
Women in the Church 

 

 Women have been significant in church history even though they were not afforded the 

same privileges as men. Twelve charter members of the church were women, and nine were 

men.1 However, because men were dominant in society, they would have the leading roles in the 

church for years to come. The gender membership ratio has not changed substantially. In 2013, 

227 of the 369 members, or 62%, were women.  
 

 Two histories of women in the church, one from 1902 and the other from 1967, describe 

how women’s roles in the church were relegated to traditional female activities for many years.2 

Women sewed, knitted, and quilted for charitable purposes. They made bandages during the two 

world wars. They met socially and helped organize church functions.  

 

 In her 1902 account of women’s roles in the history of the church, Mrs. F. McD. 

Wentworth wrote, “In view of the fact - patent to all - that women compose, by a large majority, 

the membership of our churches, it seems most fitting, on such an occasion as this, that a few 

moments should be given to the pioneer women of this church.” 3 

 

 Dave Holle, a member of the church History Committee, concurs, “While the men were 

organizing and ruling the church, the women (Mrs. Nichols, Cary, and Wells) did play an equally 

important role as the men in the spiritual leadership of this church.” 4 

 

 Dolly D. Hurlbut, who married Rev. Cyrus Nichols, the church’s first pastor, in 1830. 

The Nichols moved to Racine from Missouri by covered wagon as the issue of slavery became 

more contentious in states and territories bordering the south. Mrs. Wentworth describes her as 

helping her husband “in the varied and arduous duties of a minister’s wife in a new country, and 

amidst untried circumstances.” The history continues, “She was equal to every situation. Tender, 

loving, and unselfish, yet strong and brave, she made herself a blessing to all who came within 

the reach of her influence, and met every exigency with courage and cheerfulness; for whether 

life’s changes brought bane or blessing, all was sanctified by the Cross of Christ…”5 

 

 Mary L. Knight, who married Alfred Cary in December, 1836. Their marriage was the 

first among the white settlers of the new community of Racine. They were both charter members 

of the church. He became one of the church’s first deacons. Mrs. Wentworth wrote about Mrs. 

Cary, “Here she lived continuously her lovely, consistent, christian (sic) life, beloved by all who 

knew her....In after years she used to laughingly to tell how, in her thin shawl, she used to run to 

and from the church, in those bitter winters, to keep herself warm. She was a faithful member of 

this Church, from its founding till her death in 1889, at the age of 73 years.”6 

 

 
1 Unless noted otherwise, historic information is drawn from the archives of the First Presbyterian Church, 

particularly the Pughs’ history. 
2 Wentworth, F. McD.: Pioneer Women of the First Presbyterian Church of Racine, Wis,, Document in the church 

archives, 1902. and Pugh, Mary E. and Pugh, Katharine: History of Women’s Organizations of the First Presbyterian 

Church of Racine, 1967. 
3 Wentworth, op.cit. 
4 Email to the author, December 8, 2013. 
5 Wentworth, op.cit. 
6 Wentworth, op.cit. 



 Almira (Mrs. Timothy) Wells. The meetings in early 1839 that led to the formation of the 

First Presbyterian Church were held in the Wells’ home. According to Mrs. Wentworth’s history, 

“She (Mrs. Wells) was the only woman who, in those times, before the emancipation of our sex 

exhorted, and offered prayer in the weekly prayer-meeting. For her to live was Christ.”7  

 

 Holle expounds on Mrs. Wells’ significance in the history of the congregation. “Mrs. 

Timothy Wells, Almira, played a very important role in the recruiting and spiritual leadership of 

this church through her early beliefs and actions. This may not be a leadership role, but it does 

help explain why we lasted 175 years and other churches failed. While the men were 

blacksmiths, farmers, paid clergymen, and building hotels she was building the Church (people 

not building).” In 1851, she boarded workers who were constructing the church building.  

 

 Mary E. Pugh and Katharine Pugh compiled the History of Women’s Organizations of the 

First Presbyterian Church of Racine in 1967. They noted that the women who led various church 

organizations “had vision and vigor.” Mary Pugh wrote of her mother, “She was always working 

on dinners and luncheons, or sewing a quilt or some other articles for the bazaar. Perhaps that 

was a large part of their social life, but they loved to work for the church.” 

