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Under the leadership of Count Nicolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf, mid-eighteenth century Moravian women carried an unusual amount of responsibility and power in the realms of spiritual care and governance.  Soon after the death of Zinzendorf in 1760, however, his successors began to dismantle the intricate system of female leadership he had built a generation earlier.  Even while Zinzendorf was alive, most, if not all other male leaders of the Church apparently believed that any significant leadership by women was harmful to the church – they lost no time in taking it apart as soon as Zinzendorf died, and they did so according to a carefully conceived and forcefully implemented plan.  To make this argument, I use the highly detailed general synod records of the 1760s, including the minutes of the ad hoc committees.  It was in these committees that problems were analyzed and the real decisions were made.  These behind-the-scenes deliberations were often confidential.  In one case, committee members even had to take a vow of silence about what was said in committee discussions.  

The life of Anna Johanna Piesch illustrates the level of administrative and spiritual responsibilities which Zinzendorf accorded to Moravian women.  She was a niece of Anna Nitschmann, and Nitschmann was the leading woman in the Moravian Church of the eighteenth century.  But Piesch serves as a good example, not because of her relationship to Nitschmann, but because she played significant roles in the Moravian Church in her own right.  Because observers noticed when she was very young that she was highly talented, at age fifteen, she was named General Elder of Children, the leader of all children in the church.  In 1745, when she was nineteen years old, she became the Pflegerin (the caretaker or leader) of different Single Sisters Choirs, first in Herrnhaag and then in London.  (The “Choir” system in the Moravian Church assigned all members to a group of people with matching age, gender, and marital status.  There were  Little Boys, Little Girls, Older Boys, Older Girls, Single Brothers, Single Sisters, Married Sisters, Married Brothers, Widows, and Widowers.  Each of these groups were called a Choir.)

Piesch handled the duties of all her offices with such distinction, that she was named the General Elder for all Single Sisters Choirs, when she was just 21 years old.  This meant that when she wasn’t occupied elsewhere, she lived in Zinzendorf’s household (the so-called Juengerhaus  or House of the Disciple) along with all his other close co-workers and was accordingly a member of the central governing body of the Moravian Church.  In this role, she traveled often – not only throughout Germany, but also to America, for example, or Holland or England.  From these Moravian settlements, she wrote very candid reports in order to inform Zinzendorf and Nitschmann about the state of affairs in different Single Sisters Choirs and different settlements in general.

Everywhere she went, she performed duties which we would describe as ministerial – ordaining Deaconesses, giving sermons in the worship services held by Single Sisters Choirs, or interviewing individual Single Sisters before an upcoming Communion celebration (das Sprechen), in order to evaluate their spiritual condition.  In addition, she usually took part in synods as a lead delegate.  At the age of thirty-four, she married Nathaneal Seidel, in order to assume joint leadership of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania.  Together the Seidels led this American Moravian settlement through its difficult transition from a purely communal economy into a largely private one.  She wrote that their efforts were “a difficult piece of work … that caused my good husband and me many sleepless nights.”

I have chosen Anna Johanna Piesch as my example instead of Anna Nitschmann on purpose.  By using Piesch, I could show that Nitschmann was not the only woman, who played a major role in the eighteenth century Moravian Church.  I do not know if anyone has established how many leading Moravian women there were during that century, but given the numbers of female delegates at synods, my guess is that between 100 and 150  women held important administrative and spiritual offices in the separate settlements as well as in the central church administration of the Moravian Church.

Such extensive representation in public offices was highly unusual for other European women.  (“European women” here includes women of European heritage who lived in America.)  With the exception of nuns and some aristocratic women, most women lived as daughters, wives, or servants in families governed by men.  And with the exception of Quakers, other European groups did not allow women to hold positions of such high authority in church or government.  This meant that Moravian women had to learn to govern, because they had so little experience with such responsibilities.  The leading Sisters in the Moravian Church, however, proved themselves fully capable.  Their many spiritual biographies expressed clearly how much industry and commitment their brought to their new roles and how much joy these new roles brought them.

Under Zinzendorf’s leadership a great many paintings and prints were produced in order to document significant or typical events in the Moravian Church and help to socialize young people and new converts to the Moravian beliefs and practices.  They also provide a lively picture of Moravian women’s roles during the eighteenth century.  One painting by Johann Valentin Haidt commemorated an important session at the Herrnhut Synod of 1750.  The first aspect which strikes the viewer is the rigid separation of the genders characteristic of Moravian gatherings: women sat on one side of the room and men on the other.  Looking more closely, it becomes apparent that the leading Moravians sat at the center table and that they included Zinzendorf, flanked by leading men on one side and leading women on the other.  In spite of the significant presence of women, this painting also makes clear that hierarchy was carefully preserved.  For one thing, women represented just six of the twenty-five people at the center table.  Also, the backs of the chairs reflected the rank of the people sitting in them.  The back of Zinzendorf’s chair was the largest, those closest to him on either side had the next largest chair backs, followed by those with the lowest chair backs around the rest of the table.  Ordinary delegates sat on benches and were placed among the members of the Herrnhut congregation, who also attended this particular session.  But non-Moravians looking at this painting in 1750 would have taken the hierarchy for granted.  What would have surprised them was the significant participation of the women, because such emphasis on the leadership by women was almost unheard of elsewhere.

