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In this paper, I will look at the life and legacy of Henrietta Mears to provide us with an example 

of an evangelical leader who promoted the self-subjugation of women within the church; yet, 

through her own celebrity and influence, she inadvertently subverted this theological worldview 

and left a legacy that helped promote women in Christian leadership. Mears provides us with an 

example of spiritual asceticism in evangelical women in the 20th century, their negotiation of 

patriarchal restrictions within family and church life, and how her ministry subverted the very 

worldview she sought to promote. This study is important, since the imbalance of power within 

patriarchal systems has caused scholars to critique the tendency of evangelical women to 

promote a Complementarian worldview, as they question why anyone would willfully participate 

in self-subjugation.  

To help explain this behavior, I will use a historical and theological model to locate the self-

subjugation of evangelical women as a type of Christian asceticism. From the Desert Fathers 

who hid from the temptations of the world in Egyptian caves to cloistered mystics like Hildegard 

of Bingen, the self-denial of asceticism meant not only the mortification of the body, but 

submission to authority figures for the sake of heightened spiritual awareness and heavenly 

rewards. Through the meta-narrative of Christianity and the practice of asceticism, we have a 

new lens through which to consider the self-subjugation of women. Mears allows us to further 

consider the Protestant commitment to sola scriptura, and the twentieth century evangelical 

attachment to biblical literalism, helping us to understand why evangelical women like Mears not 

only accepted patriarchy in their homes and churches, but promoted it. Even so, through her own 

celebrity, Mears subverted this system and inadvertently paved the way for the ordination of 

women. 


