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The Woman’s Coffeehouse of Spirit 

 
Cast of Characters: 
  
A  = Anna, African Methodist Episcopal                       B = Barbara, Baptist  
E = Elizabeth, Episcopalian                  J = Jessica, Jewish 
L = Loretta, Lutheran                                                 M = Monica, Moravian 
P = Priscil la, Presbyterian                                             Q = Queenie, Quaker 
R = Ruth, Roman Catholic                            U = Ursula, United Methodist 
 
This Readers Theatre presentation is a script to be performed by a group of women in a 
sanctuary, fellowship hall, or classroom. Eleven women (one narrator, ten religious 
representatives) is an ideal number of readers, but a smaller number is possible. M icrophones 
could be helpful in larger spaces or with older audiences. A standing mike with two music stands 
might be a helpful prop. Some stage business (coffee-drinking, knitting, for example) is indicated, 
but readers can bring to the performance whatever tasks they are most likely to be doing when 
they chat with other women (scrapbooking, drawing, reading a paper, rolling bandages). Some of 
the speeches might allow for photographs to be held up and passed around. 
 
The entire script, read with vigor and without breaks, takes approximately one hour. A llowing 
time for answering the questions posed by the narrator after each scene will lengthen the 
performance time. Some groups might wish to do one scene at a time, over a period of a day’s 
retreat or as part of a weekly meeting. This would allow  extensive time for discussion of the 
questions. 
 
The Readers Theatre text is essentially the words of women themselves who were interviewed in 
small group settings by members of the North Carolina Council of Churches Task Group on the 
Impact of the Women’s Movement on North Carolina Congregations. Questions were formulated 
under the direction of the UNC Oral History Project, which will also be the repository of the 
taped interviews and transcripts. The Readers Theatre is the Task Group’s effort to share the 
fruits of those interviews w ith a broader audience of interested persons of faith. 
 
The Task Group included: Bobbie Armstrong, Nancy Brown, Judith Dancy, Connie Gates, 
Lehoma Goode, Bett Hargrave, Deborah Houser, Bridget Johnson, Raachel Jurovics, Lois 
MacGillivray, Melissa Malami, Evelyn Mattern, Marguerite Robinson, A melia Stinson-Wesley, 
Jeanette Stokes, Melinda Wiggins, Doris Yeattes and others.   
 
For information, contact: North Carolina Council of Churches, 1307 Glenwood Ave., Suite 162, 
Raleigh, NC 27605, 919-828-6501, nccofc@nccouncilofchurches.org or 
www.nccouncilofchurches.org 



 
Scene 1 

Acolytes and Ki tchen Help:  
Becoming Aware of Gender Di fferences 

 
Ten women sit at two tables. All of them face the audience. Two coffeepots and cups for each woman are on 
the table. Every now and then, as they speak, one of them pours for another, or some take sips from their 
cups. 
 
Narrator: Let’s listen in on this conversation among North Carolina Protestant, Catholic, and 
Jewish women. We’ve asked them to talk about the time they became aware of gender 
distinctions in their congregations. 
 
P: We started going to the Presbyterian church when I was in sixth grade. I loved it, everything 
about it. I knew early on that I wanted to work there. I can remember late at night preaching 
sermons as I went to sleep and, when the minister was preaching, saying things in my head, 
finding ways to say it better than he did.  
 
B: In my Baptist church the boys got the good parts. They got to carry the flag, the girls got to 
carry the Bible. Men took up the offering, but the women did everything. At eight or nine, I 
wanted to be a preacher, but my mother said that only men could be preachers. In my mother’s 
rural church, back then all the men and boys sat on one side, the women and girls on the other. 
 
R: I grew up in the Catholic church, where only boys were altar servers. Boys became priests, and 
girls became nuns. I thought priests had the better jobs. I remember playing priest with my 
brothers. I always had to be the congregation. My younger brother was an altar boy, but when 
we changed parishes I found out I could be a collector. I don’t even know what you call it, but I 
collected the money. I had a little nametag. I was an usher. I went up and down the aisles and 
collected the money for the offering.  
 
