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S U N S T O N E

A LTHOUGH SPAWNED FROM THE SAME NINE-
teenth-century religious awakening, the 1824 con-
servative Jewish Reform movement and the more

radical 1830 genesis of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints seem, at first glance, to have little in common.
However, each produced a female hymnist, both of whom
appear cut from the same cloth. These two women, Penina
Moise and Eliza R. Snow, lived and died devoted to their
God, church, and community. They were writers of poetry,
hymns, and prose—each devoting verse to her own distinct
cosmology, but at the same time displaying remarkable sim-
ilarities that provide a valuable glimpse into the sentimental-
ized democratization of American religion.

According to historian Nathan Hatch, the transforma-
tions of early nineteenth-century Christianity endowed the
era with a democratic spirit; his hypothesis can be ex-
tended to include Jewish Reform movements, where awak-
ening and change were also visible. For example, the 1824
drive toward Jewish Reform in Charleston, South Carolina,
“refused to defer to learned theologians and traditional or-
thodoxies”; “dreamed of a new age of religious and social
harmony”; and gave greater importance to the spiritual ex-
periences of ordinary people.1 Although Jewish Reform
movements did not exactly mirror their Christian counter-
parts, they were similar in their aim of developing an aes-
thetic and intelligent worship of the divine in an atmos-
phere of religious freedom. 

As the democratization of religion and the empowerment

of common people developed, so did the sentimentalization
of American culture. Historian Ann Douglas asserts that
though nineteenth-century literary women lacked tangible
power, they were able to exert influence through their use of
sentimentality in writing, where they “inevitably confused
theology with religiosity, religiosity with literature, and liter-
ature with self-justification.” Using sentimentality, female
authors “were able to cross cruel lines laid down by sexual
stereotyping in ways that were clearly historically important
and undoubtedly personally fulfilling.”2

Examining the lives and work of Penina Moise and Eliza
R. Snow within the context of this nineteenth-century at-
mosphere reveals similarities that eclipse the disparity of
their different experiences and religions. As each partici-
pated in her respective reform movement, she used the
written word to praise God as a loving Heavenly Father; she
showed intense patriotism for America as a land chosen by
God for a new age of religious harmony; and she became
highly valued in her community as an ordinary woman with
extraordinary spirituality. 

PRAISE

All living souls shall bless thy name,
O just and gracious God!
All flesh Thy providence proclaim,
Thy holy works applaud.3

—Penina Moise

You know, that God is just
He wields almighty pow’r;
Fear not his faithfulness to trust
In the most trying hour.4

—Eliza R. Snow
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S U N S T O N E

P ENINA MOISE WAS born 23 April 1797 in
Charleston, South Carolina. Though she had little
formal education, she displayed an early talent for

writing, publishing her first poem in 1819 in a local news-
paper. She went on to publish both poetry and prose in na-
tional newspapers and magazines such as Godey’s Ladies’
Book, the Boston Daily Times, the Washington Union, and The
Occident. In 1833, she was the first American Jew, of either
sex, to publish a book of poetry, Fancy’s Sketch Book. Miss
Penina, as she became known in her community, would go
on to write many hymns for her congregation; her verse at
the head of this section is part of a hymn declaring God as

“Father and Friend . . . Ineffable and pure.” The God that
Miss Penina praised was not an authoritarian lawgiver but a
provider of daily bread. Her Jewish ancestors had long
thought of God as an approachable and merciful “Father
who loved His earthly family,”5 but the nineteenth-century
atmosphere allowed Penina to be the first American Jewish
woman to write about it. The language of her hymns
demonstrates how the sentimentality of the Second Great
Awakening had brought a new way of writing about God as
Heavenly Father, a benevolent deity who offered succor. In
another hymn, she writes, 

In God the holy, wise and just
from childhood’s tender years
have I reposed with perfect trust 
my changing hopes and fears.6

Historian Susan Juster discovered a similar attitude when
she examined Christian evangelical conversion stories from
the same period. She states, “Several young women referred
to God as their ‘Father and Friend,’ an appellation that is at

once paternalistic and platonic,” because women experi-
enced authority as personal and as a relationship that is “sig-
nificant for both partners.” Juster further asserts, “The exis-
tence of an ‘other’ in whom authority is invested is central to
the female conception of power . . . the role of other under-
goes a transformation as the moral problem shifts from that
of resistance to authority to submission.”7 Although she did
not experience a Christian conversion, Miss Penina held
views similar to those of other religious women of her era,
valuing experiential worship and complete submission to
God.

