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JoHannah Reardon

There Is a 
Change Afoot

What comes to your mind when you think of women’s ministries? Is it 
mostly women’s teas and mother/daughter luncheons? If so, it’s not 
surprising since that’s what has defined women’s ministry in many of our 
churches for generations. Not that there is anything wrong with these events, 
but too often the women’s ministry has been a Christianized version of the 
middle-class country club. However, many involved in women’s ministry see 
a new wind blowing. It’s moving away from being event-driven ministry to 
being people-driven ministry.

Instead of spending an enormous amount of time planning events that require 
huge logistics, many ministries are focusing on building relationships 
through Bible studies, service projects, and mentoring opportunities. What 
practical changes might you want to make in your own church women’s 
ministry? It can be scary and painful, but it’s important to be willing to 
critique our own ministry and ask how God might be challenging us to 
change. We’ve put together this downloadable resource to help you get 
started. 

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
There Is a Change Afoot

Amy Simpson offers us a few reasons why some women flee women’s ministry 
events. Amy Jackson gives us a glimpse of what women’s ministry can be by 
showing us how these relationships have been meaningful to her. Sharon 
Hodde Miller challenges us to move away from “cutesy” to a new model of 
discipleship. Sarah Flashing demonstrates the need to give women a richer 
theological framework. And finally, Nicole Unice suggests learning from 
Alcoholics Anonymous (hear her out—it makes sense!).

Our hope is that God will use this resource to spark fresh ideas for you and for 
the potential your church women’s ministry has to reach new participants, 
deepen relationships, and help women grow closer to God.

Blessings,

JoHannah Reardon
Contributing Writer for TodaysChristianWoman.com
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“How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry” can be used for individual or 
group study. If you intend to lead a group study, some simple suggestions 
follow.

1. Make enough copies for everyone in the group to have her own guide.

2. Consider distributing the guides before your group meets so 
everyone has a chance to read the material. Some articles are quite 
long and could take a while to get through.

3. Alternately, you might consider reading the articles together as a 
group—out loud—and plan on meeting multiple times.

4. Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is 
essential to getting women to open up.

5. When working through the Reflect questions, be willing to make 
yourself vulnerable. It’s important for women to know that others 
share their experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in 
your group.

6. End the session in prayer.

Using “How to
Deepen Your
Women’s Ministry”
for a group study

Leader’s Guide
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Why I Don’t 
Do Women’s 
Ministry

I really hate those “home parties.” You know, the ones where you go to 
someone’s house and hear about the latest gadgets, skin care products, or 
overpriced home decor. The hostess serves brownies and everyone talks about 
their kids and how busy they are. Then the sales representative stands up and 
gives a hyper-peppy presentation punctuated by polite gasps of delight from 
the women packed in the living room.

A few of the women get really giddy about the whole thing and start ordering 
everything that catches their eye. Some of them find just a couple of things 
they like, grab another brownie, and head home. I twitch uncomfortably and 
look for the least expensive item on the order form. I feel obligated to order 
something. After all, the hostess cleaned her house and made snacks for us, 
and if I don’t order she might not get her free “hostess gift.” 

Many churches run shallow, one-dimensional 
programs that miss important opportunities 
to minister to women.
By Amy Simpson
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How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
Why I Don’t Do Women’s Ministry

I learned my lesson when I once tried to leave one of those parties without 
buying anything. I had spent the entire party looking at my watch and thinking 
about how if I wanted to, I could make those doodads myself with some 
cardboard, fabric scraps, and magic markers. But I didn’t want to. And I 
certainly couldn’t imagine paying for any of them. But as I tried to leave, the 
sales representative cornered me with a desperate smile and asked me what I 
was going to buy. Everyone else stared at me as if I had been caught 
shoplifting. I did manage to escape without lightening my checkbook, but not 
entirely unscathed.

I don’t go to those parties anymore. I’ve conquered my sense of obligation to 
attend. I don’t even try to come up with excuses anymore. I just picture myself 
at the party, looking at my watch, wondering why in the world I agreed to 
spend my evening there. I imagine the feeling of watching the other women 
and wondering why I seem to be the only one who isn’t enjoying myself 
tremendously. And I politely decline without bothering to explain.

I must confess I’ve had the same experience with women’s ministry events. 
It’s been a long time since I attended a women’s Bible study, luncheon (why 
don’t they just call them “lunch”?), or anything else just for Christian women. 
I’ve spent enough of my life feeling bored, self-conscious, and out of place 
(think junior high gym class). 

