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Introduction

At age ninety- two, Sister Ella Loew reminisced, “Across from where we 
lived there was a convent, and I used to admire those sisters, and I said 
to this old uncle, I said, ‘You know, if I was a Catholic girl, I would want 
to be a sister.’” Loew’s uncle surprised her with the news that their own 
Protestant church had sisters too, and in that moment, she knew she had 
found her calling. Ella Loew’s mother objected to her new mission: “Oh 
my, my mother had a wooden ear. She would not listen to that. So, she 
would suggest, you go to business college, you do this, do that.” Yet Loew 
persevered in declaring her intentions, and after three years, her mother 
finally relented. In 1910 Loew left her home in Leavenworth, Kansas, and 
traveled three hundred miles east to become a deaconess probationer at 
the hospital in St. Louis. After four years of classes and practical nurs-
ing training, Ella Loew became a non- Catholic sister when, at the age 
of twenty- five, she was consecrated as a deaconess in the Evangelical 
Synod, a small German American Reformed denomination that later 
became part of the United Church of Christ. Interviewed in 1981, she 
happily recounted her life’s work as a nurse and her close relationship 
with her sisters, including the Mennonite sisters who had trained with 
her before going to work at their own hospital. Although Loew averred 
that women “are the making of the church,” when asked if she would 
have gone to seminary had that option been available, she answered, 
“No, I never felt that was my life.” She concluded, “I have never regret-
ted it, never. It hasn’t all been roses by any means. I’ve had many trials 
and tribulations, but we overcome them, too. I felt that it was a life 
worthwhile.”1 She was not alone in her calling. In the late nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, thousands of Protestant women in the United 
States who sought a worthwhile life became deaconesses.

What these women pursued in the female diaconate, the order of dea-
conesses, was a total, encompassing life devoted to Christian service. 
Since her conversion as a young woman around the year 1900, Louise 
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Epkerrs had been teaching in her local Sunday School and engaged in 
mission work among the poor. Yet, she wrote to the German Method-
ist deaconess board, “I feel that I have fallen far too short in my sphere 
of doing & being what he would have me do & be.”2 Epkerrs had been 
doing plenty; it was the “being” part that was a problem. American 
women who became deaconesses were left unsatisfied with the piece-
meal doing of acts of Christian mercy. They wanted to find a new way of 
being in which their very lives were a testament to God’s grace. This is 
what made the deaconess movement unique in the history of American 
religion: it was an experiment in a new way of being a Protestant Chris-
tian woman. The work itself was not novel, but the holistic life in which 
it was embedded was. Deaconesses sought to consecrate every aspect of 
their lives to Christian service, from the way they dressed to where they 
lived to how they prayed and worshipped.

At the close of the nineteenth century, most young white Protes-
tant women in the United States followed in their mothers’ footsteps. 
Working- class women often labored to support their families before 
marriage, many of them leaving school early. Middle-  and upper- class 
women usually completed high school and might go on to college. 
The average age of marriage was around twenty- two, and 75 percent 
of women had married before age twenty- six.3 In the absence of reli-
able birth control, motherhood usually followed soon after. Before and 
after marriage, middle-  and upper- class women might volunteer for 
any number of the mission or reform societies that were thriving in this 
time. They could— and did— raise money for missions, teach Sunday 
School, visit the poor, and nurse the sick, but few did so full- time. A 
Christian woman’s vocation was generally assumed to be marriage and 
motherhood, even if she was active in her missionary society or took in 
laundry or boarders to supplement the family’s income.