E LIZA ROXCY SNOW was born 21 January 1804 in
Becket, Massachusetts. When she was a child, her
family moved to Ohio, where she later met Joseph

Smith, the founder of Mormonism.8 Sister Snow, as she be-
came known in her community, developed a poetic gift at a
very young age, but unlike Miss Penina, she was able to stay
in school much longer and enjoyed a less difficult childhood. 

Later in life, Sister Snow wrote that her Baptist parents,
being free from “bigotry and intolerance,” made their house
a “welcome resort for the honorable of all denominations.”9

She attended Sabbath Schools and learned to respect the
Bible, but she longed to experience “the power of God man-
ifested through the Gospel.” When she was told that in
order to be saved, she would have to first believe she was a
terrible sinner, she revolted, mirroring the sentiment of
many revivalists: “I knew I had led a virtuous and conscien-
tious [sic] life, and no consideration could extort from me a
confession so absurd.”10 Sister Snow’s long-held belief that
she was a beloved child of a Heavenly Father is apparent in a
verse from one of her most popular LDS hymns: 

Penina Moise Eliza R. Snow
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O my Father, Thou that dwellest 
in the high and glorious place!
When shall I regain Thy presence, 
and again behold Thy face?

I had learned to call Thee Father, 
thro’ Thy Spirit from on high;
But until the Key of knowledge 
was restored, I knew not why.11

By way of the written word, both Miss Penina and Sister
Snow experienced and praised God in an active manner mir-
roring Susan Juster’s description of female evangelical con-
verts who confronted their “spiritual state” in a “direct and
immediate way.”12 At the same time, as Nathan Hatch prof-
fers, there was at the heart of the Second Great Awakening a
“revolution in communications, preaching, print, and song;
and these measures were instrumental in building mass pop-
ular movements.”13 Miss Penina participated in the revolu-
tion, not only by writing, but also by reading much that was
available in print. When her father died, leaving the family
without an income, she helped support them by sewing.
Being skillful with a needle, she worked long hours making
intricate lace, but as noted by the family biographer, Harold
Moise, when she was not working, she read voraciously,
often by moonlight, “overtaxing the muscles and nerves of
her eyes with fateful future consequence.”14 She began
losing her eyesight in the 1850s and spent her last twenty
years completely blind. Despite this handicap, she con-
tinued to write many poems and hymns. 

In 1861, Miss Penina, along with her widowed sister
Rachel and niece Jacqueline, moved to Sumter to escape the
ravages of the Civil War. There the three opened a school for
girls. When they returned to Charleston after four years,
they reopened the school in their small home on Coming
Street. Despite Miss Penina’s failing vision, she did her share
of the teaching. She also continued to write with the help of
her niece Jacqueline, whom she employed as amanuensis.
Jacqueline was a faithful companion throughout the rest of
her aunt’s life. Although poor, blind, and later suffering from
painful neuralgia, Miss Penina maintained her active en-
counter with God and community by writing about her sub-
mission to the will of God. 

Oh! Thou in whom the power dwells . . . 
Thy dispensations justify,
And in each great vicissitude 
with perfect faith on Thee rely. 

