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In introducing the collected writings of Rebecca Jackson, a
Black Shaker visionary active in the mid-nineteenth-century United
States, Jean McMahon Humez describes Jackson’s life of celibacy this
way: “After breaking with her husband and brother, she lived and
traveled throughout the rest of her life in close relationship with a
single, cherished, intimate woman friend who shared her religious
ideas. Perhaps, had she been born in the modern age, she would
have been an open lesbian.”1 Commitment to celibacy flourished
among the United Society of Believers, more commonly known as
the Shakers, a Christian millennialist group at its largest in the
middle of the nineteenth century. But Jackson’s collected writings—
carefully collected and edited by Humez herself—portray a woman
who felt the call to “holy living” (i.e., celibacy) long before
encountering the Shakers. Her commitment to celibacy was tested
time and again, and she never changed her stance. Humez’s
interpretation, suggesting that Jackson’s celibacy may have been a
replacement or cover for Jackson’s lesbian orientation, then, should
give us some pause. And indeed, Alice Walker, responding to
Humez’s comment shortly after the publication of Jackson’s writings,
wonders “why, since Jackson mentions more than once her
‘deadness’ to sexuality or ‘lust,’ Humez implies she was a lesbian?”2

Walker probes this question to highlight the propensity of white
scholars to rewrite Black religious testimony, interpreting it as
something else. Walker asks, why not believe Jackson? Walker’s
question and Humez’s assumptions about Jackson’s celibacy point to
both Western feminists’ silencing of Black religious women and the
compulsion to render sexuality legible.3

If Humez’s move was to identify Jackson’s celibacy as a
specific, legible sexuality, public intellectuals and scholars today
demonstrate an investment in articulating her celibacy as part of a
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larger, liberal project toward liberation. In a May 2022 post on the
website Q Spirit, a site dedicated to developing and articulating
resources for expansive, queer spirituality, ordained minister and
activist Kittredge Cherry describes Jackson’s writing as “the first
black queer spiritual narrative in American history.” Cherry notes
that Rebecca Jackson and her long-time companion, Rebecca Perot,
“lived together as ministry partners for more than 30 years in a
covenanted relationship that has been described as lesbian,
womanist, queer, and/or celibate.”4 Interestingly, Cherry positions
Jackson’s celibacy as either coterminous with or an alternative to
lesbian, womanist, and queer identity. In her positing Jackson as
potentially lesbian, Cherry echoes Humez’s musing that, were
Jackson born today, she might be an open lesbian. Where Humez’s
conclusions were possible lesbianism, for Cherry, the significance of
this definition—Jackson as queer and celibacy as a form of queer
sexuality/sociality—comes down to Jackson’s disruption of
heteropatriarchy. Cherry writes, “[R]egardless of whether the two
Rebeccas were lesbians, their defiance of gender norms and theology
of gender equality are vital to women and LGBTQ people today.”5

Cherry’s sentiment is compelling. Jackson’s consistent
privileging of her own call over the authority of the men in her life,
and her subsequent commitment to a decades-long relationship with
another woman, make her an inspiring figure for religious women
and queer people, who have been historically sidelined or banished
in religious communities. Engaged in a similar project, Kara French’s
thoughtful Against Sex paints Jackson’s celibacy as defiant of racial
oppression as well as heteropatriarchy. Addressing what she
describes as “a sexual behavior that was demonized” in the
nineteenth century, French argues that celibacy “had the power to
challenge degrading racial stereotypes, especially when practiced by
black women.”6 French’s refusal to see Jackson’s celibacy as
repression is powerful in its careful attention to the historical realities
of a Black woman in antebellum America.7 At the same time, French,
like Cherry, brings into relief the contemporary urge to render
Jackson’s celibacy as a kind of nineteenth-century feminist defiance
to hegemonic violence.

In Cherry’s and French’s reads, Jackson’s celibacy seems to
work as one of many urgently needed attempts to dismantle
heteronormativity and its relationship to white supremacist
patriarchy, attempts that have historically been built on expanding
the variety of normative sex acts and concomitant social relations. As
Peter Coviello explains, the contemporary desire to expand modes of
sex is an effort to counteract “that great, epoch-making biopolitical
seizure of the body and its impulses by something called
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‘sexuality.’”8 In response, scholars and activists have invested “not
only in marking assiduously how sexuality came to be ‘constructed,’
to speak in that maximally 90s-ish idiom, but also in multiplying our
visions of what might count as sex, expanding the roster of
conceivable pleasures, as well of socialities (or antisocialities)
imagined to follow from them.”9

Painting Jackson as fundamentally defiant, to use Cherry’s
language, though, threatens to flatten out what was surely the most
significant question animating Jackson’s life and in particular her
celibacy: how might she best serve God? Indeed, Jackson is not an
easy symbol of feminism, or even resistance. Jackson’s lifelong
commitment to celibacy was undergirded by an understanding that
this and every life decision was made in obedience to God’s
commands. Jackson’s patriarchy-confounding preaching and celibacy
were, in other words, fundamentally acts of submission. Jackson’s
commitment to obedience points to the limitations of a liberal idea of
agency.

