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			Preface

			Follow the Women Who Followed Jesus

			Where do you come from, and where are you going? 

			Where will your journey take you? 

			These are questions of origin and destiny. 

			Follow the women who followed Jesus,

			And you will find “The Way.”

			They were sick and Jesus healed them. 

			They left home and became pilgrims—pilgrims on a journey. 

			They did not know where the road would lead, 

			But they followed Him from village to village. 

			They ministered to Him out of their resources. 

			Did they buy the groceries and make the meals for the three years of His ministry all those weary miles across the Galilee? 

			Did they provide His seamless robe? 

			Were they the ones who bought the spices and ointments to embalm His body?

			Oh, those women who followed Him. 

			How could they know the road would lead to Calvary?

			The men fled for their lives and hid from the authorities. 

			The women remained, heartbroken and bewildered, 

			But stubbornly refusing to abandon Him. 

			And they could do it because they were irrelevant. 

			No one would accuse a group of women of being traitors to the State. Oh, those women—

			Last at the cross in utter despair, 

			First at the tomb at the pinnacle of joy. 

			“Why do you seek the living among the dead?” asked the angel. 

			“He is not here. He is risen.” 

			Oh, those women who could not be trusted to serve on a jury because they were considered too emotional and therefore, unreliable!

			Those women were the first to believe. 

			And while the men doubted,

			And declared that what the women told them was “nonsense,” 

			The women believed—and rejoiced.

			They were at Pentecost.

			The Holy Spirit descended in power, 

			And the church was born.

			Follow the women who followed Jesus.

			You will find yourself in church.

			Follow the women who followed Jesus.

			You will find yourself at the empty tomb.

			Follow the women who followed Jesus.

			You will find yourself at the cross.

			Follow the women who followed Jesus.

			You will find yourself in His presence. 

			On your journey, find your identity in following Jesus. 

			He will show you the way. 

			Jesus is “The Way.” 

			Follow. 

			Follow Him. 

			Roberta Damon, Ph.D.

			IMB Missionary to South Brazil

			Marriage and Family Counselor

			Author, Public Speaker

			Website: Robertadamon.me
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			Introduction

			Sistahs is about African American Christian women on mission with God. This work is a compilation of our stories of God’s intervention in our lives for the greater good. Sistahs is about finding a place in the mission of the church even when the winds of patriarchy, sexism, and life conditions are seemingly contrary. 

			The idea for this work was germinated because of Dr. Jocelyn Henry Whitehead. She serves on the board of trustees of the Woman’s Missionary Union of Virginia. Jocelyn is the board representative for the Sisters Who Care Council. Invited several years ago to serve on the council, she has since immersed herself in the total life of WMUV. Jocelyn holds a doctorate in education. She is a pastor’s wife and a musician. As she engaged in a variety of experiences through WMUV, she regularly said to me, “WMUV has rescued me.” With a smirk on my face, I always wondered how this could be. Jocelyn Henry-Whitehead has everything going for her, yet she credits her involvement with WMUV as lifechanging. It was her sincere proclamation that made me take inventory of others who may have found a safe place to thrive in ministry. In this book, you will learn more about Jocelyn’s story as one sister on mission, among others. 

			WMU is about leadership development for women. The courageous women of 1888 sought to serve the church. They organized the Woman’s Missionary Union. These matriarchs were clear in their mission. WMU ladies prayed for missionaries, collected offerings to support them, and engaged in hands-on community missions. Publishing missions education resources for women and children of all ages, WMU became the primary missions education organization in the churches of the Southern Baptist Convention. In postmodern society, there has been a decline in WMU involvement. To recruit younger women in an institutional model that worked well in times past has been a challenge. Baptist “women’s work” had once been so clearly defined as women were expected to engage in “women’s roles” in the church. The world has changed and continues to change. The church has changed and will continue to change. The roles of women are increasingly pushing the boundaries. They are still answering the call to missions but are also answering the call to the ordained ministry. They have found unique expressions of living the faith in a complicated world. In these pages, you will find our stories—stories of Christian mission. Here, you journey with us as we are empowered by the Holy Spirit to embrace what God has done. In this work, you will see how an organization started by southern white women seeking voice is now customized to empower African American—black—women to find voice as well.

			I resigned from a wonderful position as an associate pastor to accept the call to WMUV as its ninth leader in 114 years. In February 2014, I entered the office of WMUV to listen and learn about the work from an executive level. After fourteen months of evaluation, I developed a five-year (2015–2020) strategic plan. One of the six strategic goals was to reach new audiences to engage in the work of WMU. An engagement strategy was developed to reach various language groups and African American women. Reestablishing Sisters Who Care, a former initiative of national WMU, we strategically reached women one by one and church by church. Sistahs is their story. 

