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“A spiritual recrudescence, rebirth, and improvement  
of human character! That is the challenge for us all.  

So much is in bud. The work goes on.” 
The Rev. Elinor Artman 

 
Gathering of the Community 

Ringing of Bell 
Welcome and Announcements 
Prelude: 
 

Stating Intent 
Chalice Lighting:  by Leslie Pohl-Kosbau 
Opening words: “We Gather in Reverence” 
 By Sophia Lyon Fahs 
Hymn: #112 “Sarah’s Circle” 
 

Time for all ages 
 Story 

Children’s Song: 
#188 “Come, Come, Whoever You Are” 

 
Deepening 

Reading: “Leadership: Women’s Impact on the  
 UU Ministry” by the Rev. Carolyn Owen-Towle 
Musical Interlude: 
Sermon: “The Impact of Women on UU Ministry” 
Offering and Offertory: 

 
Returning to Community: the work of the people 

Sharing of Joys and Sorrows 



Meditation 
 

Integration and Release 
Musical Meditation 
Closing Hymn: #51 “Lady of the Season’s Laughter” 
Closing Words: by Gretchen Woods 
 

 
Stating Intent 

Chalice Lighting:  by Leslie Pohl-Kosbau 
Flame of fire, spark of the universe 
that warmed our ancestral hearth – 
agent of life and death, 
symbol of truth and freedom. 
We strive to understand ourselves 
and our earthly home. 
  
Opening words: “We Gather in Reverence” 
 By Sophia Lyon Fahs 
We gather in reverence before the wonder  
 of life – the wonder of this moment 
The wonder of being together,  

so close, yet so apart – 
Each hidden in our own secret chamber, 
Each listening, each trying to speak – 
Yet none fully understanding, 
 none fully understood. 
We gather in reverence before all 
 intangible things – 
That eyes see not, nor ears can detect –- 
That hands can never touch, 
 that space cannot hold, 
 and time cannot measure. 



Hymn: #112 “Sarah’s Circle” 
 

Time for all ages 
 Story 

Children’s Song: 
#188 “Come, Come, Whoever You Are” 

 
Deepening 

Reading: “Leadership: Women’s Impact on the  
 UU Ministry” by the Rev. Carolyn Owen-Towle 
Leadership is a tricky thing, especially for women. Held 

in our “place” for many centuries, women have had to 
evolve into our natural leadership roles as painstakingly as 
we used to work just to get what we minimally needed. The 
fixation on female uppityness may be gradually fading, but it 
is still common enough to be ranked as a cultural disease. 
Hillary Clinton is still a prime target. (This was written in 
1998!) Women who struggle long hours at low wages may 
be praised as virtuous or self-sacrificing. Somewhere on the 
way to the top, women are often mysteriously rediagnosed 
as power-hungry and self-aggrandizing. 

The negative outcome is unwillingness on most 
women’s parts to stick our necks out very far. At the first 
sign of danger, we retreat to our study, or our home and 
family. For who, no matter one’s gender, consciously seeks 
gratuitous criticism? It is safer to make smaller circles than 
the next person on the pond and be invisible than to be 
unfairly faulted. 

The positive outcome of women’s rise to leadership is 
that, in the church at least, women have developed whole 
new leadership styles. With few exceptions, women have 
developed a fresh kind of integrative power, over against 
threat power. We have evolved the often oppressive 



hierarchical structure inherent in the church into a radically 
different, surprisingly effective shared horizontal structure. 

 
Musical Interlude: 
 
Sermon: “The Impact of Women on UU Ministry” 
 

Introduction: In 1997, the Unitarian Universalist Ministers 

Association, through its Continuing Education Network for 

Training, Enrichment and Renewal (C.E.N.T.E.R.), sent out 

requests for proposals for a day of continuing education 

regarding the impact of women on Unitarian Universalist 

ministry. The winners were a proposed survey by Helen 

Lutton Cohen and a design for workshops organized by 

women clergy on a wide range of subtopics proposed by 

Gretchen Woods. They were asked to merge these, which 

they did. A group of 12 women and one brave man met in 

March, 1998 in Chicago to plan the program. The program 

was fulfilled in June of 1998 and the proceedings, edited by 



Gretchen Woods, were published as Leaping from Our 

Spheres in 2000. 

This was the process of my intensive immersion into 

the story of women in Unitarian Universalist ministry. I was 

lukewarm, at best, when my mentor, the Rev. Elinor Artman, 

called me to tell me I should submit a proposal for that 

C.E.N.T.E.R program. She knew I would not follow the usual 

format for a CENTER Day. I didn’t. I turned the day upside 

down: first of all, the day both began and ended with 

worship. That had not happened before. We even had 

interpretive dance in the final worship.  

Second, instead of having a famous, non-UU offer a 

two hour (or more) lecture on their area of expertise, I asked 

24 women to lead workshops or conversations on as many 

topics of import to UU ministers, male and female. Finally, 

We asked each woman leader to seek a male collaborator 

who would work with her on her topic. I am happy to report 



that more than 600 UU ministers participated in this 

process: far more than we had hoped.  

