Communion. Without making sweeping generalizations or stooping to ethnocentrism, Jefferts 

Schori explained that some Anglicans lived in communities where the question is not even 

broached, others in places where it is insignificant compared to more immediate material 

realities, and still other places where sexuality is a matter of deep concern and is regarded with 

suspicion or contempt. She also reminded her Episcopalian listeners that there is diversity of 

opinion within cultures on those same questions, and that includes the Episcopal Church, even in 

the US. Because of the pronounced differences in cultural readiness throughout the Anglican 

Communion, a sustained focus on questions about human sexuality was unlikely to accomplish 

much. Particularly against the backdrop of Jefferts Schori’s clearly stated vision for the church 

and her focus on people, a feud about human sexuality in the immediate global context is a 

distraction from problems that might be more immediately amendable to address.  

 Furthermore, Jefferts Schori’s transcendence beyond ecclesiastical infighting about 

human sexuality cannot be understood as her devaluation of the dignity of lesbian and gay 

people. Jefferts Schori’s critics on the left in the church may be justified in feeling some 

annoyance at her concession to the other primates, but her commitment to the full humanity of 

lesbian and gay people is strong nonetheless. Addressing the suicide of Tyler Clementi, the gay 
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Rutgers University student who jumped off the George Washington Bridge after his roommate 

secretly filmed him kissing another man, Jefferts Schori said,    

Tyler Clementi was shamed to death, and that has something to do with the inability of 

people around him to assure him that he was loved and filled with dignity because he was 

a child of God.  His roommates evidently didn’t have an adequate sense of self-love, 

either, if they had to look for it in shaming somebody else.
66

    

 

To some degree, the question of how to relate to lesbian and gay people in everyday life is 

inseparable from the issue of whether lesbian and gay people can be elected as bishops or 

married in Episcopalian churches by Episcopalian priests. Jefferts Schori wants everyone to be 

fully included, but she cannot mandate that inclusion. So, rather than trying to attack people who 

disagree with her views, Jefferts Schori carefully teaches via her principles, modeling the sort of 

leadership, love, and inclusion that she thinks the church as a whole should embody in policy and 

practice. As much as possible in their daily lives, Episcopalians should do their best to assure 

everyone like Tyler that she or he is “loved and filled with dignity” as a “child of God.” 

Although for a time the church may not be able to celebrate their marriages or elevate them to 

the highest church offices, lesbian and gay people should know they are loved. This solution is 

not perfect, but it manages all of Jefferts Schori’s commitments within the confines of the 

constraints that exist. Jefferts Schori accepts what she cannot change, but she works to change it 

through a rhetoric of transcendence rather than confrontation. The passage from Isaiah talks 

about ministry to the poor, the brokenhearted, the mourning, and the oppressed, so the Jefferts 

Schori prefers to address suffering in the world more than questions of polity or theological 

diversity in the church. In her own theology, the issue is settled, but in her public presentation, 

she must translate those views within the orthodoxy of her rhetorical position. 

 When Jefferts Schori does address the emotionally charged controversies of the church, 

especially human sexuality and the relationship between the Episcopal Church and the Anglican 
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Communion, she carefully and empathically treats those she disagrees with as sacred, valued 

people. She affirms that her role is to be the pastor of the whole church, from those on the far left 

to those on the far right. In one sermon, she acknowledged this constraint of her job as presiding 

bishop directly: “I can’t do things as [presiding bishop] that I did as Bp [Bishop] of Nevada, and 

I couldn’t do things as Bp of Nevada that I did as a priest in Oregon, and I couldn’t do things as a 

priest in Oregon that I did as a lay person.”
67

 Jefferts Schori recognized that her job widens her 

responsibility for inclusion and understanding beyond what is required of laypeople, priests, and 

even bishops, but she extended the challenge to the rest of the church to join her in welcoming 

even the voices whose perspectives are in the minority: “An ethic of justice and inclusion would 

seemingly also urge us to include the dissenter.”
68

 Making Jefferts Schori’s vision a reality is 

difficult work, and it requires the full participation and cooperation of the whole church—a task 

with which a progressive civility is helpful. Additionally, the Episcopal Church can accomplish 

more as a part of the Anglican Communion than it can alone. Within the Episcopal Church and 

throughout the Anglican Communion, Jefferts Schori’s vision for the church requires unity, but 

not unanimity. Likewise, civility requires respectfulness, but not necessarily respectability in the 

conservative sense. Jefferts Schori models the principles that she wants others to live by rather 

than seeing the other as an irredeemable enemy who must be defeated in what Lozano-Reich and 

