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Author’s Current Comments:  

While various articles and dissertations have been written on women in missions since 

the initial publication of this article, the theology and the experiences of the first generation of 

Pentecostal missionary women continue. The pneumatology of calling, empowerment, and 

sending remains at the core of Pentecostal missionary service, especially among those called and 

sent by the Spirit from disempowered or undervalued groups. 

My husband and I moved to Indonesia to serve in 2014. We have personally (and with 

great delight) experienced the contributions and ministry dynamics of Spirit-filled single women 

in missions. They serve with distinction on our ministry teams and in our missions networks. 

Cheering them on! RDK 

Introduction 

Many women felt called to missions after they were baptized in the Holy Spirit in the 

early 1900s. Various challenges lay ahead on the mission fields for these Pentecostal women as 

they assumed missions leadership or partnered with missionary leaders. They left the comforts of 

home to spend a lifetime abroad. Wives joined their husbands to serve as a missionary couple. 

Single women who entered missionary work sometimes married missionary bachelors or 

widowers. Outstanding missionary partnerships emerged as couples increased their effectiveness 

by serving together. Some women died on foreign soil, leaving their husbands and children 

behind. Others struggled to carry on after their husbands died. In the process of becoming 
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missionary leaders, wives assumed spiritual and organizational authority, experienced spiritual 

formation in themselves and fostered it in others and served effectively across cultures. This 

paper examines the call, competency, challenges, and the complementary ministry of six such 

married missionary women from the early Pentecostal era of the twentieth century. 

Soon after the Azusa Street outpouring of the Spirit with its missionary emphasis, 

Pentecostals arrived on mission fields. Assemblies of God historian Gary McGee lists four types 

of missionaries from the early years of the Pentecostal movement: the unprepared but zealous 

who felt a call to missions and launched out without financial support, education, or other 

preparations; those without theological and missiological training who learned the language and 

culture while on the field and became quite effective; veterans from other denominations who 

received the baptism of the Holy Spirit and were no longer welcome in their own missionary 

agencies; and from the 1920s onward, those with a basic Bible Institute education.1 Unlike 

traditional denominational missionary agencies who had begun to question their obligation to 

preach the gospel to non-Christian nations, the baptism in Holy Spirit and a belief in the 

imminent return of Christ stirred Pentecostals with an urgency to win as many souls as possible.2 

The Pentecostal experience gave women as well as men permission and empowerment to 

minister as God’s prophets and proclaimers.3 Anderson writes that the Spirit empowers believers 

for ministry, regardless of gender or race.4 York says, “The Pentecostal movement is heavily 

indebted to women for the understanding and accomplishment of its vision.”5 Cox agrees: 

Either because of or despite their Pentecostal faith, women continued to lead. Barred 
from the pulpit, they preached in the streets. Refused ordination, they became 
missionaries and went to places where men were afraid to go. They became healers and 
teachers, writers, and editors. Without them, Pentecostalism would probably have died 
out long ago.6 

In this essay, six women, representing many others, were examined through the updates 

in their files at the Assemblies of God World Missions archives. 

Six Pentecostal Missionary Wives 

Margaret Peoples Shirer 

Margaret Peoples Shirer, who served in West Africa, was born in Ireland in 1897 to a 

religious family. She was saved under the ministry of three English women, called to African 
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missions when she was fifteen years old, and called to preach the following year. Because her 

father would not allow her to attend higher education, she began to rise at four in the morning to 

study scripture, memorizing and assimilating the Bible for two years. In 1917, she immigrated to 

Philadelphia to live near her sister. She found a small church whose Methodist lay preacher had 

been baptized in the Spirit and subsequently was healed of multiple broken bones. In this church, 

Margaret found Christian friends and sought the Holy Spirit baptism. She was home alone when 

she received the baptism, but it was confirmed in public with a message in tongues during a 

church service. Her church promised to support her as a faith missionary. 

Margaret was twenty-two years old when she became a single missionary to Upper Volta 

(French West Africa) in 1919. Upon arriving in Africa, given the choice of hammock, bicycle, or 

horseback, the adventurous Margaret chose horseback. She was sent into town to buy a horse 

though she had not ridden before, and the spirited unbroken animal threw her "off about three 

times, but I learned to ride him." She hired a "horse boy" to tire out the horse each day before 

mounting the horse to travel.7 Her later decisions showed the same spirit of invention and spunk. 

She never feared to ride her bicycle through jungle trails at night, and in later years, traveled 

alone to remote villages by motorcycle. 

Margaret began ministry by finding a place to stay and a shelter for her horse.8 As soon as 

she learned the language, she began to preach in nearby villages. She translated the gospel of 

Mark because it was the shortest book and preached from it. Her horse boy was converted and 

went to his village after three years with her. She went to preach in his village after he shared the 

gospel and found thousands of Africans waiting to ask questions about the gospel.9 (She was in 

her mid-twenties at this point.) 

During her first furlough, about 1925, Margaret was ordained by Ernest Swing (E. S.) 