In my experience, the people who plan these events make all kinds of 
assumptions about who I am as a woman. For starters, most assume I’m a 
full-time stay-at-home mom (and the best time of day for a meeting is, of 
course, 10:00 in the morning). They also seem to believe I enjoy making 
refrigerator magnets, spend most of my time thinking about fashion and 
chocolate, and can think of nothing better than getting away from my husband 
and kids (even though I’ve been at work all day) and hanging out with my 
“girlfriends.” This isn’t me—at all.

I used to think I just didn’t fit. Somehow I wasn’t like most women, and this 
probably had something to do with my spiritual life, so I should try harder to 
fit in. Now I realize that’s not true. In fact, the funny thing is, I don’t really 
think I’m a misfit. Most women I know feel the same way I do about women’s 
ministry programming. I know that women’s ministries do connect with many 
women and provide important opportunities for growth. But they seem to be 
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focused on serving a relatively small segment of the population. So I wonder: 
Why do so many of our women’s ministry efforts treat women as if they all 
have the same lifestyle, schedule, goals, affinity for June Cleaver, and 
penchant for pink roses? And why are we expected to call ourselves 
“girlfriends”?

I don’t mean to undermine the importance of women’s ministry, or trivialize 
the effective ministry that’s happening in many churches. But by and large, I 
believe our churches are running shallow, one-dimensional programs that 
miss important opportunities to minister to many women. 

Rethinking Women’s Ministry
I suspect I’m not the only one who has felt misunderstood and discouraged by 
the “ministry” we have experienced. We can be and can do so much more. 
Unfortunately, while we may recognize a disparity between what women want 
and how we do women’s ministry today, the task to create meaningful events 
and experiences that will meet every woman’s soul is impossible. We have 
different tastes and preferences—not to mention how differently God chooses 
to speak to individuals. That said, though, here are six places to start in 
rethinking women’s ministry.

1. Recognize that women are not all the same. Those who are called to 
women’s ministry have their work cut out for them. It’s not an easy job to 
minister to such a diverse group of people. But anyone who wants to appeal to 
women in general must recognize that women come in many different shapes 
and must create programs that appeal to more than one type. This is the same 
for any demographic group in the church, but perhaps most of all for women. 
Our lifestyles, circumstances, and preferences are so diverse. Not everything 
has to appeal to every woman—but if nothing about a church’s women’s 
ministry program appeals to a particular woman, she’ll quickly get the 
message that she’s not OK and not wanted.
 
2. Respect women’s intellectual abilities. Too often, we seem to buy into 
the world’s lie that we are purely emotional beings, at the whim of fantasy 
and hormones, and not smart enough to go deep. God created us to feel and to 
think. Our souls hunger not only for the presence of God, but also for 
knowledge of his truth. Ministries that focus only on women’s emotional 
needs or that stay on a shallow level are doing a disservice to their women 

How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
Why I Don’t Do Women’s Ministry
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and to the larger body of Christ. And they’re failing to reach many women, 
who will never be engaged by a ministry that does not challenge their 
intellect. 

3. Recognize that women are not just wives and mothers. Women aren’t 
required to fill these roles in order to see God’s purpose for their lives. I’m 
both a wife and a mother, but if I were neither, God’s calling on my life would 
not go away. It’s pointless to ignore the importance of these roles in the lives 
of many women, but we must acknowledge that women are unmarried, 
childless, divorced, single, struggling with infertility, focused on their 
careers, and everything in between. They’re all important to God, and none of 
them should have the impression that God’s plans don’t include them. 

4. Make it safe to talk about real life. In my experience, most topics are 
off the “approved” list at women’s ministry gatherings. This is a systemic 
problem in many churches, so I don’t think it’s fair to blame it on women’s 
ministries. But if a women’s ministry program were able to make it safe to 
talk honestly and biblically about our experiences with spiritual doubt, 
depression, injustice, loneliness, temptation, abuse, regrets, sex, career 
success, insecurities, need to achieve, perfectionism, financial worries, 
sexual harassment, boredom, anxiety, exhaustion, great books, compulsive 
eating, addictions, and things that keep us awake at night, that ministry 
would produce some powerful life change. 