So let’s go back to some of the history of women in UU 

ministry, changes in style of ministry, changes in worship 

and spirituality, and what our possibilities are for the future. 

Some of you may know that Olympia Brown was the 

first woman formally ordained in Malone, NY by the 

Universalists in 1863. She benefited from prior efforts of 

Universalists to assure that their daughters received a 

college education. In 1871, Celia Burleigh was ordained in 

Connecticut and Marty Graves was ordained in 

Massachusetts by the Unitarians. There was an upsurge of 

women entering ministry post-Civil War, the best known 

being the group of Universalist women ministers in the Mid-

West called the Prairie Sisterhood. These women took 

small, struggling Universalist churches, often more than one 

at a time, and built them into healthy institutions. Then the 



men would deign to move into the pulpits and claim the 

glory for the church’s growth. 

After the turn into the 20th century, there was a 

backlash against women in ministry and a movement for 

“masculine ministry” from 1900 until 1974 which resulted in 

there being about 12 women ministers in both 

denominations in 1952. Women were discouraged from 

entering ministry in either denomination. My mentor, the 

Rev. Dr. Judith Walker-Riggs, had to go to Oxford in 

England to get a ministerial education, then came back to a 

Unitarian Association hostile to her taking a pulpit. On the 

twenty-fifth anniversary of her ordination, all the ministers 

for that year chose her to speak for them in the 25/50 

service. 

The Second Wave of Women in Ministry began in 1974 

with a General Assembly Resolution that sought to: 

 * Recruit candidates for ministry regardless of sex 



 * Require equal salary expectations 
 * Provide adequate support in seminaries for women 
and men. 
 
In 1974, of 750 UU clergy, only 40 were women. Only 5 

were in pulpits founded by the Prairie Sisterhood UU. In 

1977, at the UU General Assembly, the Women and Religion 

Resolution called for the elimination of sexist language and 

assumptions. That resulted in many churches printing out 

new sets of words for the hymnals and looking to new styles 

of worship. Women were reclaiming their power within the 

UUA. 

 In 1999, the UUA was the first mid-sized denomination 

to achieve parity between male and female ministers. But 

much deeper changes were afoot within the denomination, 

particularly in styles of ministry: 

 * Empowering of laity – in all areas of leadership 
 * Partnership based 
 * More relational 

* Power shared 
* Inclusive vision 



* Work done in concentric circles: “ladders to circles” 
* Democratic rather than autocratic 
* Committed to multiculturalism and cultural 

competence 
 
Further, there were significant changes in worship and 

in spirituality: 

* More ritual: candles (“Cakes), communions, etc. 
 * More reported experiences of “call” and mysticism:  

sense of connection with all of life  
(Linda S. Stowell) 

* Expansion of images of the holy/ultimate 
* More story-telling 
* Children included in services more often 
 

Conclusion: 
It is important to understand that through this process, 

male clergy have embraced most of the change, though 

sometimes reluctantly. But women ministers also had to 

learn to trust our male colleagues through this process: the 

women who engaged the CENTER Day were afraid that 

none of the men would show up for the event so carefully 

planned for all of the ministers. As noted, the turn-out was 

larger than any of us expected.  



I am inclined to question whether change came simply 

because the number of women clergy increased or the 

times were changing. This remains unclear to me. Gender 

may not be the issue: meeting needs of the times may be. It 

will probably take sociologists many more decades to grasp 

the interdependence of women claiming their own power as 

human beings and the vast movement toward intercultural 

competence in which we are taking early steps. 

It is possible I take this particular position because I 

have always identified as in the middle of the gender scale 

in several ways, even before I learned that I have a 

biological reason for that locus on the spectrum of gender. 

(More on that in the future. It is a whole other sermon.) 

I would like to close with my closing statement from 

the final worship on CENTER Day 1999: 

We need to dance into our future, honoring the full range of 
gender, class, ethnicity, ability, sexual predisposition, and 
religious experience; willing to challenge each other to learn 



to sing in harmony, and, yes, to move our bodies to rhythms 
we hear, though some may be foreign to us. We are called 
to acknowledge paradox as natural, to engage in true 
polylogue with all who share our values as expressed in our 
Purposes and Principles, to be willing to envision with both 
hard and soft eyes, to value both linear and circular. (G. 
Woods, Leaping from Our Spheres, p. 178) 
 
May it be so, with respect, responsibility and relish for the 
process. 
 
So Be It! Blessed Be! 
 

Offering and Offertory: 
 
Returning to Community: the work of the people 

Sharing of Joys and Sorrows 
Meditation 
 

Integration and Release 
Musical Meditation 
Closing Hymn: #51 “Lady of the Season’s Laughter” 
Closing Words: by Gretchen Woods 

. . . We are called to acknowledge paradox as natural, to 
engage in true polylogue with all who share our values as 
expressed in our Purposes and Principles, to be willing to 
envision with both hard and soft eyes, to value both linear 
and circular. (G. Woods, Leaping from Our Spheres, p. 178) 

 
 


