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For Lydia Ellen and Sadie Pearl,  
may you always keep singing the song of justice-love and  

live into exactly whom you are created to be.
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Foreword

The future is female, as they say.

Apparently, so is the past.
History shows us that as movements are born, they very often involve 

the voices and leadership of women who work hard to establish new 
energy and e"orts to make our shared human existence more kind and 
equitable. As movements turn into institutions, however, the voices and 
leadership of women are increasingly suppressed. It is profound, then, 
to remember that with the Magni#cat, Mary’s song, it is the voice of a 
woman that issues a mandate challenging the powers that oppress, divide, 
and harm; her words are the very foundation of the work and witness of 
Jesus Christ in the world.

As we know, hers was a small voice in a loud world with a tendency not 
to listen. It’s a good thing that the voices of women are often revolution-
ary. Over and over in our collective story, women have called for change 
and ushered us toward a society that welcomes and nurtures the whole.

Because even before a baby was born, there was a song. Summoned 
from the deep, fear-#lled breaths of a young woman totally marginalized 
and without any power at all, this song is a faith-#lled declaration that 
paints a picture of her world turned on its head—where everybody had 
enough to $ourish in the task of human living. And perhaps the most 
miraculous thing of all is that Mary’s song is sung—and heard—by Eliza-
beth, her words landing right and true, o"ering hope and agency for them 
both in a time when there was none. In hearing Mary through Elizabeth’s 
ears, we suddenly know that Mary’s song is as corporate as it is individ-
ual—a new way of seeing the world being born in one person while God 
is busy birthing a new world for everyone. It’s the lives, words, and witness 
of women changing the world.

It’s miraculous.
!is book is a collection of theological work, sermons, and personal 

stories that remind us that we ignore the prophetic voices of women at our 
own peril, for they have kept—and they will keep—raising their voices 
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and calling us to #x broken systems. It’s particularly notable that we’re 
o"ered this powerful invitation to engage Mary’s song through the voices 
of Baptist women ministers—those who have persisted in their determi-
nation to follow God’s call in the face of institutions that would silence 
them.

In words inviting us to a new way of living, we understand again why 
we are foolish to ignore more than half the witness of humanity—the 
women—choosing instead to marginalize, contain, diminish, and demean 
their witness. Women will not keep silent, and we must listen because we 
need women’s voices to do the work of God in the world.

What will it take for us to believe the women?
I am a pastor myself. I grew up in a conservative, evangelical home, 

an upbringing I credit with so many foundational aspects of my faith. 
But I never saw a woman exercising ordained leadership in the church. It 
is profoundly true that you cannot be what you cannot see, so when the 
persistent call of God began to pull at me, I looked to see whom I could 
#nd who was living what I felt called to do. When I chose to become a 
Baptist, I did it because I was so enamored with the idea that God’s spirit 
will show up wherever she wants, creating new life inside and outside of 
institutions that have built walls and excluded certain people and tried to 
harness her work of redemption in the world.

Still, over and over I was told I could not be a pastor—and those 
voices still issue their critique on a regular basis. But the witness of the 
women whose voices I heard spoke louder to me; they knew my experi-
ence of feeling so convicted of your vocation that you cannot set it aside. 
Gifted with the friendships and examples of pioneering Baptist women, 
some of whose voices you will hear in this book, I was gradually able to 
begin imagining and risking a life of ordained ministry.

Rev. Dr. Leah Grundset Davis, former pastoral intern, colleague of 
mine, and now accomplished practitioner herself, invites us into this criti-
cal conversation about Baptist identity, the voices and witness of women, 
and the task God has set before us today. One baton after another, handed 
woman to woman, the same message of inclusion, justice, and peace—
what a gift to the world.