Mortals presume to call their own, 
blessings vouchsafed by grace Divine;
Not as a gift, but as a loan, 
Father! will I consider mine.15

Like Miss Penina, Sister Snow had an “inherent fondness
for reading,” that she said was encouraged by her parents.
Especially partial to poetry, she would write her school as-
signments in rhyme, often “bothering” her teachers because
they could not correct her work “through lack of poetical
talent.”16 She also participated in the communications revo-
lution through avid reading and by writing both prose and
poetry for newspapers and periodicals such as Godey’s Ladies
Book. Later in life, she wrote hymns for her church. Though
instructing her community to follow “the Savior,” instead of
a Father in heaven, as Miss Penina might, Sister Snow’s ex-
hortations toward duty and submission are the same:

Shrink not from your duty, however unpleasant,
But follow the Savior, your pattern and friend;
Our little afflictions, though painful at present,
Ere long, with the righteous, in glory will end.17

Praise to God as Father and Friend, even (or, perhaps, es-
pecially) in the midst of affliction, was foremost in the senti-
mentalized religious writing of Penina Moise and Eliza R.
Snow. 

PATRIOTISM

If thou art one of that oppressed race,
Whose pilgrimage from Palestine we trace,
Brave the Atlantic—hope’s broad anchor weigh,
A Western Sun will gild your future day.

Rise, then, elastic from Oppression’s tread,
Come and repose on Plenty’s flowery bed.
Oh! Not as Strangers shall your welcome be,
Come to the homes and bosoms of the free!18

—Penina Moise

The Banner which our fathers won
The Legacy of Washington,
Is now in Utah wide unfurled,
And proffers peace to all the world.

We’ll here revive our country’s fame
The glory of Columbia’s name
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Her constitution’s germ will be
The basis of our Liberty.19

—Eliza R. Snow

T HE BELIEF IN America as a promised land had per-
vaded American culture from the early colonial days,
but with the American Revolution and the creation

of the United States, it became even more prevalent. The
Second Great Awakening combined religious fervor with pa-
triotism as evangelists incorporated democracy into their
language. Reemphasizing the old ideal of America as the
land of the free, the new religious leaders also included the
constitutional right to practice their chosen religion. 

The preceding poem by Miss Penina was published in the
Southern Patriot in 1820 and again in Fancy’s Sketch Book in
1833. It resembles “The New Colossus,” written fifty years
later by another Jewish-American poet, Emma Lazarus, who
shared similar feelings about America and the freedom it of-
fered to Jews and other oppressed people.20

The Jewish reformers in South Carolina took issue with
the old traditions, such as services being conducted only in
Hebrew or Ladino, the language of those who had first es-
tablished a Sephardic synagogue in Charleston. Believing
that chaos abounded during their services because the con-
gregants could not understand what was being said, they
also wanted shorter services and at least some of the prayers
read in English so that “the most important portions of the
service would command attention and respect.” The re-
formers hoped their changes would enable their fellow
“wandering” Jews to discern the truth and come back to the
faith of their fathers. Hearing of Jewish reform efforts “even
amidst the intolerance of Europe” gave them the motivation
to advocate for similar reforms among the “free citizens of
America.”21 Abraham Moise, Penina’s younger brother, was
one of the original reformers. Their eventual victory after
years of bitter struggle is evident in Miss Penina’s hymn:

The struggle is over—the victory ours
And grateful emotion my bosom o’erpowers
As ushered by Harmony’s spirit divine,
The return, Gracious Judge of the world to thy shrine.

Then, resting from strife and refraining from sin,
The Sabbath of concord in truth will begin,
And links rent from Israel’s family chain
Be restored, by the hand of the Highest again.22 

The feminization of American culture had given women a
voice, albeit sentimental, to express their patriotic or polit-
ical convictions even though they could not actively partici-
pate as leaders in secular or religious organizations. Barnett
Elzas, an early twentieth-century historian, wrote, derogato-
rily that Moise’s poetry did not rise above “the average femi-
nine verse,”23 but the fact that her work was published so
broadly demonstrates how the nineteenth-century American
public invested in the sentimentality of such feminine verse.
In fact, Miss Penina moved beyond what was considered
frivolous feminine writing to problems of social and political
import. One of her biographers, Solomon Breibart, notes
that those who knew her said she was a “states-rights”
woman but not a committed secessionist. Still, in a poem
later published in the American Jewish Yearbook, 1905-1906,
she wrote the following patriotic words following South
Carolina’s secession in 1860:

Hurrah for the Palmetto State!
Whose patriots the “Minutes” await
That shall summon their band
To engage hand to hand
Any foe that dare enter its gate!24

However, in another poem published in June 1861 in the
Charleston Courier, despite Miss Penina’s patriotic enthu-
siasm for South Carolina, she advocated for peace in
“Dialogue Between Peace and War.” In the concluding
stanza, she has Peace say to War:

I cannot, I will not, resign the sweet hope
That soon from each hand every weapon will drop
Which by your sanguine counsel compatriots wield,
Who in harmony once gathered fruits from my field.25 

Miss Penina was influenced by strong feelings for
America, South Carolina, her Jewish heritage and the
Congregation Beth Elohim in Charleston. She wrote a poem
about the tragic fire that claimed the synagogue in 1838 and
another to celebrate the new edifice built two years later. Her
knowledge about world events was apparent when she
wrote poems about injustice against Jews in England, (“The
Rejection of the Jew Bill by House of Lords”) and in
Damascus (“On Persecution of the Jews of Damascus”).26

With a similar flair for conflating religiosity with patrio-
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tism, Eliza R. Snow wrote the song quoted
at the beginning of this section for a Fourth

of July celebration in 1852, after the Mormons
arrived in Utah. The last verse reads, “Our

Motto, ‘Truth and Liberty’ as heretofore, will ever
be; and heav’n’s strong pillars sooner shake than

we our Standard will forsake.” The words of the
song show the prevailing Mormon sentiment that

Utah, as well as America, was a promised land. Like
many of Sister Snow’s hymns, this song shows a close

connection to the teachings of Joseph Smith, who taught
that America was Zion as described by the prophets of old

and that the Constitution of the United States was divinely
inspired.27 Even before she met Smith, however, Sister Snow
considered herself a patriot. Her grandfather had been a rev-
olutionary soldier, and she loved to hear his stories. She said
these had such an impact on her that when she grew to wom-
anhood, she “cherished a pride for the Flag which so proudly
waved o’er the graves of my brave and valiant ancestors.”28

Despite Sister Snow’s patriotism and love of country, her
respect for those who ran the government waned in the years
between 1839 and 1847. She felt the Mormons had suffered
great oppression during the years they had attempted to set
up communities in Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois. The people
or government wherever they moved would eventually run
the Mormons off their land, forcing them to start over in a
new place. In January 1844, after being chased out of
Missouri, Sister Snow wrote a long chastising apostrophe to
the state, “Thou hast become an ignominious stain on the es-
cutcheon of a noble, free and independent republic; thou hast
become a stink in the nostrils of the Goddess of Liberty.”29

In June 1844, Joseph Smith was murdered, and, after dif-
ficult deliberation within the church, Brigham Young be-
came his successor. Not long afterward, Young decided they
should begin a trek westward in order to find yet a new
home. Although Sister Snow did not suffer the poverty and
blindness of Miss Penina, she and her people suffered as
they were denied home after home. As a mob chased them
from Nauvoo, Illinois, the following words to a song came to
Sister Snow:

Let us go—let us go to the ends of the earth — 
Let us go far away from the land of our birth;
Let us go—let us go from a country of strife — 
From a land with oppression and cruelty rife — 

Let us go—let us go from a Government where
Our just rights of protection we never can share
Let us go—let us go to the wilds for a home
Where the wolf and the roe and the buffalo roam.30
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Reminiscent of the tribulations suffered by Miss Penina’s
ancestors, Sister Snow and her community found comfort in
their belief that they were a chosen people. Like the tribes of
Israel wandering through an American Sinai with their
Moses, Brigham Young, the Mormons had faith that God
would lead them to the Promised Land.31 Mormon dogma
had taken the Puritan belief in America as God’s New Israel,
added the Second Great Awakening’s philosophy of a
Constitutional right to freedom of religion, and extended
the combination to claim that the Mormons were literal de-
scendants of the tribes of Israel, giving them the chosen
status once conferred only upon the Jews.