Writers across disciplines have long suggested that the secular
basis of much contemporary queer and feminist thought limits our
ability to understand women’s religious participation, particularly
for women of color, by coding religious belief and participation as
oppressive to women, and by bolstering racial hierarchies.10 In
studies of religious women, this often has the effect of producing
what Ann Pellegrini calls a “white genealogy of . . . feminist studies”
that “leav[es] to the side the women of color and transnational
feminisms whose relationships to religion have historically been far
more complex and variegated” than is assumed.11 This limited
understanding of religious belief often demonstrates a sort of anxiety
about agency: what should be made of religious women who seem to
give up agency in order to follow God’s call? For scholars invested in
expanding women’s freedoms, religious explanations of purportedly
nonagential situations—ranging from religious trances to religiously
mandated celibacy—are difficult to see as anything but oppression.
Saba Mahmood argues that contemporary Western feminisms
understand agency as individual action combined with disruption.12

In other words, agency is only legible insofar as it is a form of
individual resistance. Mahmood insists that this reliance on
disruption prevents scholars from recognizing agential possibilities
in communities more invested in maintenance than resistance.13

For religious women of color, obedience, maintenance, and
modesty may mean something very different than for their white
counterparts.14 Writing about sexual conservatism among early
twentieth-century Black Holiness–Pentecostal denominations, Dara
Delgado explains that modest dress served as a rebuke to racist
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tropes of over-sexualization and also to the long history of sexual
exploitation of Black women in slaveholding America. Indeed, as
Delgado demonstrates, Black religious women’s sexual conservatism
(from modest dress to sex only within marriage) necessarily has a
different meaning and function than that of white religious women.
For Black women, religious modesty may serve as a response to
what Patricia Hill Collins describes as the ways “women of African
descent have been associated with an animalistic, ‘wild’ sexuality.”15

In her landmark Sisters in the Wilderness, Delores Williams proposes a
hermeneutical framework that reframes God’s activity in the world
as aimed not toward liberation but toward the survival and quality
of life of Black women. Like Delgado, Williams calls scholars and
believers to attend to the limits of resistance as a framework with
which to approach Black religious women.16

Delgado’s and Williams’s work, like Mahmood’s, point to the
limits of agency conceptualized as disruption, and Jackson’s celibacy
points toward an alternative logic and authority than that offered by
sexuality. Following Coviello’s conclusion that “sexuality” (even
when queer) “emerges as a mode of corporeal organization” marked
by white colonial pasts and presents, I propose that we read
Jackson’s celibacy as a mode of obedience to divine authority that is
orthogonal to the liberal binary of resistance versus repression.17 To
be clear, despite how antipatriarchal Jackson was, her celibacy does
not find an easy home in contemporary politics of liberation, despite
our own desires. Her refusal to participate in the patriarchal family
structure was undergirded by a deeply submissive relationship to
God. It is in this space of seeming contradiction, and in relation to
the divine, that Jackson found survival and self-reclamation.

Rebecca Jackson’s Adoption of Celibacy

To think through Jackson’s approach to celibacy, we need to
start with her conversion at thirty-five years of age, a religious
awakening that not only pinpoints the beginning of her life in God
but also lays bare the consequences of her religious turn and God’s
saving grace in times of violence. When Jackson’s conversion called
her to leave her husband for a life of celibacy, Jackson turned to
God’s protection to take her through her husband’s life-threatening
abuse.

What we know of Rebecca Jackson’s religious growth and
biography is, for the most part, given in her spiritual autobiography:
a collection of writings based on journals and notes she started
keeping after her conversion and likely began organizing around
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1843. Her writings had a long path to publication. In 1878, seven years
after Jackson’s death, Shaker Alonzo G. Hollister began compiling,
preserving, and sharing Jackson’s manuscript with other Believers.18

This manuscript was first published broadly in 1981 under the
careful editorial hand of Humez; in it, Jackson’s writings detail
visions and dreams, such that what we know of her biography is
overwhelmingly a story of divine revelation. Mixing biographical
information with spiritual calling and revelation, Jackson’s collected
writings consistently emphasize that her earthly life was one
punctuated by the divine.

Because Jackson begins her story with her conversion in July of
1830, we know little of her preconversion life. She was born Rebecca
Cox, a free Black woman, on February 15, 1795, just outside of
Philadelphia. At the time of her conversion, she was married and
living in Philadelphia with her husband, Samuel Jackson, her
brother, Joseph Cox, and her brother’s family. Historical records
indicate that Jackson probably divided her time between working as
a seamstress and caring for her brother’s children. All evidence
suggests she and Samuel never had children of their own.

Jackson’s story begins by chronicling the hard work of
conversion: learning how to hear the voice of God, and the
simultaneous journey toward finding God’s people on earth. For five
years after her initial experience with the divine, Jackson struggled to
follow her inner callings while maintaining her relationships with
her family. After realizing that her family hindered her ability to
hear and act on divine command, Jackson finally left Samuel in early
1836, with the hope of finding God’s people. Jackson visited the
main Shaker colony of Watervliet in the fall of 1836, and joined them
as a Shaker in 1847.19 Her joy at finding the United Society of
Believers was matched in intensity only by her sorrow, then, when
she realized a few years later that she had to leave. Tensions with
Shaker leadership threatened her ability to follow her own divine
revelation, in particular an 1850 call to minister to Black Americans.20

As a result, Jackson left Watervliet in 1851, and was considered an
apostate by the United Society, despite her own continued
commitment to the Shakers. Between 1851 and 1857, Jackson
established a largely Black Shaker community in Philadelphia.
Despite the fullness of such a community, Jackson mourned the loss
her connections with Watervliet; if her most significant revelation
was God’s call to follow her inner voice above all else, her second
most significant may have been in 1857, when God released Jackson
from that very commitment, allowing her to follow the authority of
the United Society of Believers. In 1857 Jackson returned to
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Watervliet, reconciled with leadership, and brought her Philadelphia
colony into the Shaker fold.

