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Central Pennsylvania Women in the Ordained Ministry 
A Pre-United Methodist Survey 

by Clair Troutman and Francis Geiger, 1980 
 
 As one of its missional priorities for the quadrennium, the 1976 Annual 
Conference passed a resolution that “The Commission on Archives and History 
shall prepare a booklet with sketches of ‘Women in the Ministry of this Annual 
Conference’ past and present.”  The Commission then appointed Clair Troutman 
and Francis Geiger to proceed with the task, which was completed on schedule in 
1980.  While some copies of the resulting 50 page booklet are still in circulation, 
and several are available for use in the conference archives, continuing requests 
for some of the information compiled for the project suggest that it would be 
appropriate for The Chronicle to reprint parts of the material.  We thank the 
Commission on Archives and History for their permission to reproduce selected 
portions of the booklet in this format.  -editor 
 
 
 The United Methodist Church has roots in three distinct predecessor 
denominations: The United Brethren in Christ Church, The Evangelical Associ-
ation, and the Methodist Episcopal Church.  Because their approaches to women 
in the ordained ministry differed widely, we present separate sketches of their 
positions and progress concerning this issue at both the denominational and local 
conference level. 
 
A. The United Brethren in Christ Denomination [UB] 
 

This body was the most progressive of our predecessor denominations in 
this area.  The question of licensing and ordaining of women first came up for the 
UB Church in 1841 and was finally resolved when the General Conference of 
1889 removed all gender distinctions as to the licensing and ordination of clergy. 
 
 Most of our present conference fell with the Pennsylvania Conference of 
the UB Church, while the eastern and western fringes were in that denomination’s 
East Pennsylvania and Allegheny conferences respectively.  Charles L. Miller’s 
definitive 1968 History of the Pennsylvania Conference lists 8 clergywomen 
among the 819 persons holding conference membership from 1800 to 1964, at 
which time the conference united with its former Evangelical counterpart to form 
the Susquehanna Conference. 
 

Many of these earlier clergywomen served with their husbands and were 
not given separate appointments.  Such was the case for Elva Campbell Moses, 
for example, of the Allegheny Conference – who was licensed in 1931, served 
with her husband at places now in either the Western Pennsylvania or Central 
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Pennsylvania UM conferences, and now [1980] lives in Liverpool as a retired 
member of the Western Pennsylvania Conference.   

 
The 8 Pennsylvania Conference female clergy listed by Miller are: 

no.               name   licensed ordained 
629 Mary H. Reisinger    1924    1933 
640 Grace Sponseller       1925    1933 
665 Mabel Moore     1931     
672 Gertrude Jones Thomas      1933   
673 Pauline Elizabeth Stambach   1933    1934 
689 Blanche C. Lengle    1931*    1934* 
811 Ruth Ensminger     1964 
819 Susan Wolfe     1964 
*Rev. Lengle was licensed and ordained by the East Pennsylvania Conference and transferred to 
the Pennsylvania Conference in 1938. 
 
 There is a reason for the gap from the 1930’s to the 1960’s, when there 
were no women entering the ministry.  The Evangelical branch of our church, 
which merged with the United Brethren in 1946 to form the Evangelical United 
Brethren [EUB] denomination, did not ordain women.  How those differences 
were addressed, and some of the subsequent problems that arose, may be seen in 
this statement, paragraph 2455 from the 1955 EUB Discipline on “Receiving 
Women Ministers”: 
Question: Although through the use of the masculine article, paragraph 352 
seems to imply that only male ministers can be received from another 
denomination into the Evangelical United Brethren Church, is this paragraph to 
be interpreted that an ordained woman, coming from a denomination that ordains 
women as ministers, cannot be received into our ministry? 
Answer: While there was agreement in the Joint Commission on Church 
Federation “That in the new Church there be no ordination as ministers granted 
to women”, it was also agreed that “Church union as such will not change nor 
take away the ministerial status of any man or woman in such ministry at the time 
of union.”  Whereas the Board of Bishops finds no specific paragraph in the 
Discipline that denies a woman to be licensed to preach or to become a minister 
among us, therefore be it resolved that the Annual Conference is competent to 
decide for itself with respect to the question raised above. 
 