Haidt also painted numerous individual portraits of leading Moravians.  It is striking that women seem to be every bit as well represented in this set of portraits as men.  Haidt depicted all of these women as deeply spiritual, fulfilled, happy human beings.  I find the ones of Anna Johanna Piesch to be particularly compelling.  She looks like her writing sounds – committed, self-assured, forthright, and sincere.

A number of black and white prints were used in a contemporary book called Zuverlaessige Nachricht to illustrate various ceremonies among the Moravians.  Many of these depict women playing active roles in worship services.  One of these shows a typical Communion celebration in a gathering of the entire Congregation.  As usual, men are seated on one side of the room and women on the other.  Two priests are serving Communion, one to the men and the other to the women.  Following each priest is a person identified as the one “who is carrying the bread,” and on the women’s side, that person is a Sister.

One painting by Haidt was titled the Jungfernbund or Covenant of the Virgins.  It was intended to remind Moravians, especially the Single Sisters of an important event in their history – a covenant that took place on May 4th, 1730 between eighteen Single Sisters and the Savior, in which the Sisters promised to live only for him.  Anna Nitschmann sits in the middle, because it was she who initiated the covenant.  She holds the Savior’s body in her lap, surrounded by the seventeen other Sisters in poses of devotional adoration.  Zinzendorf stands at the edge of the painting and looks on.  

This painting, however, does much more than depict a particular event.  It also illustrates the piety for women in the church.  Zinzendorf believed that members of each choir had a fitting path to the Savior.  Children, for instance, would best find the Savior by focusing on his childhood and the Single Brothers would identify with the Savior as a single man.  The Sisters would best understand the story of the Savior through Mary, whose body was the vessel through which he became human.  Especially the Single Sisters would identify with the Incarnation, because Mary had been a virgin like them.  This painting illustrates this feminine piety by placing Anna Nitschmann where we are accustomed to seeing Mary.  That is, we have here an image that is actually a blend of a Pieta with the Savior on her lap and a manger scene with Zinzendorf in the place of Joseph and the visiting worshipers all around.  This painting was used for the Festival of the Single Sisters Choir, which took place on the 4th of May each year, in order to remember and renew the original covenant and to strengthen the special piety of the Single Sisters.

These pictures are a tiny selection of the ones available in Moravian Archives around the world, in which women assume an important place.  Not only the themes of the pictures, but also the fact that they were created at all indicates how important women were in the administrative and spiritual circles of the eighteenth century Moravian Church.  
Having just tried to demonstrate how important women were among 18th century Moravians, it is necessary immediately to contradict that viewpoint.  Such participation was to last little more than a generation, because it was Zinzendorf alone among male leaders who introduced and defended such extensive female participation.  After his death in 1760, there was not a single leading man, who was willing to argue that women should continue to hold these unusual political and spiritual roles.  Rather, Zinzendorf’s successors strove with breathtaking speed to cut out women from the offices and responsibilities they had held while he still lived.  Three weeks after Zinzendorf died and just one week after Anna Nitschmann died, Johannes von Watteville (Zinzendorf’s son-in-law and intimate co-worker) called together a council of Moravian leaders [Ratskonferenz] to discuss the future of the Moravian Church.  The role of Sisters in the church was high on the agenda – second only to the future “constitution of our cause in general.”
  The fact that this topic was so prominent at this first administrative meeting after Zinzendorf’s death indicates its urgency in Watteville’s mind.

In the General Synod of 1764, the first after Zinzendorf’s death, delegates again took up the issue about women’s roles as they discussed appropriate membership in the General Directorate, the highest governing body in the church.  They decided that “The Brothers shall keep [their membership in] the General Directorate, and the Sisters don’t desire it; rather they are assistants and advisors [to the Directorate]” and added that “general offices [for women] were not thought to be good.”
  These were the same offices that women like Anna Nitschmann and Anna Johanna Piesch had held previously.  Apparently delegates wished to make unambiguously clear that the practices of the past would no longer be tolerated.  Later they named 28 particular Sisters to the female Advisory Committee (Gehuelfenschaft).  In a second decision, the delegates established that the Single Sisters and the Widows Choirs in each Moravian settlement required a “Curator” in order to administer their secular affairs.  A third decision in this same Synod established that Single Sisters should no longer hold the “oversight over the education of the children in the Girls’ House” in Moravian settlements, but that a Married Couple should play that role.
  With these three measures, the Synod of 1764 had revoked a major part of female participation, not only in the central administration of the church, but in the settlements as well.