The religious drama that unfolds in Jackson’s autobiographical
writings portrays her struggle toward obedience, and the struggle of
others around her to accommodate that obedience. Before her
conversion, Jackson, like her brother, Joseph, spent much of her life
in a mainline African Methodist Episcopal (AME) church. Her
conversion and resultant commitment to God changed that. In her
description of her conversion experience, Jackson details awakening
in terror to thunder and lightning, only to hear a voice declare, “This
day thy soul is required of thee.” She obeys this voice, spends hours
in prayer, and is rewarded with a grace that lights the sky: Jackson
writes, “I rose from my knees, ran down the stairs, opened the door
to let the lightning in the house, for it was like sheets of glory to my
soul.”21 The pleasure of God’s “sheets of glory” comes with a
requirement to be radically obedient to God in all situations. Indeed,
God calls her never to act without God’s call, including in such
matters as praying, leaving the house, carrying out some occupation,
and engaging in marital relations.

Through her conversion, Jackson was galvanized and
transformed, but as God required of her more and more unorthodox
behavior—fasting, walking through ice storms to get to prayer
meetings, publicly proclaiming her calling by God—her brother
rescinded his support. The AME Church, including at times the
itinerant preacher Jarena Lee, became suspicious of Jackson’s activities
and attempted to censure her.22 Her conflict played out at home, too,
as her husband began to beat and terrorize her. Jackson attributed her
survival and even growth under such difficult circumstances to God’s
protection, a privilege given to her because of her submission to God’s
will during her conversion, and her continued obedience after it.

If conversion came with a sense of obedience, Jackson’s
experience of sanctification on January 29, 1831, fully authorized her
work and her life in holiness. Numerous religious autobiographies
from the first half of the nineteenth century reflect a similarly
transformative experience of sanctification, portraying the believer’s
spiritual journey as involving the following steps: conviction,
wherein they fully recognize their sinful nature and often experience
longing and sorrow that they are not yet close to God; justification
(often at the same time as conviction), in which the believer
experiences a crisis conversion that brings them into God’s fold; and,
finally, sanctification, in which the Holy Spirit fully cleanses the
believer of sin and makes them ready for the work of God.23 For
many white and Black Methodist-inclined (or trained) women in the
nineteenth century, sanctification was fundamentally an experience
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of authorization by the Holy Ghost, or, as William L. Andrews
explains, “a purifying of one’s inner disposition to willful sin, a
liberation of the soul to follow the indwelling voice of Christ.”24 In
Anthea Butler’s words, sanctification helped Black churchwomen
“transcend the physical body and its limitations, and . . . harness
spiritual power to change the world.”25 Like those of Jarena Lee,
Zilpha Elaw, and others, Jackson’s experience of sanctification
authorized her ministry.26 Unlike Lee and Elaw, Jackson’s call to
holy living included a divine command to be celibate. Jackson
explains, “I never had felt so happy in all my life. I then saw for the
first time what the sin of the fall of man was, and I thought if I had
all the earth, I would give it, to be a single woman. How to return
home to my husband again I knowed not.”27 In sanctification,
celibacy became a core concern of her spiritual growth, driving her
to leave her husband and family.28

Jackson’s move toward celibacy was marked by her
submission to God, and gratitude for God’s guidance and protection
in the face of violent conflicts at home. The night after realizing she
must be celibate, with her husband as witness, she had a religious
experience that demonstrated God’s protection, given in exchange
for complete obedience to the divine. Jackson writes:

My husbandwent down cellar, got wood, made afire, left the
door open, put the coffee pot on top of the stove. So in my
march appraising God, I went from the cellar door to the
stove and when I would get to the stove I would lay my
hands on the stove and then turn to the cellar with my eyes
shut all the while. These two things caused my husband to
believe that it was more than nature. He expected every
time I laid my hands on the stove to see the skin come off
on the stove, and when I went to the cellar door, to see me
fall down the cellar. He said it seemed as though I was
turned right around. Sometimes I went to the cellar leaping,
sometimes in a swift march, and often on the very sill, and
the coffee aboiling on the top while my hands was on the
stove. He had not power to touch me, and when I was
permitted to open my eyes, I saw him sitting on a chair
with his two hands under his chin and ashaking like a
person under a heavy FIT OF AGUE.29

Jackson’s divinely guided demonstrations, clearly for Samuel’s benefit,
affirm Jackson’s new status. The sheer physicality of this experience
emphasizes the miracle that her body is protected even from the
forces of nature, and now is the province of God, thanks to her
(literal) blind faith. In response, her husband sits “ashaking,”
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appropriately awed by the authorization she has gained from the
indwelling of the spirit.

Despite her strong desire to become celibate, it would take
Jackson five more years to fully uncouple herself from her husband
and family. Finally, in January 1836, Jackson was ordered by God to
tell Samuel that she was done with their relationship. After
describing a vision that shows Samuel handing her off to a spiritual
man (foreshadowing the Shakers), Jackson writes, “I was
commanded to tell Samuel I had served him many years, and had
tried to please him, but I could not.” Given Jackson’s realization of
“the sin of the fall of man” and her desire to “be a single woman,”
her description of serving Samuel indicates serving him sexually,
even while also implying a larger sense of being obedient to him.30

In response to this command from God, Jackson tells Samuel, “Now
from this day and forever, I shall never strive [to please you] again.
But I shall serve God with all my heart, soul, mind, and strength and
devote my body to the Lord and Him only. And when I have done
it, He will be pleased.”31 Removing her body from her husband’s
purview is the most concrete action that Jackson describes in this
critical moment in which she confirms her obedience to God and her
whole-scale denial of any further wifely duties.