The life path of a deaconess diverged from that of her mother and 
sisters. She chose not to marry. She left her home to travel to a training 
school or hospital to prepare for her chosen vocation. The new candi-
date entered a community of women in a deaconess home or mother-
house and began wearing the garb, usually a dark, plain dress with a 
simple bonnet, cap, or veil. The community provided this uniform dress 
and the woman’s room, board, and, in lieu of a salary, a small allowance 
sufficient for only the most basic needs. After a certain number of years 
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of theological and practical training, the probationer was deemed ready, 
if she chose, to be consecrated as a deaconess. In a church service pat-
terned after the ordination of ministers (but not called ordination), the 
candidate knelt and received the blessing of a minister or bishop and 
promised (but did not vow) to perform her ministry of service, whether 
it be nursing, teaching, childcare, missions, evangelism, or social- service 
work. This consecration service may well have been a deaconess’s only 
official appearance in a worship service. Deaconesses did not have a li-
turgical role in the church, unlike many deacons. In most Protestant 
churches, the position of deacon was a traditional office of church lead-
ership that was distinct from the office of pastor or priest and, until well 
into the twentieth century, was reserved for men. Although their scrip-
tural mandate was to serve, by the turn of the twentieth century deacons 
had acquired additional business, managerial, and liturgical functions 
within their local congregations.4

Deaconesses did not think of themselves as female equivalents to 
male deacons. Instead, they claimed as their role model Phoebe, the 
woman in the New Testament whom the apostle Paul commends for 
her service to many. Although deaconesses clutched this biblical prec-
edent tightly, the scriptures offered them precious few details about their 
foremother. In the late nineteenth century, Protestant women filled in 
the gaps in Phoebe’s story with the resources available to them. In their 
missionary society journals, they read the reports of female foreign mis-
sionaries teaching and evangelizing abroad. In the cities they watched 
Salvation Army lasses singing and preaching on the streets and settle-
ment workers reaching out to the urban poor. Some visited deaconess 
institutions in Germany and England and witnessed the thousands of 
women at work there. And they could not avoid noticing the Catholic 
nuns at work all around them across the United States.5 Women used 
these models, European and American, Protestant and Catholic, quotid-
ian and exotic, to limn the contours of a new life based on an old phrase: 
“Phoebe, our sister, a deaconess of the church.”

This book tells the story of the deaconesses. It is a story with which 
most scholars of US religion have not engaged. Recent historians of 
women in American religion acknowledge the presence of deaconesses, 
but they do not seem to know how to interpret them.6 Authors who have 
written on the diaconate have generally done so from within a particu-
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lar denomination, or even a particular institution, and have defined the 
entire movement by the characteristics of that one group of women.7 A 
reader today could not be blamed for concluding that all deaconesses 
were proto- feminist social workers, or, alternately, that all deaconesses 
were poorly educated nurses. These narrow treatments are misleading 
and obscure the larger picture and importance of the movement as a 
whole.

The deaconess story is a Protestant story; deaconesses strongly iden-
tified as Protestant.8 But it is also a Catholic story: Catholic women 
religious were the most visible role models deaconesses had, and an 
imagined American Catholicism played an outsized role in deaconesses’ 
understanding of their mission. The story of the deaconesses brings to-
gether Catholic and Protestant histories that are too often considered in 
isolation from each other. For example, recent scholarship describes a 
largely antagonistic relationship between nuns and Protestant reform-
ers.9 Yet deaconesses acted as a mediating group, complicating the neat 
dichotomy between celibate Catholic women in community and reform-
ing Protestant mothers in nuclear families. The history of deaconesses 
offers a necessary corrective to telling the American religion story from 
an insular Protestant or Catholic point of view.

This is also a women’s story. Deaconesses were committed to creat-
ing and maintaining a vocation that was for women only and especially 
suited to women. The founding generation was not interested in becom-
ing gender- neutral deacons. Their benefactors, those who supported the 
deaconesses with money, supplies, and prayers, were primarily women as 
well, investing the larger female Christian community in the work of the 
diaconate. This work informs arguments about female institution build-
ers mastering the arts of fundraising, publicity, and entrepreneurship.10 
Yet it is also the story of women’s negotiations with men, particularly 
pastors, who often held competing understandings of what a deaconess 
should be. Into the twentieth century, men ruled church bureaucracies, 
controlling entry to seminary, ordination, and decision- making bodies. 
Deaconesses were forced to work creatively through these male power 
structures. As other scholars have argued, women often find a measure 
of power in patriarchal systems by using a gender- specific strategy.11