But the Synod of 1764 not only limited female participation in administrative affairs, it also took an important step to curtail women’s previous involvement in spiritual care by determining that ordained men in Moravian settlements, rather than Deaconesses, should be responsible from then on for the intimate spiritual interviews with each individual Sister known to 18th century Moravians as “Speakings.”  To avoid any untoward relationship developing between a minister and a Sister, delegates did require the presence of another woman (such as the minister’s wife) during the interview.  Although the Elders Conferences in each settlement would specify exactly how this system would work in their jurisdiction, this was a clear limitation on women’s roles as spiritual caretakers.
  Delegates were also concerned about possible reactions of outsiders to Moravian women’s assistance at Communion services and specified that that would take place only when “necessary” and only in Communion services where outsiders were not likely to be present.

The 1769 General Synod (the second after Zinzendorf’s death) limited the participation of women even further.  Synod delegates decided that the Sisters would no longer be direct advisors to the Unity Elders Conference (as the General Directorate was now called), rather from that time on, they would serve only as advisors to the Helpers Conference, which was subordinated under the Unity Elders Conference.  Furthermore, according to this decision, there would be no standing female advisory committee.  Rather, it was “left up to Helpers Conference as it saw fit” to gather together some Sisters for that purpose.

After the next General Synod in 1775, leading women like Anna Johanna Piesch (by this time married to Nathanael Seidel) could no longer ordain women as Deaconesses.  Only Bishops, who had always been male, could do that, and leading Sisters were not even allowed to assist a Bishop at such an ordination.

The fact that Zinzendorf’s successors acted so speedily to dismantle women’s offices after Zinzendorf’s death suggests that his policy on women had its critics among the male leaders of the Moravian Church, even before he died.  Evidence of such criticism is found in the written records, as well.  In a discussion at the Synod of 1747 about Moravian policies on marriage, Johannes von Watteville repeatedly criticized Zinzendorf’s stance and expressed worries about outsiders’ reactions to it.
  There is also a hint of such critics in Anna Johanna Piesch’s description of her uneasiness after the deaths of Zinzendorf and Nitschmann.

Now I was completely orphaned, and the grief and worry in my poor soul was great, not only because of these two dear people, but also primarily because the settlements and choirs had now lost their lead sheep and [because of] how things would go in the future.  My anxious thoughts and premonitions did unfortunately come true in considerable measure, and to my inexpressible pain, I had to witness that these dear people were almost completely forgotten, especially the dear Mama [Anna Nitschmann].

Although Piesch does not say so directly, it seems likely that her “anxious thoughts and premonitions” about “how things would go in the future” had to do with the position of women in the church, because she connected these thoughts with the fact that the Zinzendorf and Nitschmann she had known so well were forgotten, “especially” Nitschmann.  That Piesch harbored such anxious premonitions suggests that she had heard undercurrents of criticism among leading Moravians about women’s roles during the Zinzendorf era and that she was aware of plans to undo them.

Because Zinzendorf’s charisma and power were so great within the governing circles of the church, his decisions prevailed in spite of such criticisms as long as he was alive to defend them, but as soon as he was gone, the new leaders clearly lost no time in undoing the parts of his innovations which they thought were harmful to the church.  It will soon become clear that Zinzendorf and Nitschmann were not forgotten by mere neglect, but by purposefully erasing the pivotal role of Nitschmann and wiping out many of Zinzendorf’s innovations from the historical record, in order to change and “improve” his image.

So, the members of the Moravian Church had experienced two sweeping changes in the position of women inside of 30 to 40 years, once when Zinzendorf introduced new offices for women and once when his successors took them away.  What motivated Moravians to undertake these two revolutions in the roles of women?  It is important to stress at the outset that, when Zinzendorf created these offices, he was not motivated by any kind of belief in the need for gender equality or equal rights.  Rather he believed that men and women should be separated, in order to discourage extramarital love relationships from developing between them.  He especially wished to prevent contact between male ministers and female believers, because such work required a very intimate connection.  For this reason, he created spiritual offices for women, like Deaconess and Caretaker (Pflegerin), so that leading sisters could devote themselves to the spiritual care of other women.  He also believed that women would understand better than men the spiritual problems of women.  Furthermore, because these female spiritual leaders were the only ones who knew in any depth the condition of the Sisters’ souls, those leaders needed to participate in the governing boards or “conferences” in each Moravian settlement, in the central governing body of the church, and in synods, in order to give reports about their work with the Sisters.  On the basis of written reports and Synod minutes, we know that they took their responsibility seriously.

Although Zinzendorf did not believe in equal rights, it appears that leading Sisters may well have learned to value the notion of gender equality.  Many single women hesitated or even refused to enter into marriage.  A number stated that they didn’t want to give up their work in the Single Sisters Choir, but Anna Johanna Piesch went even further and suggested that she treasured the equal status she enjoyed as a leading Single Sister.  Concerning the proposal that she marry, she had the following to say:

After these two dear people [Zinzendorf and Nitschmann] went home [in death], I thought from then on I would devote myself completely to my dear Single Sisters Choir and exert double the steadfastness and diligence; I believed it to be more necessary now than ever, however, the Savior ordained otherwise and gave me a whole different field to till.  I received my assignment in America and in addition, the dear Brother Nathanael Seidel was offered to me [in marriage]… To America I was very willing to go, but to enter into marriage, that cost me a great deal.  There were many bitter pains, before I was able to submit my will to the Savior’s.  But He helped me get through [the ordeal] and stood strongly by my side.  

