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I. We’re in mission because it’s in the nature of God to be in mission and because it is impelled by our understanding of discipleship—participation in United Methodist Women is discipleship formation.  One of the characteristics of the trinity is “sent-ness.”  The Holy Spirit was “sent,” Jesus was “sent,” and we as the body of Christ are sent one to another.  In this way we are “imitators of Christ” and we join the “dance” of God, participating in God’s work of reforming creation.  Of course, this perspective emphasizes that we’re in mission “together with” and not in mission “to” women, children and youth around the world.  The document I am sharing with you called Mutuality in Mission helps to describe how important this perspective is to United Methodist Women.

It’s very important to us to enable women’s leadership across the church—not just women from the U.S. responding to needs here and elsewhere.  At present none of the Regional Missionaries are U.S. nationals—we are participating in “south to south” mission.  It’s very important for us to participate in Ubuntu journeys, Global Justice volunteers and to learn in person from folks serving around the world.  This is part of how we see Jesus at work in the world, and part of how we perceive our own call to participate in mission and to fulfill our baptism.

II.
Mission includes both local to local relationship and organization to organization relationship.

· Important for UMW members to know something about the situation of Kissie Hospital or Warne Baby fold and to empower and support their work.

· Also important for leaders in the church in Africa and in India and around the world to have strategic partners in the US with whom to plan new work.

· Part of the role of UMW is to keep educating members about what’s happening broadly with women, children and youth around the world (not necessarily echoing the U.S. news media view) and about mission theology through regular programming and the Schools of Christian Mission.

· Includes bringing service and advocacy tightly together—e.g. support of scholarships for girls in Pakistan who are increasingly barred from education and contact with the U.N. Special Rappatuer for Freedom of Religion when Christians are subjected to violence under the legal “cover” of the so-called Blasphemy Law.  These are always interactive.  We speak up for women’s rights and their futures and we respond to their current vulnerability.

III. Even after 140 years of work, we note that the story of women in mission continues to act as a complicating narrative.  The main narrative tends to be the history of the relationships between (male) titled leader and (male) titled leader in church or nation.  Agency to Bishop or Agency to Secretary for Development or ….you get the picture.  The woman to woman grass roots dynamic of UMW missions cannot be mediated through the Bishop’s office and often gets excluded or overlooked.  Part of my reason for participating in the meeting today is to complicate your viewpoint.  I’ll also be sending to members of the committee a copy of the 2010 mission study on the history of mission and evangelism (developed with the centenary of the Edinburgh Missionary Conference in mind).  This volume by Dr. Dana Robert gives more balanced attention to the mission conducted by the Board of Missions/GBGM and the mission work conducted by the various Women’s Societies.

IV. Secular agencies (United Nations, Peace Corp, etc.) have demonstrated time and time again that the way to make a difference in development work is by engaging the women.  If you engage the women, you engage the village and increase the potential for success of the project exponentially.  Many reports documenting this are available as we reflect on the 15 years since the Beijing Women’s Conference.  The new book Half the Sky (Kristof and Dunn, 2009) is an extended discussion of how and why we know this to be true. All of these reports point to the need for small local interventions supported by broader attention to laws or policies that inhibit women’s participation in the society.  This is a place at which Women’s Division/UMW can contribute—the poverty, health and leadership development areas of the four foci these matters and the independence and education of women and girls are high on our agenda.  So, I’d like you to ask the question with me, over and over again:  where are the women?  What about the women?

V. Women’s Division has engaged in an on-going process of re-evaluating our relationships around the world.  Of course, we have relationships not just within the United Methodist structures in the Central Conferences, but also with work with women in India, Latin America, China and Korea—the churches in these countries are in different sorts of institutional relationships with the UMC.  Without attempting to relate the whole history, in 1964 a decision was made to direct all these relationships thru GBGM.  The result lead to some attenuation and some feeling that the projects had been “cut off” from their prior sources of relational support, while funding was still directed from United Methodist Women through GBGM to persons and projects around the world.  Since then, a variety of changes have been made including the development of a new category of missionary (regional missionary) working directly with women, children and youth and last month the Directors of both GBGM and Women’s Division approved a restructuring of GBGM/WD relationships that will put us in more direct contact with the work of these particular missionaries and our national mission institutions.  [Our mission serves persons in the U.S. as well, though that part of the work is not the subject of this committee’s particular study.] 