The deaconess story is not the story of women’s ordination. In 
their search for a usable past, clergywomen and women’s historians 
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have looked to the deaconesses as early advocates for the ordination 
of women. When deaconesses are included in the American religious 
story, they are frequently shoe- horned neatly into a narrative of women’s 
steady, inevitable march towards the pulpit. This search for the forebears 
of women clergy has driven some historians, particularly in the flurry of 
celebratory women’s history from the 1980s and 1990s, to laud deacon-
esses as modern feminists, as in an early study of Methodist deacon-
esses subtitled “A Study in Religious Feminism.”12 In contrast, this book 
argues from the sources that the vast majority of women who became 
deaconesses were not terribly interested in ordination. Deaconesses— at 
least those consecrated between the 1880s and 1910s— did not consider 
ordination the brass ring and the deaconess vocation a mere consolation 
prize. Yet, although this is not a story of women’s ordination, it pro-
vides an essential context for understanding it. Deaconesses claimed a 
role that was neither clerical nor strictly lay and in doing so challenged 
and sharpened the definitions of both. Comprehending the history of 
deaconesses helps us to understand women’s complicated struggle for 
ecclesiastical equality as manifest in voting rights, access to theological 
education, equal pay, and, yes, ordination. It was not until Protestants 
transformed their ideas of women’s unique, gendered contribution to 
the mission of the church that the idea of a gender- neutral ordained 
clergy could succeed.

The story of the deaconesses is a story about the United States of 
America. First-  and second- generation immigrants play leading roles 
alongside native- born Americans. In key denominations, the women’s 
diaconate was disproportionately composed of German and Scan-
dinavian immigrants and the daughters of these immigrants. These 
immigrant- heavy churches constructed the deaconess vocation in such 
a way that it brought together ideas of the ideal woman and the ideal 
American. In promoting their deaconesses as ideal American women, 
these immigrant churches staked their claim to the whiteness that they 
saw as essential to their acceptance and success as Americans. These 
claims were buttressed by white deaconesses’ treatment of the small 
number of black deaconesses who participated in the movement. His-
torians have produced illuminating accounts of the construction of race 
in the United States, but religion as a factor in this construction is often 
overlooked.13 Religion played a crucial role in the racializing of these 
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German and Scandinavian Protestants. Other churches, already secure 
in their own white Americanness, attempted to use the diaconate to 
shape the Americanization of new immigrants. Regardless of their birth-
place, deaconesses participated in the strengthening of the American 
racial dichotomy of black and white.

The deaconess movement offered Protestant women a new and dis-
tinct way of being in the world: deaconesses used the office to perform 
traditional works of Christian mercy embedded in an alternative life-
style that bound them to God, each other, and other women. These 
women eschewed popular fashion for plain, dark uniform garb, lived 
together in communities with other single women, rejected a salary, 
and drenched their lives in prayer and worship. As deaconesses, these 
women alternately allied themselves with other white Protestant Ameri-
cans, such as when they sought to Americanize new immigrants, and 
set themselves apart from American culture, such as when they rejected 
the wage economy.