Williams, her pastor in Philadelphia. She spent three months in the United States and nine in 

France, learning French because the French were taking over Upper Volta. On her return to 

Africa, she met fellow missionary Lloyd Shirer and fell in love.10 Margaret waited until her 

wedding dress was shipped from her sister at home before she and Lloyd were married in four 

languages: Bamb, Moré, English, and French.11 

The Shirers had a son and daughter in their first term.12 They opened missions stations in 

Gold Coast, the first Assemblies of God missionaries to Ghana, starting at Yendi. Her respect for 

indigenous customs earned her many open doors.13 From their base in Ghana, around 1938-9, 
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Lloyd and Margaret went into Nigeria to minister after the outpouring of the Spirit there. They 

pastored a church in Washington, DC, before resigning in 1947 to go back to Africa for the last 

time. During Lloyd’s subsequent moral failure, Margaret kept the family together and stayed 

with him while he worked for several African governments.14 After he died, she preached and 

recruited young missionaries in the USA well into her eighties. 

Lou (Farthington) Page 

Lou (Farthington) Page served in Fiji. She was a schoolteacher from New York before 

her marriage to Albert T. Page in 1913. They became Assemblies of God missionaries and had 

four children. For the first four years, they lived in extreme poverty.15 Their fifth year, Lou taught 

school to Indian children. In exchange, parents of her students provided decent food and a house. 

Albert died of influenza in December 1918 and Lou succumbed three months later. The 

children were thirteen months to six years old when their parents died. A single missionary cared 

for the children until their relatives from Australia came for them. The youngest daughter died in 

Australia within a few months, but the older three children were separated and sent to live with 

relatives in New York.16 The siblings did not know their parents were Assemblies of God 

missionaries until 1986, just before Lloyd and Olive took a trip to Fiji where Olive had been 

born.17 By this time, they were in their late sixties and early seventies. 

Jessie (Jennette Arms) Perkins 

Jessie (Jennette Arms) Perkins was born in 1862 on a farm near Bridgeport, Wisconsin. 

She sensed the call of God to missions while engaged in a dressmaking and millinery business. 

She enrolled in Lucy Rider Myer’s Deaconess Training School and felt called to Liberia.18 

Perkins served a total of six terms in Liberia, beginning her missionary career with the Methodist 

Episcopal board in 1895 and returning to Liberia in 1900 for a second term.19 Within three 

months, only two of their party of ten missionaries survived or remained on the field. Jessie 

married the other survivor, widower John M. Perkins, in 1903 and became a Canadian by 

marriage. She regained her United States citizenship in 1937. 

Both Jessie and John were baptized in the Spirit during their furlough in 1906, 20 so they 

returned to Africa as Pentecostal faith missionaries on Christmas Day, 1908.21 The Perkins 
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became members of the Assemblies of God around 1918. They were known as hard workers who 

served nearly forty years in Liberia during long terms.22 They established the first Assemblies of 

God mission station in Liberia and started an elementary education program with other 

missionaries. John served as field superintendent in Liberia, but Jessie’s ill health forced their 

return to the United States in 1935. Jessie continued to recruit others to become missionaries, 

though she was blind for three years before her death in 1941 in Pasadena, California. 

Abigail (Chant) Slager 

Abigail (Chant) Slager was a missionary to North China. She was born in 1889. After 

being baptized in the Spirit, she ignored warnings that she would die before reaching the field 

due to her poor health to arrive as a single missionary in Mongolia in 1910. She was nineteen 

years old. She married Netherlander George Christian Slager in 1914. Their first term in 

Shanghai and Ningpo lasted until 1917. The Assemblies of God ordained George in 1918. The 

Slagers opened a mission station in 1920 in Chuhsien, Chekiang Province, in North China.23 The 

couple had no children and had to leave behind the Chinese orphan daughter they had adopted 

when they fled rebel insurgents in 1927. 

The Slagers served two more long terms in Tsingtao24 before being interned by the 

Japanese from 1942-1946. The Swiss consulate negotiated their return to the United States in 

1947. They worked for a year in Holland and then assisted at a retirement home in Seattle, WA, 

before retiring in Vancouver, British Columbia. 

Margaret Kelley 

Margaret Kelley, born in Magnolia, North Carolina, married George M. Kelley in 1910. 

They went to the interior of China as Free Will Baptist missionaries later that year. Their 

credentials were recalled due to doctrinal differences with the Baptists after two years, and they 

became affiliated with Pentecostal centers in Cleveland, St. Louis, Chicago, and Detroit. They 

were ordained as missionaries through the Pentecostal Assembly of the World in 1915 and went 

to South China. Subsequently, they became Assemblies of God missionaries and translated the 

Fundamental Truths into Chinese. 



Kowalski: Missionary Wives of Early Twentieth Century Pentecost (IJPM 3, 2014B) 

 

 99 

The Kelleys opened up the interior of China to Pentecostal missions, pioneering 

unreached areas and building churches. They were not permitted to have public services for a 

year due to opposition from the Chinese, while the American consul took up the matter with 

“Pekin.”25 They prayed for a leper whose stubs of fingers were completely restored. The 

miraculous healing opened up ministry in a small village where they were living in a “house of 

dead men’s bones [where] Chinese used to go to worship their ancestors.” Their son, born in 

1918, was a great curiosity to the Chinese.26 From a small beginning in unsanitary conditions, 

they built a church and school for about fifty children with funds from the villagers.27 They were 

worn out from their hard work by the end of the decade. Four missionary families lived with 

them at one time. To accommodate the necessary hospitality, they purchased land and endured a 

long trial during several years of a drawn-out building process.28 Life was difficult but they 

continued to pioneer in several areas of China. 