Cloud call a “real-world encounter marked by material and antagonistic interests.”
69

 

Conclusion 

Jefferts Schori’s transcendence strategies hinge on her claim that God calls the church to live the 

vision of shalom from the prophecy of Isaiah. For her (mostly) Episcopalian audiences, appeals 

to the Isaiah prophecy are authoritative and function to move auditors’ attention away from 

conflicts or controversies that Jefferts Schori frames as minimally important. For example, when 
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challenged on issues such as ordination of gays and lesbians, she offers a vision that casts those 

disagreements as less important than, and therefore obstructive to, the biblical value that she 

portrays as occupying a more elevated place in the value hierarchy, specifically care for the poor. 

Thus, Jefferts Schori’s transcendence is a theological strategy rooted in doctrine that can be 

persuasive for her audience. After all, her appeals are ultimately to values that most mainline 

Episcopalians—whether liberal, moderate, or conservative—share with her. 

By transcending controversies and conflicts, Jefferts Schori affirms the dignity and full 

humanity of people who disagree with her. The common ground, for Jefferts Schori, is not some 

claim to absolute truth on abstract concepts, but a prioritization of people from an ethic of care. 

Jefferts Schori’s upward transcendence is reminiscent of Kenneth Burke, who suggested that if a 

rhetor “universalize[s] the idea of purpose (as when the mark of God is seen in each creature),” 

the rhetor identifies each individual with God’s universal design. “The result,” Burke 

commented, “is invigorating.”
70

 Based on Jefferts Schori’s elevation of people over the dualistic 

side-taking endemic of controversies, I assert that her transcending rhetoric functions as a 

feminist progressive civility—respectful communication that is also progressive, not 

conservative.  

I argue that the case of Jefferts Schori offers an opportunity to think about at least some 

forms of civility as positive, progressive, and feminist. Jefferts Schori advocates for a 

progressive vision of a peaceful, just world while also speaking with affirmation of the dignity 

and full humanity of her detractors. Jefferts Schori illustrates that one can be respectful without 

granting assent to oppression. Even when Jefferts Schori speaks as a representative of the 

institutional church, by definition a conservative rhetorical perspective, she does so with a mind 

toward her progressive vision and in a way that is civil toward people with different views and 
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experiences. Furthermore, she is not afraid to challenge the very institution she represents, 

particularly when its own history is complicit in systems of oppression that contradict her 

understanding of God’s shalom. Jefferts Schori’s transcendent rhetoric of civility is grounded in 

elevating people based on shared principles, even when people have different views about how 

to apply and live out those principles. Consistent with psychologist and counselor Carrie 

Doehring, I therefore contend that civility “can promote moments of empathy, deepening 

intimacy, and authenticity, and, in turn, individual and social justice that subverts oppression.”
71

  

Jefferts Schori’s civility is progressive because it privileges human relationships and the 

continuation of institutional practices that work to alleviate poverty, war, and injustice 

throughout the world. It is feminist because it treats other interlocutors as equals in the 

communicative exchange, each with dignity, worth, and something to add to the conversation, 

yet it never departs from seeking gender justice. Lozano-Reich and Cloud demonized anyone 

who disagrees with a feminist or radical rhetor as an oppressor, but Jefferts Schori suggests that 

even those who disagree should be included in the conversation and treated with respect. If 

realizing Jefferts Schori’s vision of God’s shalom means recognizing and celebrating the full 

humanity of all people, the dissenter cannot be categorically castigated as an oppressor. Instead, 

the dissenter—even amid her or his dissent—is welcomed as valuable part of creation. Is 

welcoming the dissenter conservative? Or is it perhaps a most radical act to transcend 

disagreement and extend compassion to someone who might not (yet) reciprocate it? 
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CHAPTER 5 

MULTIPLE PATHS TO SHALOM: TRANSCENDENCE, PROPHETIC IRONY, AND 

IDENTIFCATION 

The longest conversation recorded in the Gospels is John’s account of Jesus’s meeting with the 

Samaritan woman at the well. Though she was a Samaritan and Jesus a Jew, Jesus broke custom 

and spoke to her. After their conversation about living water, the Samaritan woman ran into town 

to tell everyone about Jesus. “Certainly,” Helen Bruch Pearson observes, “no one in town could 

have guessed that this outcast among outcasts would ever be found in the presence of the 

Messiah.”
1
 Sometimes known as the first evangelist, this nameless woman holds the distinction 

of being the first person in recorded history to tell others about Jesus. Since that “sermon,” many 

other women, some just as unlikely, have followed the Samaritan woman’s example.  

