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Mary Burt Messer (1881–1960) was a social worker; activist for women’s suffrage and 

women’s rights; professor of sociology; writer of books on sociology, politics, and religion; 

Christian Science healer; and poet. Messer’s story brings attention to an understudied dimension 

of Christian Science women’s history and, perhaps, women’s history overall in its bridging of 

activism for women’s rights and the practice of spiritual healing. Messer’s evolution as a 

religious thinker and healer grew out of her background as a social worker, suffragist, and 

teacher and scholar on issues relating to the advancement of women and women’s leadership.  

Messer’s story is also important in the questions it brings up around the voice of the 

spiritual healer within academic discourse. As her story shows it was not easy for Messer to 

combine her deepening religious convictions with scholarly engagement. 

I. Upbringing 

Mary Burt Messer grew up in a family defined by trailblazing self-invention and 

achievement, energized by strong ethical and spiritual convictions. Her maternal grandfather, 

John Wesley North (1815-1890), stood out as an exemplar of marrying progressive moral vision 

with business entrepreneurship. Among his accomplishments, he helped found the University of 

Minnesota, oversaw Nevada’s transition to statehood, and developed irrigation projects in 

California that transformed the state’s economy.  He was a stout abolitionist, and throughout his 

life endorsed progressive causes, including women’s rights and temperance.     

 Messer’s father, Edmund Clarence Messer (1842-1919), was a highly regarded painter 

and noteworthy public figure in Washington, DC culture. Frederick Douglass was a neighbor and 



2 
 

family friend. In a letter to her aunt, Messer remembered Douglass’s influence on her: “On my 

tenth birthday . . . he gave me a photograph of himself bearing the inscription ‘with the regard, 

respect and esteem of Frederick Douglass.’ There was something here that I deeply liked, an 

attitude toward womankind only explainable when I grew up into ‘votes for women,’ in my later 

years.”1 For Messer, political and moral activism were part of her familial backbone.  

II. Suffragist Reformer and Activist for Women’s Rights 

 

Mary Burt Messer’s involvement with women’s suffrage began in New York City after 

leaving nearby Vassar College. Here she engaged in social work, and was an organizer for Carrie 

Chapman Catt’s New York State Suffrage Association. She became a leader in suffrage activities 

after moving to Wisconsin to take a teaching position in the emerging field of sociology at the 

Stout Institute (now the University of Wisconsin-Stout). She helped found the Dunn County 

Suffrage Party, presided over suffrage meetings, and helped organize events around the “Prison 

Special” in which formerly imprisoned suffragists toured the country by train to speak in areas 

seen as crucial to the suffrage fight. During this period began a decades-long relationship 

between Messer and Alice Paul, head of the National Woman’s Party and later the World 

Woman’s Party. In a letter to Paul’s National Woman’s Party, the militant suffragist Lillian 

Ascough wrote, “Have had a wonderful time here with Miss Messer, have stayed with her in her 

little bungalow, she is a most brilliant person, and a great asset. As I told you before there is a lot 

of good Woman’s Party material in this state, and we are beginning to get it.”2 After ratification 

 
1 Holt-Messer family papers, 1809-1962, letter from Mary Burt Messer, June 7, 1950, A-148, folder 89, Schlesinger 

Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass. 
2 Lillian Ascough to Mabel Vernon, May 17 - 20, 1918, “National Woman’s Party suffrage correspondence, May 

17, 1918 – May 21, 1918,” folder 00260-061-0233, Proquest History Vault. 
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of the nineteenth amendment, Messer turned her attention to labor issues as an advocate for equal 

pay for women teachers.3  

III. Move to California: Teaching and Scholarly Writing 

Messer’s scholarly activities expanded after a move to California in 1923. She took a 

position as an instructor in sociology at the University of California, Berkeley, Extension, where 

she remained until 1927. In 1928, she published her first and most acclaimed book, The Family 

in the Making. In it, Messer examined the development of family structures over the course of 

human history, leading to a thesis that the liberation and empowerment of women marked the 

way for societal improvement in the modern age. Her courses at the University of California, 

Extension, were extremely popular. A profile on Messer in The Christian Science Monitor noted 

that Dr. Richardson, Director of the University of California, Extension, had responded to 

“student interest . . . so pronounced” that he had “placed every facility at the command of Miss 

Messer.”4 

The second to last chapter of The Family in the Making, titled “The Advance of Woman,” 

signaled Messer’s deepening interest in Christian Science healing. While the chapter did not 

exclusively address the topic of Christian Science, for Messer, Eddy’s writings and healing work 

provided the answer to what Messer saw as an evisceration or weakening of Christianity’s 

redemptive healing purpose and power by Christian patriarchy. In it she wrote: 

The masculinization of the Christian Church—so complete as to have lost for 

centuries any trace of its historic origin—is thus to be accounted for in terms of 

the political and social dominance of the masculine half of the human race. 