Like Miss Penina, Sister Snow was able to use her written
word in defense of the oppressed because she had already
gained access to the publishing world through her popular
sentimental poetry. Although much of what she wrote after
1840 was printed only in Mormon publications, she had
been empowered by the earlier public acceptance of a femi-
nine culture in literature. In 1844, inspired by her brother
Lorenzo’s visit to Queen Victoria, Sister Snow wrote a daring
poem where she admonished the Queen that “all earthly
thrones are tott’ring things” and that she would win endless
fame if she became “Zion’s nursing mother” and served the
King, the Lord of Hosts: “The time is now at hand to give a
glorious period birth; the son of God will take command
and rule the nations of the earth.”32

It is obvious that both Miss Penina and Sister Snow
trusted in the medium of the written word to bring social in-
justice to light, with the hope of eventually righting it. Each
woman held out hope for a new age of religious freedom, be-
lieving that only in America would it be possible. Nathan
Hatch asserts that democratic notions such as these gave the
religious movements of the early nineteenth century the
confidence they needed to bring about new social harmony
through their “efforts to overthrow coercive and authori-
tarian structures.”33

LEGACY

My hand on many a fair young head
In benediction has been laid
God Bless you, by affection spoken
And sanctified by solemn truth,
May prove the choicest birthday token
Age can bestow on fervid youth.34

—Penina Moise

From infancy thou hast been led
And guided by his hand
Thou’rt highly favor’d of the Lord
And thou art greatly blest;

S U N S T O N E
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Most glorious will be thy reward
In peace & joy & rest.35

—Eliza R. Snow

E NGAGED AND NEWLY married couples, as well as
parents with new babies, sought out Miss Penina’s
“gentle hands laid in blessing on their bowed heads.”

Although she was blind, poor, and very plain in appearance,
“her ‘God bless you’ was ever ready and earnestly sought,”36

according to a sketch of Miss Penina’s life. Members of her
community found this ordinary woman endowed with ex-
traordinary spirituality, a perception made possible through
the ideals of the Second Great Awakening. Hatch proposes
that ordinary people during this period were empowered be-
cause their “deepest spiritual impulses” were taken at face
value, instead of being scrutinized through the lenses of
clergymen and orthodox doctrine.37

Miss Penina served as superintendent of the Jewish
Sunday School for the Beth Elohim synagogue during the
1840s, during which time she wrote many poems and
hymns for use by the children under her supervision. When
yellow fever struck in Charleston in 1854, Miss Penina
worked long hours nursing victims with songs, stories, and
prayers, no matter their “sect or station.”38 But during this
time, her eyesight began to fade, and she had to restrict her
service to daylight hours only.

Eventually, Miss Penina confined herself to her home be-
cause of her blindness, but many members of her commu-
nity, both Jew and non-Jew, visited her daily to read from pa-
pers, magazines, and books, receiving in return anecdotes of
religious, historical, and literary value from Miss Penina’s
mental storehouse. She particularly enjoyed English classics
and French female memoirs.39 Some of the best minds in
Charleston would flock to her door to attend her regular lit-
erary salons. In 1889, Charlotte Adams paid tribute to Miss
Penina in an article written for The Critic in which she de-
scribed the poetess: “Sitting in her large rocking chair, in her
plain calico gown, with her sightless eyes looking out from
under the black coif which completely hid her hair, she pre-
sented herself as an incarnation of intellectual and social
splendor—a queen of literary society.”40

Miss Penina’s most lasting legacy comes in the form of her
190 hymns, several of them presently printed in the Union
Hymnal used by Reform Jews. After she’d been involved in
the Charleston Reform movement, which advocated the in-
stallation of choirs in Jewish services, Miss Penina experi-
enced an important moment when the first choir to sing in a
Jewish place of worship performed one of her hymns for the
opening of the consecration of the new synagogue in 1843.
Her words declared “the fallen casts her ashes far away”
while “another fane from ruin spring, in brighter and more
beautiful array” to become “God’s holy dwelling place.” The
last verse follows:

Hear, O Supreme! Our humble invocation:
Our country, kindred and the stranger bless!