B. The Evangelical Association [EA] 
 
 While both the UB and EA denominations were “German Methodists,” 
there were important differences between them.  The strong Mennonite influence 
within the UB’s created the more accepting and less confrontational atmosphere 
that accepted women in the ministry relatively early in their history.  The strong 
Lutheran influence within the EA, however, created a more authoritarian atmos-
phere – that not only excluded women from the ministry, but also discouraged the 
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use of local pastors and prevented lay people from having a voice at church 
conferences. 
 
 In 1894 the denomination split – the authoritarian hard-liners continued as 
the EA (and with the German language), while the moderate minority became the 
United Evangelical Church (and used the English language).  In 1922 the bodies 
re-united to form the Evangelical Church, the denomination that merged with the 
United Brethren in 1946 to form the EUB Church. 
 
 But while the Evangelical Church was accepting using the English lan-
guage and lay representation at church conferences, the ordination of women was 
still forbidden.  Following the 1946 union, however, the passage of time and the 
moderating UB influence gradually reduced the opposition to women in the 
ordained ministry.  Young women from Evangelical backgrounds began to con-
sider the ordained ministry.  In 1964 the former Evangelical and United Brethren 
conferences, which had existed as overlapping structures since 1946, finally 
united.  In 1967 the Susquehanna Conference of the EUB Church ordained 
Kathryn Bailey and Norma Kinard, both from Evangelical backgrounds. 
 
C.  The Methodist Episcopal Church [ME] 
 
 Strong personalities like John Wesley and Francis Asbury helped create an 
authoritarian structure in the Methodist Episcopal Church akin to that discussed 
above in connection with the Evangelical Association.  In 1844 that denomination 
also suffered a split – the hard-liners continuing as the ME denomination, while 
the moderate minority became the Methodist Protestant Church [MP].  While MP 
moderation introduced lay representation at church conferences and other im-
provements, it did not produce any permanent change in the opposition to the 
ordination of women.  In 1939 the bodies re-united, along with southerners who 
had split away over the issue of slavery, to form the Methodist Church. 
   
 In contrast to the former EUB Church, where only one occasion of ordina-
tion prevailed, the Methodist bodies as joined in 1939 had an ordination as deacon 
and two or more years later the ordination as elder.  As will be seen later, this 
two-step procedure produced distinctions that played a minor role in the discus-
sions about women in the ministry. 
 
 At the 1928 General Conference of the ME Church, paragraph 276 was 
added to the Discipline and stated that “Women are included in the provisions of 
paragraphs 268-275, except as they apply to candidates for the ministry.”  Para-
graphs 268-275 pertained to “local preachers,” and the new paragraph now per-
mitted the ordination of women as “local deacons” or “local elders.”  A deacon 
could assist in serving the elements at the time of Holy Communion, yet only 
elders were permitted to consecrate the bread and wine. 
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 “Local preachers” who were licensed by a local charge or quarterly con-
ference could be employed by a District Superintendent to serve a charge, yet they 
were considered as lay persons.  If so employed by a District Superintendent, 
these persons could be dismissed by a District Superintendent.  Whether male or 
female, they were known as “supply pastors.”  They had no disciplinary guarantee 
of an appointment, and typically the charges they served were noted in the list of 
appointments as “to be supplied.” 
 
 It should be noted that even before 1928, some women in the western 
USA conferences of the ME church were being licensed as local preachers and 
serving as supply pastors.  Paragraph 276 in the 1928 Discipline was an official 
recognition of a practice that was already taking place – a practice that was 
neither specifically endorsed nor prohibited in past Disciplines.   
 