In the preceding chapters, I have analyzed the rhetorical work of three such women, also 

firsts in their own ways, and each unlikely for her own reasons. I have two goals in this chapter: 

First, I summarize and synthesize my arguments with attention to the commonalities among and 

differences between the bishops’ rhetorical strategies and ends. Second, I attempt to answer the 

three questions I posed in the first chapter, focusing respectively on the bishops’ indebtedness 

and contribution to the historical-rhetorical trajectory of (clergy)women public speakers, the 

relationship between these bishops and the question of women in leadership, and the particular 

significance of the religious nature of the bishops’ rhetoric.  
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Glancing Backward, Moving Forward 

So far, in sum, I have argued that Marjorie Swank Matthews, Leontine Turpeau Current Kelly, 

and Katharine Jefferts Schori all appeal to their audience’s shared Christian values, but in 

different ways and toward different—yet all arguably feminist—ends: Matthews establishes 

identification by appealing to shared values in a conventional way when she has individualistic 

goals and in a constitutive way when she has collective goals. In the latter case, to the degree the 

interpellation is successful, the values Matthews shares with her audience compel the audience to 

extend the progressive work they have already done. Kelly appeals to the shared values of the 

Wesleyan tradition—tantamount, in her rhetoric, to a “covenant” for United Methodists—to 

reveal the difference between where her audience is and where she (believes God) wants them to 

be. For Kelly, the shared values serve to convict her audiences of their racism and sexism in a 

call to repent and return to the rich heritage characteristic of the Wesleyan tradition: not only 

vital piety, but social holiness, including an affirmation of the dignity, equality, and full 

humanity of women and people of color. Finally, Jefferts Schori appeals to her vision for the 

church in the face of conflict and disagreement, allowing her to transcend those disagreements 

and refocus on what she views as most important. For Jefferts Schori, the shared value of 

working for her vision is more important than differences of opinion about human sexuality. 

 Of course, the overall finding that these bishops navigate rhetorical challenges by 

appealing to shared values, though in various ways and with different goals, is not surprising. As 

I noted in Chapter 1, sermons typically reflect the speaker’s presumption that the audience shares 

her basic beliefs.
2
 The ideological, theological, geographical, and cultural diversity of the 

Episcopal and United Methodist denominations certainly means that bishops can expect less 



 

131 

homogeneity among their constituents than can the average cleric in a local congregation, but 

even so, what makes these bishops’ appeals to shared values noteworthy?  

 The answer to that question is most compelling in cases where the bishops and their 

audiences expected not to have shared values. In many cases, the bishops’ appeals to shared 

values were quite conventional, as when Matthews comforted congregants who struggled with 

whatever they felt God calling them to do by admitting that she too struggled to be faithful. 

However, when the bishops faced problems or controversies, finding shared values to which to 

appeal may have been more challenging. Kelly’s appeals to shared values were ironic because 

her audiences were not living out the values they professed and prophetic because she called 

them to return to their values in order to be restored within the terms of the covenant. Before 

more challenging audiences, Matthews had to find shared values even when some present did not 

share the basic belief that she had a right to speak at all. Jefferts Schori’s challenge was linking 

the values of mainstream liberal Episcopalians with their more conservative counterparts in the 

US as well as with Anglicans around the world whose cultural perspectives and material realities 

were vastly different from those of most Americans.  

All three bishops’ goals ultimately amount to asking their audiences to join them in 

working toward shalom. While their definitions of shalom are similar, the three bishops bring 

different pieces of that vision into focus depending on their particular contexts, goals, and 

positionalities. Matthews emphasized gender equity, Kelly focused on racial reconciliation, and 

Jefferts Schori directed her attention to issues of global poverty and hunger. All of these 

emphases are important to the goal of shalom, itself a rather ambitious aim. 