Bless, too, this sanctuary’s consecration,
Its hallowed purpose on our hearts impress.
Still, still let choral harmony
Ascend before Thy throne;
With echoing seraphim reply,
The Lord, our God, is one!41

In the words of Charlotte Adams, Miss Penina’s life “most
admirably illustrates the literary idea of the Old South in the
person of intellectual, talented, and alas! sadly limited wom-
anhood.”42 Her influence extended beyond her Jewish com-
munity, but her opportunities and power were limited due to
the power of male-dominated societal and religious cultures. 

Because of her neuralgia, she passed painfully yet quietly
into death on 13 September 1880, with her niece Jacquelyn,
and physician by her side. Miss Penina’s last words were
reminiscent of her life: “Lay no flowers on my grave. They
are for those who lived in the sun, and I have always lived in
the shadow.”43

E liza R. Snow also used her hands, with or without
pen, as instruments of healing. Often called upon to
lay hands on a sick woman or child, she would offer

prayers of peace and health. Additionally, she was often
asked to pen a poem for someone in time of need. She wrote
the poem quoted at the beginning of this section at the re-
quest of Mary Ann Young, one of Brigham Young’s wives.
She also wrote personalized poems for those who had met
with especially arduous circumstances while crossing the
plains to reach Salt Lake City. When one family lost three
small children, she wrote:

Mourn not for them, their bodies rest
So sweetly in the ground —
And they’ll awake to life again
At the first trumpet’s sound.

Mourn not for them: they laid aside
Their dignity to come
And visit you & stay on earth
Until they were call’d home. 44

And for a family who lost a mother, she penned:

Mary’s gone—she’s gone: but whither?
To the paradise of love:
Gone to mingle in the circle 
Of our friends who dwell above.

There she is a gem of honor;
Yes, a gem of precious worth:
She will there increase the glory
Of her kindred on the earth.45 
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In 1866, after arriving in Utah, Brigham Young gave Sister
Snow the task of re-establishing the Relief Society, an organi-
zation providing spiritual and physical sustenance to the
women of the church. Joseph Smith had originally devel-
oped the association in 1842 in Nauvoo, Illinois, with his
wife Emma as president. After Joseph Smith was martyred,
Emma Smith had refused to accept Brigham Young as the
new prophet, staying behind in Illinois when the Latter-day
Saints began their trek to Utah. In deference to Emma’s posi-
tion as first lady of the Church, the Mormons in Utah waited
until she died before reactivating the society. 

With these new duties, Sister Snow began to travel to the
congregations in Utah, organizing women into groups ca-
pable of instructing each other in not only spiritual but also
temporal matters. With few doctors among the Mormons,
Sister Snow was responsible to make sure there were at least
three women in each branch of the Relief Society trained to
nurse the sick. Thus began her work, for more than twenty
years, to assure proper medical care in the communities, cul-
minating in the construction of Utah’s first hospital in
1882.46

As poet, hymnist, healer, and church leader, Sister Snow,
like Miss Penina, appeared to possess extraordinary spiritu-
ality, but she was an ordinary person who, through a talent
for writing, made public her deepest spiritual impulses for
other common folk to judge worthy of merit. Spreading the
word of God through personal relationships was a new con-
cept brought forward in the revivals of the Second Great
Awakening; for the Mormons, it was a significant aspect of
their philosophy, as they sent male missionaries throughout
the world to spread the gospel door to door. For Sister Snow,
it meant teaching the women of the Church that they were
also capable of building up the kingdom of God, even
though the men, as members of the priesthood, held the
hegemonic reins. She hoped the Relief Society would be a
necessary organizational counterpart to priesthood quorums
and eventually commission women to “set apart” (empower
through prayer) their own officers.47

