The Mission and
Ministry of Women

The mission and ministry of women has been
part of the life of the United Church of Christ in its
predecessors from the earliest Cent Societies and the
organized Guilds and Fellowships, through the evolving of
formal structures since the 1957 union that created the UCC.

The impact of those early women'’s organizations on family, church and
community life and culture cannot be underestimated. They raised money,
ministered to the poor, and organized gatherings and retreats for mission
education, inspiration and spiritual growth. And they had staff in the national
church systems of the day dedicated to providing resources and encouragement.

The national structures of those women’s organizations, among the first to
welcome the new United Church of Christ, were mostly phased out following
the 1957 union. Their members became active in ecumenical organizations,
supported the struggles to bring racial equality to the life of the church, and
educated women for participation in society. Nevertheless, the longing for a
national structure to address women’s concerns remained.

In the 1970s, societal changes had a dramatic impact on church structures.
Women entered seminaries and the labor force in record numbers. In both

the church and society, women longed for empowerment and recognition of
their gifts for leadership and for equal wages, benefits and representation.
Female seminarians and clergywomen began to ask questions. Where were
the leadership positions promised to women in the early days of the UCC? How
would the church provide opportunities for clergy and laywomen in local church
placement and representation in regional and national structures?

In 1971, those women were instrumental in creating a Task Force on the

Role and Status of Women in the Church and Society, the UCC’s first official
recognition of a women’s structure. It wasn’t until 1987 that General Synod XVI
took the most important step, naming the Coordinating Center for Women in
Church and Society (CCW) as a fully established instrumentality, with access to
the Executive Council and the General Synod.

Our Mission and Ministry Legacy

Official recognition and status gave CCW a seat at the tables where national
policies, agendas and budgets were established. It empowered CCW to work
effectively on such issues as inclusive language, reproductive choice, domestic
violence and sexual harassment, and the connection between racism and sexism.

Both the church and society were determined to move from systems dominated
by white males to ones reflecting the diversity of the world. Secular institutions
were well ahead of the church in achieving some balance, and CCW was
instrumental in helping the church make this move with grace and faithfulness.

In the 1970s and 1980s, the growth of women clergy and lay staff changed
the character of the UCC more than any other single thing. In “The Shaping
of the United Church of Christ,” Louis Gunnemann said the modern women’s
movement changed the church more than anything since the 15th century.

That change continued, but nothing lasts forever. The re-structure of the UCC in
2000 resulted in the dissolution of CCW and the re-distribution of its mandates.
Much has been achieved, with women in places of power and responsibility
undreamed of even 25 years ago. The legacy of CCW and its foremothers rests

in new hands. Someday a new generation of restructure advocates will be heard.
If they find an increasing conservatism in society, fed by theological and biblical
illiteracy and lowered expectations for inclusive language and practice, they may
also find less denominational identity among women, and fewer opportunities for
and interest in leadership development. Who knows what may happen, some day?

Reflections:

* When you were a child, what did women do in your church? What did men
do? How are those roles different today?

* What are the emerging issues in church and society that will need the gifts of
leadership and faithfulness that women bring to the life of the church?

* Who will tell the stories of women in the church in the next 50 years?

Resources:

e Hidden Histories in the United Church of Christ and Women infghe Unite
Church of Christ, both by Barbara Brown-Zikmund
* See the United Church of Christ web site, www.ucc.org, for “Mi
Present and Future” (DVD), available at www.ucc.org/women,
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“The Mission and Ministry of Women” was written by Marilyn Breitling, wRo retired i
1991 as the first Executive Director of the UCC Coordinating Center for Wbmen in CRurch
and Society. She is a member of Samuel UCC in Clayton, Missouri.
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