At the end of the paragraph, she emphasized yet again how hard this marriage proposal was for her:

As already mentioned, I went very unwillingly into this important state, but since it was the Savior’s will, I prayed immediately on my entry into [marriage] to grant me the favor, that he would help me bring him joy and honor and that he would give me the grace to be a loyal submissive [untertaenige] wife from now on.

Piesch’s independence and high status as a leading Single Sister was so important to her that she required the insistence and support of the Savior to give them up and become a “loyal submissive wife” instead.

For Zinzendorf and the other Moravian men, however, the subjection of women was not only accepted, it was taken for granted.  If this was the case, how was Zinzendorf able to convince other men to bring the Sisters into the leadership of the church and the settlements?  How did he attempt to meet and quiet the voices of opposition?  

The first of three approaches was through the use of the Lot.  He began simply to propose women for leading positions and submit these proposals to the Lot.  Among 18th century Moravians, members were supposed to lay their merely human proposals before the Savior, that is, write their suggestions as questions and draw lots to give the Savior the chance to answer “yes” or “no.”  Through meeting minutes from the 1730s and 1740s, we know that many women were proposed to the Lot for office and that when the Lots were drawn, many came up positive,  as our belief in the laws of probability would lead us to expect.  According to the beliefs of 18th century Moravians, however, the Savior had made his will known through the Lot, and his will must govern, even if this meant women would hold leading offices.  On the other hand, it is important to note that Zinzendorf proposed women for these offices at all.  Had he not done so, obviously the Savior would have had no way to agree to their appointment.  It is also important to stress what questions Zinzendorf did not put to the lot.  As far as I have been able to determine, he never drew a Lot on the general question of whether Sisters should hold leading offices in the central governing body of the church, in the separate settlements, or in their choirs.  He always assumed they should and only asked whether a particular Sister ought to occupy a particular office.

Zinzendorf’s second way of dealing with criticism of his innovative roles for women was to analyze the nature and abilities of the two genders  and then to communicate his findings in countless sermons written for the different choirs.  Zinzendorf often used these sermons as a vehicle for comparing the character of the two genders.  So, a sermon to the Single Brothers might also have something to say about the Single Sisters, in order to emphasize the contrasting character traits of the two.  He suggested that women could serve as good models for all Christians, because the ideal woman was completely submissive, intensely loving, and able to feel deeply – the very traits that defined the ideal relationship between every Christian and the Savior.  Zinzendorf also claimed that a few women had the gift to govern well, although men were in general more likely good governors than women were.
  After the first delivery of these sermons, they were painstakingly copied in editions of the Juengerhaus Diarium (Diary of the House of the Disciple) to be sent to Moravian settlements all over the world for use in their worship services.  It is not unreasonable to assume that he intended these sermons partly to persuade his critics to accept his innovations regarding the position of women.  For one thing, Zinzendorf’s sermons addressed gender themes over and over again, as if he had to constantly buttress his actions with theory.  For another, whenever possible, he buttressed his views with quotes and references from the Bible, which, of course, functioned as the highest authority in Protestant circles.  

The third approach that Zinzendorf used was ambiguity or even contradiction.  In a single  paragraph, he was apt to claim one thing and then immediately to modify or even deny it.  In a discussion about marriage, for instance, Zinzendorf said, “I greatly value equality in marriage and am marvelously happy when similar people marry each other.”  This seemingly clear message is, however, contradicted by the end of the next sentence, where he expressed the preference “that especially the saucy Sisters are a little weaker in knowledge than the Brothers, so that in their forwardness, they don’t perceive things before their husbands do.”
  It may be that Zinzendorf used such ambiguity unconsciously, but it is also quite possible that it could also help to persuade his potential critics.  When he wished to introduce something new, such ambiguity could emphasize that Zinzendorf’s basic principles agreed with those of his critics, reassuring them that the innovation weould be not so harmful after all.
  

Turning now to first few decades after Zinzendorf’s death, we can ask why Zinzendorf’s successors decided to limit Moravian women’s roles and what means they used to do so.

Scholars generally agree that the attack on female leadership was part of male leaders’ program to make the Moravian Church more orthodox, but what drove the need for more orthodoxy?  During the second half of the 18th century, it certainly wasn’t an attempt to attract new members, because Moravians at that time still agreed with Zinzendorf that they should avoid contributing to the proliferation of Protestant churches.  In the various minutes kept for the General Synod there is no trace of a plan to try to attract new members.  A careful reading of these minutes does, however, suggest some possible answers, although they are not easy to find.  While they make clear that the overwhelming majority of male delegates were in favor of limiting or even eliminating the leading roles of women, the reasons for their stance are not quite so obvious.  The report of the ad hoc “Committee to Investigate the Participation and Influence of the Sisters in Choir, Congregation, and Church Affairs” (hereinafter the “men’s Committee on Sisters”) gives some hints:

One cannot deny, that the recent and still current practice of the Moravian Church concerning the service of the Sisters in the Church is certainly an important issue for the Synod, because it is evident that on the side of many a Brother, a fear remains [concerning that practice], which could easily lead to the other extreme.