 The first female so licensed in Central Pennsylvania appears to be Miss 
Phoebe Michael of Mifflintown, whose name is given in the local pastor lists 
1921-1925.  We say “appears” because most of those persons are identified only 
by initials, without first name or other clue as to gender.  Nothing else is known of 
Miss Michael, except that (like most local pastors of the day) she seems to have 
functioned occasionally within her own charge but was never known to have been 
employed by the District Superintendent to supply a charge.  
 
 The first woman known to serve as a local preacher on a pastoral charge 
within the Central Pennsylvania Conference of the ME Church was Miss Mae 
Adams, who reported for the Harrisonville charge in Fulton County in 1929.  
Early this year [1980], this writer received information as to Miss Adams from 
Mrs. A.M. Sipes, a lifelong member of the Hustontown church.  Miss Adams 
came from Baltimore with her aged, widowed father John Adams.  She either 
already had (from Baltimore) or received at Hustontown her local preacher’s 
license.  In 1930, after the death of her father and after being employed by the 
District Superintendent to serve at Harrisonville, she moved to Boston with one of 
her converts, a Mrs. Mildred Shaw, where they worked with Goodwill Industries.  
They eventually retired to Hustontown and are buried in the area. 
 
 The 1929 list of local preachers in the Central Pennsylvania Conference 
journal, the first after the disciplinary provision specifically approving females for 
that category appears to include 12 women among the list of 124.  Furthermore, 
Central Pennsylvania was apparently one of the more progressive conferences that 
had been licensing female local pastors prior to 1928, as several of those 12 
women appear in earlier lists.  In addition to the previously mentioned Phoebe 
Michael, other pre-1928 female local pastors not appearing in 1929 include Miss 
Cora Snyder of Enola (1923) and Miss Puera Robison of Liverpool (1923).  
Nothing is known of Cora Snyder.  Puera Robison was also later ordained a local 
deacon in 1927 by the Newark (now [1980] Northern New Jersey) Conference 
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while employed at a Methodist academy in that state.  Although ordained a local 
elder by the Central Pennsylvania Conference in 1930, she spent essentially her 
entire career outside our Conference bounds. 
 
 The 12 women appearing in that 1929 list are: 
    name   address /charge   first year listed 
Rebecca Crist  Millville          1929 
Mabel Dershen  New Park         1928 
Glenna Ford  Hazelton         1924 
Ida B. Hopkins  American Univ., Washington DC       1928 
Mrs. W.W. Kauffman Mifflintown         1928 
Miss Rena Keiser  Kulpmont Mission, Shamokin       1926 
Miss Maud P. Keister Lewisburg         1926 
Miss Elizabeth Newton Lock Haven         1928 
Mrs. Louis (Emma) Potts Rainsburg         1923 
Mrs. Maude Seymour McConnellsburg         1926 
Miss Sadie Sheffer Italian Mission, Altoona        1923 
Miss Grace Thomas Lock Haven         1926 
 
 Little is known of these women.  The home church of deaconess Rena 
Keiser, assisting at the Kulpmont Mission 1924-36, was Shamokin.  The home 
church of deaconess Sadie Sheffer, assisting at the Altoona Italian Mission 1908-
1937, was Williamsport Grace.  Maude Seymour is the only one of the above 
known to have served as a local pastor at a Conference church.  She moved to 
Dauphin in 1930 when her husband secured employment at the Capitol, and she 
was appointed to the West Fairview-Summerdale charge in 1931 for a year or 
two.  More will be said later about Maud Keister. 
 
 For this project, we represent the list of women included as local preachers 
in the ME conference journal for 1939, the year of the upcoming union with the 
MP and ME South denominations to form the Methodist Church 
    name   address/charge 
Miss Mae Adams  Boston MA 
Mabel Dershen  State College 
D. Claire Endress  Huntingdon 
Eva Marie Hoover Williamsport 
Olive Ruth Howells Jeddo 
R. Louise Hummell Lewistown 
Sheila R. Jones  Newport 
Anna K. Nestor  Italian Mission, Altoona 
Mrs. Evelyn Manly Huntingdon 
Ruth D. McDannell New Oxford 
Mrs. Louis (Emma) Potts Rainsburg 
Miss Puera Robison Cooperstown NY  
Mrs. Maude Seymour Dauphin 
 
 The 1939 union of the ME, ME South, and MP denominations affected 
our Conference very little and added no names to this list.  Several of these have 
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already been identified.  The home church of deaconess Anna Nestor, assisting at 
the Altoona Italian Mission 1938-42, was in New York.  More will be said later 
about Ruth McDannell. 
 