In the wake of the Civil War, very few Americans had ever heard 
of deaconesses, whose numbers were already quickly multiplying in 
Germany and England. By the 1880s, Lutheran, Reformed, Methodist, 
and Episcopal Americans brought back stories of this European phe-
nomenon and were attempting to plant the movement in American soil. 
They began in haste to consecrate women as deaconesses and to fund 
and erect the brick- and- mortar institutions in which deaconesses would 
train, work, and live. By the turn of the century, deaconess advocates 
were breathless with excitement and optimism about the movement’s 
potential to transform the nation by harnessing the power of women to 
heal the sick, feed the hungry, and spread the good news of the gospel. 
In 1900, famed evangelist Dwight L. Moody remarked, “Deaconesses? 
Oh, I see them everywhere I go, and I believe in them heartily.”14 By 
the 1930s, deaconess institutions peppered the landscape of the United 
States, concentrated in the cities of the Midwest and Northeast but 
stretching out even to the Pacific Northwest and deep South. Thousands 
of trained consecrated deaconesses were hard at work in myriad avenues 
of service. However, just as the first generation succeeded in braiding 
together care- giving work and a consecrated lifestyle, younger women 
emerged intent on untangling these two strands. By the middle of the 
twentieth century, it was clear that Protestant women were saying “yes” 
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to deaconess work but “no” to distinctive aspects of the deaconess life. 
The story of the deaconesses almost ended, as institutions closed one 
after another and the number of new consecrations dropped precipi-
tously. Yet, as the century turned again, a new generation of deaconesses 
has emerged. These women have again taken up the threads and begun 
weaving together a new consecrated deaconess identity, one that rein-
terprets both diaconal work and the diaconal life in entirely twenty- first- 
century ways. Today the deaconess office continues to offer women an 
alternative way of being Christian in the world, and numbers are grow-
ing once again.

Back to the Bible (through Europe)

For deaconesses and their supporters, it all began with Phoebe. They 
read of her in the New Testament, in the sixteenth chapter of Paul’s let-
ter to the Romans: “I commend unto you Phoebe, our sister, which is a 
[deaconess] of the Church which is at Cenchrea. That ye receive her in 
the Lord, as becometh saints, and that ye assist her in whatsoever busi-
ness she hath need of you: for she hath been a succorer of many, and of 
myself also.” At the turn of the twentieth century, debates raged over 
women’s voting rights (in and out of the church), women’s preaching, 
and women’s work. Christians on both sides searched their Bibles and 
found scriptures to support their views. But the founders of the dea-
coness movement found the words of Romans 16:1 beautifully clear; 
this verse was their proof- text that deaconesses were biblical and thus 
of unquestionable authenticity. The simplicity of that one Bible verse, 
however, belies a more complex history of interpretation.

English- speaking Protestants reading the King James version of the 
Bible would actually have read the words, “Phoebe, our sister, which 
is a servant of the Church which is at Cenchrea.” Likewise, the Ger-
man text of the Luther Bible translated Phoebe’s role as “in the service 
of ” the church at Cenchrea.15 The word “deaconess” appeared nowhere 
in the keystone passage establishing the office of deaconess! Why then 
were deaconess advocates so confident in the office’s biblical pedigree? 
During the 1870s, while Americans were endeavoring to garner support 
for a US deaconess movement, a group of English and American bibli-
cal scholars was laboring on the first major revision of the King James 
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Bible, aiming to promote unity among the Protestant churches.16 The 
Revised Version of 1881 brought little apparent change to these verses 
of Paul, adding only a textual note to the word “servant” that read, “Or, 
deaconess.” Methodist deaconess founder Lucy Rider Meyer disparaged 
the halfway measure, lamenting that “the revisers of the New Testament 
struggled with their conservatism in vain, and retained the word ‘ser-
vant’ in the text, but they have done Phoebe the half justice of calling her 
what Paul called her, ‘Deaconess,’ in the margin.” Rider Meyer huffed, 
“Paul seems to have been less afraid that poor Phoebe would become 
puffed up if called by any other name than servant.”17 Yet, the power of 
that novel little footnote is not to be underestimated. The scholarly bib-
lical revisers both drew on and promoted advances in textual criticism 
that sought to produce ever more accurate translations of scripture.