Jackson’s 1836 withdrawal from Samuel’s bed and authority
instigated a months-long period of physical terror at her husband’s
hands. Over two separate passages, Jackson discusses Samuel’s
violence and the intense ascetic practices she used to gather strength
and divine protection.32 Although her narration of leaving Samuel
extends over a number of pages, there is but a single brief passage in
which she directly identifies the physical violence he used toward
her. Jackson writes, “[I]t seemed as though my very life was at stake.
To mention all that I passed through would fill this book, but from
that time, Samuel sought my life day and night.” Instead of filling
the book with his abuse, Jackson focuses on how she is protected by
God, particularly by divine knowledge. Indeed, she describes her
saving grace as “the gift of foresight given to me at the beginning,”
through which “[she] always was able to know what [Samuel] was
agoing to do before he did himself.”33 Jackson was protected
through God’s communications to her inner voice, but hearing that
inner voice required her complete devotion. In a later passage, “My
Release from Bondage,” Jackson details the ascetic practices she used
to help her endure the “many sorrows and trying scenes” she
endured.34 These practices included fasting for three weeks, taking
only “a morsel now and then,” refusing to speak, and a prayer ritual
commanded to her through her inner voice. Protected by virtue of
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her ascetic practices, Jackson survived Samuel’s abuse and others’
condemnation of her celibacy.

Jackson’s submission to God not only saved her from Samuel’s
violent acts but also convinced him to cease terrorizing her. Jackson
writes that, “when [Samuel] had tried all ways that was in his
power, and found that he failed, he then come out and confessed
that he was a wicked man, and asked me to forgive him.”35 Samuel,
coming to terms with Jackson’s holiness, says:

Now, Rebecca, you may sleep at your own house, I will
trouble you no more. Go forth and do the will of God. I
know that He has called you to do a work and I have tried
to hinder you until I have suffered everything but death.
Nobody but you knows what I have suffered in this house
for trying to stop you. I know you are a woman of God—
He has showed it unto me. I am a wicked man, but I will
not hurt you now, though I would have done it before. But
you need not be afraid of me now, I never will trouble you.36

Samuel’s statement provides hints as to the specifics of his abuse of
Jackson. Samuel’s upsetting concession that Jackson may “sleep at
her own house” indicates that Jackson had been sleeping elsewhere
for her own safety, or instead that she had been sleepless at their
shared house out of fear. Further, his admission that “nobody but
you knows” sheds light on the hidden nature of the domestic
violence Samuel was inflicting upon Jackson. Finally, though,
Samuel’s recognition of Jackson’s place as a “woman of God” is
what ends his abuse.

It is only after leaving Samuel that Jackson visits a Shaker
colony for the first time, and discovers what she sees as God’s true
people on earth.37 In her writings, though, Jackson portrays herself
as always already Shaker, emphasizing her sense that the Shakers
were truly her people. The narrative structure of Jackson leaving
Samuel highlights this: the lengthy passage that precedes “My Life at
Stake” details her first visit to a Shaker colony. Chronologically,
Jackson visited that Shaker colony in the fall of 1836, approximately
nine months after leaving Samuel. Narratively, though, Jackson
positions her visit as a precursor to leaving Samuel, suggesting that,
though her celibacy was a divine requirement accepted by Jackson
prior to her awareness of Shaker tenets, she later saw the mandate as
part of God preparing her to meet God’s people.

When Jackson visited the Shaker colony of Watervliet, in New
Lebanon, New York, in the fall of 1836, she immediately saw a life for
herself without Samuel and with a people committed to celibacy. For
Jackson, encountering the Shakers felt like finding her true family,

Religion and American Culture 383

https://doi.org/10.1017/rac.2023.1 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/rac.2023.1


the people she had always been promised. Indeed, upon entering the
house, Jackson writes, “I saw an aged man in the front end of the
building. My spirit ran to him and embraced him in my arms as a
father. I loved him as I loved nobody on earth. And it was said to
me, ‘These are my people.’”38 Jackson’s corporal joy at her spirit
leaving her body to embrace the Shaker man highlights the relief she
felt at finding her people. That said, Jackson’s sense of finding “her
people” existed in tension with her commitment to always follow
God’s commands over earthly rules and desires. Despite sensing that
she had finally found her people, Jackson could not immediately join
them as she was commanded to first spend time as an itinerant
preacher affiliated with a perfectionist community called the Little
Band. But throughout her narrative—before this meeting and after—
Jackson would always identify the Shakers as “her people.”

When Jackson joined the Shakers, she joined an expanding,
energized group. In the mid-nineteenth century, the Shakers were at
the height of their popularity in the United States. The Shaker
tradition had begun in England in the mid-eighteenth century as an
offshoot of Quakers; they were originally known as “Shaking
Quakers” because of their ecstatic worship style. Guided by
visionary leader Ann Lee and in the context of great religious
persecution, the Shakers moved to the United States in 1755, where
they set up several colonies, and simultaneously attracted interest
and hostility. As Stephen J. Stein notes, “Lee was the special target of
animosity. She was repeatedly accused of being a witch and a man.
She experienced physical persecution, as did others traveling with
her who were whipped, stoned, and forced to flee for their safety.”39

Indeed, many Protestant Americans violently opposed the Shakers,
often because of their “challenge to gender roles and norms” that
undergirded a “radical reorganization of society as nineteenth-
century Americans knew it.”40 Nevertheless, Shakers experienced
great increase during the period of religious revival in the United
States in the middle of the nineteenth century. By the middle of the
century, it is estimated that there were nearly 4,500 Believers, which
made the Shakers a small but significant group in the American
religious landscape.41

