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In the year 1920 two events happened that would greatly affect my life.  The first was that my Mother was born and that was certainly important to me, and the second was the founding of the National Council of Catholic Women.  NCCW has a great history since we were founded 88 years ago under the auspices of the U. S. Catholic bishops.  At the first meeting of the new National Council of Catholic Women, goals were established “to give Catholic women of the country a common voice and an instrument for united actions; to ensure proper Catholic representation in national committees and movements; and to stimulate the work of existing Catholic organizations to greater service in meeting the needs of the times.”  Through the decades the structure and programs of NCCW have changed to meet the needs of the Church and society but our mission has never changed.  

Since the inception of NCCW back in the 1920’s we have emphasized the sanctity of marriage, and we do so today.  In the 1930’s the women of NCCW pledged aid and support to the influx of immigrants.  We do so today.

In the 1940’s a Foreign Relief Committee was added to the NCCW committees to help children overseas. This committee worked in cooperation with War Relief Services, which later changed its name to Catholic Relief Services.  Thus we have partnered with Catholic Relief Services for over 60 years through our Works of Peace and Works of Reconciliation programs and we continue that partnership today.

In the 1950’s NCCW gave renewed support internationally through WUCWO, the World Union of Catholic Women’s Organizations and the first Military Council of Catholic Women was begun.  Both organizations have representation on your Board of Directors still today. 

At the 1960 NCCW convention Mother Teresa was a speaker.  It was held in of all places, Las Vegas, NV.  At the time of the convention Mother Teresa’s mission to God’s poorest in the streets of Calcutta had received little publicity outside of India.  After her message at the convention, contributions poured in from her listeners and the steady flow of NCCW aid through the Madonna Plan eventually allowed her to send teams of her sisters to many other parts of the world.  There were huge changes after Vatican II.  Women were now taking on leadership roles in the Church and communities.  NCCW implemented leadership-training programs to help women develop their leadership potentials and we continue to do so today.  

Also after Vatican II, NCCW reorganized and followed the directive of the Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity and eliminated committees and established the Commission system, which we still have today.

The 70’s brought health issues to the forefront such as breast health awareness, which was already being addressed in the NCCW Breast Cancer Education Program, and is still being promoted today.

In the 80’s and 90’s other programs continued to be initiated such as Women Gathered for Peace, the Earth in Our Hands Program addressing environmental issues, Mothers Outreach to Mothers Program, and the Respite Program.  Do any of these sound familiar?  Also in the 1990’s the members of NCCW through their donations built the beautiful Mary’s Garden at the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in Washington, D.C.

From the year 2000 to the present NCCW has joined with the Catholic Coalition to make a CASE for children’s Health issues.  CASE, stands for Children and a Safe Environment.  The Helping Children Read for Fun and Future Program has given books to tens of thousands of children and speaking of reading the NCCW Book Club was begun four years ago. The fifth book will be announced at this General Assembly. Our members helped with the purchase of text books and much needed supplies for Our Mother of Mercy School in Beaumont, Texas after it was severely damaged by a hurricane.

This is a very brief history of our organization.  

This last year we have added to our history, and while it is good to look back we must also look to the future.  Just as we updated the packet on Domestic Violence last year, this year we updated the CASE Packet for Children and a Safe Environment.  These packets aid in continuing or starting programs in local parishes or dioceses.

Six new commission chairs were appointed to help carry out our mission to respond with Gospel values to the needs of the Church and society in the modern world. Their work and those of their committees will be witnessed at this General Assembly. 

The NCCW National Day of Fast and Prayer to End Hunger was begun.  It will be an annual event to be observed the Thursday before Thanksgiving each year.  Local or diocesan council are encouraged to participate in this project.  Food can be collected for local food banks, or as a group decide to fast and pray then encourage each other with e-mails or phone calls.

Since the NCCW cruise last November was successful another cruise will be held this November.

With the success of the new spirituality resource - Enhancing Our Spirituality: A Collection of Prayers and Reading for Personal or Group Reflection - a second printing was completed.