The Revised New Testament caused consumer frenzy when it was 
released in the United States in 1881. Even though readers would soon 
complain that it lacked the mellifluousness of the King James version, 
educators praised its close adherence to the original Greek. It repre-
sented the best scholarship of the textual or “lower” criticism, which 
was then championed by Christians of both conservative and liberal 
persuasions. So, even though it appeared only in a marginal note, 
the entry of this word “deaconess” into the printed Bible, a Bible that 
showcased the best textual criticism to date, must have carried great 
weight. For the first time English readers saw the word “deaconess” in 
print in their Bibles. Although most deaconesses could not read bibli-
cal Greek, key early deaconess leaders such as Methodist Lucy Rider 
Meyer, Episcopal deaconess Susan Trevor Knapp, and their clergy ad-
vocates could.18 When they read their Greek New Testaments, they 
found Phoebe called a “διάκονος,” which appeared to demand the 
cognate word “deaconess,” on which Rider Meyer claimed that “nearly 
all the authorities” agreed.19 When deaconesses quoted Romans 16 in 
their promotional literature, they were apt to substitute without com-
ment the word “deaconess” for “servant.”20 It was no coincidence that 
the deaconess movement in the United States sprang to life in the same 
decade as the Revised Version of the New Testament. Nineteenth- 
century textual criticism and the Bible revision movement contrib-
uted to the emergence of the deaconess movement by dethroning King 

Legath_i_255.indd   8 8/1/19   11:07 AM



Introduction | 9

James just enough to embolden these women to have confidence in 
their own translation of Romans 16.

Although deaconess advocates insistently pointed to the biblical war-
rant for the office, they could not help glancing over their shoulders 
at Europe for contemporary examples of the diaconate in practice. The 
primary European models were the Kaiserswerth motherhouse in Ger-
many and the Mildmay institution in England. These early organizations 
emerged within their own particular contexts of nineteenth- century Eu-
rope. As industrializing countries where women were agitating for an 
increased public role, both countries were ripe for the movement. Be-
tween the Protestant Reformation and the nineteenth century, women 
were largely absent from public charitable work in Germany. The coun-
try’s Lutheran heritage had eschewed celibacy, instead stressing woman’s 
role within the family as educator of her children and supporter of her 
husband’s vocation. The primacy of the preached Word, over against the 
performance of good works, privileged the male clerical position.21

Theological and devotional developments in Germany and England 
also fostered the emergence of the movement. In the 1830s a religious 
awakening swept through Protestant Germany. A development of this 
revival was the Lutheran Inner Mission, which coupled missionary 
zeal for personal redemption with an attempt to heal the wounds that 
industrialization had wrought on German society. The Inner Mission 
prompted church folk to bring the Gospel to people of their own coun-
try by first meeting the needs of the body. According to the Lutheran 
principle of the universal priesthood of believers, the human capital 
for the new charitable organizations of the Inner Mission was to come 
from “the living and active members of the Church.” In 1833 Heinrich 
Wichern opened the Rauhe Haus in Germany for the training of dea-
cons, or Brothers, to exercise this diaconal function.22 German Lutheran 
pastor Theodore Fliedner took note of Wichern’s deacons, and on a visit 
to Holland he observed Mennonites, whose unusual polity made use of 
deaconesses who performed works of charity in their local congrega-
tions. In England, Fliedner studied Quaker Elizabeth Fry’s work among 
the poor and imprisoned. The pastor also could not help but notice the 
earnest work of the Catholic Sisters of Charity in his predominantly 
Catholic village of Kaiserswerth in the Rhineland.23 Inspired by these 
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disparate examples, Fliedner resolved to introduce the idea of deaconess 
work to Germany, and in 1836, Theodore and Frederike Münster Flied-
ner opened the first German deaconess institution.