Q: George Fox, founder of the Quakers, was pushing equality for women and men back in the 
1600s. We have examples like Charity Cook who traveled as a missionary or traveling Friend 
both in and out of this country for years and years. However many children she had, nine or ten, 
they were at home with her husband and whoever else cared for them. She did that with the 
support of the meeting she served as a recorded minister. So I don’t think we have as many 
issues as other churches do in this regard. There were separate men and women’s business 
meetings, but that was not so much to keep people separate as i t was to give women a real voice. 
The fear was that in the general business meeting, their voices were lost in the voices of men’s 
leadership.  
 
U: My family has been United Methodist for several generations. I went to seminary back in the 
1940s, but growing up it was clear that men were pastors and women were heads of religious 
education. The women were in the kitchen preparing the food and setting the tables for the 
fellowship meals. You know the dichotomy. In my early twenties, I went to a friend’s wedding, 
and she had a female pastor. I thought it was one of the weirdest things I’d ever seen.  
 
R: In my Catholic school, the ultimate authority was the priest, even though the woman principal 
was well qualified. He was the disciplinarian who sent students home, for example. You stood as 
one when the pastor came in the room, but the principal came and went quietly.    
 I asked my mother if I could be an altar server, and she said, “ That’s for boys.”  She also 
didn’t want me to play ball. Being told I couldn’t play the drums because it was a boy’s 
instrument, I ended up playing the trombone! I helped my mother clean the church and played 



priest and watched my brother serve mass. I didn’t question it except that I did play priest—with 
Necco wafers.  
 
M : I didn’t grow up in the Moravian church. I grew up in the Plymouth Brethren. They took very 
much to heart St. Paul’s admonition that women should keep silent, and so we wore gloves and 
we wore stockings and we wore hats and we did all the work. But the men ran the church. They 
thought they were telling the women what to do. My mother had gone to Salem College and was 
a person, not simply a reflection of my father’s wishes, although I can remember some clashes at 
home over that. So it was strongly ingrained in me that women were just as good as men and 
could do anything a man could and have babies on top of it. We joined a Moravian church 
because of what we perceived to be a different attitude toward women.  
 
U: My father was a minister, and his father was a minister, and all six of his brothers were 
ministers. People always said to my brothers, “ Which of you are going to follow in your father’s 
footsteps?”  As a third grader, I remember I felt like I was screaming on the inside, “ That is me, 
me, me,”  but no one ever addressed that question to me. I loved being in church, but the 
language was always “ he, he, he.”  I felt left out of what was going on because it wasn’t language 
about me. 
 Then the acolytes were boys, and I wanted to light those candles so bad. This was in the early 
1970s, late 1960s. I think my father just wanted me to shut up, but he finally let me light the 
candles, wear the little robe, and walk down the aisle. And then girls just came in droves wanting 
to do it.   
 
L: In my catechism class, a girl a year older than me asked our Lutheran pastor why she couldn’t 
be an altar girl the way her brother was an altar boy. The pastor made fun of it, laughing and 
saying, “ We always have boys.”  My older sister became a Presbyterian minister, and my father—
who was very conservative himself—was offended that she was never asked to come to our 
home church and preach. 
 
R: My three sisters and I attended Catholic Vacation Bible School and pestered the priest until he 
let us serve during one of the weekday Masses. We were so excited. Of course we didn’t have any 
training, but we knew the format of the Mass and did the best we could. What I remember most 
is the ribbing that we took from the boys after that Mass. “ You looked so silly,”  “ You did this 
wrong,”  “ You left the book up there when you left,”  “ That’s why boys are altar boys and not 
altar girls!”  Never mind that they had had training and we hadn’t. 
 
J: When I was a child, only boys went to Hebrew School. I thought of Hebrew as mysterious. Men 
were the leaders in the Temple. There were few opportunities for women to be involved, but my 
mother was president of the Sisterhood. We celebrated Shabbat at home, but only my father and 
grandfather went to synagogue. I do remember when I was eight years old, the boys and girls 
davening together, you know, praying. Once, during the last week of camp, the boys didn’t show 
up and the girls led the services. 
 
R: I had three daughters who all wanted to be servers, especially when they saw the boys on the 
altar horsing around and jiggling each other. They felt they could do better. Around the same 
time, I served on the diocesan liturgical committee and saw that the nuns, who had the degrees 
and experience, were not given the respect that the priests were given. 
 
U: I remember sitting in the pew, looking up there and thinking I could do what that preacher 
does. When I was seventeen, I really surrendered all of myself to God and said, “ I am yours, 
however you wish to use me.”  Yet I had to swallow hard because it meant that I would be a 
Sunday School teacher the rest of my life. 