			In the African American black religious experience, there is little written about missiology. Truly, the black church, born under oppression, is a mission in and of itself. For our purposes, we are defining missions, not as the overall mission of the church created under an oppressive regime, but that of simply meeting human needs and sharing Christ. In Virginia, Sisters Who Care is increasingly moving along a continuum—from meeting basic human needs in a Christian context to advocating for justice. Issues adversely affecting the African American black community are on our agenda. These include health disparities, mass incarceration, poverty, racism, and housing issues. The women contributing to this work are sisters who care. These are our individual stories of how the intersection with WMUV has enhanced, enlightened, and empowered us.

			It is my hope that this work will add to the body of knowledge in the following ways:

			
					Affirm the missions outreach contributions of African American women.

					Provide a written document that will inspire generations not yet born.

					Educate the larger Christian body on the contributions of these unsung sheroes.

					Help WMU nationwide to grow more racial and ethnic inclusivity.

					Give women courage to share their stories of pain as a segue to missions and ministry.

					Provide a resource for scholars in the study of missions, on the black church in America, and in womanist theology. Womanism is a derivative of feminist studies that focus multi-dimensionally on including not only gender but race and class.

			

			Co-Laborers Together,

			Dr. Valerie Carter Smith, WMUV

			Executive Director/Treasurer

		


		
			Chapter 1

			A Divine Meeting

			My name is Barbara Hubbard. I am fifty-eight years young. I have spent most of my time behind the scenes, in my family, on my job, and in my church. I was always a shy and reserved person. I have always enjoyed making things work and look better. I like to simplify things for others. Creating something of my own is often time-consuming and difficult. I prefer to analyze someone else’s ideas or projects and help them find a better way of doing things. God has greatly gifted me with many talents—sewing, knitting, crocheting, cooking, and writing. I love to organize things, from rooms to events. I enjoy the process of bringing things together and seeing them function properly. I am just an average person who enjoys life. 

			I had known for some time that I was called to ministry; however, because of my Southern Baptist background, I had been taught women should remain silent and stay in the background following her husband, or for that matter, any man. Do not misunderstand. I believe in the divine headship taught in the Bible: God, husband, wife. I am not a feminist or man-basher; however, I had allowed my beliefs to muddy my understanding. When a woman lacks motivation, it is so easy to blame outside factors. The factors need to be considered, but every woman must decide who is in charge. A woman must stand against anything that fights against her destiny. I was good at making excuses. I forgot I was going to have to answer to God one day, and no excuse was going to be good enough. So, this is where I found myself when I was introduced to WMUV.

			I experienced a constant nagging that there was something greater, better, and more meaningful, but I could not see how. Looking back, I truly believe I was at the point of settling for life as it was because changing would require too much effort. Another excuse, right? The more I searched for that so-called “purpose,” the cloudier the trail got. God had gifted me in so many areas that it was hard to know which direction to take. One day, when I was crying out to Him, He spoke through His word. Deep in my spirit, I heard Him say neither direction was wrong. He would honor and bless either choice because, after all, He had gifted me in the first place. Those gifts were mine to use for His glory. I just needed to stop being so indecisive. I also realized the gift was not the sewing but the creativity itself. This revelation helped me to think outside the box. Spiritual gifts apply to many jobs and professions. I finally understood why other people would say things like, “I know you made that. You always have to be so different,” or “Do you have to be so perfect with everything you do?” I have come to understand God made me the way I am for a purpose—a purpose that would glorify Him and bring healing to others.

			I work for the United States Postal Service in a small rural town in Pittsylvania County called Gretna, Virginia. I was standing at the retail counter working one day when a beautiful lady came in. She was beautiful in looks, but it was not her physical beauty that caught my attention. The spirit of God rested on her. We chatted while I completed the transactions. She was wearing a lime green t-shirt with the WMUV logo and the words: women-missions-leadership, Sisters on Mission. I see logo t-shirts all day, so I do not know why, other than divine providence, I asked her what the logo meant. She explained to me the logo stood for Woman’s Missionary Union of Virginia and told me about the organization. She explained it was a mission-oriented organization that sent women all over the world to do mission work. She told me about the local and foreign divisions and the free training offered to anyone who would like to participate. She had me at “free training.” I love to learn, especially with other women.

			Until this point, I had not given much thought to mission work. Now and then, the idea would creep into my mind, but I would push it aside. I’m always in the middle of something, trying to get it done. My church sponsored several missions trips a year, and we had always planned to go on one someday. We all know “someday” is not a day of the week. Until you put a real date on it, it’s most likely not going to happen. That meeting with Rhonda Marstin, WMUV’s Children’s Missions Consultant, ignited a fire in me that I didn’t even know was smoldering. We exchanged phone numbers and remain in contact even now. She also introduced me to Jenee’ Shearin, the Consultant of Sisters Who Care, another program of WMUV. 

