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Texts:


The authority of Christ is the authority of God…This is basically the origin of these customs we have of women wearing head coverings in worship, while men take their hats off. By these symbolic acts, men and women, who far too often butt heads with each other, submit their “heads” to the Head: God.	(1 Corinthians 11, selected verses; The Message)


Our crowns have been bought and paid for, all we have to do is wear them.


	—James Baldwin (Quoted in Crowns: Portraits of Black Women in Church Hats)


Pastor Painter’s Introduction


I’m old enough to remember those Sundays when women routinely wore hats to worship. In fact, not only hats, but also white gloves, too! I can recall some conversations as a child among members of my family speculating that the only reason some folk came to church was to show off their hats…or to see who was wearing what outfit this week.


Of course, I’m also old enough to have seen the transition from routine Sunday-go-to-meeting hat wearing to today when, I suspect, the majority of women in this congregation may not even own a fancy hat…or a pair of white gloves! But it is clear that among some religious cultures, hat wearing continues to be de-rigueur. Pastor Bauknight and I are grateful to Alison Williams, who has loaned us a wonderful book called Crowns: Portraits of Black Women in Church Hats. What wonderful pictures and commentary by these elegant women. But I will leave much of that to Pastor Terrilisa to share with you. Let me merely set the stage.


As Maya Angelou points out in her Foreword to Crowns, “Sundays are a precious gift to the hardworking women who have labored unceasingly throughout the work week. Remuneration is rarely commensurate with the outlay of energy. That is to say, working women work large and are paid small.”�


Craig Marberry observes in his “Interviewer’s Note” in Crowns, “When the Apostle Paul wrote an open letter to the Corinthians…” [that passage I read a moment ago from 1 Corinthians 11:5] “…decreeing that a woman cover her head when in worship to symbolize her obedience to God and the church hierarchy, he could not have imagined the flamboyance with which African American women would comply. For generations, black women have interpreted Apostle Paul’s edict with boundless passion and singular flair, wearing platter hats, lampshade hats, why’d-you-have-to-sit-in-front-of-me hats, often with ornaments that runneth over.


“These captivating hats are not mere fashion accessories…. Church hats are a peculiar convergence of faith and fashion that keeps the Sabbath both holy and glamorous.”�


As 55-year-old Evangelist Addie Webster declares, “When I get dressed to go to church, I’m going to meet the King, so I must look my best.”� Then there is Shirley Manigault, a 49-year-old college professor, who remembers her hard-working parents wearing simple work and housekeeping clothes throughout the week, but on Sunday they’d put on their best and go to church. She says, “I think that grows out of the African American tradition that says that when you present yourself before God, who is excellent and holy and the most high, there should be an excellence in all things, including your appearance.”�


But before I get too carried away with this remarkable and fascinating “hat-tale,” let me invite one who knows it much better from the inside to share her thoughts with you.


Remarks from Pastor Bauknight


“A woman’s hair is her crown in Glory or is it Crown of Glory?” I may not be saying it correctly, but I can remember my grandmother saying it to me when I was young. In being young and growing up, I cannot remember when I saw women of the church without their hats on in worship. Big ones, wide ones, short ones, tall ones, ones with simple feathers, others that looked like the peacock’s tail had been placed on it. Some hats reminded me of colorful doughnuts, and lampshades to boot! In addition to those wonderful hats there were matching gloves, suites, dresses and especially the shoes and purse, which made the outfit complete. They matched for a complete look. The presentation was often flawless. I still admire the women I see today when I go home for a visit, or go home to my home church for the Annual Conference of the A.M.E. Church. The women that I see are amazing—the hats speak volumes and tell of a different understanding about their faith and relationship with God.


Now, I was not the perfect young woman in training. I can remember the care that my mother took in purchasing my new “Easter Bonnet”. And, to my chagrin, there was always one of those thin elastic bands that went under our chins to keep that hat in place. What a bother—I didn’t care how pretty anyone said I looked—I ignored the comments of “’what a pretty little lady’” as my hat matched my dress and my gloves were perfect—I wanted the hat band from under my chin gone more than I wanted the hat off my head. But I loved hats then, just as I love hats now. Hats, to me, to many of us growing up were the sign that one was a grown up woman, kind-of-like the swishing sound that nylons make when some women walk. We craved that sound because it meant that we no longer wore tights or what we call opaque hose. No one ever told me though that the ‘swishing sound’ would get louder as my legs continued to change shape! But a hat—that was grown up and I wanted to wear them as soon as I could. It was a rite of passage.


Keep in mind; having to wear a prayer cap at Holy Communion was the first part of this rite. Many of us did not join the church young, because we came by our own confession of faith. It was then, once a full member of the church, dues paying and all, that we could partake of Holy Communion. Not being of hat wearing age, I received my first prayer cap—truly a doily with a hair comb attached. Several of us wore them with a mixture of pride and pain. Pride because it was an outward sign that we were different, we had taken a serious step in our faith (although several of us had to go back and renew our faith pledge) but also with pain because that little bit of hair comb was stuck deep into our thick head of hair and bobby pins were added for extra security.


Once on my own, I proceeded to purchasing hats and wearing them, especially for church as color coordinated as possible. Attending two (2) parishes—First United Methodist Church, Greenville and St. John’s AME in Farrell—I was in proper place with the older women of one parish and truly had to step it up in the other. You didn’t wear the same hat two Sundays in a row. Yet, both parishes agreed, wearing a hat was the outward sign of a good and proper upbringing. Yet, those hats served another purpose. You see, a wide-brimmed hat was the best. Not only did it give the air of mystery in hiding one’s face, but also it hid my reactions when I did not agree with what the preacher was saying. Also, with a full brim pulled down, it allowed me to close my eyes, nod carefully, quietly and appropriately when church was either boring or I was simply too tired to stay awake. It was my father, the preacher he was, who learned of my secret.


