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First published in 1849, Religious Experience and Journal of Mrs. Jarena 
Lee details the spiritual journey of Jarena Lee, the first female preacher 

of the African Methodist Episcopal Church.1 A poor black woman, Lee’s life 
is marked by a myriad of difficulties from a lack of education and financial 
funds, to multiple bouts of physical and (potentially mental) illness. 
However, in the greater context of Lee’s pursuit to preach the gospel, 
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about her holy duty, her courage fails her multiple times on her journey to 



truly wants her to preach the gospel.8 Just as she finds reassurance in God 
when walking to meet with Reverend Allen, Lee also finds reassurance 
in Him when she fears that Satan is once more manipulating her to meet 
his devious ends. As such, Lee is freed from her self-doubt and able to 
progress onward toward achieving her goal.    

In addition to facing the internal challenge of self-doubt in pursuit of 
her calling, Lee also faces the external challenge of society’s doubt. This is 
perhaps best exemplified by Reverend Richard Allen’s response to Lee’s 
appeal to preach the gospel when he explains that their religious sect does 
“not call for women preachers.”9
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preached under the authority of inspiration instead of education) were 
allowed to preach the gospel, she should similarly be allowed to preach 
the gospel. Further cementing her argument, Lee cites the notion that if 
men can preach because Jesus died for their sins, women should also 
be allowed to preach given he died for their sins as well.13 By structuring 
her argument in this format, Lee uses her wit, communication skills, and 
knowledge of Christian canon to make a direct appeal to readers that not 
only combats society’s sexist doubts but also demonstrates her authority.

By detailing and examining the challenges Lee faced in pursuit of her 
calling, one can better comprehend the authority with which Lee preached. 
In confiding with readers, the personal doubts she’s held about not only 
herself but society, Lee highlighted her own earthly imperfections making 
her not only a sympathetic character but also an inspirational one. For, 
having journeyed from being under Satan’s spell to helping others find 
communion with the Holy Spirit, Lee’s journey invites readers to relate to 
her struggles while demonstrating how anyone can find salvation if they 