 Local preachers listed in the 1949 journal included the following women. 
    name    address/charge 
Mrs. Frank W. (Helen) Ake Avis 
D. Claire Endress   Cassville 
Mrs. Kris Jensen*  New Cumberland 
Mrs. E.B. John   Berwick 
Miss Ruth McDannell  Kulpmont 
Miss Frances Miller  Harrisburg 
Mrs. Karl Miller   Harrisburg 
Miss Puera Robison  Oak Grove School, Vassalboro ME 
Mrs. D.A. (Gladys) Sower  Milesburg 
Miss Blanche Yeager  Harrisburg 
*This is the former Miss Maud P. Keister who appeared on the 1929 list. 
 
 A stirring for a disciplinary provision to accept women as pastors and in 
the ordained ministry succeeded at last in the 1956 General Conference.  
Paragraph 303 in the new Discipline now stated: Women are included in all 
provisions of the Discipline referring to the ministry.  While this action was not 
without controversy, there was never any doubt as to its appropriateness and it 
was upheld by Judicial Council decision #155.  Soon after this General 
Conference action, the Central Pennsylvania Conference was one of the first 
conferences to hold session and Mrs. (Maud) Kris A. Jensen became the first 
female to be granted full clergy rights within our Conference – and because of the 
timing, she had the lifelong distinction of being the first female of any Conference 
in the entire Methodist denomination to be granted full clergy rights!   

Because Rev. Jensen was a missionary to Korea, however, she did not 
become the first female to be regularly appointed to a Conference charge – that 
distinction would belong to another. Provisions as to schooling and character 
approval applied to men and women alike.  Rev. Jensen had graduated summa 
cum laude from Drew Theological Seminary in 1946, but most of the women 
ordained as local pastors did not have the educational credentials for full 
membership.  One such person was deaconess Ruth McDannell, who was now 
free to begin (toward the goal of conference membership) the Conference Course 
of Study – which she completed in 1958.  In the meantime, she was appointed to 
Burnt Cabins charge and became the first female to serve a charge under regular 
appointment in the Central Pennsylvania Conference.  Before retiring in 1970, 
Rev. McDannell (later Rev. Mrs. Francis Geiger) served Burnt Cabins 1956-62, 
Big Pond-Wetona 1962-68, Millerton-Daggert 1968-69 and Roseville 1969-70. 

 
Boundary changes were made to the Central Pennsylvania Conference in 

1962, so that it reached fully from the New York state line to the Maryland state 
line.  Former MP churches in southern York County that did not enter our 
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Conference in 1939 and Methodist churches in Potter, Tioga and western 
Bradford Counties were now part of our Conference.  Because of these changes, 
early women in ministry from those areas are not included in this project – but 
biographies of those that have continued since 1962 are included in that section of 
this report. 

 
The final (1969) Methodist journal includes the following 13 women 

among the 51 local pastors within the Central Pennsylvania Conference. 
    name    address   charge 
Mrs. Frank W. (Helen) Ake Bloomsburg  Wesley 
Mrs. Arthur Carmen  rfd Towanda  Burlington 
Robie Colier   Harrisburg  Mitchell Memorial 
Miss Edith E. Dewey  Millerton  Millerton 
Mrs. S.A. MacDougall  rfd Benton  Harveyville 
Mrs. Falla Malick   Wilburton  Kulpmont 
Frances Miller   Harrisburg  Stevens Memorial 
Mrs. Maud Parks   Irvona   Coalport-Irvona 
Miss Puera Robison  Pasadena CA  Millerstown-Liverpool 
Mrs. Mildred Shaw  Hustontown  Hustontown 
Mrs. D.A. (Gladys) Sower  Trout Run  Trout Run 
Mrs. Burton Williams  Columbia Cross Roads Sugar Creek 
Mrs. Ray Zaner*   Williamsport  Pine Street 
*Mrs. Zaner is the Miss Eva Marie Hoover appearing on the 1939 list. 
 