As a black African American woman, traditions of respect and responsibility ran deep and strong when it came down to church and worship. They still do. Upon becoming a minister, my hats took a back seat to my pulpit responsibilities, yet the idea of one’s head being covered did not fade away. No hat may be visible, but my hair is always pulled back, never worn out or loose, when I am in the pulpit. But, early women ministers, evident in the picture of Jarena Lee, the first woman preacher in the AME Church, wore prayer caps. In fact, older evangelists and retired women preachers still wear them in the pulpit today.


To have our heads covered in worship was a sign of inward respect for the Word and agreement to a different authority. We were aware that keeping our heads covered was not what we were as Christians, nor as good church going women, it was what we were as women of God. It was an outward sign to our inward faith. But today’s generations—those of my daughter and younger—hats have lost their regard. For some, they are worn to keep one from getting darker or worn to keep the peace on a Sunday morning. Some are seen as a bother—the showing of one’s hair is more important. This is compounded by the fact that my daughter and other young women couldn’t see how they could match a hat with their pants—a dilemma I never faced because I couldn’t wear pants!!


Hats in worship, is no longer common in many traditions. The women who believed, trained and told us that we weren’t ready for church until our hat was on, are few. The sign of who and what we are as faithful women are fading. I’m not sure of what the new sign will be. But today, I feel complete, correct if you will, for my hat is on my head, my crown is complete. My shoes will be proper, once I place them back on my feet. Today, I step back in time, with so many of you, as we present our crowns of faith. Amen.


Pastor Painter’s Conclusion


Not only did Paul admonish the women of his day to cover their heads when in worship, he also had some strong words about women’s participation in worship. In more than one of his letters, Paul charges the women of the early Christian communities to remain silent in church. And in one case (1 Corinthians 14:33b-36) instructs women to wait until they get home and ask their husbands if there is anything they want to know: “For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church” (1 Corinthians 14:35b, nrsv).


Yet elsewhere in his epistles Paul offers lavish thanksgiving and praise to God for the leadership of individual women in his fledgling faith communities: Priscilla, Lydia, Phoebe, and, of course, Timothy’s grandmother, Lois, and mother, Eunice, among them. Paul obviously struggled with his own strict Pharisaic training as he encountered women of unassailable faith and unique gifts for leadership. Unfortunately, for many centuries the church focused more on his restrictive admonitions than on his changing attitudes. And so the role of women within the church was often severely restricted until more recent days.


This month we United Methodist are celebrating the 50th anniversary of the full ordination and membership of women as clergy. Although women were ordained in some parts of the Methodist tradition as early as the late 1800s, it was not until the May 4, 1956, General Conference voted for full clergy rights that women could be appointed to serve as pastors of local churches. That was an action that forever changed the face of ordained clergy in Methodism.


In the Methodist tradition, the path to ordination began with Susanna Wesley’s 1712 letter to her husband, Samuel, defending her right to lead prayer meetings in her home and, later, Mary Bosanquet’s 1771 letter to John Wesley, “May I Preach,” which Wesley praised. Like Saint Paul, John Wesley struggled with the question of the roles of women within the church. But the example and spirit of his mother, Susanna, and additional strong leaders in his Methodist societies, encouraged him forward to a remarkable degree in 18th century Anglican England. By 1761 he had issued the first license to preach in the Methodist movement to Sarah Crosby.


Fifty years ago, 27 women took the initial steps toward full clergy rights. I had the privilege to know the first of those 27 to be ordained as an Elder and then received as a full member of the Central Pennsylvania Annual Conference on May 18, 1956…just 14 days after the passage of the legislation by General Conference. Maud Kiester Jensen retired to Madison, NJ, where I was a seminarian at Drew University, and she was a familiar figure on campus until the early 1990s. Rev. Jensen had served with her husband as an ordained missionary in Korea for many years.


In an interview a few years ago…prior to her death in 1998, in her early 90s…Pastor Jensen said, “I had to be grateful for the personal honor, and it seemed only right that at long last the equality of men and women in the ministry should be recognized in this way. At first only a few women followed, but gradually more and more females opted for freedom to become ministers for Christ, until today almost half of the incoming students in seminaries may be women… The whole attitude of the church has changed in many ways…Women no longer feel out of place in the ministry…”�


There were just twenty-seven Methodist clergywomen in 1956. Currently, worldwide, nearly 12,000 United Methodist clergy are women…about 9,500 of those are women who serve in ministries in The United States (out of 46,000 US United Methodist clergy). One in five ordained clergy are women, and 16 women are active bishops. In our own Greater NJ Annual Conference, Bishop Devadhar has just announced the appointment of a fourth woman District Superintendent…which means that four of the nine Superintendents forming his appointment cabinet are women (Two of them African American).


This Mother’s Day especially it seems appropriate to give thanks for God for the mothers and sisters in faith who have inspired us, and those who continue to guide us in our faith journey. In that spirit, I close with a prayer of Susanna Wesley who, in a very real sense, could be called “the Mother of Methodism”:


+ + + + + + + + + +


PRAYER


You, O Lord, have called us to watch and pray.


Therefore, whatever may be the sin against which we pray,�make us careful to watch against it,


and so have reason to expect that our prayers will be answered.


In order to perform this duty aright,�grant us grace to preserve a sober, equal temper,�and sincerity to pray for your assistance. Amen.�


+ + + + + + + + + +
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