 If the bishops have in common the most general strategy of appealing to shared values 

and the most general goal of encouraging audiences to live out shalom, they differ on the specific 
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forms they use in their preaching. My analyses have suggested that a rhetoric of transcendence 

makes possible a progressive feminist civility, the articulation of an ironic perspective with 

prophetic rhetoric offers promise for religious rhetors addressing an audience whose behaviors 

and values are discordant, and identification and constitutive rhetoric are useful for liberal 

reform, albeit at a slow pace.  

 Putting these three specific formic strategies in conversation with one another 

immediately reveals some incompatibilities. Jefferts Schori and Matthews used strategies that 

identified them with their audiences, but Kelly divided herself from her audiences. All three 

bishops discussed common values they shared with their audiences, but Kelly’s point was to 

highlight the audience’s failure to live up to those values. Two observations emerge from this 

contrast. First, though all three bishops have majority-white audiences, Matthews and Jefferts 

Schori have white privilege. Even when Jefferts Schori addressed racism, as she did when she 

reminded her colleagues in the House of Bishops about the discrepancies between pension funds 

for Haitian and American clergy,
3
 she was able to include herself in the implications of her 

message. When Jefferts Schori implicates white privilege, she implicates her own as well as that 

of her audience. Because Kelly lacked white privilege, she spoke as a prophet—by definition, a 

rhetorical outsider. While Kelly would certainly not claim to be without sin, when she talked 

about racism, she addressed it as a target rather than a perpetrator. She could not implicate 

herself in her message about racism the way Jefferts Schori did. Second, the particular difference 

between Jefferts Schori and Kelly reveals potential limitations for civility. While I would hesitate 

to call Kelly’s responses to the white clergyman at lunch or the man at the bus stop uncivil, it is 

certainly safe to say that Kelly does not prioritize the voice of the dissenter in the same way 

Jefferts Schori does. Kelly is dismissive of her detractors, but not antagonistically so. This, too, 
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seems to be a function of privilege. As a straight white woman, Jefferts Schori can include 

dissenting voices on the question of human sexuality without too much risk. A lesbian woman 

addressing human sexuality, like a black person addressing racism, could be accused of speaking 

out of a personal motive or agenda, but Jefferts Schori’s privilege shields her from such 

accusations. Jefferts Schori’s intentionality about including the dissenter, I argued in Chapter 4, 

is radical insofar as it extends compassion to someone who does not (yet) reciprocate it. 

Expecting the same of Kelly—a black woman addressing the question of race before majority-

white audiences—would be to disregard centuries of racist history and hold Kelly to an 

impossible standard. I maintain my claim that civility can be progressive and feminist, but 

making such a claim does not mean civility is the only acceptable strategy or a strategy 

appropriate for every rhetor and every situation.  

 On the other hand, constitutive rhetoric seems quite compatible with both transcendence 

and the prophetic-ironic. Broadly speaking, all three bishops constitute rhetorical audiences. 

When Jefferts Schori told audiences that Episcopalians should be more concerned with the 

Millennium Development Goals than the ordination of lesbian and gay people, she constituted an 

audience that shares her vision for the church. For an audience to embrace Jefferts Schori’s 

vision is for them to be constituted as an audience of Episcopalians concerned more with the 

church’s response to global poverty than to its position on human sexuality. The prophetic 

tradition relies on the rhetor’s reconstitution of a covenantal people, even if the goal of such a 

constitution is pointing out the audience’s shortcomings relative to the covenant. So, when Kelly 

calls the audience to account for the church’s history of racism and sexism, the impact of her 

arguments is amplified by the covenant the audience ostensibly affirms, that of a Wesleyan 

tradition focused on vital piety and social holiness. Where Matthews goes a step further in her 
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constitution of rhetorical audiences is in asking her audiences to extend the progressive work 

they have already done. For instance, because the member denominations of the World Council 

of Churches have affirmed a progressive report on human rights and justice, they should support 

the ordination of women as an extension of those progressive views and their theological 

affirmation of baptism as a sacrament available to everyone. 