5. Affirm real women. We should not walk out feeling worse about our 
potential in Christ than we did when we walked in. Many women feel torn 
down and devalued by the church—simply because they are women or they are 
the sort of women God has made them to be. And while some may think that I 
seem to be whining about my own experiences, or feeling sorry for myself, I’m 
actually not too worried about myself. My commitment to Christ and to the 
church is intact and independent of what I experience in women’s ministry. I 
am truly concerned about those women who have written off the church, and 
by association Christ, because of what they have heard the church telling 
them about their own worth. Any women’s ministry program must make 
everyday women feel like they belong. 

How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
Why I Don’t Do Women’s Ministry
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6. Challenge women. Besides the nursery, women’s ministry may be the 
only place where many of our ministries seem designed only to make us 
comfortable. We are intelligent women and we want to be engaged in difficult 
conversations and be challenged in our beliefs because it will make us 
stronger women all around.

Amy Simpson is the editor of Gifted for Leadership, Today’s Christian Woman’s 
Marriage Partnership, and ParentConnect. This article is adapted from “Why I 
Don’t Do Women’s Ministry” and “Ideas for Women’s Ministry,” from Gifted for 
Leadership, published in August 2007 and September 2007.

Reflect
£ What has not worked for you in women’s ministry in the past and why?

£ How can we do women’s ministry differently to appeal to a wider audience of 
women?

£ How would you envision your dream women’s ministry?

How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
Why I Don’t Do Women’s Ministry

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
http://www.todayschristianwoman.com/search/%3Fsearcharea%3Darticles%26type%3D%26query%3Damy%2Bsimpson%26x%3D0%26y%3D0
www.GiftedforLeadership.com
http://www.todayschristianwoman.com/topics/marriage-sex/
http://www.todayschristianwoman.com/topics/parenting/
www.GiftedforLeadership.com
www.GiftedforLeadership.com


©2013 Christianity Today          www.TodaysChristianWoman.com

11

What Women’s 
Ministry
Can Be

Recently I joined an intergenerational women’s group. Five of us are in four 
different generations. We have different backgrounds, hometowns, and church 
experiences. Some have children; others don’t. One woman has grandchildren. 
Despite our differences, we gather every Thursday night to grow together. 

A few years ago this group would have been a nightmare for me. Not because 
this particular group is strange or the women are scary, but because I hated 
women’s ministry. Or at least I thought I did. I’d been part of women’s groups 
before that reeked of shallowness and gossip and high-pitched voices offering 
Sunday school answers for real life issues. These groups were cliques and 
used cattiness with pride. I continually felt as though I was in a competition 
for best outfit with everyone else in the room.

And then there were the stereotypes of women that they lumped everyone in. 
They assumed I love girly-girl things just because I’m a woman. (I actually 
went to a retreat once where the speaker wore a bright pink feather boa and 

I finally learned about identity, 
mission, and worth.
By Amy Jackson
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How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
What Women’s Ministry Can Be

had her hair in a ponytail that stuck straight up out of the crown of her head. 
She demanded we do the same—to tap into our feminine side—if we wanted to 
get anything out of her message.)

I hated women’s ministry because I’d had poor women’s ministry 
experiences—sorry excuses for the deep, relational, and supportive thing 
women’s ministry can—and should—be.

So I quit women’s ministry. 

But when I got married, I began to cherish my female friendships more. 
While my husband is an amazing listener and cares about what I’m going 
through, he’ll never understand some things in the way another woman can. 
As I grabbed lunch or coffee with my friends, I started to catch a vision for 
what true relationships with Christian women look like: loving, supportive, 
challenging, and encouraging.

Then I started to catch a vision for all that women’s ministry can be: an 
intentional gathering of women who love the Lord, who want to celebrate life 
together, hold one another accountable, and pray for one another. (Oh yeah, 
and pink feather boas are never mandatory.)

So I decided to give women’s ministry another try.

As I’ve sat at my women’s small group the last several weeks, we’ve talked 
and encouraged one another and had more than a few good laughs. We’re still 
developing trust and relationships, so I’m hopeful we’ll go even deeper in the 
future. But one conversation has encouraged me the most. At our meeting last 
week, the leader asked: “What would you want to tell young women if you had 
them together for a day?”