Consequences and reprimands [arise whenever] the Moravian Church deviates from tradition and authorizes the Sisters to assist in the celebration of Communion in gatherings of both sexes in the whole congregation.

The wellbeing and misfortune of the Moravian Church depends in large part … on this important … matter.

Putting these three quotations together, we understand that many Moravian men feared the consequences and reprimands that would result, if the Moravian Church did not take steps to modify or end the extreme level of untraditional service now practiced by Moravian women and that the future survival of the Moravian Church depended on it.  The report does not explain from whom they expected these reprimands and exactly what kind of consequences there might be.  A broader and deeper reading of the Synod minutes makes clear that the Moravian Church suffered under the weight of three burdens:

· colossal debts incurred by borrowing from both members and non-members

· acute disgrace in the eyes of the surrounding world because of the debt burden and the more extreme religious beliefs and practices of the Sifting Period

· intense distrust not only between the Moravian Church and the surrounding world but also among individual members of the church

The synod delegates believed they could master these burdens only if they could alter their current practice so that it would match the practice in other Protestant churches.  One of the most noticeable differences in the practice was certainly the active participation of women in spiritual affairs and church administration – this absolutely had to be changed.  One Brother even seemed to connect the practices of the Sifting period with the participation of the Sisters.  In a letter which he directed to the men’s Committee on Sisters, he wrote that he hoped “with all his heart” that the choirs could be preserved, but that he saw

a great difference between [on the one hand] that, which belongs to the heart of Jesus … and to the choir concept and [on the other hand] the exaggerated principles and methods, which the teachings of Jesus do not include and [which] can cause only danger and unhappiness, and he wished, that the latter might remain removed from the Moravian Church forever

whereupon the Sisters reminded the delegates “that this should be understood as applying only to the previous Period [that is, the Sifting Period].”
  Although this Brother did not explicitly connect the service of the Sisters with the choir concept and the Sifting Period, the fact that he directed his remarks to the men’s Committee on Sisters suggests that he had this connection in mind.  Furthermore, the response of the Sisters showed they understood his remarks to be a criticism of the participation of women and to imply that the participation and influence of the Sisters were connected with the exaggerations of the Sifting Period.  In their response, they tried to disconnect the two by pointing out that the exaggerations of the Sifting Period were no longer practiced, while it was obvious to everyone there that the Sisters still held their influential offices in the church.

The goal of making the Moravian Church more orthodox was, then, to make survival possible in a world which had grown wary of and even vehemently opposed to the Moravian Church under the leadership of Zinzendorf.  This opposition in the face of overwhelming debt burden convinced Moravian leaders that they must work hard to improve their image.  Before the 1769 Synod began, the planning committee even prepared a list of  “Impartial Notes and Essentials” for the delegates to consider as they deliberated, including a lengthy section outlining concerns about the views of “Das Publikum” outside the Moravian Church.
  Time and time again in the Synods of 1764 and 1769, delegates expressed concern about the Moravian image in the world outside.  Frequently such concerns centered on what the world did or would think about the participation and influence of women in spiritual and administrative affairs.

Having established that women’s participation and influence was harmful to the Moravian image, male leaders now faced the problem of how to limit women’s office holding in the face of the women themselves, who were so very committed to the church and who attended to the duties of their offices with such energy and inspiration.  Surely such women would not give up their offices willingly.  How did the male leaders succeed in spite of them?

The first step was very careful preparation for the Synod of 1764 on the part of several leading Brothers.  One of these was August Gottlieb Spangenberg, a committed, influential, and deeply spiritual co-worker of Zinzendorf.  Before the synod he had collected countless quotations from the sermons and writings of Zinzendorf that he thought might apply to the various issues the synod would handle.  These quotations, many of them quite extensive, are found everywhere in the minutes of the synod and reports of ad hoc committees.  Some of these were drawn from Zinzendorf’s remarks about the position of the women in the Moravian Church.  Since this collection clearly required considerable time to assemble, it is obvious that Spangenberg had intended to limit the roles of Moravian women long before the Synod began.

Other important preparatory work took place before the opening session of the 1764 Synod in a preliminary meeting.  Among other things, Spangenberg and the twelve other Brothers present determined

· that all issues would have to be prepared in various ad hoc committees, before being introduced to plenary sessions of the synod

· that not all the synod delegates should be present for all discussions

· that this and that issue should be put on the agenda before certain others, so that the “doubts [of the delegates about a difficult issue] could be satisfied ahead of time.”

It is clear that the goal of this preparatory work was not only to ensure that everything proceed in an orderly manner, but also to guarantee that the four session chairs (who were to alternate in presiding over the various sessions) would control the agenda and the direction of the discussions.

Once the synod convened, a second method for limiting women’s roles was to sharply limit the participation of Sisters in any discussion of their future roles.  Only men were allowed to be present at the first in-depth discussion of this issue (implementing the idea that not all delegates would be present for all discussions).  In this session, seven points were drawn up for the men’s Committee on Sisters, which was actually not named until the next synod session.  