When Margaret died in 1933 of smallpox, George became increasingly uncooperative 

and divisive in his relationships with other missionary coworkers. After several appeals from 

other missionaries, his Assemblies of God missionary papers were revoked. He continued as an 

independent faith missionary. 

Ruby (Fairchild) Nicodem 

Ruby (Fairchild) Nicodem met missionary Frank Nicodem during classes in a Bible 

Institute. After Frank set off for India, she followed with single coworker Sarah Coxe. E. N. Bell 

personally endorsed her missionary application.29 

Ruby and Frank married in 1920 in South India. He had started a home for orphaned and 

abandoned boys in Barraich, but they moved to Rapaidiha, North India, in 1926 to take over a 

mission station and orphanage for boys from an aging single missionary, Lillian Denney.30 

Located on Nepalese border, the mission was ideally situated to reach Nepalese workers who 

migrated to and from India in search of work. 

The Nicodems loved children and had six of their own within fourteen years. Frank 

constructed an attractive and functional orphanage for street children. During their first furlough, 

Frank was ill with the flu and had to cancel all meetings, remaining confined to bed and unable 

to eat.31 Later in their ministry, Ruby sent appeals to supporters for money to bring the family 

home for a much-needed furlough, but her requests resulted in limited funding. Frank and Ruby 
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left their three older boys in school in India while a younger son and two daughters returned to 

America with their parents so Frank could regain his health. Ruby carried on Frank’s dream to 

relocate families displaced by conversion onto their own land after Frank’s death in 1938.32 Ruby 

remained in missions as a widow, raising their six children. After her final return from the field, 

Ruby married Louis Petersen. She died in Springfield, Missouri, in 1973.33 

Called 

Why go into missions? The Pentecostal Church felt compelled to share the gospel with all 

the peoples of the earth.34 Responding to the baptism in the Holy Spirit, Pentecostal missionaries 

were thrust into cross-cultural harvest fields with an urgent Pentecostal eschatology of Christ’s 

soon return. Margaret Peoples (Shirer) was called to be a missionary immediately after being 

saved and her Pentecostal experience confirmed that call. Abigail Slager recognized her genuine 

call to missions, despite warnings due to very ill health. She had been healed of pleurisy during 

her teens, when her parents prayed. She was saved at age 17, baptized in Holy Spirit, and called 

to China. After arriving in 1910, she fell ill with pneumonia. After nearly dying, she 

miraculously recovered in response to missionary prayers.35 She suffered poor health in the 

Japanese internment camp after she had already served China for years in fair to frail health.36 

She spent thirty-seven years in the Chinese interior and north.37 

The role of women in culture was transformed by their inclusion as prophets and fully 

empowered members of the Church. Harvey Cox notes that when the Spirit is poured out in the 

Church, “women almost always seem to play some leading role… they participate fully, even in 

churches where the pastor is a man. They sing and testify, prophesy and heal, counsel and 

teach.”38 William J. Seymour maintained that Christ was God of all the nations and genders.39 

Though the Pentecostal movement was never completely egalitarian, the result of the early 

theology was to open the door for women in ministry. Schools run by missionaries, including or 

designed for girls educated future wives and mothers, influencing the next generation through 

women who could read and gained skills beyond what their culture normally taught them.40 

Those who experienced Pentecost at Azusa Street had various racial backgrounds and 

mixed educational training. On their missionary applications, it was not always apparent whether 

the women would be successful or not. Ruby Nicodem listed her average grade in Bible College 

as 95%, so she was an exceptional and gifted student. However, Christ- like service was also 
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incarnated in relatively uneducated women like Margaret Peoples Shirer, called to African 

missions when she was fifteen.41 Margaret appeared to be the ordinary daughter of an Irish 

farmer, with only a grammar school education. Her application indicated that she was a hard 

worker, holding two jobs daily as a domestic servant. She knew no language besides English, 

could not play a musical instrument, and her Bible training was informal, consisting of “a 

persistent study of the Bible since saved.”42 She learned about Africa through the literature of the 

Africa Inland Mission, but when she received the baptism of the Holy Spirit, she applied to the 

Assemblies of God missions committee. She did not know of anyone she had won to Christ, 

listing her results of personal efforts to bring others to Christ: “Sorry to say not much as far as I 

know. I’ve always worked with others.”43 Her call was strong and personal and she completed 

her first term as a single missionary. When she married, she continued to preach and teach.44 In 

spite of the lack of obvious promise on her application, Margaret – like many other missionary 

women – became a gifted linguist, translator, and informal anthropologist through her 

observations and writing. 