One woman promptly responded, “Know who you are and whose you are.” 
Another chimed in, “You can do great things for God. Find your dream and do 
it, and don’t let anyone stop you.” A third woman pointed to the importance of 
instilling worth in girls from an early age so they don’t doubt it when they’re 
older. 
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How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
What Women’s Ministry Can Be

I sunk into the overly loved sectional couch, silently beaming, tears creeping 
into the corners of my eyes. What these women said was not so profound as it 
was simply perfect. No one mentioned telling young women that their goal in 
life was to wait for Mr. Right. No one said anything that assumed women can 
only fulfill certain roles. No one used verses that have almost become cliché 
like Philippians 4:13: “I can do everything through Christ, who gives me 
strength.” They talked about identity, mission, and worth. It was beautiful. 
It was hopeful. And it was wisdom that came from women who have been 
following hard after Jesus for many years. I was experiencing a holy moment, 
a small piece of God-honoring women’s ministry.

When you experience true, God-honoring women’s ministry, you want more 
of it. And while I might still have some negative experiences with women or 
women’s ministry, I can choose to embody God-honoring women’s ministry 
each day with whomever I’m with—celebrating life and love, encouraging and 
inspiring others, and lifting up my sisters in Christ in prayer. 

God has definitely been working on my heart. I’m so thankful for the women 
in my life who love the Lord and want more from their relationships with him 
than clichés and Sunday school answers. My prayer is that together we can 
raise a new generation of young women who also hunger and thirst for more. 

Amy Jackson is the managing editor of SmallGroups.com. This article first 
appeared on TodaysChristianWoman.com in November 2011. 

Reflect
£ What do you think should be the ultimate goal of women’s ministry              
and why?

£ How do you personally cultivate meaningful relationships?

£ In what ways can you contribute to creating an environment where women 
can be loving, supportive, challenging, and encouraging? Brainstorm some 
specific ideas.
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Why It’s Your 
Job to Break 
the Women’s 
Ministry Stereotype

I remember the day I parted ways with the old model of women’s ministry. 
I was sitting in a hotel ballroom full of women. The speaker shared a gut-
wrenching testimony that elicited a few sniffles from the crowd, which 
gradually grew into sobs, which snowballed into full-on emotional meltdown. 
It was exactly the kind of thing men imagine happening when women get 
together. I didn’t like it at all.

In retrospect, my younger self was arrogant and naïve in that moment. 
Women need healing from the Lord, and sometimes a good cry in a safe 
space is spiritually restorative. That aspect of ministry is necessary and 
valuable. Even so, I couldn’t ignore the part of my spirit that wanted more. 

Sure, some of us are choking on cutesy things, but many 
of us are working toward a new model of discipleship.
By Sharon Hodde Miller
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That yearning has persisted ever since, and it is present in the hearts of many 
women I know today. Emotional forms of ministry have their place, but women 
in the church are eager to move beyond emotion, and beyond the surface.

Blogger Emerging Mummy recently captured this sentiment in her 
impassioned post “In Which I Write a Letter to Women’s Ministry”:

But I’m here with you tonight because I want what the world cannot give 
me. We’re choking on cutesy things and crafty bits, safe lady topics and 
if one more person says that modest is hottest with a straight face, I may 
throw up. We are hungry for authenticity and vulnerability, not churchified 
life hacks from lady magazines. Some of us are drowning, suffocating, 
dying of thirst for want of the cold water of real community. We’re trying 
really hard—after all, we keep showing up to your lady events and we leave 
feeling just a bit empty. It’s just more of the same every time.

But she is not the first to express such concerns with women’s ministry. 
Several years ago author Wendy Horger Alsup wrote a post titled “Pink Fluffy 
Bunny Women’s Bible Studies” in which she criticized the “emotional fluff 
out there masquerading as Bible study.” Alsup, I should add, works hard at 
demonstrating an alternative to spiritual milk. She writes in a manner that is 
consistently theological, thoughtful, and faithful. She is a wonderful example 
of the change she would like to see.

Undoubtedly, the younger generations of women want a different kind of 
women’s ministry, one that is Christ-centered, biblically based, and kingdom 
oriented. However, Alsup’s example also highlights a tension in the very term 
“women’s ministry.” On the one hand, Emerging Mummy has consistently 
encountered a model of women’s ministry that is deeply troubling when she 
would like to see something else. Here is what she writes:

You know what I would have liked tonight instead of decorating tips or a 
new recipe? I would have liked to pray together. I would have liked for the 
women of the church to share their stories or wisdom with one another, no 
more celebrity speakers, please just hand the microphone to that lady over 
there that brought the apples. I would love to wrestle with some questions 
that don’t have a one-paragraph answer in your study guide. I would like 
to do a Bible study that does not have pink or flowers on the cover. I would 

How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
Why It’s Your Job to Break the Women’s Ministry Stereotype
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have liked to sign up to bring a meal for our elderly or drop off some 
clothes for a new baby or be informed about issues in our city where we 
can make space for God. I would like to organize and prioritize, to rabble-
rouse and disturb the peace of the rest of the world on behalf of justice, 
truth, beauty and love. I’d love to hear the prophetic voice of women in 
our church.