 

Service Groups 

 

 The first formal women’s organization at First Presbyterian was a prayer circle. It is not 

known when it was founded.8 In 1855, three years after Lucas Bradley’s church building was 

dedicated, the Ladies Sewing Circle was formed to raise money for a bell for the steeple. The 

church itself had too much debt to buy the bell. Forty men paid membership fees of $1 and 

joined the group. The group met weekly. The monthly supper was restricted “to the simple repast 

of tea or coffee, biscuit and butter, one kind of cake, one kind of meat, pickles, or cheese.” The 

menu was later modified to allow “two kinds of cake, two kinds of meat, tarts, pickles, and 

cheese.”9 A bell was purchased, and presented to the church, October 18, 1855.10 Rev. 

Humphrey “in the exuberance of his joy, dropped into poetry and exclaimed” when the bell 

arrived, 

 

 “Who’d a thought it 

 “Stitches bought it.”11 

 

 The bell tolled the years of the dead and “regularly summoned the living to worship,” 

wrote church historian W.W. Rowlands, “and still is an ever-present memorial to the zeal, the 

devotion of the pioneer women of the Church.” 

 

 In 1883 the Young Ladies’ Missionary Society was formed. It raised $30 for “Home 

Missions” in 1885 and $45 for “Foreign Missions,” reserving $5.18 to pay for “current 

expenses.” $26.36 was raised for “Freedmen” in 1899. 

 
7 Wentworth, op.cit. 
8 Pugh, Mary E. and Pugh, Katharine: The History of Women’s Organizations of the First Presbyterian Church of 

Racine,  a paper written in 1967 and in the church archives. 
9 Rowlands, W.W.: The History of the First Methodist Episcopal Church Racine Wisconsin, 1902. 
10 Another history dates the donation to 1856. Rowlands' date is used because of the depth of his history of the 

church. 
11 Wentworth, op. cit. 



 

 A major challenge for women’s groups was to continually find ways to raise money. In 

1905 members took a “trip around the world.” Hosts’ homes were decorated to represent 

different nations, and “appropriate food” was served at each home, according to the Pughs’ 

history. Themes of some other fund-raising events at the church were “Holiday Lane,” “County 

Fair,” and, in 1940, “Hamburger Stand” (the church minutes noted, “what hamburgers!”). Five 

hundred tickets were sold to a turkey dinner in 1942. Cookbooks were published in 1894 and 

1909. There were also oyster suppers, pancake suppers, chicken dinners, ice cream socials, bake 

sales, and rummage sales. 

 

 One member of the church was so fed up with requests for money, according to the 

Pughs, that she wrote an angry letter in 1942, “She managed her own finances and expected 

others to do the same. She did not require a nagging process to accomplish extraction. ‘Please 

desist hectoration and not for 1942 only.’” 

 

 The efforts of the women of the church were subject to decisions made by the male 

hierarchy. The Ladies’ Union raised $700 for carpeting, pew cushions, and calcimining 

(whitewashing) the church. Its members answered to the church trustees, who ordered them to 

raise another $1,000. In 1874 the trustees refused to allow the Young Ladies’ Union to use the 

church for a spelling bee. During the economic Panic of 1893, Ladies’ Union members were 

urged by Rev. Charles S. Nickerson to spend their money on the city’s poor, rather than on 

personal entertainment. They reportedly collected $770 (equivalent to about $20,000 in 2012) 

that year to help poor members of the church and of Racine. The group expressed concern about 

the condition of the church lawn in 1901. The trustees gave them a lawn mower and promised to 

pay for the sprinkling of the lawn. 

 

 The Ladies’ Union was renamed the Women’s Auxiliary in 1918. A Junior Auxiliary was 

formed three years later. In 1939, the Auxiliaries evolved into the Women’s Association. Five 

“circles,” named after Biblical women were formed. All female members of the church were 

assigned to one of the circles. Each circle was asked to raise $300 to be given to the treasurer of 

the Women’s Association. Rev. Francis Ihrman’s wife, Harriet, was instrumental in forming 

Naomi Circle in 1951. It met in the evening, to accommodate mothers of young children. The 

circles were disbanded, beginning in 1961, and absorbed by the Women’s Association.  

 

 According to the Pughs, interest groups and “functional committees” were formed in the 

1961 reorganization of the Women’s Association. Groups and committees included “Book and 

Study Group,” “Gift Shop,” and “Church and Community Service.” The groups were both social 

and ministerial.  