Competent, with Signs Following 

Pentecostals emphasized the missionary nature of God and believed literally that Jesus’ 

promise of healing and miracles gave spiritual tools to his Spirit-filled Church.45 The Spirit had 

been poured out to empower a Pentecostal proclamation, confirming the Word with supernatural 

manifestations and gifts.46 Melvin Hodges, writing several decades after the Pentecostal revival 

at Azusa, observed: 

Pentecostal outpourings, whether in the homeland or abroad, have always produced 
converts with flaming zeal and sacrificial spirit… The emphasis on the present-day 
working of miracles and the healing of the sick has been the means in the hand of God of 
awakening whole communities and convincing unbelievers of the power of God.47 

Those who were baptized with the Spirit believed the Pentecostal revival ushered in the 

end times and hastened the return of Christ.48 The driving force behind a Christian’s willingness 

to leave the comforts of home, suffer great hardships and perhaps death, and put their family at 

risk, was the hope of saving many souls before Christ’s return.49 The early Pentecostals read 

scripture with a view of being in the end times, participating in the breaking in of God’s Spirit 

for one more worldwide revival and harvest of souls. Pentecostal periodicals sent out hot rhetoric 
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about the urgency of the Last Days and the need to support missionaries on the front lines of 

spiritual battle. Such sent-out ones were God’s vanguard, storm troopers who would proclaim the 

Good News just before the rapture of the Church. Just like other soldiers, they expected 

comrades in arms to fall around them while they fought on.50 Missionary suffering and hardship 

were considered a privilege rather than an unexpected occurrence.51 

Some of the earliest Pentecostals went to a foreign field with a one-way ticket, believing 

Jesus was returning so soon that they had only a short time to serve, and sharing the gospel was 

worth any sacrifice. Entire families relocated into unfamiliar cultures. Women as well as men 

could be used by God in such desperate times, called, empowered, and prophesying in the power 

of the Spirit.52 

Pentecostals believed they were returning to the fervency of the early Church, but they 

were 

interested in the future. Their theology was radically eschatological. The Last Days were 
nigh. What they needed, at least in those first boisterous years, was not just a way of 
speaking to God, but a way of speaking about God, to carry the message to the whole 
world… The Lord, after all, might return tomorrow, or even tonight. There was no time 
for the arduous toil required to master a foreign language. If they did not hasten to the 
fields, untold millions of Chinese and Africans would perish in their sins with no chance 
for repentance.53 

Tongues or glossolalia were initially considered empowerment to speak a foreign 

language without preparation or study.54 Missionaries were disappointed by the failure of the gift 

of tongues to provide such an easy transition. However, the time needed to learn the language 

allowed them to study the culture and begin to incarnate the gospel into the new setting. 

“It did not take long for tongues—construed as the ability to speak foreign languages and 
expected as the only infallible sign of Spirit baptism—to assume a less commanding 
place in Pentecostal belief. [It gave those] who did not have the strength or the fluency to 
pray with their own words” direct access to God through the Spirit. 55 

What Pentecostal missionaries found difficult to understand was the indifference of 

people at home. The desperation of some missionaries, seeing the fields ripe for harvest without 

enough coworkers, and unfinished work sending people to a Christ-less eternity, was heart 

wrenching. At missions conferences and on furloughs, they pleaded for others to sacrifice 

comforts and complacency to reach the lost. If people would not go, missionaries appealed for 

generous supporters so representatives could work effectively on the field. Periodicals like the 
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Latter Rain Evangel, the Weekly Evangel, the Christian Evangel, and the Pentecostal Evangel 

showcased the constant lack of money and other resources and channeled missionary appeals to 

North American readers.56 

Spirit empowerment meant access to divine guidance. Pentecostals set off for foreign 

lands, sometimes without a clear plan and without more than a general region or country in mind. 

They trusted that the Holy Spirit would reveal the place and take them to people who needed the 

gospel. God honored their faith in extraordinary ways. 

Those Africans are great dreamers, and God does surely speak to them through dreams." 
John Perkins, under the prompting of the Spirit, persuaded the ship’s captain to stop on 
the coast, against all regulations. "God had told [the missionaries] to disembark there. So 
[the captain] put their party in a surf boat and beached them at Garraway where [a local 
African] Jasper Toe met them with his face all aglow.” God had told Jasper to wait at that 
spot for missionaries and take them to his village when they arrived. “When they heard 
his story they were certain that God was leading them to Barroba... This miracle was a 
great [assurance] to John Perkins and his party as the story of Peter and Cornelius57 

In Jasper’s village of Newaka, healings followed preaching, and thousands came to see 

what was happening.58 

Missionaries already serving with non-Pentecostal mission boards found themselves at 

odds with their denominations after experiencing their own Pentecost on the field or during 

furlough. John and Jessie Perkins served their first term with the Methodist Episcopal Church. 

They experienced Pentecost during their furlough and were not permitted to return, so they went 

on their second term as faith missionaries without denominational or mission board backing. Six 

other Pentecostals went along, to be met by Jasper Toe at Garraway.59 

The prayers of supporters for missionaries provided a vital partnership for protection and 

positive results on the field. Missionaries expected those at home to intercede with prayers “in 

the Spirit” for specific requests and “groanings that cannot be uttered” for unknown needs.60 

After five years of abject poverty and few opportunities for ministry, the Pages recruited 

Pentecostal intercessors for Fiji from home. Almost immediately, they reported that they were 

opening a new station, and that white shopkeepers and planters had asked for meetings. They 

connected the break-through to prayer support.61” 

Hardships were attributed to spiritual warfare. Missionaries pleaded for missions 

education about demonic attacks before young missionaries arrived on the field.62 Widow Ruby 
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Nicodem wrote supporters about a frightening Satanic attack that left her shaken but thanking 

God for his superior power.63 Shirers wrote, 

We had another public burning of fetish objects. Three more have been saved, several 

babies have been dedicated to the Lord, and many have been prayed for having all kinds of 

diseases…. We pray that all that is found in the Scriptures may be manifested to these primitive 

people who depend on their fetishes for help until the light of Christ shines in upon their 

darkened souls.64 

God’s supernatural intervention was expected since the coming of the Lord was at hand.65 

As they preached, Pentecostal missionaries and their converts experienced signs and wonders. 