Historic Christianity thus runs true to type as the religion of a patriarchate; but in 

so doing it is astonishing to see how it loses the potencies and uniqueness of 

Christianity itself, which was originally projected into life as a revelation at 

 
3 See notices on Messer’s speaking on equal pay for women in the teaching professions in “Newspaper clippings 

about National Woman's Party campaigns for state equal rights laws and for federal Equal Rights Amendment, 

January 01, 1923 – Dec 31, 1923,” folder 002615-170-0387, Proquest History Vault. 
4 Special Correspondence, “Ideals of the Home, a College Course,” The Christian Science Monitor, April 3, 1924. 
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variance with patriarchal claims, the tendencies of an official priesthood 

exclusively identified with a régime of men. With this identification vanishes the 

very general faculty of healing, the doing of the “first works” so miraculous in 

character that the reputation of the early Christians was rather that of miracle-

doers than dogmatic teachers. And this fixed masculine dominance not only 

prevails in the great Roman church, but penetrates with nearly undiminished force 

into the heretical movement of the Protestant Reformation.5 

 

In contrast, Messer portrayed Christian Science as offering an immediate path to rediscovering 

the essence of Christian spirituality as one illuminated by healing. “Christian Science stands 

forth as a conception of the Christian religion drawn from woman’s insight. The maternal 

attribute of the divine is thus advanced in connection with the paternal attribute—not as in the 

poetic overtones of Virgin worship, but with the living potencies of an operative truth, a 

conception intimately associated with the restoration to Christianity of its lost power of 

healing.”6 Three years after the publication of The Family in the Making, Messer embraced the 

profession of practitioner of Christian Science healing.  

Messer felt that her work as a Christian Science practitioner was compatible with and 

supportive of her scholarly activities.  However, she was disappointed in 1943 when, after only 

one installment, The Christian Science Monitor newspaper chose to discontinue what was to 

have been a twenty-two-part series by her on the subject of spirituality and world affairs. In a 

letter from 1951, she commented on the difficulties of serving as a Christian Science practitioner 

and writing on political issues from a Christian Science metaphysical basis. “It is institutionally 

confined, in the main to healing of the body; and the one who takes out exactly the same process 

into healing of the body politic is in for a battering,” she wrote.7 That the professional and 

 
5 Mary Burt Messer, The Family in the Making: A Historical Sketch (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1928), 349-

350. 
6 Ibid, 351-352. 
7 Holt-Messer family papers, 1809-1962, letter from Mary Burt Messer, February 24, 1951, A-148, folder 89, 

Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University. 
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vocational commitments of a Christian Science practitioner are “both a ministry and a 

profession” demanded a kind of self-invention for Messer that placed her in an uneasy tension 

between her practice as a healer and scholar and writer.8  

IV. Conclusion 

Messer went on to publish two works with the Philosophical Library in New York City in 

which she applied a Christian Science perspective to topical political and social themes: East and 

West: A Christian Scientist Replies to the Communist Manifesto (1950), and The Science of 

Society: The Identity of Each as Godlike Embracing All (1959). Neither of these works received 

respectful critical attention of the kind that greeted The Family in the Making. In these later 

publications, Messer’s explicit connection of spiritual healing with political and sociological 

topics traversed and transgressed not only norms of academic disciplines but also vocational 

callings. In an unpublished review of The Science of Society, Christian Science and Mary Baker 

Eddy scholar, Robert Peel noted the book’s problem with finding its audience. “This is neither 

sociology nor religion as he is accustomed to think of them,” he explained.9 Still, for Messer it 

was critically important that spirituality and Christian Science express a healing voice in the 

scholarly domain. “Here is an astonishing omission from the scholarly standpoint,” she wrote. “It 

is not the same thing as doctrine. Here are the directions. They have to do with how to heal and 

how to act and how to love.”10 An examination of Messer’s biography invites the question as to 

how scholarly and healing voices engage with one another: In other words, “Can they make a 

family?”  

 
8 See Questions and Answers on Christian Science (Boston: The Christian Science Publishing Society, 1974), 14. 

“A Christian Science practitioner is a person who gives his full time to the public practice of Christian Science 

healing. The work is both a ministry and a profession.” 
9 Robert Peel to the Christian Science Board of Directors, February 16, 1959, Church Archives. 
10 Mary Burt Messer, The Science of Society: The Identity of Each as Godlike Embracing All (New York: The 

Philosophical Library, 1959), 65. 