The growth in the Society of Believers combined two impulses in
the United States in the nineteenth century: utopian communal living
and millennialism. The Shakers engaged these impulses in ways that
challenged mainstream Christianity and larger American values. Louis
Kern estimates that there were over one hundred utopian communities
in the late-eighteenth- and nineteenth-century United States; a subset
of these communities included those that were millennialist, or
invested in the end times, with some (like the Shakers) “believ[ing]
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that the awesome Second Coming had already occurred and that they
were the living incarnation of the glorified Kingdom of God on
earth.”42 Shakers experienced popularity and infamy because they
“represented a clear alternative to a number of widely accepted
American values” in their ecclesiastical polity and religious
commitments.43 Their two biggest areas of heterodoxy also challenged
wider American culture by undermining both theological and
domestic patriarchy. First, whereas most Protestants believed in a
masculine, triune God, Shakers emphasized instead the duality of God,
such that God had equal male and female aspects, and, controversially,
many Shakers in the mid-nineteenth century “came to think of Mother
Ann [Lee] as sharing complete equality with Jesus Christ.”44 These
theological beliefs undergirded their equally radical ecclesiastical
policy, which required equal numbers of men and women at every
stage of leadership. Second, their most radical stance by far was their
commitment to celibacy, which they called “virgin purity.” As
Katherine Clay Bassard notes, “[O]pposition to the Shakers in America
centered less frequently on the ‘heresy’ of their Four-Part Deity (God,
Holy Spirit, Christ, Mother Ann Lee) than on the sense that the
doctrine of celibacy threatened the ideology of the family, gender roles,
and heterosexual relations, all considered ‘natural’ by nineteenth-
century standards.”45 Sally Kitch argues that, though there were a
number of religious groups in the nineteenth century that emphasized
celibacy, few mobilized celibacy toward “egalitarian goals in any
domain—family, work, or religion”—as the Shakers did.46

Jackson’s autobiographical writings limn the radical
submission required of her that undergirded actions, like leaving her
husband to preach, that some have described as insubordination or
resistance.47 But as Jackson makes clear time and again, any acts of
seeming insubordination were grounded in what she understood as
her complete obedience to God. To understand her actions as forms
of agential resistance is to flatten Jackson’s sense of self in relation to
a God who both required her complete submission and also
provided for her survival. If Jackson’s obedience asks contemporary
readers to rethink our commitment to agency, her celibacy challenges
us to rethink our desire for sexual legibility, particularly in women
who do not conform to patriarchal expectations.

Jackson’s Theology of the Body

Shaker celibacy does not fit neatly in either heteronormative
patriarchy or models of feminism built on disruption, as Shakers
spurned both heteronormative family arrangements and also
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celebrations of the body. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the
United Society generated backlash in large part because of celibacy.
Discussing eighteenth-century Believers, Elizabeth Freeman describes
how anti-Shaker writings identified Shakers as unfit “for national
belonging,” in part because of their celibacy. Drawing on Henry
Abelove, Freeman observes that celibate Shakers “flouted” the
eighteenth-century “ideology of production” by cutting out productive
sex (i.e., heterosexual genital intercourse).48 Catherine Brekus argues
that early Shakers went even farther by rewriting maternal and familial
arrangements as models for spiritual relations with one another and
with God. Ann Lee’s Shaker contemporaries—men and women—were
encouraged to conceive, labor, and nurse their souls and the souls of
others. Despite offering this alternative to heteropatriarchy, eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century Shakers were not easy bedfellows with notions
of women’s rights; indeed, there was very little celebration of the body
or lifting up of women’s roles. Brekus argues that Lee renounced the
flesh as vile and disgusting, and seemed to embrace a patriarchal
understanding of authority such that women’s leadership roles should
be embraced only if there were not any men to do the work.49

The Shaker move away from heteropatriarchy, however, has
nevertheless led some contemporary scholars to find in Shaker
celibacy a renunciation of sex that does not condemn the female
body. In her brilliant Spiritual Interrogations, Bassard warns that, like
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century reactions, we today may be
inclined to understand Shaker celibacy as replicating medieval
Catholic conversations on celibacy. Bassard argues:

While the Shakers, and other dissenting sects, were often
accused of a reactionary Catholicism, it is important to
understand the difference between Shaker celibacy and
pre-Reformation monasticism. Celibacy in the Shaker sense
was not based on the medieval male fear of “contamination”
by women, nor were the sect’s celibate women forced into a
paradigm of chastity as a prerequisite of “true womanhood.”
Rather, it constituted an “ascetic feminism.”50

Bassard’s analysis crucially insists that contemporary readers
recognize that Shaker celibacy (and religiosity more broadly) is about
“social relations of power and dominance.”51 Echoing Caroline
Walker Bynum’s call to understand a text in its time, then, Bassard
reminds us to take seriously the coupling of Shaker celibacy and
Shaker belief in a four-part God, consisting of Father God, Holy
Mother Wisdom, Jesus the son, and Ann Lee the daughter.52 Indeed,
Shaker celibacy involved rethinking the role of women not just in a
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specific religious community organization, but also in the broader
story of sin and God’s redemption.

Even as Bassard’s call to rethink Shaker celibacy helpfully
nuances the relationship between bodily theologies and power
dynamics, it may be anachronistically hopeful to suggest Jackson’s
celibacy was about society rather than about the body. More
pointedly, Jackson’s “ascetic feminism,” to borrow Bassard’s and
Henri Desroche’s term, was both a rejection of patriarchal
Christianity and also a condemnation of the flesh. Perhaps Jackson’s
condemnation of the flesh is what makes her celibacy hard to
stomach by contemporary standards; it might be more comfortable
to translate her celibacy into closeted queerness. Nevertheless, it is
precisely Jackson’s concerns with the flesh that might helpfully
challenge contemporary feminists to rethink the relationship between
notions of sexual liberation and mechanisms of bodily subjugation.
The body figures as a central problem throughout Jackson’s
Shaker-influenced theology; her meditations on the body in sin and
the body in resurrection develop surprising, antiflesh routes to
gender equality in the Shaker community and beyond. In meditating
on Eve’s role in the Garden of Eden and Jesus’s experience of
spiritual resurrection, Jackson condemns the flesh, but also suggests
that women were the original hope for humanity’s fight against sin,
making possible spiritual and earthly release from bondage, in
particular for Black Americans.