The unmarried women who entered Kaiserswerth were usually of 
humble backgrounds and spent long, hard days training to be nurses. 
These were women strongly affected by the German Awakening and 
were supported spiritually by the frequent motherhouse worship ser-
vices. More support came from the tight- knit surrogate family of the 
diaconate with Theodore as father and Frederike as mother.24 Because 
in Germany the kind of work a deaconess did was not otherwise ac-
ceptable for a single woman, Fliedner had ensconced them safely in 
“families” and endowed them with the symbolic status of the married 
woman by prescribing the wearing of the married woman’s headdress. 
The Kaiserswerth endeavor was stunningly successful. Within fifteen 
years, the deaconesses were running a flourishing enterprise that in-
cluded a motherhouse, hospital, center for rehabilitation of female 
convicts, teacher training school, girls’ high school and laboratory, 
kindergarten, orphanage, homes for female invalids and “lunatics,” 
training school for deaconesses, and farm. At the turn of the century, 
there were almost fifteen thousand deaconesses affiliated with the Kai-
serswerth motherhouse, and other deaconess motherhouses began to 
proliferate across Germany.25 For the American deaconess movement, 
Kaiserswerth served as the primary institutional model and spiritual 
touchstone.

In England around the same time, a second epicenter of women’s re-
ligious activity emerged in two related forms: sisterhoods and deacon-
esses. Members of the Oxford Movement, also known as Tractarians 
for their theological publications Tracts for the Times, urged a return to 
a catholic understanding of the historical church, the ministry, and the 
sacraments. The Oxford Movement, drawing from both catholic and 
evangelical impulses, emphasized the linkage of the modern church to 
the patristic and medieval church and enjoined a new attention to de-
votion. From this revival emerged Anglican sisterhoods, which took the 
form of a Romantic reimagining of medieval monasticism, replete with 
attendant aesthetic pleasures but also influenced by the practicality of 
modern active Roman Catholic religious orders such as the Daughters 
of Charity. In 1841 Marion Hughes became the first Anglican woman 
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to take the three vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience (privately 
before Oxford Movement leader Edward Pusey), and in 1845 the first 
Anglican sisterhood was founded.26 The sisterhoods gained a slow but 
steady following in England. As celebrated as the sisterhoods were by 
the Tractarians, other Low Church Anglicans adamantly opposed them 
as a Trojan horse for Roman Catholic ideas. Inspired by the German ex-
ample, Low Church Anglicans instead encouraged the development of 
the deaconess office, asserting its biblical, rather than Roman Catholic, 
foundation.

In 1858, Englishwoman Elizabeth Ferard spent several months at Kai-
serswerth and in 1862 was set apart by the bishop of London as the first 
episcopally ordained deaconess in the Church of England. In England 
and subsequently in America, there was slippage between Anglican 
sisterhoods and deaconesses, and women sometimes moved from one 
vocation to the other. The primary distinction was that, unlike deacon-
esses, Anglican sisters explicitly sought and were permitted to make 
vows.27 Vows were seen as a defining feature of Roman Catholic nuns 
and as such marked a line that most Protestants refused to cross. Sister-
hoods remained limited to the Anglican and Episcopal churches, never 

Figure I.1. English deaconesses of Mildmay (Harriet J. Cooke. Mildmay; or, The Story 
of the First Deaconess Institution. London: E. Stock, 1893).
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spreading to other churches or taking hold of the larger American imag-
ination the way the deaconess movement did.

In England, the deaconess movement found an even better foothold 
outside the institutions of the Anglican Church in an ecumenical estab-
lishment named Mildmay. Anglican minister William Pennefather and his 
wife, Catherine King Pennefather, began recruiting young women to help 
the poor of his parish and in 1860 established a women’s training center. 
This effort resulted in the establishment of Mildmay, a deaconess home 
and training school in North London.28 Although the Pennefathers were 
Anglican, the deaconess superintendent and the treasurer were Presby-
terians, and Mildmay was intentionally interdenominational. Catherine 
Pennefather explained, “We started with Kaiserswerth and its hallowed 
associations fresh in our minds, but the work was not intended, for many 
reasons, to be a copy of that valuable institution.” She explained that the 
English institute would not adopt the domestic rules of another country— 
“We may learn, but not transplant”— and, interestingly, that “the name 
and dress (though our own sympathies might go with both) would enlist 
a host of opponents, whose only ideas of such distinctions were associated 
with nuns and sisterhoods of Romish reputation.” Thus, Mildmay did not 
even call itself a deaconess institution until the end of the 1860s, and its 
members were not consecrated by any bishop.