In these moments when being a Baptist—and, indeed, being a Chris-
tian—is so grievously misrepresented in our culture, all of these women 
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echo the song of Mary, the original resister. It’s their voices, and it’s Mary’s 
voice speaking to us, calling clearly from the distance of decades and even 
thousands of years to listen—and to believe her. She’s a prophet speaking 
truth to power, as any of us who claim to follow Jesus should be. And all 
of their voices give us courage to #nd our own voice, to take a deep breath, 
and to tell the truth about injustice in the face of God’s dreams for our 
world.

With this rich witness surrounding and leading us, why wouldn’t we 
believe the women? Why wouldn’t we be the women speaking loud and 
clear and without apology?

So raise your own voice.
And listen.
Listen to these voices. And listen to Mary’s song.
And believe them.

Rev. Dr. Amy K. Butler
Senior Minister

Riverside Church, New York City
October 2018



Introduction and  
How to Use this Study

Our study engages the Magni#cat, Mary’s song in Luke 1, as an 
inspirational song for six Alliance of Baptists women preachers. All 

of these women relate the Magni#cat to elements of their identity—as 
followers of Jesus and as Baptists.

!eir experiences of Mary’s song highlight themes of Baptist identity, 
including embodiment in preaching, power and agency in the act of 
proclamation, and the principle of freedom. For many women in Baptist 
life, their bodies have been seen as problematic, especially those women 
who wanted to be pastors.1

However, when preaching Mary’s Magni#cat, a song that Mary sang 
when her body was seen as problematic by the larger religious world, these 
Baptist women grasped their full embodiment with power as sermons 
$owed from their lips and their hearts. !ey believed God had looked 
with favor on them, as they are created by God.

Agency and freedom are also strong themes that resonate through-
out the conversations about identity. !e Alliance of Baptists covenant, 
an in$uential document for each of the women, came about in a time 
when a small group of Baptists had to sing about what they believed in 
the midst of a swirling, powerful Baptist entity—the Southern Baptist 
Convention (SBC). When Baptist women speak of the Magni#cat, they 
do so in conversation with their Baptist identity.

As women preach and study this text, in general, they tell the story of 
Mary as a woman and her own agency and power.

In Luke, Mary sings,
My soul magni#es the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God 
my Savior, for he has looked with favor on the lowliness 
of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will 
call me blessed; for the Mighty One has done great things 
for me, and holy is his name. His mercy is for those who 
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fear him from generation to generation. He has shown 
strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in 
the thoughts of their hearts. He has brought down the 
powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he 
has #lled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich 
away empty. He has helped his servant Israel, in remem-
brance of his mercy, according to the promise he made to 
our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever. 
(Luke 1:46–55)

Considering that Mary’s trip to visit her cousin Elizabeth and her song 
of God’s faithfulness passed down from one generation to another, we’ll 
read the stories of six women within the Alliance of Baptists who represent 
a shared commitment to the organization from its birth to the most recent 
celebrations of life.

Baptist women in ministry have faced an uphill climb for as long as 
Baptist women have been in ministry. However, since the birth of the 
Alliance of Baptists in 1987, women in ministry have been a%rmed and 
their voices celebrated. As the organization has grown, so has the presence 
of women in pulpits and pastorates across the United States. !e work of 
liberation and songs of resistance have always been a part of the Alliance’s 
story and an integral part of the Alliance’s covenant.

!ese generational perspectives sing of God’s faithfulness from the 
pregnancy, birth, and life of this group of Baptists and to individuals. 
!rough conversations with these women, common threads emerged that 
pointed toward themes of identi#cation of calling, participation in justice 
issues, and personal connection with the Magni#cat as a song of liberation 
for women.

!is study shares six voices that have been previously neglected in 
our Baptist world by providing a speci#c focus on Alliance of Baptists’ 
women. It brings into conversation race, sexuality, gender, and identity, 
which are pressing concerns for each of our lives and the life and health 
of the church.