Jackson’s vision-based theologizing rewrites the familiar
Protestant story of original sin by denying that Eve’s acquiescence to
the serpent in the garden was the moment of original sin. As
scholars like Phyllis Trible have chronicled, long-held Protestant
narratives of the garden have served for centuries as justification for
subjugating women.53 Although much Shaker theology aims for
gender equality, even some Believers held to the idea that Eve was
the author of original sin. For instance, according to Shaker Elder
Benjamin Youngs’ early nineteenth-century articulation of original
sin, “the woman was the first in the transgression.”54 Whereas Eve’s
single moment of sin serves for Youngs and many Protestants as the
starting place of sin, Jackson describes sin not as a crisis moment but
as a long process of rotting that begins with the original seed of
man—Adam. Jackson insists that Adam’s line, “the house of Esau,”
rotted specifically through generation (a Shaker word for sex) and
disobedience.55 Thus, Jackson writes, the work of God is one of a
return to purity, for “in the new heaven and new earth there is no
place found for the house of Esau, that is, for the works of
generation.” That said, Jackson notes that God promises to raise the
souls of even Adam’s posterity to that state of innocence “in which
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Adam and Eve came from the hand of God, for that was lost.”56 The
return to innocence happens through Jesus, through whom the “soul
[is] raised out of the nature of the First Adam into the nature of the
Second Adam” (i.e., Jesus).57 Whereas the First Adam is the origin of
the corruption of the flesh through generation, the Second Adam—

Jesus—makes possible a return to purity available to all true believers.
Jackson underlines the importance of celibacy to God’s plan by

holding Jesus up as the figure and vehicle of redemption precisely
because Jesus is the seed of woman alone; he is not created through
generation. Because Jesus was conceived without man and without
sex, as Mary conceived Jesus in a state of virginity, Jesus is from
woman alone, and Jesus’s creation was not defiled by lust and the
work of generation. To Jackson, Jesus’s power comes first through his
birth from woman and woman alone, and second through his
constant obedience to God. About Jesus, Jackson writes, “thus it was
by a woman He first entered the world in infancy, and by obedience
unto death by the cross, became reconciled in His life to God, from
whom Adam and his posterity had become alienated by
disobedience.”58 Whereas the seed of man embraced disobedience,
the seed of woman is defined by both purity and obedience. Jackson
thus brings together her core commitments to celibacy and obedience
to God, within her theology of the resurrection of the soul, which is
possible through Jesus, the undefiled, in contrast to Adam, the root
of original sin.

Resurrection, Jackson insists, happens through Jesus because
Mary was not touched by the corruption of the flesh. Indeed, for
Jackson, resurrection means moving beyond the body, and moving
beyond generation to regeneration (a Shaker term for the state of
spiritual purity). Jackson emphatically ties the work of resurrection
to only the spirit. Defying the Protestant claim that Jesus is always
both God and human—the divine living in the earthly body—
Jackson insists that Jesus only became the Son after abandoning the
body. Jesus’s death and resurrection, then, is fully that divine work
of redemption beyond the human body.59 Jackson writes, “[Jesus]
was not a Son by being born of Mary into this world, but a servant
(Heb. 2: 7–9). But by being born from the dead, He became a Son of
God forever.”60 Even the crucial moment of Jesus’s redemption
happens outside of and despite the human body.

Jackson insists that humans, just like Jesus, must strive to shed
the trappings of their flesh. In a passage on themeaning of resurrection,
Jackson describes a vision of counsel from the Father, who encourages
Jackson to “[p]ray to die to thy feeling and rise into your Savior’s
feelings, which are heavenly.” The Father then continues to detail the
senses that must be shed in favor of the Savior’s senses: “Pray to die
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to thy hearing. . . . Pray to die to thy seeing. . . . Pray to die to thy smell”
always in order to “rise” in the senses of the Savior.61 Finally, the Father
proclaims, “Oh, be faithful, my child! This is the Resurrection! Thou art
in it now. Be sure that thou riseth to the glory of thy God, and that is in
obedience to thy Savior in all things.”62 Jackson echoes a common
Protestant sentiment—die to your understanding in order to better
embrace Jesus’s understanding. But Jackson changes this sentiment
by arguing that this combination of dying to the body and obedience
is no less than the resurrection itself for humans. Given her Shaker
sensibilities about generation and regeneration, her description of the
resurrection must be understood not as metaphorical (i.e., try to
understand Jesus more), but as a literal call to shed the body in favor
of the spirit. As Jackson wrote in an earlier passage, “The carnal life
must die, and then the soul is ready to receive the life of Christ, and
this is the Resurrection.”63

Unlike some of today’s powerful feminist theologies that
celebrate the flesh as part of God’s creation, Jackson strives to
become less embodied, in part because, for Jackson and Shakers,
resurrection makes possible an escape from the earthly body into the
community of Christ and the way of God.64 Rather than practicing
an “inner-oriented” gnosis that prepared them for meeting Christ in
the future, Robley Whitson argues, Shakers believed Christ had
already returned to earth as Christ living “in-through-with them,”
and understood living a Christlike life as “shar[ing] the identity of
Christ . . . the Christ living here and now in their tangible lives.”65

For this reason, Whitson explains, Shakers understood their refusal
of the flesh as a “positive commitment.” Whitson writes,

[For Shakers,] celibacy was perceived as a positive
commitment: to arise from limited, created nature into the
very nature of the Godhead opened to us in Christ, to begin
the Resurrection Life now in which there is neither
marrying or giving in marriage; to live fully the Christlife,
meaning to live in a way capable of embracing all people,
not being (properly) preoccupied with one’s own spouse
and family—to live as Jesus did, a ministering life open in
the freedom to love all equally.66

For Shakers, and for Jackson, celibacy and the renunciation of the flesh
together offered a path to a new heaven and new earth.