Because the idea of single women working in public was less shock-
ing in England than in Germany, English deaconesses did not require 
the pseudo- family structure of the motherhouse or the garb of the mar-
ried woman. By the 1890s, Mildmay deaconesses did adopt the garb, 
giving recognizability and efficiency as their reasons. Also, because 
professional nursing was already established by lay women in England, 
nursing never became the primary mission of British deaconesses. In-
stead, motivated by the evangelical impulses of Low Church Anglican-
ism and other English Protestant churches, the deaconesses set out to 
“reach the unreached, and seemingly unreachable, masses of our large 
cities,” primarily by means of house- to- house visitation. Mildmay was a 
success, boasting 220 deaconesses by 1893.29 Although never the behe-
moth enterprise of the German Kaiserswerth, Mildmay was influential 
beyond its size as an accessible Anglophone example of the European 
diaconate for Americans.
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American deaconess advocates were keenly aware of their European 
predecessors. In Protestant denominations with European deaconess 
roots, such as Lutherans and Episcopalians, deaconesses were imported 
directly from Europe to begin the American work. Other Protestants 
traveled abroad to study the European institutions.30 Authors eager to 
promote the diaconate shared information about the deaconess move-
ment in various Christian periodicals.31 Early deaconesses were even 
profiled in the women’s magazine Harper’s Bazar, which, not surpris-
ingly, focused on the novelty of the deaconesses’ garb.32 But Americans 
never saw themselves as importing a European invention; rather, they 
admired how the Europeans had revived the biblical institution of the 
diaconate and adapted it to their own needs. They understood their Eu-
ropean cousins as gesturing them back to the Bible. Both European and 
American deaconess advocates saw themselves not as inventors but as 
restorers of the lost role of women in the great work of the church.

Chapter Outline

The first five chapters deal with the founding era of the deaconess 
movement in the United States, roughly from 1880 through the 1930s, 
spanning the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era, through the Great 
Depression.33 The final chapter brings the deaconess story up to the 
second decade of the twenty- first century. Chapters 1 through 5 are orga-
nized thematically, each contributing to the argument that the deaconess 
office provided American women a creative way to live out a Christian 
calling that sometimes buttressed and sometimes stood apart from the 
larger Protestant American culture.

The book’s opening chapter introduces the diversity of the deaconess 
movement. The unique histories and theologies of the many denomi-
national groups produced different understandings of the deaconess 
lifestyle and mission. Yet the diaconates were linked by a shared belief 
in a practical theology that addressed the needs of the whole person, 
body and soul. This chapter uses demographic information to reveal 
the deaconess story’s midwestern and urban center of gravity and its 
disproportionately immigrant character. It also examines the racialized 
arguments that deaconess advocates made. German and other Northern 
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European immigrant deaconesses argued that their very Germanness 
(or Swedishness, or Danishness) especially fitted them for deaconess 
work, and they saw their mission as ministering to their compatriots in 
America. Meanwhile, Anglophone deaconesses employed Social Gospel 
and Progressivist discourse about the (white) American’s duty to help 
the less advantaged and especially to assimilate the new Catholic and 
Jewish immigrants.

Chapter 2 demonstrates how women used the deaconess office to par-
ticipate in the construction of gender in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Deaconesses struggled to create a vocation that was 
an attractive, legitimate alternative to woman’s “highest calling” of mar-
riage, home, and motherhood. Deaconess advocates marketed the dia-
conate as the ideal vocation for woman, one that could utilize all of her 
natural inclinations towards self- sacrifice, moral influence, and mater-
nal nurture. Deaconesses fashioned their vocation as sanctified spinster-
hood and practiced diaconal maternalism.