Full Circle: Questions, Answers, and More Questions 

My abiding concern in this project was to understand how women bishops have navigated the 

rhetorical challenges of leadership in positions hitherto held by men throughout church history, 

and further, what their strategies might teach us about rhetorical forms. Having now addressed 

that question, I return to the three additional questions I proposed in the first chapter. I offer 

answers more in the spirit of keeping a scholarly conversation going than professing to have a 

final word. The three questions I address in turn are: (1) How do these women bishops draw 

from and contribute to the rhetorical-historical trajectory of (religious) women public speakers 

and rhetorical strategies in the United States?; (2) What strategies do they use to establish 

themselves as leaders, and in what ways are issues of gender and power evident in and obscured 

by those strategies?; and (3) How does their particular status as religious leaders influence their 

rhetorical strategies and choices? 

Rhetorical-historical Trajectory of (Clergy)women Speaking 

I opened Chapter 1 by noting that Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori simultaneously have no 

predecessors (as the firsts in each of their positions) and several centuries of predecessors (as 

American women speaking in the religious public sphere). I then asked to what degree they draw 

from and contribute to the rhetorical-historical trajectory of (religious) women speaking in 
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public. My answer is that the bishops are simultaneously beneficiaries and benefactors of the 

rhetorical-historical trajectory of religious women speakers.  

 First, the bishops benefit from the religious women speakers who came before them. As 

Michael Casey, Lucy Hogan, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, and others have noted, early women 

speakers in the American colonies or United States often gave a defense of their right to speak.
4
 

It would be naïve to say that by 1980 (or even 2013) all of Christendom is convinced that women 

should have such a right, but what can be said with certainty is that arguments in favor of 

women’s right to preach and to be ordained had, by 1980, attained a critical momentum so that 

Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori did not need to expend considerable energy in each sermon 

defending their right to deliver it.  

Each bishop did address objections to women in ministry, but compared to the detailed 

theological rationales offered by their predecessors, the bishops’ arguments were curt. The 

bishops themselves enacted their equality more than they argued for it explicitly. When the man 

at the bus stop told Kelly she had no business leading a church, she used a one sentence 

summary of the carefully developed prophetic rationales constructed by the women of the 

seventeenth through nineteenth centuries: “Paul did not call me, Jesus called me.”
5
 Kelly’s 

response to the man, as I noted in Chapter 3, also served as a response to anyone in her multi-

denominational audience who still questioned whether women should preach. The enduring 

legacy of the early women speakers’ work is clearest in Jefferts Schori’s conversation with the 

English layman who averred that men opposed women’s ministry as bishops because men could 

not imagine taking orders from women. Because she did not need to say anything new about 

gender, Jefferts Schori was able to respond instead to the man’s misunderstanding of what 

leadership means for Christians: “ordained ministry is not about giving orders so much as it is 
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modeling Jesus’ kind of servant leadership.”
6
 All three bishops could generally take for granted 

their right to speak, and in most cases, their audiences’ assent thereto, because of the women 

who came before them and spoke that right into reality.  

Second, as religious women speakers, the bishops contribute to the same rhetorical-

historical trajectory from which they benefit. The bishops serve as touchstones for future women 

leaders. Obituaries and other remembrances of Matthews and Kelly are especially telling in 

celebrating their role as models for future women pastors and bishops.
7
 Jefferts Schori is still 

alive and serving in her role, but it is reasonable to predict that her legacy will similarly be one of 

inspiration for the next generation. In addition to contributing to the rhetorical history of 

religious women speakers, my analysis of Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori also offers 

important insights about gendered questions of leadership and power. 

Women, Leadership, and Power 

In the first chapter, I suggested that leadership studies eager to identify and separate feminine 

and masculine styles are essentialist and result in unoriginal criticism. Even so, I agree with 

Buzzanell that to question the patriarchy of most traditional, hierarchal organizations, leadership 

scholars must at least interrogate the masculinist presumption that the category “effective 

leadership” seems to enjoy.
8
 Indeed, leadership scholar Todd Pittinsky and colleagues argue that 

labeling some leadership styles “feminine” and others “masculine” is problematic in part because 

such categorization limits the range of choices leaders have in responding to particular 

problems.
9
 Some issues require an assertive response, and other challenges are best met with a 

collaborative approach. With that in mind, and without expecting that these three bishops 

represent all women in leadership—or that all women in leadership have anything in common—I 



 

137 

seek here to answer the question of leadership, especially with respect to the bishops’ references 

to their own leadership. 