On the other hand, women like Alsup are working hard for change. In 
addition to serving in her local context, Alsup helps women go deeper with 
her book Practical Theology for Women. The ministry of Southern Baptist 
Seminary professor Mary Kassian challenges women to love God with both 
their hearts and minds. And while Beth Moore is often associated with the 
old-school model, she must also be credited as a real trailblazer in the field, 
assembling Bible studies that are consistently in-depth. 

The tension, then, is in the diversity of women’s ministry models. In spite 
of the criticism frequently leveled at “women’s ministry” as a generic whole, 
women’s ministry isn’t generic at all. On the contrary, women’s ministries 
vary from church to church. 

Women’s ministry, as a form, is in the midst of a massive shift. Many 
women’s ministries have responded to the outcry and evolved, but the 
stereotypes have not always changed accordingly. Rather than doing justice 
to the change, broad stereotypes have remained, further stigmatizing 
women’s ministry in the minds of female churchgoers. 

Nowhere has this stigma been more apparent to me than in my efforts to 
involve young women. In most of the churches where I have served, the 
20somethings have been all but absent from women’s ministry events. This 
younger generation has grown up hearing about “fluffy” women’s ministries, 
and the stereotype has become entrenched. Even when change is happening 
in their churches, many young women persist in the belief that all women’s 
ministries are inherently superficial.  

An additional tension raised by these stereotypes is the attitude that often 
accompanies them. In the interest of improving women’s ministry, there 
is a tendency to belittle women who have done it differently. I am guilty of 
this. In the past, my critiques of women’s ministry were not only unfair but 
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often condescending. I painted in broad strokes and I was ungrateful for the 
contributions of the women who had gone before me. I did not distinguish 
form from function, ignoring the reality that in some parts of the country, a 
tea party is exactly the kind of outreach event that a non-Christian, middle-
aged woman might attend. 

Women’s ministry is not a monolithic movement. As some women’s 
ministries begin to change, it is important that our language reflects the 
complexity of this shift. Old stereotypes and blanket condemnations can be 
just as detrimental to the growth of a women’s ministry as its own frivolous 
methods. Prophetic correction is indeed necessary at times, but the line 
between constructive criticism and destructive cynicism is a fine one. Too 
often our conversations about women’s ministry have fallen on the wrong 
side of that divide, so we might consider hope as a categorical alternative. 
After all, women discipling women is certainly worth getting excited about.

Sharon Hodde Miller is a writer and a doctoral student at Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School. This article was first published on Her.meneutics.com in 
October 2011.

Reflect
£ Does your church have trouble getting younger women involved in your 
women’s ministry or is it fairly multigenerational? What factors do you think 
contribute to younger women’s involvement or lack thereof? 

£ How well does your women’s ministry satisfy those who are “hungry for 
authenticity and vulnerability, not churchified life hacks from lady magazines”?

£ What small changes can you make in your women’s ministry to begin moving 
to a deeper spiritual experience for your participants? 
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We need to give women a richer 
theological framework.
By Sarah Flashing

Life, Doctrine, 
and Women’s 
Ministry

Whether through books, Bible studies, retreats, or conferences, a central 
focus of women’s ministry has been on the practical dimensions of Christian 
living, either presupposing the theological understanding of the audience—
which isn’t always wrong to do—or simply neglecting to ground the practical 
in a richer theological framework. 

Of course, I’m not suggesting we aren’t teaching women Scripture, but in 
the rush to fill in the blanks, we aren’t teaching women to handle the Word 
as theologians. Some women’s ministry leaders have made statements that 
undermine the process of doing theology, suggesting that because knowing 
theology is not provisional for salvation that somehow it lacks practical value. 
We are good at teaching principles and precepts from the Word, but are we 
communicating interdependence between life and doctrine? Is there a place of 
theological education in the context of women’s ministry?