Of course, the benefits and detriments of this recent reconfiguration remain to be seen, but it comes out of a series of conversations and historical relationships around the world.  In 1991-96 a series of 12 working conferences were held all over the world.  These conferences were updated by a survey of partners in 2002-4.  We will be continuing this conversation with at least 30 of the mission partners following Assembly next spring (2010) and hope by the time of the 2011 World Federation for Methodist and Uniting Church Women to have a shared understanding that we will be able to describe.

VI. I’d also like to say a word about UMW today.  First, let me tell you that our numbers are not accurately counted through the denomination’s Form I reporting.  We raised $19 million in current giving last year that went to the Division.  UMW met their pledge in 2008. (Yes!  A cause for celebration!)  This amount is in addition to funds retained at the District and Conference levels to support membership development, leadership participation and mission education.  The UMC reporting process undercounts our giving, so it almost certainly undercounts our membership. It doesn’t point to places where we are growing!  We have college units, high school units and active young adults all around the country.  Not enough, of course—never enough!  But, if your image of UMW is formed by the circle that meets at the church on Tuesday mornings, I’m here to complicate your narrative.  You need to include an image of the group that meets at a home on Tuesday night or at a restaurant on Wednesday night or at the church on a Saturday a.m. or on-line.

In addition to restructuring our relationships within GBGM, Women’s Division has been involved in strategic planning.  We are committed to “turning faith, hope and love into action on behalf of women, children and youth around the world.”  To be the sort of organization that does this, we believe there are five areas in which we need to do excellent work.  Spiritual Growth, Transformative Education, Leadership Development, Connecting Advocacy and Service and Growing as an Organization.  For us, “Growing” means membership and financial capacity, of course, but it also includes growing in our ability to walk our talk (in racial justice, economic justice, care for children, care for the environment, etc.) and have our voices heard when and where it matters.  

Finally, since I am documenting these thoughts after the meeting I’d like to note a few of the important questions that were raised by committee members.  One raised the question of:  could the work of COSROW be assigned to Women’s Division if the church were to make a significant change in structure at the 2012 General Conference.  I didn’t address the complicating details of this proposal (Women’s Division does not receive any World Service funding at present and I don’t believe our members would support allocating the funds they raise away from the work on behalf of women, children and youth around the work to fund the monitoring, advocacy and sexual ethics work in the church that is assigned to GCSROW.  Members of UMW already support that work through their giving in their congregations.)  The question that is more philosophical or foundational is: is the work of sexual ethics a woman’s issue for the UMC?  I assert that it is not—it is an issue of the whole church being able to “walk the talk.”

Another question was asked about how United Methodist Women avoids having a U.S.-centric mission.  This let me know that I should have been clearer about the fact that our normal operating approach is to respond to invitations to provide leadership development, to solicit applications for grants for programs that are administered “on the ground” and to develop programming that we offer (like Bible Women training) in consultation with the community being served.  I mentioned that UMW is U.S. in membership and global in concern.  We support the women’s organizations in other places around the world (in the UMC and more broadly) but we don’t expect them to mirror our structures or echo our program emphases.  We have much to offer the world, but we don’t begin with the UMW Handbook or the constitution.

We talked about pluses and minuses of more independently operating Jurisdictions or Regions in the UMC.  While this might make some of our partners feel more distant from us.  UMW has a long history of working with various points of connection around the church.  I shared the history of creating Regional Schools of Christian Mission to prepare study leaders (rather than Jurisdictional Schools) to avoid the racial boundaries created by the church’s Central Jurisdiction.  UMW has been resourceful about working as it needs to work and we hope that we would continue to be so.

Thank you for the opportunity to share these reflections with the Committee.
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