
The following overview is based on written remarks by Ann Barnwell, outgoing chair of the 
Leadership Enhancement Committee, CCT.   She presented her overview at the PW Leadership Training, Orlando, 
FL on September 24, 2010.  You will receive the entire text of her presentation as a handout. 
 
The reason for this overview is that PW seems to be in a transitional period.  We need to know where PW came 
from in order to discern where we may want to go for the future. 
 

History of PW  

PW  history goes back 200 years.   The early immigrants brought with them the belief that men were in 
charge and were the leaders of society.  Thus, the work and support of women in society and in the 
churches happened in the background and their support was invisible.  In the churches, men 
administered the sacraments, wrote the prayer books, preached the sermons, said the prayers, and 
made the decisions.  It was an age when women had no role outside the home.  Their roles were viewed 
as wives and mothers. 
 
Throughout American history, the majority of the members of the Presbyterian congregations have 
been women.  Women provided the necessary support for the church to do its ministry and to grow. 
They provided and affirmed the moral role it and its members contributed to the country.  Because of 
their support, especially in the areas of missions and education, many men began to recognize that 
women were ‘useful’ in the House of God. 
 
What part did they play as they supported the leaders from the background? 
 

1.  They raised money for churches through bake sales, community suppers, and sewing circles. 
2. They embroidered altar cloths. 
3. They taught Sunday School, played the piano and sang in the choir. 
4. They prepared meals. 
5. They brought their children to worship and educated them in their beliefs at home. 

 
 
But no matter how great their contributions, women were asked to take a backseat to male religious 
leaders.  Within a short time, many women found this supportive activity was not enough and began 
female groups in which they could promote projects of their own; initially these were to aid the poor, 
the orphaned, and the needy seminarians.  As time passed, women’s roles have changed and women’s 
groups have changed to allow them to meet the needs of themselves, their congregations, and the 
people of the world. 
 
As women sewed together, prayed together, and raised money together, they learned by experience 
skills they had not learned in school.  Instead of how to take care of house and family, they were now 
learning how to organize meetings and handle money. 
 
Two centuries after the first women of the Presbyterian Church gathered to pray and donate their 
money to the church, PW exists today because women are adaptable, determined, proactive, charitable, 
generous, and dedicated to God.  Just as women’s groups have changed through the years, PW now has 
to assess its strengths and needs, and be willing to continue to change when the need occurs. 
 



 