“Life and doctrine are interdependent.” These are the words of John Frame 
who serves as the chair of Systematic Theology and Philosophy at Reformed 
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Theological Seminary in Orlando. In his book The Doctrine of the Christian 
Life, he argues for a more integrated understanding of the practical and the 
theoretical, suggesting that one cannot exist without the other. He writes: 
“The Greek terms based on didasko typically refer in the Pastoral Epistles to 
a teaching of the Word of God that leads to spiritual health. This is ‘sound’ or 
‘healthy’ teaching. So doctrine, defined as this kind of teaching, also has an 
ethical goal. It is not given to us merely for intellectual contemplation.” 

Life and doctrine were never intended to be separated and any attempt to 
teach about the day-to-day Christian life without Christian doctrine provides 
for a limited or empty experience. By ethical, Frame is referencing the 
ongoing process of sanctification of becoming more conformed to the image 
of God. 

Granted, the “ivory towers” of academia have given at least the perception that 
the theoretical has no real relationship with the daily struggles of everyday 
people, but the content and tapestry of our worldview plays an extremely 
relevant role to how we live. This means that what we believe (or don’t 
believe) directly impacts our daily lives. As Christian women who are able to 
spend time together in small groups, Bible studies, retreats, and conferences, 
a more concentrated focus needs to be devoted to teach women to own the 
content of their faith so that they are equipped to apply the eternal truths of 
Scripture to their lives on their own.

Sarah Flashing is the director of The Center for Women in Faith and Culture. 
This article first appeared on GiftedforLeadership.com in October 2009.

Reflect
£ How much does your women’s ministry value deeper theological 
understanding? Which aspect of your ministry addresses that value?

£ Read 2 Timothy 2:15. How well does women’s ministry help women know 
how to do this? 

£ How can we better equip women to apply Scripture to their lives? 
Brainstorm examples and ideas.

How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
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Women’s 
Ministry the 
AA Way
Develop a ministry that is characterized by honesty.
By Nicole Unice

I  used to think Alcoholics Anonymous was all stale prayers and smoky church 
basements. I considered myself a distant admirer of the program, but even 
as a counselor, I didn’t want to get too close. AA was a good idea for some 
people, but surely it wasn’t relevant to my busy life of “making a difference” 
in women’s ministry.

My stereotypes were shattered through a course called “Substance Abuse and 
Society,” which gave me a firsthand glimpse into the program of Alcoholics 
Anonymous. Like the church, AA encourages people to seek healing and 
growth. But sometimes unlike church, AA prizes authenticity—in a Jesus kind 
of way. I was surprised at how much I gleaned in those church basements. 

If your women’s ministry seems stuck, perhaps it lacks authenticity. Take a 
journey through a few of the Twelve Steps below, and after each step, take 
time to evaluate your own honesty.  
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Adding Authenticity
During a thunderous summer storm, a slim and attractive woman in her 
forties stepped behind the podium at an AA meeting. Her chunky pearl 
bracelet slid up her arm as she pulled the microphone toward her.

“Hi, I’m Christy, and I’m an alcoholic.” During the next 30 minutes, Christy 
shared her journey to a sober life.

Her appraisal of herself, both in addiction and recovery, was gut-level 
honest. Yet she possessed strength that gave her an almost regal air. A huge 
thunderclap punctuated her closing words, “Surrendering saved my life.”

Christy reminded me of the woman Jesus spoke to at the well in Samaria 
(John 4). When Jesus confronted the woman with an honest appraisal 
of herself, she ran back to tell anyone who would listen that “he told me 
everything I ever did!” (John 4:39). The story goes on to say that many 
believed in Jesus as Savior because of her testimony. Christy and the woman 
at the well both recognized their need for a Savior after an honest appraisal 
of themselves. Honesty didn’t cripple them with self-condemnation. It 
transformed them into powerful witnesses of grace.

Women’s ministry is not just about what I want to do for fun. It’s about what 
God is doing in me to transform me into a witness of his grace and love. As a 
women’s ministry team, ask yourselves:

• Do I strive to present myself authentically? 

• Do I resist the urge to “have it all together” for other women? 

• Am I willing to examine my own failings so that God might testify to 
his grace? 

Shedding the put-together image shifts the glory-spotlight back to where it 
belongs—on God’s power, not our own—and opens the door for transformation 
in our women’s ministry.