 As I noted in my discussion of Matthews’s identification strategies in Chapter 2, 

Matthews’s own references to her title are rare. When the audience already saw her as a figure 

with legitimate authority, Matthews downplayed her own exemplarity in favor of accessibility to 

her audience instead. She relied on autobiography that revealed her vulnerabilities without 

falling into the trap of deferential or apologetic self-effacement sometimes characteristic of so-

called feminine styles. On the other hand, when she spoke in contexts where she was at best 

unsure of the audience’s acceptance, she introduced herself as a bishop and explained what that 

title meant. She also enacted the leadership she called for by speaking as a bishop in the 

masculine space of the pulpit. Her preference for collegiality is clear in her veneration for 

Vatican II’s move away from authoritarian approaches to leadership. The testimonies of those 

who worked with her verify that Matthews saw leadership as a “consultive process” even while 

she firmly recognized that she had the final say.
10

 Like most effective leaders, Matthews 

recognized that different leadership challenges call for different styles.  

 Like Matthews, Jefferts Schori spoke about leadership in ways more nuanced than the 

masculinist presumption would seem to allow. In addition to the point I discussed above where 

Jefferts Schori disavows attempts to define leadership as “giving orders,” her frank discussion of 

the constraints of leadership reveals how seriously she takes the task of providing leadership to 

the whole church, including the people with whom she disagrees on questions of ideology or 

theology: “I can’t do things as [presiding bishop] that I did as Bp [Bishop] of Nevada, and I 

couldn’t do things as Bp of Nevada that I did as a priest in Oregon, and I couldn’t do things as a 

priest in Oregon that I did as a lay person.”
11

 Jefferts Schori’s understanding of leadership, then, 
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is not one that embraces leadership as a site of power. Instead, as she said in recounting her 

discussion with the English layman, leadership is about service. As this quotation makes clear, a 

good leader gives up some of her own individual autonomy in order to lead effectively. When 

she became a priest, Jefferts Schori lost some of the freedom she had as a layperson, and with 

each “promotion,” even as she gained power in an institutional sense, she lost some freedom. For 

Jefferts Schori, being a leader in the church means subordinating one’s own preferences to the 

needs of the organization and its people—at least in part by casting a vision transcendent enough 

to include everyone in the organization.  

 I hesitate to call any of the bishops’ leadership styles “feminine,” not only for the reasons 

I discussed above, but also because I suspect a term like “adaptive” might be better. Furthermore, 

an emphasis on service rather than power and on accessibility rather than aloofness may be 

characteristics of effective Christian leadership, perhaps extending from the suffering servant in 

the Jewish tradition as recorded in the book of Isaiah.
12

 For example, Jefferts Schori explicitly 

cited Jesus as her model for servant leadership. The singular importance of the religiosity of the 

bishops’ communication is the question to which I turn next. 

The Rhetoric of Leadership in the Christian Tradition 

In Chapter 1, I suggested that the specifically religious nature of their contexts provided the 

bishops with two rhetorical opportunities not found in business or politics: the authority of 

revelation and the relative homogeneity of audiences. The authority of scripture and the Christian 

tradition has been consistently useful to the bishops. Jefferts Schori’s ability to transcend 

controversies she regards as less important to the church than her vision can only be successful 

because the vision she espouses is derived from scripture: the passage from Isaiah and Jesus’s 

appropriation of that passage as Jesus’s own mission. The rhetorical impact of the prophetic 
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tradition and Kelly’s articulation of it with an ironic perspective is dependent on the covenantal 

relationship between God and God’s people in the Judeo-Christian tradition. Political rhetors 

refer to the social contract and its manifestation in documents like the U.S. Constitution and 

Declaration of Independence, and leaders in business can refer to their corporations’ mission 

statements or charters; Kelly appeals to a covenant where accountability is divine. While 

Matthews’s constitutive rhetoric relies more on appeals to liberal ideological claims and the 

Christian tradition than to scripture itself, the ethic that underlies her appeals is based in 

scripture. Especially when she talked about the initiatory rite of baptism as available to everyone, 

emphasizing the value she places on inclusiveness, Matthews drew on common sacramental 

theology for most of the Protestants at the World Council of Churches. As I suggested in Chapter 

2, Matthews’s reliance on liberal arguments rather than theological ones was a liability. In this 

sense, she did not take advantage of the particular opportunities afforded by religious rhetoric the 

way Kelly and Jefferts Schori did. 

