Sexism in the church: in this book excerpt, a young minister finds how difficult it is for women to rebel against sexism in the Baptist church - brothers
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"Resisting...
As a 24-year-old pastor in Tennessee in the early eighties, I tested the Black church's rhetorical and theological apartheid: I urged my congregation to ordain three women as deacons. In the Baptist church, deacons serve at the discretion of the pastor. They aid him in offering prayer for the congregation, visiting saints in hospitals and nursing homes, cheering depressed members through prayer and exhortation, and administering the sacrament of the Lord's Supper in church and to the sick and shut in. To the reasonable person, there was nothing inherently masculine about such tasks. I counted on the reasonableness of my congregation as I repeated that argument in the biblical and theological teaching I did for nearly a year. I aimed in these settings to erode the congregation's skepticism and its fear of violating Baptist doctrine and local church practice. I met weekly with the female candidates to bolster their confidence. I preached Sunday-morning sermons promoting a feminist interpretation of scriptures. I taught Bible study with an eye to addressing those passages of scripture that seemed to frown on female authority while highlighting others that reveled in the second sex's strengths.

Things went extremely well until a few weeks before the ordination service, when word got around Johnson City that my church was about to elevate three women to a holy office reserved "for the mens." The head of the local Black Baptist Association, who had befriended me on occasion--for instance, he explained to me why I should adopt the practice of the Black ministers in town of substituting initials for my first and middle names so that my members couldn't get too familiar and call me Michael rather than Rev. M.E. Dyson--rose up in vindictive and secret alliance with many of my male deacons and their wives and other church members to oust me one Sunday morning.
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I was later informed by a faithful soul of my erstwhile colleague's remonstration of my members in turning them against me: "You gon' let this yellow nigguh come down here and change our ways in the blinking of an eye?" Of course, I thought that was the lemon calling the corn yellow. He was one of those "light, bright, damned near White" Negroes with a shock of ruler-straight salt-and-pepper hair. On occasion, like Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., he whipped his mane at will during a sweating fury in the pulpit while subtly emphasizing his prominent spot atop the color hierarchy that continued to menace Black folks in our demonizing of darkness. "If y'all don't stop him now, he'll wreck the church and ruin our traditions," he told them.

I should have known something was awry as I tried my key in the church door that morning but couldn't tumble the bolts. The same was true for my office door. I just figured that the janitors must have changed the locks for security reasons and had simply forgotten to tell me. I went directly to my presermon ritual of shaking hands, and as I greeted worshippers I noticed quite a few faces I had never seen before. I chalked it up to a sudden rash of out-of-town guests. As I mounted the pulpit to preach--though that's much too fancy an image, as all I had to do was get up from my chair and step forward to the rostrum to speak--I got an eyeful of the sour faces and furrowed brows that flecked the sanctuary. If only I could have caught a whiff of the stench to come, I might have spared myself the pain and embarrassment of being tossed out of the church on the Lord's Day.

After I completed my sermon, and the choir had sung, and I had extended the invitation for the unsaved or those seeking a new church home to join our fellowship, a deacon suddenly jumped to his feet. "We got trouble here, and it's time for us to put an end to it now," he declared. I was stunned. I immediately resolved in my mind to help the deacon get to the bottom of our troubles, because I had no idea that our church was suffering. I was even more stunned as he continued speaking, and I quickly discovered that the source of the trouble was me.

"This man here come to town with a lotta praise, but he done tore this church up," he accused. He pointed at me the way Emmett Till's great-uncle had bravely pointed at the White men who had abducted and murdered his grandnephew in Money, Mississippi. Back then Till's great-uncle courageously condemned the White supremacists in the simple elegance of country dialect, "Dar he." But now, male supremacy was at stake, and one of its defenders was pointing the finger. "He tryin' to mess thangs up and put women in places they don't belong," he nearly shouted as a gurgle of amens and "un-hunhs" swelled beneath his bitter indictment. "I think we oughta take a vote right here, right now, and put an end to the matter."

The congregation agreed, and for one of the very few times in my life, I was crushed to complete speechlessness. I had "swallowed my voice," in my wife Marcia L. Dyson's eloquent phrase, a state common to the female life I had deemed myself defending, but one to which I had rarely been 