When the Alliance of Baptists was formed, the covenant became the 
guiding document, which highlighted the organization’s core distinc-
tives and freedoms. !e covenant guides the organization along the way 
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as a type of living, breathing guide, and so it served as a touchpoint in 
discussions with the six women as a way to come back to Baptist princi-
ples. You’ll read good, thoughtful critiques and words of gratitude for a 
document that guides and yet continues to evolve.

Percentagewise, there are more Alliance of Baptists’ congregational 
partners pastored by women than any other Baptist denomination. !e 
Alliance also endorses more women to chaplaincy and pastoral counselor 
ministry than any other Baptist denomination.2 

Nearly thirty-one percent of Alliance of Baptists’ congregational 
partners are pastored by women, compared to the Cooperative Baptist 
Fellowship at #ve percent, Baptist General Association of Virginia at two 
percent, and the Baptist General Convention of Texas not even at one-half 
of one percent. Women have found a home in the Alliance of Baptists and 
found empowerment from Mary’s song.

Together, we’ll explore the history of the Alliance, the stories of 
individual women, and the implications of their stories on the connection 
between Baptist identity, the Magni#cat, and all of our stories.

!e six preachers selected to participate in this study range from 
founders of the Alliance of Baptists to those born after the Alliance was 
created. !eir commitment has stretched from generation to generation. 
!is commitment has called them to examine the intersection of Baptist 
identity, preaching liberation, and embodiment of their call. Each story is 
unique and intersectional with other stories. !rough the particularity of 
their stories, we learn of certain universal aspects of women in Baptist life.

We all can learn something from this powerful song that Mary sang 
in the Gospel of Luke. Do we view ourselves with the same power that 
Mary viewed herself? Do we claim our full identities—the ones created by 
God—and let them sing freely? What song is God inviting us to proclaim 
from right where we stand?

!ere’s so much to unpack in a study of the Magni#cat, and this study 
is one that can aid you, your church, or your small group as you begin to 
do just that.

Over the course of the study, you’ll take a brief journey through the 
history of the Alliance of Baptists. (!is section follows the introduction 
as an optional part of the study. It informs each woman’s story and the 
context of their ministries.) !en you’ll study the Magni#cat yourself 
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and talk about its impact on you and what story you want to proclaim.  
Finally, we’ll hear from the six women themselves, who have wrestled with 
this text and identify with it.

!rough it all we’ll hear voices from the ones who went before us, 
highlighted alongside the weekly readings, have daily prayers of re$ection, 
and engage with the ideas of liberation, power, and proclamation. !e 
sermons, which follow the stories of each preacher, are all on the same 
texts, yet each one shares a unique perspective, highlighting di"erent areas 
of the text for further enlightenment.

After the body of the weekly study, you’ll #nd a few items to help you 
re$ect throughout the week:

!is Week: A suggested activity to work on through the week. !is 
could be a written exercise, a contemplative practice, or a prayer.

Questions for Re$ection and Discussion: Starter questions are at the 
end of each chapter for personal or group re$ection. See where the Spirit 
takes you!

Further Study: Some weeks include a section that invites you to 
experience other biblical texts, songs, and stories that take us to a deeper 
engagement with the Magni#cat.

At the end of the book, you will #nd the following appendices:
Leader’s Guide: A suggested teaching plan is outlined for a group 

study for each of the weeks.
Sermon Series and Worship Planning: Following the songs of Luke is 

a natural Advent Christmas sermon series. Suggested texts, titles, calls to 
worship, hymns, and themes follow.

Bibliography: Additional texts that were consulted, quoted, and read 
can all provide more background on the Magni#cat, Baptist life, and 
women in ministry.

Endnotes
1 Judith Bledsoe Bailey, Strength for the Journey: Feminist !eology and Baptist 

Women Pastors (Richmond: Center for Baptist Heritage and Studies, 2015), 
176–177.

2 Pam Durso and Kevin Pranato, “Baptist Women in Ministry: State of Women 
in Baptist Life Report 2015” (paper presented at the annual meeting of Baptist 
Women in Ministry, Winston-Salem, June 26, 2016).


