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The Stotried History of Women in Ministry

A Conversation with Dr. Melody Maxwell -
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Dr. Melody Maxwell (left) speaks with Siobhan Parr, a student in the Master of Divinity program at Acadia Divinity College.
Located in Wolfville, Nova Scotia, ADCis the Faculty of Theology for Acadia University and the seminary of the Canadian Baptists of Atlantic Canada.

Recently, Acadia Divinity College’s
Associate Professor of Christian
History Dr. Melody Maxwell was
awarded funding to launch an oral
history project with the goal of
gathering firsthand stories from
women ordained in Atlantic Baptist
churches. Today, we’re excited to
learn a bit more about Melody, her
research, and the importance of
stories in helping us understand our
own lives and the lives of others.

How does studying Christian history
relate to your own story?

| grew up as a Southern Baptist in
the U.S., so | am especially interested
in the ways that Southern Baptist
women have navigated their
conservative cultural and religious
contexts. While these women

have been restricted from leading
churches, they have often expressed
their leadership through missions
efforts. Some went overseas as
missionaries, and others supported
them by forming women’s missions
organizations. This has sometimes
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been true of Baptist women in
Atlantic Canada as well.

Your favourite course to teach at
ADC is, “Women in the Christian
Tradition.” What about it makes it
your favourite?

Too often, the study of Christian
history focuses on white, Western
men. | enjoy helping students
discover the rich history of women’s
leadership in Christian history and
find that they are not the first gifted
women to contribute to the church.

It’s especially rewarding to watch
female students discover their own
voices and callings as they progress
through this course.

ADC will be offering “Women in
the Christian Tradition” again in
fall 2023. The course will take place
on Thursdays from 3:00—4:30 p.m.,
and students can participate from
ADC or remotely via Zoom. | would
encourage Tidings’ readers and other
interested women to join mein
the class by signing up to audit the
course. Visit acadiadiv.ca/audit to
learn more.

Students at ADC have said that
you make learning history fun. Is
there anything specific that you do
to create an engaging classroom
experience while teaching?

| believe that we learn best not just
by hearing lectures, but by engaging
multiple senses in active learning.

In class, | enjoy having students
debate historical ideas, play the roles
of historical characters, and discuss



their perspectives on history, among
other activities. We have fun together
in the classroom!

You recently received funding
through the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council for

a new research project, “Called to
Serve.” Can you explain what the
project involves and what you hope
to achieve through it?

Called to Serve features women
ordained by Baptist churches in
Atlantic Canada from 1950 to 2020.
We are interviewing as many of these
women as possible in order to preserve
and share their important stories. You
can listen to their stories, find out more
about the project, and get involved by
visiting calledtoserve.ca.

In 2024 and 2025, we will provide
panel discussions, workshops, and
presentations about our research.

| have learned

the importance

of relationships
and mentors for
women in ministry.

These will take place at Baptist
churches, academic conferences, and
in other settings. We look forward to
sharing the stories of these ordained
women more widely.

In this new project and in some of
your past writing (for example, your
book, The Woman | Am), you focus on
the stories of others, both written and
oral. Why do you think we find stories
and personal experiences so powerful?

| think hearing the stories of others
makes us consider our own lives

and what might be possible for us.
Hearing or reading others’ personal
experiences can inspire and challenge
us at a deep level. Those who have
gone before us can remain alive in a
way through their stories that we pass
down through the generations.

What have you learned personally on
the journey of gathering these stories?

| have learned
the importance
of relationships
and mentors

for women

in ministry.
Many of the
women we have
interviewed have
named other
interviewees

as role models
and supporters
in their work.
Their stories
demonstrate

to me how
important it

is for women

to support

each other and
encourage
younger women
that God could
use them in
ministry. It is
often when
young women
see other women
serving in

ministry that they realize that they
could be called to serve themselves.

If a historian were to find the Called
to Serve project 100 to 200 years from
now, what do you hope they’d learn
from the stories of these women?

| hope that a future historian would
note the courage and determination
of the women ordained by Atlantic
Baptist churches during the
twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries. Despite obstacles, these
women persevered in following
God’s call on their lives. They did not
serve to advance feminist goals but
to obey God.

What other research projects are you
working on?

I am currently gathering archival
material about Annie Armstrong, a
historic Southern Baptist women’s
leader. Armstrong helped found and
lead Woman’s Missionary Union, an
organization that is similar to Atlantic
Baptist Women. | am interested in
learning more about her efforts and
motivations for her work. | anticipate
writing a biography of Armstrong
over the next few years.

What advice would you give to a
woman navigating her call to ministry?

Women who are exploring a call

to ministry face challenges that
men do not usually experience. |
would encourage a woman in this
situation to recognize her unique
giftedness and trust God’s call on
her life. | would urge her to find
female mentors, pursue theological
education, and find a space in which
she could serve and lead. ¢

With thanks to Carley Lee,
communications coordinator
of Acadia Divinity College.
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