For Jackson, regeneration was not just spiritual resurrection,
but also the possibility of earthly escape from oppression and
bondage. In her theology, Jackson refuses the belief that women are
the origin of sin, much as in her own life she articulates that the
greatest obstacle to her own Christlike life is not herself but her
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husband. Jackson identifies celibacy and obedience as the path to
resurrection for all, just as she identifies it as a way to shore up the
power to escape gendered subjugation and violence. Just as her
theology positions the origins of sin in man, her writings about her
life suggest that patriarchal family arrangements and gendered
violence are sins that come from man.

Jackson also understood celibacy as a part of spiritual and
earthly freedom for Black Americans specifically. To Jackson,
regeneration was a spiritual gift that needed to be made possible to
Black Americans, and that must be offered in conjunction with
earthly release from bondage. Jackson discusses racial oppression in
a number of instances, but one dream in particular illustrates how,
for her, dismantling generation meant also dismantling enslavement
and racialized violence. In a dream that Jackson records as happening
March 11–12, 1843, Jackson describes being in a house and seeing
“armies coming north” under three mountains. Jackson sees that:

the people by the west mountain got up and shook
themselves. And I saw that their bed was dirt and their
cover dry sods, and it fell all off, and in a moment, as it
were, they were all in the west mountain. And it became a
baiting house for the poor. And I stood in their midst. And
there was an Irish girl about ten years old ateasing them.
And they were unwilling to bear with her. I told them to
bear it, for her time was short. So they heard me, and I
comforted them with the words that was given to me for
them. They were all colored people, and they heard me
gladly. Their beds were among the graves, though I saw no
dead rise. The time had fully come for these to get out of
their fallen nature and shake off the dust that blinded their
eyes and hid the promise of full salvation from their sight.67

In her vision, Jackson describes armies from the south (perhaps
anticipating the Civil War), racial animosity between poor Irish
immigrants and Black Americans, and Black Americans embracing
the truth of salvation. Jackson envisions the end of earthly bondage
as happening concurrently with the end of spiritual bondage,
suggesting that one was only possible with the other. When Jackson
awakes from her dream, she writes that she “found the burden of my
people heavy upon me.” Feeling deep despair, she cries out to God
about her people (now using it to mean Black Americans rather than
the Shakers): “temporally they are held by their white brethren in
bondage, not as bound man and bound woman, but as bought
beasts, and spiritually they are held by their ministers, by the world,
the flesh, and the devil. And if these are not a people in bondage,
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where are there any on the earth?”68 Jackson sees earthly and spiritual
bondage as both requiring dismantling equally, and cries to God to
guide her in this work. But, ever obedient, she does not immediately
go out and minister to Black Americans, nor does she work explicitly
against slavery. Instead, she prays, “Oh, my Father and my God,
make me faithful in this Thy work and give me wisdom that I may
comply with Thy whole will.”69

Though Jackson’s writings portray her as always already
Shaker, her circuitous route from the AME Church to Watervliet to
Philadelphia was marked by a tension with religious leadership.
Indeed, after living with the Watervliet Shakers for four years,
Jackson left as an apostate to start her interracial Shaker colony in
Philadelphia. Even when she left Watervliet out of frustration over
their lack of ministry to Black Americans, she understood herself to
be Shaker. As Bassard notes, “[S]he returned [to Philadelphia] as one
even more firmly committed to the doctrine of celibacy and
determined to proselytize the Philadelphia Black community to join
her lifestyle.”70 After five years in Philadelphia, Jackson reconciled
with the Watervliet leadership and brought her Philadelphia
community into the Shaker fold. Jackson’s commitments to “virgin
purity” and to ministering to Black Americans only strengthened
when she separated from the Shakers, and remained strong when,
after reconciling with Watervliet leadership, she returned to
Philadelphia embraced by Watervliet. Jackson consistently describes
the work of saving her people as both temporal and spiritual, and as
work that demands her obedience, holiness, and patience. Indeed,
Jackson’s theological grounding for celibacy is antiflesh in a way that
centers women; her life and theology ask us to abandon the
language of agency and instead see celibacy as a mode of
imbuement by the spirit, and as the precondition for resurrection.

Epilogue: Bodies, Reconsidered

Jackson’s work offers us an opportunity to rethink celibacy
and, in turn, to consider our investments in agency and sexual
legibility as they relate to rights movements. Having dedicated most
of this essay, then, to mining the protection and resurrection possible
through Jackson’s celibacy, I would like to end by addressing a final
key element: pleasure. Jackson’s sexuality—her celibacy—may seem
to undermine work in Black sexuality studies71 that prioritizes
interiority, pleasure, desire, and connection as a disruption of racial
oppression that is “diminishing and limiting.”72 Recent work in
Black sexuality studies emphasizes recuperating the body as a site of
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pleasure and connection as a way to mitigate the effects of
dehumanizing white supremacy. It is, to use contemporary parlance,
an ultimately body-positive position. Rebecca Jackson’s writings,
though, are distinctly antiflesh. Jackson’s celibacy threatens to
remove the possibility of a certain kind of bodily pleasure that stands
in opposition to racial objectification and violence. But Jackson’s
writings suggest that such pleasure and desire might come through a
celibacy that is undergirded by suspicion of the body.