Eliza R. Snow died 5 December 1887. Instead of a quiet
burial without flowers, Sister Snow’s funeral was elaborate.
Per her instructions, the hall was arrayed in white instead of
the customary black, and even though it was December,
flowers were in abundance. Despite this elegance,  she was
laid to rest in a simple coffin made of mountain pine, as she
had requested, and a choir sang one of her songs, “Bury Me
Quietly When I Die.” The first verse follows:

When my spirit ascends to the world above, 
To unite with the choirs in celestial love,
Let the finger of silence control the bell,
To restrain the chime of a funeral knell,
Let no mourning strain—not a sound be heard,
By which a pulse of the heart is stirred—
No note of sorrow to prompt a sigh;
Bury me quietly when I die.48
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CONCLUSION 

T HE PATRIARCHAL CULTURE of religious commu-
nities in the nineteenth century was real for Penina
Moise and Eliza R. Snow, but it did not stop them

from gaining significant standing in their respective
churches. What allowed them to cross those cruel lines Ann
Douglas describes, yet steadfastly remain within the author-
itative confines of patriarchal religions? Returning to Susan
Juster’s theory, as long as religious women could find a per-
sonal relationship with God within the structures of patriar-
chal organizations, they were content to work within those
institutions. 

Historian Catherine Brekus supplies a final link between
the women’s sphere, or feminization of American culture,
and the male democratization of American religion. In her
groundbreaking book, Strangers and Pilgrims: Female
Preaching in America, 1740–1845, she brings to life long-for-
gotten female preachers who refused to keep silent “despite
clerical opposition, public ridicule, and their own fears of
appearing radical or deviant.” As itinerant preachers, they
left no lasting legacy on any particular religious movement
and thus were forgotten in the patriarchal mainstream. Miss
Penina and Sister Snow were not itinerant preachers, but
they shared the nineteenth-century “possibilities and limita-
tions of religious populism” with female evangelists who
often described themselves as “strangers and pilgrims” so-
journing in the “land of promise, as in a strange country.”49

Brekus asserts that the women she researched were nei-
ther “entirely radical nor entirely traditional.” They never
wavered in their justification of women’s right to preach, but
their faith in biblical revelation was always primary. Thus,
she states, they were “biblical rather than secular feminists”
basing “their claims to female equality on the grounds of
scriptural revelation, not natural rights.” They never asked
to perform ordinances such as baptism, nor did they broach
the topic of female ordination.50 Miss Penina and Sister
Snow fit well into the mold of “biblical feminist.” Both
women were outspoken in defense of their individual cos-
mologies, but neither asked for ordination nor the power
that comes with such a position. Both women wanted more
for the women and children in their communities, but they
trusted in male leaders to guide and perform rituals in ac-
cordance with God’s will.

Both the Mormons and the Jews of nineteenth-century
America used the commercial techniques of the communi-
cation revolution to spread messages of community soli-
darity and to promote their own visions of freedom in reli-
gion. Miss Penina and Sister Snow were the first women of
their disparate movements to write for a public audience,
using a similar language of sentimental democracy. They
were, in a sense, revolutionaries like Brekus’ female
preachers, who fought to protect women’s right to preach,
but at the same time, they were at odds with their “individu-
alistic and materialistic society.” Therefore, as Brekus argues,
they were part of the American societal and religious di-
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chotomy vacillating between egalitarianism and piousness.51

While they “celebrated freedom, individualism, and eco-
nomic mobility,” they also “longed for greater order and
communal responsibility.”52

Although the Jewish Reform and Mormon movements
loosened the reins of patriarchy enough to allow female par-
ticipation and even leadership in organizations for women
and children, there were still limitations to what Miss Penina
and Sister Snow could accomplish. Officially, they were un-
able to extend their influence over men, but they still did so
through their condoned poetry and hymns. They both wrote
about God as a loving and faithful Heavenly Father. They
both envisioned America as a promised land. But unlike
Brekus’ forgotten female preachers, Miss Penina and Sister
Snow left legacies of extraordinary spirituality both in the
written word and in their communities.
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