The Confession Factor
Anyone who has walked through the Twelve Steps of AA anticipates step 4 
with wide-eyed trembling. Step 4 says I have made a searching and fearless 
moral inventory of myself. There are many ways to complete this step, 

How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
Women’s Ministry the AA Way
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but most agree that writing down one’s moral failures in the areas of fear, 
resentment, relationships with others, material possessions, and sexual 
integrity are important.

Jesus warned the Pharisees, some strict religious leaders of his day, that they 
were like “whitewashed tombs,” appearing beautiful on the outside while full 
of hypocrisy on the inside (Matthew 23:27–28). The temptation to point 
others to clarity while avoiding it ourselves is strong. Recognizing the true 
landscape of our hearts is a step, like Jesus said, in cleaning out our insides. 
Consider:

What are my moral failures in the areas of:

—fear?

—resentment?

—relationships with others?

—material possessions?

—sexual integrity?

Searching and Fearless?
We must be willing to face our own issues with both a “searching” and a 
“fearless” heart. Richard Foster shares his own journey of self-examination 
in Celebration of Discipline: “I did not take the difficult step of laying bare my 
inner life to another out of any deep burden or sense of sin. I did not feel there 
was anything wrong in the least—except one thing. I longed for more power to 
do the work of God. I felt inadequate to deal with many of the desperate needs 
that confronted me.”

Before my AA transformation, I was happy to keep my sins between God and 
me. As I began to share my true heart with my mentors and teammates, I was 
shocked by the grace and compassion I received—much more than I was giving 
myself. I discovered that my own self-driven perceptions and expectations 
were misdirected. When I openly shared my weaknesses, my team understood 
that I lead out of my own brokenness, and that I can’t do it alone. Confession 
provided much-needed correction.

We cannot teach about the power in God’s forgiveness if we haven’t first 
subjected ourselves to its work. Ask yourself:
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• Do I have at least two people in my life who know where I’m 
tempted to sin? 

• Do I allow others into my life to help me pursue spiritual health? 

The result of such fearless soul-searching is a release of God’s power to work 
in and through you in all areas of life.

The Humility Step
AA describes humility as “another great dividend we may expect from 
confiding our defects to another human being.” A man in his sixties told me, 
“I’m just a selfish guy. By helping others in the program I keep myself sober.” 
His gruff demeanor couldn’t hide his sincere and humble heart. He had a clear 
understanding of who he was—a recovering alcoholic equipped to help, and be 
helped by, others on the journey.

We should seek to understand who we are outside of Christ. Another mentor 
once said, “I thought about the trajectory my life would be on without Jesus 
working on my heart. I know I would be a self-obsessed person set on greed 
and ambition.” When we understand who we really are, we appreciate our 
influence and power with humility. We are willing to allow God to control the 
outcomes of our sincere attempts to reach out to others. 

Talking about our past ways and current “drunken” areas—however large or 
small they are—keeps us from stumbling in pride. First Timothy 1:16 reminds 
us, “God had mercy on me so that Christ Jesus could use me as a prime 
example of his great patience with even the worst sinners.” Accepting grace 
requires understanding need. Reminding ourselves of our own brokenness 
and sin removes the “us and them” mentality that can creep into ministry 
leadership. It keeps us as desperate for Jesus as the people we desire to serve.

As in the AA way, we should seek clarity on who we are apart from Christ, 
and make sincere attempt to move toward who he wants us to be in him. 
Reflect:

• Do I have a grasp on my strengths and weaknesses? 

• Do I encourage others around me to recognize their strengths and 
accept their weaknesses?
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The Devotion Quotient
AA members know that devotion is critical for success in recovery. Day or 
night, a recovery group is probably meeting near your home. “It only works if 
you work it” is the mantra of every AA meeting, and newbies are encouraged 
to attend meetings daily. In a particularly busy season of ministry, I found 
myself struggling to keep up with the demands of leadership, motherhood, 
and counseling. I met with a trusted mentor who gently asked me, “Are you 
more in love with your Creator—or his creation?” The tyranny of the ministry 
to-do list makes it easy to forget that I must hear from God in order to follow 
his direction. Above all else, my heart must be devoted to God—who he is as 
my father and Lord. Consider:

 • Do I ruthlessly prioritize personal devotion? 

 • Do I spend time each day creating space for God?