The cautious manner of choosing the members of this committee in noteworthy.  First the four session chairs and then the six congregation leaders who were in attendance were submitted to the Lot as two separate groups, and the Lot came up “yes” both times.  Following this, eleven other Brothers were suggested by the delegates and submitted to the Lot as individuals.  Four were chosen, making fourteen members in all.  A question as to whether leading Sisters should be added to the committee was not approved by the Lot.
  This was an unusual procedure leading to the result that the most influential Brothers in the church were members of this committee – a sign, that this issue was considered to be of the highest importance.  The standard method for choosing committee members was simply to ask the delegates to hand in their suggestions for members, and once the Savior indicated through the Lot that the list was large enough, the Lot was drawn again for each individual on the list.

The female delegates had no part in suggesting members for this committee that would decide their future in the church.  They were, however, allowed to suggest names for a separate committee of their own that would meet separately and after they read and discussed the report of the men’s Committee on Sisters, they would “be heard.”  The women suggested eleven candidates, of which five were approved by the Savior through the Lot.  All five were women who had been very influential in the years before Zinzendorf’s death.

A third method used by Moravian leaders to limit women’s roles was the careful use of the Lot.  The results of the Lot depended not only on the will of the Savior.  Before the Lot could be consulted, people had to decide when to use it.  It is striking, for example, that the delegates never asked, whether Sisters should be members of the General Directorate or whether they should continue to hold the so-called “General Offices.”  The report of the men’s Committee on Sisters simply stated that “such office holding was in no way suitable for Sisters, if they weren’t supposed to have authority in all the settlements, as they have heretofore.  The whole committee was unanimous on this.”
  The minutes for the plenary session simply stated that it was “deemed not good” for Sisters to hold General Offices.
 This was a decision by male leaders of the synod, not by the Savior.

People also had to formulate the questions to submit to the Lot.  In the deliberations about who should have oversight of educating the girls in the settlements, for example, the following proposals were submitted to the Lot.

1. The oversight of the education of the children in the Girls House is to be taken care of by  a School [“Anstalt”]Conference.

2. The oversight of the education of the children in the Girls House is to be given to a specific married couple alongside the Conference.

According to these formulations, there was no possibility in the future, that Single Sisters alone would be responsible for the education of girls, as was the case until then.

Still another method of carrying out the changed responsibilities of women was to remind all members of basic Moravian values, which would make it difficult or impossible for women to object to the changes being forced upon them.  In the discussions about future roles of Sisters, delegates frequently heard repeated in various forms the admonishment,

that the lust for power, whether it be over choirs, settlements, or the whole church, is suitable for no human being at all, for maids of Jesus Christ least of all.

This meant that the Sisters had no defense available to them as the synod moved to limit  their participation in church administration.  Although it was stated that “no human being at all” should lust for power, the gender distinction implied by the previous quotation really did apply.  During the discussion about the members of the new General Directorate, Johannes von Watteville wanted to be sure that his position was secure.  The minutes state:

Brother Johannes is also thinking that he ought to make a visitation in America again;  in such a case, he would, even though absent, no doubt remain a member of the Directorate and remain in constant contact with the same, and when he came back again, he would join it again as before.

Von Watteville was not reprimanded for his “lust for power;” instead he was reassured that of course his membership on the Directorate was protected, even if he left for an extended period.  

One last method which Zinzendorf’s successors used to support their limitations on Moravian women’s power and influence was to carefully shape the church’s relationship to its past.  This was done in several different ways.  One way was to attempt to show that these changes were consistent with the past, by stating that the Moravian church had actually always done it this way and/or by using a quotation from Zinzendorf to support a proposed change.  In relation to influential roles for Moravian women, it was, of course, Zinzendorf who had introduced them.  It was however easy for his successors to defend their elimination of the same roles by using his own words.  As I stated above, Zinzendorf had engaged in ambiguity in almost all his comments about women.  I also stated above that I believe he did so partly to convince his critics, to say to them that while he shared their values, he still believed that women should help govern the Moravian Church.  On the other hand, this same ambiguity allowed his successors to take his words out of context and use only those parts that supported their current position.  One can see this use of the past in the following quotation:

The female sex must remain under the direction of the male Elders etc. [this was the Synod’s inaccurate, partial quotation of Zinzendorf’s remarks at the Synod in Gotha]; about that there is no question.  It was stipulated so at the Synod in Gotha, and since that time maintained unchanged … Therefore qualified Brothers must be put in charge of the Sisters Choirs by the Synod or in each settlement one Brother [must be put in charge of the Sisters Choirs].

This quotation shows a misrepresentation of the past in two ways.  First, the delegates interpreted the words of Zinzendorf differently than he meant them.  As Paul Peucker has pointed out in a recent article, Zinzendorf said only that one Brother in the whole church should direct the Sisters Choirs through their separate female Elders and choir leaders.  He did not intend that there be many Brothers – one in each settlement – who would oversee the individual choirs at close hand.  Zinzendorf actually had himself in mind as the one Brother, and if anything, he was constituting authority in such a way as to give female leaders more independence than was usual.
  Second, it is not true that what was being done at this Synod represented an unchanged version of the past.  Now, for the first time, there would be male curators for the female choirs in every Moravian settlement.