Kelley reported tongues and interpretation as well as prophecy at the South China missionary 

convention in December 1919.66 Spiritual manifestations of healing, prophecy, and visions also 

regularly appeared in missionary updates.67 

Challenged 

Missionary wives left their families and community support networks at home for 

isolation and loneliness among people they did not know. Many lived with severe deprivation, 

lacking basic necessities of shelter, clothing, and food while trying to carve out family life and 

ministry. Pages worked hard in Fiji without seeing many results for nearly five years. 

The first four were spent in different part of the island as doors opened. Our living was 
exceedingly poor, sometimes reduced to $1.00 per week. Trials were many and at times 
we could not appear in public owing to our scanty and worn out attire. Our dwelling 
places of the past were grass houses and often the rain would pour in on us in bed, but 
things have been greatly changed of late.68 

The family was given a free, fourteen-year lease on a small house, conditional on Lou 

establishing a small school, which began with twenty-four Indian children. Thereafter, scores 

were saved and healed.69 

Finances were often insufficient to maintain a normal life, not to mention for the 

possibilities of ministry missionaries wanted to do. Faith missionaries sometimes lived in 

insufferable conditions and poverty.70 Wives often lived in half-finished homes and among 

unfinished projects while the men left for missionary service.71 The Slagers wrote about flooding 

that tumbled their mud fences and the brick walls of their rooms. Thief protection as well as 

weather protection was sorely needed.72 Three years after starting to build a larger home to 
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accommodate missionaries and workers living with them, the Slagers wrote, “We are going on 

slowly with the building. The roof and about three- quarters of the brick wall are already 

completed. Almost no work has yet been done on the interior of the building. This will still take 

considerable time and expense. Please continue to remember this need in prayer.”73 

Abigail must have learned patience, especially since she was frail physically. There was 

no money to build the house they so desperately needed, so materials they had purchased lay on 

the ground for over four years, waiting for funds to pay builders. Before their home could be 

completed, rebel soldiers ruined it.74 

Experienced missionaries like the Kelleys in China, asked that support first be given to 

missionaries on the field, rather than to those just beginning missions service.75 Many veterans 

lived in inadequate housing, often in dangerous conditions.76 Still, most tried to sound upbeat and 

optimistic when they wrote home, as did the Perkins from Liberia: “Expenses here are naturally 

quite heavy. But it is simply marvelous how the Lord, in spite of war and famine, continues to 

supply our needs.”77 

A woman’s care for her family often demanded hard manual labor. Sarah Dowie 

described Lou Page’s chores when she came to care for the children after Lou and Albert died of 

influenza in Fiji: “Carrying water a long way, splitting wood, doing all the washing, cooking and 

housework. The washing is something startling in all this heat.”78 Farm skills came in handy. 

Both Perkins had experience in physical labor and running a farm household.79 Married women 

were less dependent than singles on others to repair and build for them. Lloyd Shirer was a 

handyman of some repute, constantly in demand by fellow missionaries.80 

For tidy North Americans, daily life in the villages and towns was a great adjustment. 

Morrison wrote from Liberia: “There is filth and disease on every hand, but God is abundantly 

able to keep what we commit into His hands.”81 Furlough could be an equal shock; returning 

home to American luxuries created a disconnect between missionary life and missionary 

supporters: 

It is most difficult to describe the difference between living in a fine new house in 
America having all modern equipment with living or trying to live and eat and sleep in a 
low mud hut in Africa, filled with darkness and smoke, to say nothing about goats and 
chickens and sometimes plenty of insect life.82 

Suffering was commonplace.83 During times of danger and hardships, missionaries 

depended on the Holy Spirit to direct them and the protection of the Spirit to keep them safe. 
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Many were courageous adventurers by nature and enjoyed retelling the challenges they had 

faced. For example, fearless Margaret Shirer set off on her bicycle one evening to pray for a 

child. Darkness fell and a tropical downpour began as she was in the hut. She put a lantern on her 

bike handles and set off for home but became lost. “That gives a very peculiar feeling to one in 

the heart of Africa, to realize you are lost in the darkness, with wild animals all around you and 

no natives passing that hour of the night. So I stood there in the midnight darkness and thought, 

‘What shall I do?’” She looked for a light, prayed for guidance, and followed a faint beam to a 

native hut, where she asked for directions. ‘‘He told me to go a certain distance “this way” and a 

certain distance the “other way,” till I would come to the main road that led to the station. I 

thanked him and was off, pushing my bicycle till I came to the main road and finally I reached 

our home.” She used the experience to illustrate the lost-ness of humanity and the need to find 

the light of the gospel.84 

Natural disasters included encounters with wildlife. A driver ant army overran the 

missionary compound and attacked the missionary poultry aviary in Liberia. John Perkins and six 