 That same journal listed the following 4 women among the 297 persons 
regularly appointed as pastors or superintendents. 
    name   appointment 
Judith G. May  Freeland 
Ruth D. McDannell Roseville 
Faith E. Orth  Ulysses 
Ann A. Palmer  Sugar Creek 
In addition, Judith D. Coleman (chaplain at the Women’s Detention Center in 
Washington DC) and Maud K. Jensen (missionary to Korea) appear in the list of 
full members of Conference. 
 
D. The United Methodist Church 
 
 This portion of the project ceases in 1970, with the creation of the present 
Central Pennsylvania Conference of the United Methodist Church.  Changes in 
the categorization of persons created a new structure: the term local pastor ceases, 
and the offices of associate membership and lay speaker are introduced.  Geo-
graphical changes mean that those women listed in the journals and predecessor 
conferences above are not the ones that should be studied in connection with the 
present Conference boundaries.  Former Methodist and EUB churches from 
Dauphin and western Schuylkill Counties have been added, former EUB churches 
from Clearfield and Blair Counties have been added, and former Methodist 
churches to the east (Hazleton and Shamokin areas) and west (Cambria, Elk and 
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western Bedford and Clearfield Counties) have been transferred to other 
conferences.  Perhaps a further study could address these issues. 
 
E. Brief Biographies of Selected Women Clergy of Central Pennsylvania  
 
 Editor’s note for the 2003 volume of The Chronicle:  Between 1976 and 
1980, the women clergy of the Conference were asked to submit brief sketches of 
their call to the ministry, the hardships and barriers they faced as females, and 
their experiences in Christian service.  Those listed below submitted such 
material, and it was printed in the 1980 booklet.  While various considerations 
lead us not to reprint these submissions at this time, they are available from other 
sources. 
Marjorie B. Burket  Maud Keister Jensen   Cynthia A. Raski 
Judith Coleman   Gay Ann Johnson   Mary Hair Reisinger 
Lois Pasek Degeus  Mercy Mwazwiwanza Kasambira  Puera B. Robison 
Mabel M. Dundore  Janet L. Kovalak    Mona Thompson Shaffer 
Ruth Funk Ensminger  Joanne Montgomery Link  Grace W. Sponseller 
Ruth Delilah McDannell Geiger Dorothy Hamilton Mitchell Pauline E. Stambach 
Patricia G. Gloddy  Deborah Heisley Moul  Gertrude Jones Thomas 
 

The original booklet also lists the following women clergy appearing in 
the United Methodist Conference Journals who did not provide biographical 
material for inclusion in the 1980 publication. 
Dorothy E. Everhart 
Pamela H. Ford 
Alyce Mundi Fowler 
Marjorie A, Glascow 
Sharonn W. Halderman 
Marian Elizabeth Hartman 
Lisa Jean Hoefner 
Wilma Barker Hoose 
Roberta K. Jones 
Norma J. Kinard 
Karen E. Layman 
Ann Amundsen Palmer 
Viola C. Tyson 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      Maud Keister Jensen 
 
In 1956 Maud Pauline Keister Jensen (1904-1998), born in New Cumberland and a ministerial 
daughter of Baughman Memorial Church, became the first woman in the entire Methodist 
denomination to be granted full clergy rights.  She retired in 1969 after almost 44 years of 
missionary involvement in Korea, including service as a member of the General Council of the 
Korean Methodist Church and professor of theology at Methodist Theological Seminary in Seoul. 