Another way of using the past to support these changes was to explicitly announce a break from previous practice.  One such example is found in the report of the men’s Committee on Sisters: “How does the Savior want it concerning the general offices of the Sisters in the Moravian Church, [underlining in original] as they have been in practice and from which principles seem to have developed?”
  So, principles were born out of practice.  It is clear that these Brothers want to proceed in just the opposite way: to build practice on previously set principles.  They state in the same report, that

the Brothers named to this committee, made it their aim to weigh this highly important matter with unbiased hearts, so that they

1. assumed and laid down the relevant principles

2. studied closely the current procedures and the Sisters’ assistance in choir, settlement, and church affairs

3. communicated useful suggestions to each other based on insights and experience, and came to an agreement about these [suggestions]

So, establish principles first, then use the principles to evaluate current practice and agree on the new practice.  

Laying this procedure down in such a methodical manner was no doubt also a conscious break from the past, because at synods under Zinzendorf, the discussions might well run off in creative and often unplanned directions.  Zinzendorf tended to use a metaphor in order to illuminate a point, and then from the metaphor, he or someone else was apt to develop a completely separate thread.  Sometimes discussion eventually returned to the original thread, and sometimes it did not.  Synod minutes from before and after Zinzendorf’s death are easy to distinguish.

Another way that Zinzendorf’s successors distanced themselves from the past was through their handling – one could say “manipulation” – of their history.  In the 1764 Synod, it was decided that Spangenberg should write a biography of Zinzendorf, for which a number of different documents would be available to him.  If one reads the very interesting and insightful result, it becomes obvious that Spangenberg formulated Zinzendorf’s ideas and actions, so that they can be seen as creative but inoffensive.  When Spangenberg finished writing, many of the sources he had used for his work were destroyed.  As a part of manipulating history to hide possibly embarrassing parts of the Moravian past, leaders and archivists from 1760 to 1810 also systematically destroyed many other documents, especially those that dealt with the Sifting Period or with the activity of leading Sisters.  In this context, the voluminous correspondence of Anna Nitschmann and other leading Sisters was sought out and burned.

Not only the correspondence leading Sisters, but also the collective memory of them as people and their significant contributions to Moravian history was surprisingly quickly destroyed.  This can be seen by tracing entries for May 4th Single Sisters Festivals in the Bethlehem Single Sisters Diary.  From 1748 (when the Single Sisters in Bethlehem began to keep their diary) until 1761 Nitschmann was always remembered on May 4th as the founder of the Single Sisters Choir and the originator of the Single Sisters’ Covenant with the Savior.  In the descriptions of the festival for 1767 and 1770, she had to share the honor with Zinzendorf.  After 1770, the entries reported only that May 4th was the anniversary of the covenant which eighteen Single Sisters had made with Christ.  Anna Nitschmann had disappeared into the crowd.  From the mid-1780s on, there was no mention of the covenant at all.  May 4th was simply used as the time for a yearly blessing of the Single Sisters Choir and for the admittance of the Older Girls into the Single Sisters Choir at about age eighteen.  Even the 100th year anniversary in 1830 was celebrated only as an ordinary Single Sisters Choir festival.  The original meaning of May 4th was lost, and nothing was said about Anna Nitschmann.  Given the importance which this day was given in the years before Anna Nitschmann’s death in1760, it is hard to believe that none of the Single Sisters remembered her and her contributions ten years later.  One suspects that this “forgetfulness” was engineered as another way to distance Moravians from the roles held by Moravian women under Zinzendorf’s leadership.

How did women react to the sudden limitation of their office holding in the Moravian Church?  Publicly, at first, they said little, for the very reason that it was improper, especially for women, to show anything that might smack of lust for power.  During the 1764 Synod, the Sisters were able to give only very cautiously worded suggestions or reminders (Erinnerungen).  But these comments do reflect concern about how the proposed changes would affect their participation in church affairs.  At one point the men’s Committee on Sisters severely compromised an earlier decision from a plenary session of synod.  It had been determined through the Lot that Sisters would continue their membership in the Elders Conferences in Moravian congregations, but the Committee now suggested that matters would come up in Elders Conferences, which “do not belong in [the Sisters’] jurisdiction” and to avoid “taxing the patience of the Sisters” the local leader “must have the freedom … to look at such matters with the Brothers alone, without admitting the Sisters.”  The Sisters responded with the hope “that that [freedom] would just not be extended too far.”
   They expressed a similar worry at the end of the report from the men’s Committee on Sisters:

The Sisters hoped that Sisters would be listened to with appropriate attention and that their negative opinions would count for something, when they have something to say in conferences concerning particular people in matters of conscience or matters concerning the Choir system.

Although such comments betray the Sisters’ underlying anxiety, there is no record indicating that they suggested any changes in the basic principles that were being developed or that they objected to the methods being used to reduce their influence and participation.  