Unity Dividends
“AA leaders at one point considered removing the name of God from the 12 
steps,” explained my class instructor. “In a vote, the majority chose to change 
the language, but many disagreed. In the spirit of unity, they decided to keep 
it the way it was.” In the spirit of unity, I mused in class, twiddling my pencil. 
I wrote in my notebook, How often do I sacrifice my own agenda in the “spirit 
of unity”? Over the coming months, I began to listen to the way I asserted 
myself in my team. 

Ask yourself:

• Am I willing to listen with an open heart, allowing the possibility that 
my mind could be changed? 

• Am I willing to sacrifice my own ideas for the greater good of the 
ministry or the church? 

Unity in ministry sets us apart as Christians. It speaks to our desire to 
“submit to one another out of reverence for Christ” (Ephesians 5:21). A 
group of leaders who listen to one another’s burdens, love each other in their 
weaknesses, and submit to one another is a powerful testimony of what it 
means to be like Jesus.

How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
Women’s Ministry the AA Way
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The Tissue Variable
I stepped up to teach a large-group Bible study last week in a full sob. My 
heart was heavy. The burdens of those I love and counsel seemed much 
bigger than I could handle. Special music at the beginning of class evoked 
surprising emotion, and I didn’t suppress my tears. My introduction 
question went from a smooth tie-in to the biblical narrative to “Does 
anyone have a tissue?”

I felt exposed and raw. And it felt right. Leadership doesn’t always look like 
strength. But if it’s real, it is powerful.

How to Deepen Your Women’s Ministry
Women’s Ministry the AA Way

The AuThenTiciTy QuoTienT Quiz

1. I can readily name a couple of areas of temptation to sin.

Always                Sometimes                Rarely                Never

2. I maintain the same sense of self at home, at work, and in ministry.

Always                Sometimes                Rarely                Never

3. I regularly take time to take a “searching and fearless moral inventory” with 

God and with myself.

Always                Sometimes                Rarely                Never

4. I have confessed my sins, fears, and/or insecurities with a trusted friend.

Always                Sometimes                Rarely                Never

5. I have sacrificed my own agenda for the sake of my team.

Always                Sometimes                Rarely                Never

6. I consistently seek ways to promote unity within my ministry team and the 

church as a whole.

Always                Sometimes                Rarely                Never

7. People who know me well would consider me humble.

Always                Sometimes                Rarely                Never

Continued on page 26
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Nicole Unice is a writer and speaker who serves in family and student 
ministry at Hope Church in Richmond, Virginia. This article first appeared on 
TodaysChristianWoman.com in February 2012.

The AuThenTiciTy QuoTienT Quiz

8. My devotion to Jesus comes before anything else in ministry.

Always                Sometimes                Rarely                Never

9. I can name several of my strengths and weaknesses.

Always                Sometimes                Rarely                Never

ScoRinG:
Give 3 points for Always, 2 for Sometimes, 1 for Rarely, 0 for Never.

23–27 points: Your example is a model for others to experience the freedom of 

authentic relationship with God and others.

17–23 points: You have areas of authenticity, but also some growth opportunities. 

Consider how you can take the next step in authenticity.

10–17 points: Genuineness seems to be an issue for you. Perhaps past difficulties 

have created some patterns of relating where you feel you have to “act” a certain way. 

Consider asking a trusted friend if he/she agrees with your assessment, then act on 

incorporating some of these areas into your life.

0–10 points: Red AleRt!  You are headed for ministry injury—to yourself or others. 

Read this Gifted for Leadership article or this Today’s Christian Woman 
article to find ways of relating more authentically. Or consider visiting an AA meeting 

as a guest to experience an environment of humility, confession, and devotion that 

can inspire you to make some much-needed changes.
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Reflect
£ Which of Nicole’s points and self-reflection questions was most convicting 
to you? Why?

£ How do you sense God is empowering you to grow and change in your 
ministry role?

£ In light of all you’ve read in this downloadable resource, what’s one main 
idea you plan to implement in your women’s ministry? Why?

Additional Resources
Articles and online resources to help you further

“Time to Get Back to Basics?” 
from GiftedforLeadership.com 

“Women’s Ministry That Works” 
from GiftedforLeadership.com 

“Women’s Ministry: Don’t Judge a Tea by Its Doily” 
from  TodaysChristianWomanStore.com  

“Fresh Ideas for Women’s Ministry” 
from TodaysChristianWomanStore .com  
 

Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in this download are from 
the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, ©2007. Used by permission of Tyndale 
House Publishers, Inc., Wheaton, Illinois 60189. All rights reserved.
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