‘boys’ burned them, but they almost reached the house itself.85 Margaret Peoples (Shirer) sent an 

early, curious request to supporters: “The white ants have destroyed my Bible and so I must have 

a new one. Will you please send me one?”86 

Many missionary women experienced healing for themselves and their families, along 

with healings for others. Missionaries from North America were unaccustomed to tropical heat 

and humidity. Ill health and exhaustion were common. A few, like Margaret Peoples Shirer, 

became sick shortly after arrival, but grew quite resilient to illness through the years. Other 

missionaries succumbed within weeks or months of arrival, susceptible to malaria and tropical 

fevers due to a lack of immunity or the frailty of stressed bodies. “The hardships endured by 

early missionaries can scarcely be imagined. There were staggering losses of life due to the 

trying climate, tropical diseases, lack of supplies and primitive means of transportation.”87 With 

so many missionaries dying, countries like Liberia became known as the “white man’s 

graveyard.”88 

Missionaries were dependent on supporters for money for health-mandated vacations, 

medical treatments, and traveling to and from furloughs.89 Ruby Nicodem lived with a sick 

husband on the field. When she married Frank in 1920, he had rheumatism and a weak heart.90 

His heart was healed until a bout of typhoid fever in 1922 weakened him again.91 When Frank 
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had to return to the United States in 1934, desperately ill after eight uninterrupted years on the 

field, Ruby appealed in vain to supporters through the Latter Rain Evangel for enough money to 

bring all the children back to the States with them. They had to leave three sons behind in school 

in India when they began their two- month homeward journey in 1934.92 They returned to Indian 

in late 1935, but Frank continued to have health challenges until his death in 1938. 

Another fairly regular occurrence was the death of fellow missionaries on the field.93 The 

most traumatic loss was the death of a spouse or child. Children were often felled by disease and 

illness, and the bravery and courage of parents determined to carry on ministry in the face of loss 

is heart wrenching.94 

When their husbands died, widows had to decide whether to go home or stay to do the 

work they to which they had been called.95 The decision was more difficult when they had 

children to look after. Lou Page asked for prayers for guidance and strength when husband 

Albert died of Spanish influenza while on a trip to ordain a native worker in Suva in 1918. The 

Indian who was accompanying him had died one day earlier; both were buried before news came 

back to Lou.96 She was not able to keep the station going alone, overwhelmed by travel 

requirements and four small children. Lou was still seeking God’s will about returning to the 

States when she died three months later of influenza, aged thirty-three.97 

Ruby Nicodem remained in India with her six children and ran an orphanage after her 

forty-year-old husband died (after two months of intense suffering of endo-carditis or heart and 

liver complications.) Her oldest was seventeen, her youngest almost seven.98 She carried on 

Frank’s dream of founding a Christian community on about a hundred acres where displaced 

converts could farm to provide for their own families.99 

Other missionaries lost all they had built and collected during times of national upheaval 

or through crime. The Slagers were determined to stay true to their call and evangelize even 

during political conflicts and wars, and rejoiced in the suffering they faced.100 They reported that 

fellow missionaries in North China watched bombs being dropped near their house, took on their 

backs everything they could carry, and left the rest behind to walk from their village to Shanghai. 

On the way, the missionaries and fellow travelers dodged Japanese planes dropping bombs.101 

Travel also took its toll on the health and strength of missionaries. They were curiosities 

in new areas, and endured the close examination of those they set out to serve.102 To reach a new 



International Journal of Pentecostal Missiology 10:1 (2024) 
 

 108 

area of Pentecostals, Shirers traveled over nine hundred miles from Gold Coast to Nigeria with 

their house-trailer.103 

The Complementary Leadership of Pentecostal Missionary Wives 

Women missionaries engaged in evangelism, hospitality, translation, social services like 

health and education, and wrote appeals to supporters. The foreign culture freed them to lead in 

ministry in ways that the home church might not have permitted.104 They supported and partnered 

with their husbands’ ministries while running their households. When their husbands were ill, 

wives added the men’s ministry responsibilities to their own. For example, when Frank Nicodem 

took their four older children to the cooler climate of the hills to recover from blackwater fever, 

Ruby stayed behind with their baby and managed the boys’ home.105 

Keeping relationships and ministry life in balance required constant personal effort. The 

stress of living with others, being under constant scrutiny, meeting high expectations, and staying 

humble in the face of ascribed spiritual authority could lead to imbalanced life and spiritual 

weaknesses.106 One of the most pressing spiritual challenges was keeping peace among 

missionaries. With strong personalities and entrepreneurial characteristics of missionaries, 

interpersonal harmony required ongoing effort. 

Sometimes, separation by distance helped, but often missionaries were forced together 

and disagreements were inevitable.107 When everything went smoothly, missionaries were 

grateful for the harmonious relationships.108 

Cox writes that the early Pentecostals were not ecumenically minded, working hard to 

discard ‘old wineskins’ of existing denominations for the new work of God.109 In 1923, George 

Kelley noted that God had helped them “to work amicably with the missionaries of other 

denominations.”110 Later, disagreements between Kelley and other missionaries created chaos 

and unrest among Chinese converts.111 After Margaret died, a missionary coworker appealed to 

the Assemblies of God missions department for help because of a rocky relationship with Kelley, 