			I met with Rhonda and Jenee’ at Mama Rosa’s, our local Italian restaurant. I fell in love with them, what they stand for, and the mission of WMUV. Rhonda said her mother ran a group called Christian Women’s Job Corps in Roanoke, Virginia. Roanoke is about an hour from where I live. She suggested I contact her mom to learn more about CWJC. My mind was reeling with excitement. This was such a rich and diversified ministry. I could see myself in every one of those areas we discussed. I had to remind myself that I needed to get the information, pare it down, and make a decision about where I fit. Even I cannot do everything. 

			This chance meeting at the local post office set my life on a new course. The possibilities seemed endless. I was overwhelmed. I felt like I had struck it rich! This was what I had wanted to do for so many years but did not have a venue under which to operate. 

			Over the course of my life, I have had a fascination with buildings. I look at old run-down buildings, and I can already see the new structure and all the wonderful events taking place there. When I find an old structure, I run home, get my husband, and take him back to see it. All he can see is the work required and why it is not a good property to purchase. I was so ebullient and excited until he cut me down to reality with all the facts and numbers. WMUV aroused that part of me that I had put on the back burner. I started to think maybe now is the time to wake the sleeping giant and go to war. Maybe I needed to start that fight to win back the original intent that God had for my existence. I felt good. Maybe I could finally get this done. Who knew the real impact that this single moment in time would have on me and for me? 

			After speaking with Rhonda, her mother, Diane Shepherd, and Jenee,’ I was running full force toward this opportunity. I met with Ms. Shepherd again at Mama Rosa’s. She was so excited, full of information and great strategies for how I could get started. She helped me to lay out a plan of attack for opening and operating my own local chapter of Christian Women’s Job Corps. She explained how her chapter operated and described the programs that they offered, based on the needs of her area. They offer classes in Bible, computer, cooking, and job skills. They had two six-week sessions each year. In the end, they had a graduation with diplomas and a special family banquet after the ceremony. Each student also received a Bible. Diane provided me with her notes, a plan of operation, daily paperwork, lesson plans, facility layout, and so much more. 

			I felt like everything I had been trying to do had been all wrapped up in a pretty package, sitting under the Christmas tree waiting for me to open it. These amazing women are willing to share and give everything it has taken them years to acquire and accomplish, so others can be successful. That is so rare in this dog-eat-dog society. I am so grateful. With what they shared, I would be ten to twenty years ahead of the game. They saved me hours of studying, researching, and figuring things out. This was a fail-safe! I was set up for success. Their time, effort, and love were not going to be squandered. They had made an investment in me. I was determined not to waste it.

			I first got my feet wet at the Women’s Get Away 2018. This is a women’s event held every November at the Eagle Eyrie Baptist Conference Center in Lynchburg, Virginia. I did not know what to expect. Whatever I was thinking, it was not what I got. Just imagine hundreds of Christian women convened in one place, crying out to God on behalf of world missions. The spirit of God and the anointing was so real that it gave me cold chills. I wanted to do a good old Pentecostal Holy Ghost run around the church. It was a two-day event packed with every area of teaching about effective, beneficial missions ministry. World-renowned mission speakers relayed, in living color, details of the stories of triumphant missions efforts. They told of struggles and sacrifices of real mission work. The list of classes and instructors was impressive. There are classes on every element of missions—forming your team, how to communicate, what to wear, how to handle local customs, books to read, and free resources. I was going to say it is overwhelming, but that is not the right word. The proper word is “liberating.” The resources offered take the guesswork out of the work. Authors wrote about their mission experiences, along with Bible studies and sessions on how to operate as a woman in missions and ministry. This was truly a one-stop-shop for all things missions. 

			WMUV has partnered with the Standing Rock Indian community, so they have all kinds of traditional Indian goods for sale. Authors part of the organization also have the opportunity to showcase and sell their books. Local vendors also have space to sell their handmade treasures.

			The two worship sessions put the icing on the cake for me. During these two events, all the women came together in one room for amazing praise and worship. An awesome speaker relayed a message of hope that spiritually and mentally equips the listener for the mission journey. The apostle Paul wrote, “Let this mind be in you which is in Christ Jesus.” Putting our minds on the right track is the first step to finding our place. So-called “stinking thinking” can hold us in bondage and hinder our progress. We must daily speak life into our existence. We must affirm these promises that God has given us in His Word: 

			“I am the way, the truth, and the life.” 

			“I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” 

			“Ask and it shall be given.” 

			His promises are many. When we learn to trust those promises, we can live a rich and fulfilled life. I left the Get Away  feeling renewed, excited, and equipped. 

			Sisters Who Care was started in order to engage the African American woman in WMU. Being African American, I can attest that this is not something in the forefront of our thinking, but it should be. These women from across Virginia meet and plan in order to spread the value and benefits of the mission’s habit to the African American population. They have teams that speak to communities about missions, suicide, domestic violence, human trafficking, and hope. The Sisters have opened my eyes. I recall the conference on human trafficking. Many people have the wrong image of what a victim of human trafficking looks
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