 

 The Pughs reported that the White Cross replaced the Quilting Committee “and  
is doing, and has done, a job way out of proportion to the number of members. From 25-35 

women meet monthly to quilt, knit, sew and make dresses, sweaters, sox, mittens, layettes and 

quilts, all of them sent to seven of our Home Mission Stations.” 

 

 The Service Guild met the needs of local hospitals. In 1956, the Pughs wrote, Guild 

members made 1644 tray favors. They donated a tea service to the church when they disbanded.  

 



 The church’s women also worked with women from other local churches. They helped 

found the Federation of Missionary Women in the 1890s. The Federation is thought to have 

evolved into the United Church Women of Racine. 

 

 Women’s groups in the churches that are a part of the Milwaukee Presbytery were 

consolidated and given the name “Presbyterian Women” in recent years.12  “In our church, it was 

felt that ALL women of the church belonged to this group and were asked to help out in 

whatever way they could, with the leadership roles being performed by a Board of Officers and 

committee chairs.” Popular and lucrative events during the last fifty years included turkey 

dinners, spring luncheons and Christmas cookie walks open to the public. Proceeds from these 

events helped fund needed items in the church and were donated to local and world causes. 

 

 The number of women’s circles lessened as the roles of women in the church changed 

and they assumed many responsibilities formerly handled only by men. Deborah Circle and the 

Senior Gems are fellowship groups that were formed in the 2000’s. They are open to both men 

and women. They offer opportunities for socializing at members’ homes, at church, or elsewhere 

in the community. Deborah Circle members assist with luncheons and receptions. They also 

provide meals for church members. The Senior Gems send cards to shut-ins on a regular basis, 

and help with mailings among other activities. “There is a bond of true  love and caring for one 

another that keeps them closely connected with each other,” says Ginny Holle.13  

 

 The Prayer Shawl Ministry has been renamed Prayerful Hands. Bonnie Eastman explains, 

“We thought this appropriate because we pray for whom ever will receive the prayer shawl while 

we knit or crochet.”14 

 
 For many years, girls were separated from boys in Sunday School. It is not known 

whether they were finally able to join the boys for reasons of equity or because of declining 

enrollment in Sunday School. Nancy Reeser, a member of the church since 1960, remembers that 

classrooms were separated by curtains, not walls, “We would crawl under the curtains to see 

what was going on in the next ‘room.’”15 

 

Equality Came Slowly 

 

 Only male members were allowed to vote on the call to Rev. Walter Scott Alexander 

(February, 1866 - July, 1872) to become pastor of the church. Elder Moses Miller moved on 

January 7, 1867 “that at this meeting (of the Session) and all future meetings of the Church that 

the ladies be allowed to vote.” The motion passed unanimously. This was more than 50 years 

before the ratification of the Twentieth Amendment granting women the right to vote in Federal 

elections (1920).  

 

 The election of women as Presbyterian elders depended on the leadership of individual 

churches, rather than on geography or national policy. For all his strengths as pastor of First 

Presbyterian, Rev. Ihrman would not allow women to play a significant role in the church.  

 
12 Ginny Holle, Email to the author, August 22, 2014. 
13 Ginny Holle, op.cit. 
14 Email to the author, July 11, 2014. 
15 Reeser, Nancy Gillett, op.cit. 



Women could not serve Communion, serve as officers, or even usher until 1970, when Alice 

Jones was elected Elder. Her election came 40 years after the General Assembly of the 

Presbyterian Church - USA sanctioned the ordination of women as elders. The first woman elder 

in America, Sarah E. Dickson, was elected in 1930 in Wauwatosa, just 30 miles from Racine. 

  

 Members of the Board of Deaconesses were ordained as Deacons in the church for the 

first time in 1972. 

  

 No woman had a position in First Presbyterian’s pulpit for 142 long years after the 

founding of the church until Rev. Elizabeth D. Terry, who served as Assistant and Associate 

Pastor was ordained in June, 1981. She served until April 21, 1985. The next women to lead 

services were Rev. Lisa Lynn McCullough, Associate Pastor from March 30, 2003 to 2005 and 

Rev. Sandra Lee Hanna, Interim Pastor from July 1, 2006 to June 1, 2007. Rev. Gillian Weighton 

was announced as the church’s new Associate Pastor of Youth, Children, and Family Ministries 

at the 175th anniversary worship service on February 16, 2014. 
 