“Sister Kelley has been released from it all. We believe her heart was right. They say she was a 

woman of prayer. [George] will miss the restraint of her prayers.”112 

A couple in missions could double their effectiveness, and Cox attributes the rapid 

spread of Pentecostalism partly to the work of women, empowered by the Spirit, set free for 

ministry and proclamation.113 Margaret Kelley told supporters: “When Mr. Kelley went out to 
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take Bibles to the Chinese, I was a mother, and I said I didn’t go to China just to rock a baby, and 

I prayed and gathered in the dirty children.”114 Lloyd and Margaret Shirer co-pioneered stations 

in Ghana (Gold Coast) and were building their fifth station by 1939.115 Similarly, James and 

Esther Bragg Harvey worked in India in joint ministry.116 

Evangelism was the primary goal of most Pentecostal missionaries, but many also 

provided social services.117 The Slagers distributed one hundred fifty gifts of rice and meat for 

Christmas, donated by Chinese Christians.118 

Most husbands recognized the impact of their wives’ ministry, and praised them to 

supporters.119 Margaret Shirer was called to evangelistic missions, and even into her old age was 

known as a great preacher. She alternated preaching in church with her husband,120 and recounted 

that God would give her words of knowledge through parables, African proverbs, and stories that 

highlighted scriptural truths.121 She continued to visit villages to preach on her own, even after 

she was married, according to updates from fellow missionaries. She challenged those who were 

in Catholic areas with “the true gospel.”122 Margaret also ran a Sunday school for children on the 

mission station and hosted incoming missionaries. Meanwhile, she continued to translate 

scripture, helped standardize the spelling of the Dagbani language, and wrote a grammar and 

dictionary. Eventually, she translated Matthew, Mark, Acts, Ephesians, and 1 Peter.123 

The mission station had its precedents in outreaches by Nestorians and others.124 In 1910, 

Perkins wrote about “our mission family of fifty boys,” just over a year into his second and her 

third term in Liberia.125 By mid-1911, they reported, 

We have about sixty-six in the mission now, and more coming all the time. The work is 
very heavy, and we would surely be glad of reinforcements… We are still in the mud 
house but expect, God willing, to move into our new mission house this week even if it is 
not completed.126 

The Kelley family and four other missionaries lived together in an unfinished, unsanitary 

house for years, even after a purchasing property to build early in 1918. Appeals for funds 

continued at the end of 1919.127 The editor of one periodical also appealed for help from 

supporters: 

The Evangel family has done well during the past six months in helping Br. Kelley to 
start this home; now let us make a special effort to help him finish and properly furnish it. 
In the past we have sent our new missionaries out to S. China and because of the lack of a 
proper missionary home, they have had to live in damp, leaky, unsanitary native houses, 
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and many of them have undermined their health, and many have paid the toll of our 
neglect in early deaths.128 

Sometimes missionaries would “go native,129 and sometimes they continued Western 

traditions in their homes. Mrs. Perkins maintained a Western household, producing a sigh of 

relief from her husband: “I reached home alive, and was so thankful to sit down to a real table, 

covered with a clean tablecloth where I was not afraid of finding undressed fish and white grubs 

with red heads.”130 

The women were accomplished organizers. Not only did wives manage their own 

families, but they were often expected to live among or host other missionaries and take in 

strangers. When travelers arrived, missionaries would house them and help them settle in. New 

missionaries might stay for months while their own stations were being constructed.131 The 

Slagers reported offering hospitality to various traveling missionaries in North China,132 as well 

as caring for destitute Chinese orphaned girls and women.133 Three months pregnant with their 

sixth child, Ruby Nicodem reported on a convention they hosted at their station: “We had from 

sixty to ninety native people to look after, as well as twenty-two missionaries, and we found our 

hands full.”134 

Wives learned nursing skills and could take care of many basic illnesses because there 

was no other help available. They worked tirelessly to care for others, especially in desperate 

circumstances.135 In Liberia, Margaret Shirer was known for her care of women and babies, but 

men with sores and complaints came for care as well.136 

Some women were educators, bringing the skills from a teaching career to the field.137 

The extreme poverty of the Page family’s first four years in Fiji ended when Lou, formerly a 

schoolteacher, opened and taught in an Indian school.138 Kelleys emphasized reading skills and 

education as well: “We are standing for every Chinese who is saved being able to read the Bible 

for himself. Everywhere we have a mission station, we have a little day school… If China is ever 

to be evangelized, the Chinese themselves are to be the leading factor in it.”139 

Margaret Peoples Shirer was the first Westerner to understand the Moré language.140 She 

joined village women at their grain-grinding station and gradually learned the language. From 

there, she formed an alphabet, taught the Mossi tribe to read, and began to translate scripture. 

“Margaret taught reading classes, and as the pages of the Bible were printed by mimeograph, the 
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delighted Mossi read by lantern light until the oil ran out. Then they used cornstalk torches to 

keep reading. Today a strong national church exists in that area.”141 

Many wives functioned as amateur anthropologists, writing updates to supporters from 

a woman’s point of view.142 Another contribution was an understanding of the role of 

indigenous women, who often were the first to listen to the gospel message. Eugene Nida says 

evaluating the position of women in society required consideration of their treatment, legal 

status and rights, public activity, and their type and extent of work.143 Often wives had better 

access into the homes where women worked and raised their families. 

