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2008 has been full of promise and challenges for our Program Department.  Promise because I can see so much potential for programs and for the assistance we can bring to Catholic women to enrich them spiritually and in living their lives in service to others.  Challenges because of our continuing decline in membership and material resources, which makes it difficult to find the resources we need to do many of these things.  But we continue to move forward regardless, and we have done and accomplished some wonderful things this year that we are excited to share with you.


We are trying year by year to update and revise our existing program resources one at a time.  Last year we updated the Domestic Violence Resource Packet, and introduced it at convention in conjunction with a Family Commission workshop that featured experts from the National Domestic Violence Hotline and The Ohio Domestic Violence Network.  This year we’ve updated the resource packet for Children and a Safe Environment, or CASE – it’s available here at General Assembly.  It tells you how you can be involved in protecting children from toxic substances in the environment by learning about the issue, by arranging education days to teach others about it, by getting the water in your area tested, etc.  And along with the new resource packet we’re featuring CASE in our Community Concerns Commission Workshop.  Two women who have had a commitment to children’s health for many years will be our featured speakers.  M. Jane Mueller, our national Community Concerns Commission chair, and Pat Smuck, both of whom have done workshops around the country on this issue for many years and who are very knowledgeable about children’s environmental health, will speak. 

You have a great choice of other commission workshops as well.  Choose one or both sessions relating to marriage – those are our Church and Family workshops – learn about issues facing the Church in Africa in our International workshop, form your conscience on Faithful Citizenship in our Legislation workshop, learn how to thrive in a world of change, both personally and in council, in our Organization workshop.  There’s something for everyone.

We’re presenting a sampling of portions of the new NCCW Leadership program at this General Assembly.  As we go live, and make the program available for you to bring to your own areas, we think you’ll find experiencing some of the actual program to be enlightening and enjoyable.

We’re also trying out some informal lunchtime discussions this year that we’re calling Brown Bag University.  There are five small group discussions on several topics that will be held during today’s Cash and Carry lunch.  You can find the topics in your General Assembly program.  Although this is a small-scale tryout, if there is a response we may do more of it at future annual meetings.

The Earth: In Our Hands Program and Award is back and improved.  You may know that NCCW has received a grant from the National Religious Partnership for the Environment for education, action and public policy activity on the issue of climate change.  This grant enables us, through the Earth: In Our Hands Program, to make small grants available to our diocesan councils to help them design and implement activities that promote stewardship of the environment, that educate or take action to live more lightly on the earth, that assist or enable those with few resources to adapt to or minimize the effects of climate change, or to do other similar activities.

If you plan and implement your project by the early summer of 2009, you can apply for the Earth: In Our Hands Award, a cash award to be presented at the 2009 National Convention which will enable the winning council to give a scholarship to a woman in its diocese who is pursuing an environmentally-related course of study.

The Earth: In Our Hands Program is important for us because it gives us a vehicle through which we can respond locally to the dual environmental challenge that faces us as Catholics, and that is:

· First, to live on the earth in a sustainable way, to preserve its life and health for future generations; and

· Second, to exercise the “preferential option for the poor” -- the command of Catholic social teaching that requires us to defend and put the needs of the world’s most vulnerable people first in our hearts and in our efforts.  The USCCB has said, “ . . . those who contribute least to climate change will be affected the most and have the least capacity to cope or escape . . .  We all have an obligation to help make sure their voices are heard.”  This is the cornerstone of the Pope’s and of our Bishops’ efforts on this issue, and we can join with them through this NCCW program.

The Earth: In Our Hands Award will be presented to at the 2009 Convention in Jacksonville, Florida.  The winning council or parish affiliate will received scholarship funds to award to a young woman from the diocese who is pursuing studies in an environmentally-related field, or who is pursuing that program of studies in the diocese.  The deadline for application is July 15, 2009.  I encourage all of you to get together with other women in your parish, a group of parishes, with other enrolled members of NCCW or with your diocesan council to consider what you can do to educate others about care for the earth, to promote practices that will preserve this home of ours for our children and grandchildren, and to urge lawmakers in our counties, states and nation to provide assistance to our poorer neighbors to help them cope with environmental challenges like the high cost of fuel and food.  Projects can be very simple, and are limited only by your imagination.  

The grant application and guidelines for the Earth: In Our Hands Program will soon be available on the NCCW website.  Applications for grants up to $500 will be accepted.  The deadline for grant applications is February 1, 2009.

We’ve been busy in other areas as well.  Look for a major article in the November/December issue of Catholic Woman on the Jubilee Year of St. Paul, which runs from the end of June 2008 through the end of June 2009.  One of Pope Benedict’s primary focuses in proclaiming the Pauline Year is to advance the cause of full unity among Christians, so be sure to visit the website of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, and think about celebrating the week this coming January as a part of your observances for the Jubilee Year of St. Paul.  You will find a link to that webpage on the NCCW website as part of the new online Commission Resource Packet.

Those of you who have never been diocesan presidents or commission chairs may not be familiar with the Commission Resource Packet.  For a number of years we have prepared packets of information about issues, NCCW programs and various places to go for information and have distributed these packets every two years at General Assembly to diocesan presidents to pass on to their diocesan commission chairs.  The idea has been to have the diocesan commission chairs pass on this information to the deaneries and parish affiliates to help them plan their own programming.  But sometimes it has been difficult to ensure that the information was actually reaching the deaneries and parishes.  But now, through the wonder of technology, we are bringing this resource information directly to you.  You no longer have to rely on your diocesan leaders to receive these resources.  This year for the first time, the information in the Commission Resource Packet will be available to you online, on the NCCW website.  Very shortly, you will find on our website documents with information about programming as well as links to other websites where you will find valuable information about many areas of interest to you.  Please explore this new resource and let us know whether you find it helpful.  The new online Commission Resource Packet – now it belongs to you.

I do want to point out specifically just one of those resources.  We have redesigned and simplified the Catholic Relief Services donation form.  We hope it makes life simpler for diocesan treasurers or whoever is in charge of sending in CRS donations in your council.  You will find it in the Commission Resource Packet on the website.

We do a lot with a little at NCCW.  Being women, we know how to do a lot with a little.  But with your help, we can make our membership grow, and with it, our available funds.  With your help, we will be able to do a lot more to help our members grow in spirituality, leadership and service.  

Thank you.
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