The National Council of Catholic Women is an outspoken proponent for the sanctity of life from conception to natural death.  As most of you know your NCCW Board of Directors meets at the Washington Retreat House in January and June.  During the January meeting the beautiful Rosary for Life was recited. Six members of the Board were able to stay after the meeting and attend the National Prayer Vigil for Life Opening Mass at the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception. I have never seen anything like it.  Seminarians, deacons, priests, bishops, archbishops and cardinals filed in for over half an hour.  There was standing room only as youth and adults prayed for an end to abortion.  The next day board members also walked in the Right to Life march. There were tens of thousands of people in attendance.  I am always amazed and awed to see the number of youth who come from around the country to attend the March.  

Many women of NCCW also attended and sponsor Right to Life Masses, memorials and marches in their own dioceses.

Two issues that came out of the 2008 Catholic Social Ministry Gathering that are in keeping with our mission of responding with Gospel values to the needs of society in the modern world were the Pregnant Woman Support Act and the Immokalee Workers Petition Campaign.  The Pregnant Woman Support Act is legislation to provide support for pregnant women, and to provide the alternative to a quick decision to have an abortion when one believes there are no options.  If passed this legislation would provide support to women in poverty, women who are victims of domestic violence, women in maternity homes, women on college campuses, women needing nutritional support and more.  As of this report, the bill was referred to committee. The good news is that it was put on the radar and has laid the groundwork in pulling the ideas together.  It is a wonderful bill that needs sponsors.  NCCW is supporting this bill and believes it will come up in the next Congress.  Remember, NCCW is the voice for American Catholic women – we need to let our voices be heard as we did on the Partial Birth Abortion Ban Act and the Unborn Victims of Violence Act. There is information on our website and we will continue to update the information as it is received.

The Immokalee Workers Petition Campaign was successful.  The information for this campaign was spread through the monthly FYI’s and with information on our website. NCCW members were encouraged to sign an on line petition which was presented to the Burger King Corporation in April.  Quoting from the news release sent from the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, USCCB, “The Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW) a Catholic Campaign for Human Development (CCHD) supported organization of migrant farm workers, and the Burger King Corporation reached a groundbreaking agreement that will increase the price paid to farm laborers and establishes a code of conduct related to working conditions.”   The workers were given an extra penny for every pound of tomatoes they picked. Again our voices were heard. Remember there is power in numbers.

Two of my favorite things to do, as President is to read the Annual Report Forms sent in by the A/DCCW presidents and to read the newsletters I receive from councils across the country.  How many superlatives can I use regarding the work the Councils of Catholic Women do for their parishes, communities, and society in general.  Here are a few - inspiring, wonderful, caring, helping, amazing, dedicated, compassionate.  In reading these reports and newsletters I truly see women of faith - putting their faith into action.  A check will be presented to our Episcopal Liaison, Bishop Michael Bransfield on Saturday night representing the cumulative volunteer hours and donations made by our councils around the country.  It is huge, and frankly, it is only the tip of the iceberg.  Speaking of that, a new form for tracking volunteer hours was completed this year.   It is on the NCCW website at nccw.org  and can be downloaded for individual use. 

I am pleased to tell you that NCCW has been awarded an $8,000, grant from the National Religious Partnership on the Environment and the Catholic Coalition on Climate Change.  This will be used to fund our education efforts and public policy advocacy on the issue of climate change.  Part of this grant will be used to revive the “Earth: In Our Hands Award” to be given at the 2009 Convention in Jacksonville, Florida.  Other educational and public policy activities on climate change will be carried out as well.

This year our new LTD, or Leadership Training Development Team, gave two successful pilot programs.  The first was in Plover, Wisconsin and the second in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.  This team made up of Kathy Bonner, Jane Carter, Linda Clark, Suzanne Erpenbach, Mary Matheus, Jody Waterman and Maureen Willenbring gave countless hours of their time and talent to this program. 

E-tapestry is the new NCCW data base system that has been in the works for nearly a year.  It will greatly aid our staff in gathering information and being able to print needed reports.  One of the first things e-tapestry allowed us to do was become an individual member or gift a membership on line.   The office will make the official conversion to e-tapestry while we are here at General Assembly.

At the June Board of Directors we were all surprised with the announcement of our Executive Director’s retirement.  Sheila McCarron has been a blessing to the National Council of Catholic Women for 14 years, 10 as Program Director and the last four as Executive Director.  We are very happy for her as she is going to have time to enjoy life but sad for our organization. 

The women of NCCW pray for vocations continually and hundreds of thousands of dollars are given annually to seminary burses throughout the country.