Missionary wives were keen observers and participants in culture and kept excellent 

notes. Ruby Nicodem wrote many insightful observations of life in India before and after Frank 

died. She noted how Indians worshipped idols, their home life, and the caste system’s 

stranglehold on the culture.144 The closed country of Nepal was opened to Western 

anthropologists and other observers through updates like those from Ruby.145 Similarly, Abigail 

Slager wrote from Shanghai about the Chinese New Year, describing the details of the Chinese 

celebrations, along with hints of loneliness, a sense of isolation, and a heartfelt burden for those 

around her.146 

Childbearing and child rearing in the tropics could be daunting and draining. Missionary 

wives ran households where people came and went, while feeding their family and sometimes 

hosting crowds of missionaries during conventions. It could be difficult to manage a household, 

even though some had multiple servants. Margaret Shirer, always interested in education, 

homeschooled her own children with Calvert, a standardized curriculum from the States.147 After 

their furlough about 1933, the children stayed behind in the United States while Lloyd and 

Margaret returned for a third term. The separation was difficult for the whole family.148 

The Nicodems had six children between 1920 and 1931. Four were under the age of six 

when they took over a home for street boys in Northern India. When Frank Nicodem nearly died 

of blackwater fever in 1930,149 their fifth child was a year old. Ruby cared for the children and 

managed the boys’ home. Their whole family was missional. Even the children were willing to 

sacrifice to minister to locals during famines and other disasters.150 

Children fell ill, died, or were in harm’s way. The Slagers had to leave behind their 

adopted Chinese daughter during the rebellion of 1927.151 Frank Jr., the elder son of Ruby and 

Frank Nicodem, was enveloped in lightening. The rafter of the porch roof above him split and 
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the stone step on which he stood broke in two. He was unhurt.152 Both Shirer children were 

spared from permanent disability by God’s healing power. 

After Margaret and her nine-month old Marguerite were struck by lightening, the baby 

revived after a half hour of fervent prayers by natives and missionaries. The Shirers’ six-year-old 

son sustained injuries and broken bones after falling from a tree and required a month’s 

hospitalization. Margaret prayed over him when he came home, and he was completely healed. 

Entire cultures experienced social change as a result of missionary presence and 

proclamation. Cannibals and violent tribes became more peaceful.153 Even non-believers admitted 

to the power of the gospel to transform society, and governments began to recognize the 

advantages brought by the gospel.154 The Shirers were asked by the government of Gold Coast to 

set up a new station among the Konkomba, a violent warring tribe.155 Margaret Kelley, speaking 

at Stone Church, Chicago, during a furlough, reminded Americans of the government’s open 

door in China, if they were only willing to go.156 

Family structure itself was changed as missionaries presented an egalitarian view of 

women and men equal in God’s eyes. In China, George Kelley observed the changes in family 

life: “The father becomes a father indeed. The family that was separated by sin is reunited. The 

concubines have been let go. The family altar has been set up. Is it worthwhile to preach this 

Christ? Yes! Re-echo Yes.”157 Similarly, Ruby Nicodem noted the difference in marriage 

between Christians who had grown up with missionaries and marriages of unbelievers.158 

The welfare of children was also directly affected as cultural practices changed.159 

Missionaries, burdened by the plight of orphaned and abandoned children, opened orphanages 

and homes to care for them.160 

In later years, missionaries moved toward administrative and supportive roles within the 

local churches.161 The Nicodems planned their ministry and training to produce social change and 

provision into the future.162 They bought land from a native estate, put a thorny hedge and fence 

around it to protect domestic animals and repel wild animals, and gave each family its own tract 

of land to help them survive when their culture expelled them for their faith. Ruby carried on this 

vision after her husband died, settling five families onto the acreage and supervising its use.163 
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Conclusion and Summary 

Missionary wives were called to proclaim the gospel. Most considered their call to 

missions as personal and important as God’s call on their spouses. Amid severe challenges, they 

competently opened fields and helped maintain missionary projects alongside their husbands. 

They raised children, often ministering to orphans and abandoned children alongside their own. 

Their hospitality and care for the personal needs of others were vital to the survival of 

missionaries and the practical demonstration of the gospel to indigenous peoples. 

Their courageous legacies continue to demonstrate the power of the Spirit working 

through women. They brought to life the prophecy of Joel that women as well as men would be 

used by God to prophecy as they crossed culture barriers to minister throughout the world. 
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people from the things of the world so that they will long for His return. He is coming! Hallelujah!" Also, Martin 
Kvamme, "From Japanese-Occupied Territory," Pentecostal Evangel (July 31, 1943): 11. “The Slagers are camping 
out, as also the friends in Shanghai... They could have evacuated but felt it was the will of God for them to stay. We 
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were eventually imprisoned. 
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Chinese, walking along the same road over which we had just come, were machine-gunned… Since coming to 
Shanghai we have been hearing the roar of cannon, the purr of machine guns, the explosion of bombs and the sputter 
of anti-aircraft guns almost incessantly. It is quite a strain.” Also, Kvamme, “Territory," Pentecostal Evangel (July 
17 1943): 11. In her first letter to her mother in four years, Abigail wrote, “We are fairly well, but thinner than when 
you last saw us. [George had lost fifty pounds and Abigail fifteen during internment, according to their medical 
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161 Lloyd and Margaret Shirer, "Nigeria, March 1943," Missionary update (Springfield, MO: Assemblies of God 
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