Chapter 3 argues that Roman Catholicism, both as it actually existed 
and especially as deaconesses imaginatively constructed it, served cru-
cial functions for the diaconate as catalyst, foil, and exemplar. Deaconess 
work was very much a reaction to the on- the- ground work of Catholic 
women religious, yet deaconesses preferred to contrast themselves with 
an image of corrupt cloistered nuns as they existed in some imagined 
past. Deaconesses argued that they were in no way like nuns, except of 
course in the good ways. How they parsed such distinctions is revelatory 
both of Protestant understandings of Catholicism at the time and of how 
those understandings could be changed, for deaconesses, by meaningful 
interactions with Catholic sisters and laity. We understand this time pe-
riod, when Catholic immigration to the United States was reaching a new 
peak, as a time of heightened Catholic- Protestant tension and cultural 
clash. The deaconess movement complicates this picture; even though of-
ficial deaconess literature disavowed any affinity for the Catholic Church, 
deaconesses on the ground admired and emulated their Catholic sister 
counterparts and promoted a common Christian faith among themselves 
and the Catholics among whom they worked. They used Catholicism to 
construct their own Protestant ideal of consecrated womanhood.

“The question always is not how much can you earn; but how little 
can you live upon?”34 With those words, Methodist Lucy Rider Meyer 
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troubles conventional stories of money in this era. Chapter 4 examines 
the deaconess allowance as a key component of deaconesses’ consecrated 
lifestyle, as it sanctified their relationships with the rich, the poor, their 
families of origin and their new diaconal families, and the women who 
supported them. Although they considered it unique, the deaconess al-
lowance was actually analogous to other women’s relationships with 
money at the time, as it was based on women’s presumed needs, rather 
than their earning power. Deaconesses crafted the allowance system in 
order to hold together particular ideas of Christian women’s appropriate 
relationship to money and to others.

Chapter 5 probes the conflicted relationship between deaconesses 
and the ordained clergy. Historians have attempted to celebrate dea-
conesses as the forerunners of women’s ordination in the Protestant 
churches. But the links between the diaconate and the ordained min-
istry are far more complex than a simple cause and effect. Deaconesses 
assumed much of the pastoral work of the clergy as ministers eagerly 
shed their responsibility for the less desirable “feminine” work onto the 
deaconesses. Deaconesses also took on clerical roles of preaching and 
leading worship but only by creatively reinterpreting their performance 
of those functions in ways that rendered them less objectionable. In 
the first several decades of the movement, very few deaconesses sought 
ordination because they interpreted their deaconess calling as the per-
fect womanly alternative to the ordained ministry. Instead, deaconesses 
bolstered the professionalization of the male pastorate by assuming cer-
tain tasks that were gendered female while also demanding respect as 
trained, professional women workers. When deaconesses began debat-
ing ordination for themselves in the 1920s and 1930s, it marked a new 
era for the diaconate.

Chapter 6 brings the deaconess story into the twenty- first century. In 
the mid- twentieth century, the deaconess movement faced a crisis. Re-
cruits were at an all- time low, and deaconess institutions were merging 
or closing at an alarming rate. Some deaconess bodies did in fact die out. 
Other deaconesses became deacons, indistinguishable from their male 
colleagues in a newly gender- neutral diaconate. Yet other deaconesses 
sought to creatively reenvision their office in a way that made sense of 
new expectations by and of women yet remained true to the heart of 
the diaconate as a unique way of being and doing in the world. These 
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women are leading the diaconate into a new period of growth and flour-
ishing today.

The conclusion emphasizes the importance of the deaconess move-
ment for understanding the role of women in American Protestantism 
at the turn of the twentieth century and still today. As the deaconess 
story intersects with stories of Catholic/Protestant relations, gender, 
money, professionalization, Americanization, and ordination, it neces-
sarily alters the telling of those narratives.
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