 
P: First I thought, “ I’l l need to be a minister’s wife, that’s what I ’ll need to be. I’l l have to go find 
me a minister to marry.”  Then it became, “ Oh, I’l l be a missionary, because women can be 
missionaries.”  I saw women missionaries. Then our church hired a Director of Christian 
Education, so I was going to be a Director of Christian Education. That’s about where I was when 
I went off to college. In college, our campus Director of Christian Education went to seminary, 
and I also met my first associate female pastor. Immediately, I said, “ That’s going to be me.”   
 
R: I don’t think I felt the difference as a real ache until 1970, 1972, when I was principal at a 
Catholic high school and negotiating a higher salary for the nuns there. For the first time I 
realized that the brothers got a higher salary than the sisters for the same work. That really hurt. 
Around the same time, a new bishop was installed, and men were at the center of the ceremony. 
There was no inclusion of women. I remember standing there weeping, not knowing why I was 
weeping, and it was clear to me afterwards that I knew I didn’t belong to that church anymore. 
 
E: For three years I represented the Episcopal Church Women on a board of the national 
Episcopal church. And it was all men. And they were not only all men, they were like little 
Bobbsey Twins. They all dressed alike, looked alike, talked alike, thought alike. I couldn’t even 
believe it. I just kept asking, “ Where are the women? How can you represent the church when 
you are all white old men?”   
 
Q: When I first met Quakers, in college, I learned that women in the Quaker church had had a 
ministry for several hundred years, but I didn’t see that in Greensboro. I have been pleased to see 
that North Carolina has opened its doors for more female pastors than they had at one time, and 
as I look back, I remember there was a female pastor in our county, so I have known of female 
pastors all  my life. 
 
U: A few years after I decided to give my life to God, I had a vision that I would go to seminary 
and I laughed, just like Sarah. I laughed to have imagined it. And it was probably five or six years 
later that I went to the senior pastor at a large church in Dallas where I worked and said, “ I know 
that I can never be a preacher but I keep having this longing to learn more and do more and give 
myself more.”  He asked, “ Why can’t you be a pastor?”  and I said, “ Because the Bible says so, and 
who has ever heard of a woman pastor anyway?”  And he said, “ Why don’t you go to seminary, 
and then we will talk about it.”  And he paid for my books and tuition and child care and gave me 
time off work to go. Imagine this impossible thing! I was probably twenty-five at the time.  
 
L: In Tulsa, I was the first woman on our Lutheran church’s Council, and a new minister said 
about me, “ I know I am going to have a hard time with her.”  And I had a terrible time with him. 
It was an elected position, and the men stood up for me, thank goodness. Later, when I 
confronted the minister, he apologized and said it was because of some woman in his last church 
who “ was a real bitch,”  and he was glad I didn’t turn out to be like her. 
 
R: For a while I was a contemplative Carmelite nun, and I asked my Jesuit professor if I could 
study Scripture. He asked, “ Well, have you read the Bible yet?”  I told him I had not sat down to 
read it cover to cover but had heard or read most of it. “ Well, Sister, go read the Bible and then 
come back to me,”  he said. He was basically cutting me adrift, patting me on the head and 
saying, “ Run along, Sister.”   
   
E: Even in my adulthood, women were still  in the church kitchen. We prepared meals and did 
not serve on the vestry and certainly on nothing in the diocese. We were patted on the head and 
told what a wonderful meal it was. We also kept the altar linens nice and everything polished! 
The main way Episcopal Church Women raised money was with bake sales, handicrafts, and 



bazaars. But we decided to have another kind of fundraiser. We had a w ine and cheese tasting 
and made just as much money and had a lot less work. Actually, we made more money and have 
never stopped having the wine and cheese tastings. 
 
A : My mother and father were active in the church we attended. My mother was the 
Superintendent of Sunday Schools, but the minister was always a man and only men were 
allowed to hold a trustee position. During services, the minister was in the center, the male 
officers were on one side, and the female stewards were seated on the other side. The women in 
an AME church could do anything except lead a congregation. There were only men in the Amen 
corner.  
 
 
Narrator: (to audience) Tell us when you first became aware of gender differences in the church. 
(Allow the audience some t ime to speak to this. For a small group, it could be five minutes. If a large group, 
take t ime to break into small groups for discussion.) 
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