We should all be proud of our Catholic Woman magazine.  It is beautiful, well-written, and full of articles that give us the opportunity to grow in our faith, enrich our lives, give us knowledge and keep us informed on what is happening in our organization, in society and in the Church. We thank the Associates of NCCW for a grant to fund the informative series on Church Documents this year.

We know we are helping hundreds of thousands of people in developing countries around the world through our Water for Life Program, Madonna Plan, Refugee Women Emergency Fund, and Help –a- Child. In some African countries children had to miss school to travel hours to get water for their family.  Bringing clean potable water systems to the villages has not only allowed the children to continue their education but also increased sanitation and provides a stable food supply for the community.

Through the Madonna Plan the money you give supports the Santa Marta Clinic in Rome, which has been providing medical services to women and children since before World War II.  The aid you provide through Catholic Relief Services saves women, children, and families.  It saved Rosenilda Santos from Brazil.  She worked selling kabobs on the beach but was unable to make enough money to support her daughter and herself.  She attended a CRS funded culinary school where she trained in kitchen work.  Rosenilda qualified to work in a top Japanese restaurant in Brazil.  She can now give her daughter a decent life.

NCCW members have contributed an estimated $12 million dollars to NCCW/CRS partnership programs since the beginning of our 62-year relationship.

In my first President’s Report given to your Board of Directors in January I stated that the next two years of the organization known as the National Council of Catholic Women are crucial.  You heard about our financial situation at our convention in Columbus, but only hearing the serious nature of our financial picture the last few years.  “NCCW was founded in recognition of the widespread influence on Church and society already exerted by American Catholic women.  NCCW has continued to exert this influence as a result of its members’ deeply Christian motivation, appetite and energy for service, and their great numbers.”   While we are still great in numbers, due to parishes closing and consolidating, our members aging, and other considerations, our numbers have dwindled through the years.  This is a fact of life in most every organization secular and religious. But we must work through this.  The leaders of the National Council of Catholic Women are in this room today.  I am talking to each one of you, our parish, deanery, diocesan leaders and our individual members.  The work of our affiliates supports our mission. Individual Membership helps us also to more fully live out our mission statement to support, empower and educate all Catholic women in spirituality, leadership and service.  In my travels I have talked with leaders of other Catholic women’s organizations who are under the umbrella of NCCW. Each of their organizations collects individual dues.  Each organization can tell you how many members they have because they have dues paying members who support their organization, who support their programs. I would like to quote from the excellent article by our Treasurer Debby VanMele in the current issue of Catholic Woman. “Just as human beings have life cycles, so do organizations; birth, growth, maturity, decline, and death….or revitalization.  Your individual dues paying membership in the National Council of Catholic Women is likely the one thing that you can do today to revitalize NCCW and ensure that our organization will continue to serve into the next generation.  Simply stated, the model we have known for many years – membership through parish affiliation only - is the foundation of our activities, but it can no longer solely sustain the financial foundation of the National Council of Catholic Women. The growth of our base of individual dues-paying members in NCCW is critical at this place in history towards our very existence.”  I urge you to read the article in its entirety.  A survey was sent to all the parish and diocesan presidents regarding membership. Yesterday at your Board of Directors meeting some new innovative pilot programs were passed regarding membership and dues. More information will be forthcoming about them in the FYI, in Catholic Woman and on the website.  

As we get many requests from charities and organizations on a personal level - so too there are many organizations and causes that ask for our help and donations through our councils, and, we should support them as best we are able.  But - we must remember that as leaders and members of the National Council of Catholic Women, we are the primary stewards and caretakers of NCCW and it is our responsibility to support our national organization also.  Do you put an annual giving donation to NCCW into your council’s annual budget?  To those of you who do this we are truly grateful.  

In order to help balance the budget the Board of Directors made the difficult decision and voted to eliminate one national staff position and that position will not be replaced.  We have looked at the travel for the Board - and some members have donated their travel expenses.  I asked our Church Commission Chair to compose a prayer for Membership.  Your Board was given a copy of this prayer and it was included in the spring annual giving letter. It is also on our website.  I ask that you each pray it everyday, that we may continue as members of the National Council of Catholic Women to be workers in His vineyard, that we may continue to be courageous and loving leaders in the Church, that we may make good financial decisions, that we may continue to serve the needs of others, and that we may continue to build up the Body of Christ, the Church on this earth.

May God bless each and every one you as you continue to be NCCW Women of Faith- Women of Action.  Thank you.