Jackson’s visions might in fact prompt us to consider her
celibacy as a reconfiguration of what sexual pleasure means. We
might, instead, find sexual-spiritual transcendence through the act
of, as Amy Hollywood writes, “subvert[ing] the very distinctions
between . . . body and soul.”73 Following Constance Furey’s related
call to rethink sexuality by paying attention to the porousness
between and within the physical and spiritual in religious
experience, I propose that Jackson’s writings limn a celibate pleasure
that reconfigures the relationship between the physical and the
spiritual.74 I do not offer this in an effort to rewrite Jackson’s celibacy
as “actually sexual”; Jackson is adamantly against lust and sexual
gratification. Rather, reading her visions with attention to
physical-spiritual delight suggests that Jackson’s “virgin purity” is
full of joy and satisfaction through which she imagines a new
body-in-God. If much of this essay, then, excavated the religious
fullness of Jackson’s celibate antiflesh theologies, I hope to end by
addressing a pleasure that blurs the boundaries between the body
and soul. Let me now return to Jackson’s last weeks in Samuel’s house.

Shortly after telling Samuel she could no longer “serve him,”
Jackson entered into three weeks of ascetic practices, including praying
almost constantly and eating and sleeping very little. These ascetic
practices led to a series of visions that she describes as offering courage,
safety, and even pleasure in the midst of Samuel’s near-constant threats
to her life. In a vision she has on the last day of the ascetic practices,
Jackson’s body changes in response to divine peace and delight. As
Jackson prays the Lord’s Prayer, she sees her heavenly Father and the
Son, and with them “a white ball, the color of a white cloud with the
sun reflecting in it, which made it the color of gold.”75 Jackson writes,

[This ball] came from the right side of the Father and from the
left side of the Son, as the Son was on the right side of the
Father. This ball seemed to proceed out of them both. And
when I repeated that word [the Lord’s Prayer], it began to
roll from them to me. So when I saw, by the word, “Thy
kingdom come,” that this ball was coming to me, I kept on
saying that, and that only. And it came to me, entered into
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my heart. And as soon as it entered it became a man, and my
heart became an arch, and a chair in it. He had a mantle on
him, He raised himself up three times, wrapping his mantle
around him every time. Every time he wrapped his mantle,
it caused black specks to rise up out of my heart and pass
away into nothing. They were like the cinder of burnt
paper, about the size of a mustard seed. And when it was
all out, he wrapped his mantle close about him and sat
down on this chair, and when he had sat down, my heart
and soul, spirit, and all that I possessed, sank into a sea of
humility, and my soul was filled with the love of God.76

In the midst of Samuel’s attempt to violently suppress her celibacy and
her call to preach, Jackson envisions a glowing ball entering her heart
and turning into a person. Enacting the porousness that Furey
identifies, the boundaries of her body admit light, power, and even a
human man. Throughout, her heart changes shape and becomes
other physical inanimate objects—an arch, a chair—reconfigured to
better welcome the man in. Her joy and relief in response to the man
confuses a neat division between the physical and spiritual; the
mutability of her physical body in response to the divine brings only
joy, such that “all that [she] possessed” sank into peace and relief,
“filled with the love of God.”

Jackson’s theology is antiflesh, but time and again she
expresses hope that getting beyond the body is a way to imagine an
existence that is not marked by the abuse of physical bodies. That
said, Jackson’s physical-spiritual pleasure makes clear that her concern
is with the fully earthly bodies marked by the crush of heteropatriarchy
and the brutality and bondage of enslavement. She hopes that women
may be freed from devastating family arrangements, and that Black
persons may be freed from captivity and racial tyranny. For Jackson,
those kinds of earthly freedoms are imbricated with spiritual
redemption, and only the latter makes possible the ecstasy of religious
obedience. Celibacy provides an avenue toward personal protection
and fullness from the Spirit, but Jackson also has a grander vision,
seeing celibacy as a crucial part of the road to a heavenly, blissful earth
for all people; a way beyond bodies that are oppressed, controlled, and
hurt, and toward expansive, divine joy.

Rebekah Trollinger is the Plowshares Assistant Professor of Religion and
African and African American Studies at Earlham College.
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ABSTRACT This paper examines the writings of Black Shaker visionary
Rebecca Jackson, who was active in the middle of the nineteenth century.
Jackson’s accounts of her dreams, visions, and theology repeatedly
demonstrate her deep commitment to celibacy and to obedience to God.
Recent work on Jackson reads her celibacy as an example of defiance of
white heteropatriarchy; this article suggests that reading her celibacy as
disruptive flattens the most animating question in her life: How might I
best serve God? Using Jackson’s writings, including substantial
descriptions of visions and dreams, I argue that her celibacy is a piece of her
larger obedience to God, obedience that provides protection and fulfillment.
Further, Jackson uses explicitly antiflesh theology to first re-center women
in the Biblical story of redemption, and second, serve as the basis for her
critique of gendered and racialized violence. Finally, Jackson’s celibacy
undergirds an understanding of pleasure that blurs the lines between the
physical and spiritual, and that, for Jackson, makes possible earthly freedom
and spiritual joy.

404 Rebecca Jackson and the Problem of Celibacy

https://doi.org/10.1017/rac.2023.1 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/rac.2023.1

	Rebecca Jackson and the Problem of Celibacy
	Rebecca Jackson's Adoption of Celibacy
	Jackson's Theology of the Body
	Epilogue: Bodies, Reconsidered
	Notes