One reason for their apparent silence may have been the fact that in this particular Synod women still played some important roles.  In a large ad hoc committee that was formed in order to analyze the perilous financial situation of the Moravian Church (the most pressing matter during the Synod), nine of the twenty-six members were women.  And when the Savior refused (through the Lot) to agree to any of the possible solutions to their financial problems that they could think of, they began to seek his reasons in the current shortcomings of the Moravian Church.  From the minutes we know that the Sisters took part in these proceedings:

After that, all Brothers and Sisters, person by person, explained the feelings in their hearts about the subject, and their explanations were captured in short sentences; [whereupon] our dear Lord told us that what he mainly [emphasis in original] had to say was among these points.

The committee then submitted these points to the Lot one by one, and the Savior indicated that twelve of them matched his concerns.  After this heartfelt, soul searching proceeding, the delegates found the Savior ready to approve a number of their suggestions for dealing with the church’s problems.  Because these Twelve Points were considered such a significant communication from the Savior, not only during the synod itself, but afterwards as well, we can assume that the Sisters involved felt very much included in important affairs of the Church.  Although the minutes do not say for sure, chances are that some of these twelve points came from the Sisters and that they valued their participation.  Such inclusion may well have reassured the Sisters that they would continue to have a significant influence even under the new regime.

When the Synod of 1769 continued the attack on women’s responsibilities and reduced them even further, the Sisters spoke with more candor.  Synod delegates had reintroduced the question about female participation in the central governing body, and suggested that perhaps they ought not be allowed even the advisory role they were given in 1764.  After some discussion, the Sisters handed in a written request “that our dear Lord might be asked about that.”
  In other words, the Sisters wanted to make sure that the question would be decided by the Savior through the Lot rather than simply by the Brothers on their own.  Later on in the discussion, they wrote again asking that a topic be submitted to the Lot, and this time, they even suggested some wording.  The relative meekness of the female delegates at the 1764 Synod contrasted with their forthrightness at the 1769 Synod.  In 1769, they openly questioned the procedures by which decisions were being made and suggested which procedures ought to be used instead.  In this connection, it is interesting to note that one of the Twelve Points from the 1764 Synod read as follows:  “Many Brothers settle their ideas without knowing the Savior’s [wishes] concerning them.”  It is tempting to imagine that it was a Sister who formulated that particular point.

Determining the Sisters’ private reactions is a difficult task, because it is so rare that the private thoughts of women come down to us.  This is even true of leading Moravian women (who were prolific letter writers to a degree that was highly unusual for  eighteenth century women), because of the fact that their papers were destroyed.  We can, however,  attempt to answer this question by looking again at the spiritual autobiography of Anna Johanna Piesch.  It avoids the formulaic language which such documents usually use, and appears to represent in remarkably frank terms her private reactions concerning the events of this transitional period in the history of the Moravian Church.  Significantly, there are many different versions of her autobiography, and when one compares them, it is clear that the parts which might be seen as critical, have been “edited away” in most versions.  Equally significantly, the most complete (and most critical) version was preserved in the records of the congregation in Nazareth, Pennsylvania, where Piesch lived her last years.  Perhaps its distance from the central authorities in Europe saved it from being destroyed.  

It was this document that expressed Piesch’s reactions after the death of Zinzendorf and Nitschmann, saying that she grieved not only because she had lost these two people who were so dear to her, but also because of her anxiety about what would happen to the church and the choirs in the future, now that these two were gone.  Recall also her comment that “[her] anxious thoughts and premonitions did unfortunately come true in considerable measure, and to [her] inexpressible pain, [she] had to witness that these dear people were almost completely forgotten, especially the dear Mama [Anna Nitschmann].”  Surely these words reflect Piesch’s unhappiness about the limitations on the roles of women following Zinzendorf’s death.

Add to that her thoughts about the Synod of 1769.  Although she had not been present at the 1764 Synod, since she and her husband Nathanael Seidel had been too busy leading Bethlehem’s difficult economic transition, they both attended the 1769 Synod.  Concerning this synod she wrote, “I rejoiced to see many of my dear acquaintances from the past and to embrace them, and that was all, too, for otherwise I had no joy at all, only distress, and I cried many, many tears.  As soon as the synod was over, we hurried back.”
  She never returned to Europe.  

Anna Johanna Piesch clearly knew before Zinzendorf died that among Moravian men, he was the only one who consistently advocated for the significant participation of women in spiritual and administrative affairs of the Moravian Church.  Without his support and that of strong-minded and influential Anna Nitschmann, Piesch must have felt a heavy burden on her shoulders.  This was certainly an understandable source of her despondency and her fears for the future after their deaths.  Given her previous position as a major leader among Moravian women and her forthright character, she must have taken an active role in the 1769 Synod.  One imagines, for instance, that she was a driving force behind the women’s attempts at that Synod to halt the continued attack on women’s roles by calling for a change in procedures.  Her personal reaction to the failure of these attempts are succinctly captured in the words, “otherwise I had no joy at all, only distress, and I cried many, many tears.”
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