 The relative homogeneity of the bishops’ audiences is also an asset. As I have already 

noted, bishops face more heterogeneous audiences than most rank-and-file clergy, but 

particularly when they speak within their own denominations, the bishops can assume a common 

starting place for the audience. My argument that the most basic commonality among the bishops 

is their appeals to shared values relies, of course, on the premise that the bishops indeed share 

values with their audiences. Whether invoking those shared values to transcend other conflicts, 

to call for an extension of the progressive work a group accomplished so far, or to highlight the 

differences between values affirmed and actual behavior, the bishops assumed particular starting 

places with each audience. Kelly, for example, did not need to give a detailed account of the 

church’s history of complicity in racism when she said the euphemistic bicentennial theme was 
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“not a comfortable phrase to be viewed as a fait accompli” because “members of this 

denomination know better.”
13

 While Kelly might have been somewhat optimistic about her 

audience’s awareness of church history, she trusted that they “know better” than to believe “Two 

Centuries Proclaiming Grace and Freedom” was a realistic theme for Methodism’s two-

hundredth birthday. Jefferts Schori’s transcendence depended at least in part on her ability to 

convince her various audiences that the most important issues for the church were questions of 

global poverty relief rather than disputes over human sexuality that are of low salience to most of 

the people who are food-insecure or living in countries ravished by war and political upheaval. 

She achieved this by appealing to a vision she appropriated from Jesus (who borrowed it from 

the prophet Isaiah). The authority of revelation and the comparative homogeneity of audiences, 

then, was an asset for these bishops. 

Final Thoughts, and What the Bishops Did Not Say 

As I noted in Chapter 3, Protestant Christianity in the US has long struggled with tensions 

between individual salvation and the social gospel and the appropriate source of authority for 

Christians.
14

 Questions about theological liberalism and the dialectical tension between the social 

gospel and individual salvation are not new, nor are they unique to American Protestantism. In 

some traditions, this tension has been more productive than in others. Episcopalians tend to favor 

the social gospel side while Southern Baptists are more inclined toward individualism. United 

Methodists, at least in their official Discipline, attempt to strike a balance between the two.
15

 The 

three bishops I considered here, though, all fall squarely within the social gospel tradition, 

perhaps even at the expense of a focus on individual salvation. Of course, one reason for this is 

that they tend to address the already-converted. But even then, one might expect bishops of 

denominations facing their third or fourth decade of membership decline to address that topic 
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when they preach at denominational assemblies. Absent from their sermons are any calls for 

church growth or any language that ties membership and attendance numbers to clergy 

effectiveness or vitality. If these bishops represent change in their denominations—change 

toward more theological openness, or liberalism, or gender equity—are they at all interested in 

assuring that those changes abide? 

 The answer to that question seems to be a qualified yes. Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts 

Schori do not seem as concerned with institutional maintenance as with their mission of shalom. 

Matthews raised the subject of universalism only as a question in her sermon about Vatican II, 

but Jefferts Schori is more direct. She never explicitly endorses universalism (in the sense that 

“anything goes”), but she is clear about her belief that it is arrogant to insist that Jesus is the only 

route to the divine.
16

 I have no doubt that the bishops want their respective churches to continue 

and to grow, but I also suspect they are more concerned with shalom than with increasing 

attendance and membership figures. The changing geopolitical climate Matthews and Kelly 

anticipated and Jefferts Schori works within every day call for a Christianity that does not insist 

exclusively on its own way, but that actively partners with anyone who embraces a vision of 

shalom, a world of whole, real peace. Christianity—indeed, religiosity—does not have a 

monopoly on social justice, but in these bishops’ view, authentic Christianity demands social 

justice. For Matthews, Kelly, and Jefferts Schori, a church that grows but ignores social sins like 

sexism, racism, and economic inequality is spiritually defunct. As the epistle of James says, “If a 

brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep 

warm and eat your fill,’ and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? 

So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.”
17
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 Matthews, Protestantism’s first woman bishop, Kelly, Christendom’s first woman bishop 

of color, and Jefferts Schori, the first woman to lead a national church in the Anglican 

Communion, want churches that have both faith and works, churches that strive to bring the 

vision of God’s shalom into reality. These three bishops take different routes—transcendence 

and civility, ironic prophetic rhetoric, and identification and constitutive rhetoric buttressed by 

enactment—but all of these, in the service of social justice, are paths to shalom.  
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