
The Clara Barton Guild

Clear evidence of an active Clara Barton Guild 
is all around you when you are in church. Yet 
most people say, “Clara Barton Guild?  What IS 
that?”  

The Clara Barton Guild is a group of church 
members and friends--mostly women but really 
everyone is welcome--that supports the church 
but is an independent organization. It is unique 
in that it has its own treasurer and bank account.  
A subgroup of its members decides on yearly 
donations to charities and causes, and other 
funds are approved by members on a case-
by-case basis. Through the years it has raised 
money for these donations with rummage sales, 
bake sales, bazaars, harvest sales, sponsorship 
of concerts, and other creative fundraisers. It has 
always been an interesting and hard-working 
group.

 Ancient History
The Guild in some form or other has been a part 
of the church for over 100 years. The first mention 
of a women’s organization is in the 1902 Grace 
Church (Universalist) Board meeting minutes—
the Ladies Aid Society. By 1905 it was called the 
Ladies Social Circle. In 1906 that organization 
was “active and interested in promoting the 
welfare of the church,” according to that year’s 
Annual Report. 

By Sue Wheeler

Association of Universalist Women – 1917:  
Edith Rommel, Kittie Granger, Cora Adams, 
Jennie Case, Nellie Kjerner, Kate Sherman, 
Nellie Case, Nellie Hargesheimer, Alma Gaskill

If you drink coffee, tea, 
juice, or cocoa during the 
Sunday coffee hour,  
you can thank the 
Clara Barton Guild for 
supplying your beverage.

The Guild began this 
hospitality at the request 
of Rev. Curry in 1963.
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At that time, women generally weren’t a part of the gover-
nance of the church—not trustees, officers, or even ushers!  (We 
frequently mention Eliza Tupper Wilkes, our minister from 1869 
to 1873, but fail to mention this fact. The congregation didn’t 
elect a woman Board president until 1978.) Instead the women 
formed a group that fulfilled their own spiritual, service, and 
social needs. It wasn’t long before the group became an integral 
part of church life. 

The 1913 Annual Report proves the 1912 claim that “the church 
could not get along without our ladies.” A total of $608 (roughly 
$15,000 in 2017 dollars, according to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics) passed through their hands during the year as follows:

Paid church treasurer - $155 ($3,867)
Church decorations - $226 ($5,639)
Organist - $83 ($2,071)
Paid on church debt - $85 ($2,121)
Flowers and paid small bills - $41.29 ($1,030)

In 1916 with the building of the new church, the church Board 
“voted to permit the use of the church basement for dancing, 
parties, and entertainments under the supervision of the officers 
of the Ladies Society.” In 1917 the group kept busy “planning 
for and arranging furnishings for the new church parlors and 
the convenient kitchen and serving room.”  Membership was 35 
women during that year.

At some point the name of the group became the Association 
of Universalist Women, which existed until it merged with the 
Clara Barton Guild in 1961. In the 1937 AUW Record Book, Trea-
surer Maude Shannon reported that there were 17 dues-paying 
members, and the group disbursed $235 ($4,074 in 2017 dollars) 
to the church’s general budget, in addition to paying for music, 
flowers for services, laundry, and telephone installation and 
service, among other things.

The Clara Barton Guild
The modern Clara Barton Guild organized in February 1937 with 
24 active members, and annual reports suggest that it was made 
up of younger women of the church. In addition to fundraising 
for contributions to the church coffers and community organi-
zations, monthly meetings always included educational lectures 
and reports on varied topics such as travel, religion, and social 
concerns of the community and world. 

Members regularly volunteered at the local Red Cross and USO 
during the war years, and organized blood drives, donated to 

Portrait courtesy The Red Cross

Clara Barton was a Univer-
salist who founded the 
American Red Cross and 
worked for women’s rights. 

Mission Statement: 
The Clara Barton Guild 
promotes and advances 
justice for women, children, 
and families through 
service to the Church and 
the greater community. 
The activities of the Guild 
combine the spiritual, 
service, and social missions 
of the church.

Membership:  Open to 
anyone in the church who 
supports the mission of the 
Guild.
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Mary Hodgson presented her article on “The 
Intoxicating Discovery of Life at the Golden Age 
of 40.”  In 1958 members sent a contribution to 
the local Citizens Commission for Integration, 
in support of housing for minority groups, and 
Guild members agreed to individually write 
letters to Rochester Mayor Smekta in support of 
the Commission. In November 1964 Lester Stiles 
from the Olmsted County Welfare Department 
spoke about the work of his department and 
suggested specific ways Guild members could 
participate in the volunteer program. 

According to the minutes of a 1966 meeting, 
as the new church was being built, Mrs. Spicer 
warned Guild members when visiting the site to 
beware “… of the existence of a speed trap near 
the Congregational Church on the access road. 
She had just fallen victim to it. The warning was 
echoed by Mrs. Clagett, a less recent offender. Do 
they have a grudge against Religious Liberals?  
Should we change the site of our new church 
away from this pocket of persecution?”

Members of the Women’s Liberation Movement 
in 1970 “admirably presented the aims of their 
movement. They stressed that Women’s Lib is 
not anti-man, but pro-human beings.” In 1972 
Phyllis Layton arranged for a forum on Women 
in Politics, including City Council Alderman 
Carol Kamper, School Board Commissioner 

the Clara Barton Diabetic Camp, supplied 
flowers for Sunday services, served suppers for 
the Men’s Club, supplied help in the nursery, 
raised money for Universalist missionaries in 
Japan—the list goes on and on. The Guild, as did 
the AUW, also served as a precursor to our pres-
ent-day Caring Congregation until November 
1977 when members discussed “the desirability 
and function of a Caring Committee.”  By the 
following September a “church-wide project—
not just a Guild project—to see to the various 
needs of church members” had been established 
with Ella VanLaningham as chair. 

Each meeting included discussions of the 
business of the Guild and a program of interest 
to Guild members. At a meeting in May 1952, 

In September 1967 the Clara Barton Guild toured the new church 
building. Building Chair Don Layton and Rev. Curry led the tour.

Before - original kitchen when the church was built in 1968. After - In 1991, the Clara Barton Guild donated $4,200 
to renovate the church  kitchen and add cabinets. In 1995 the Guild bought two new stoves and a new refrigerator.
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Karen Ricklefs, Republican Vice Chairman Betty 
Ryan, and DFL Chairman Elaine White. (Note 
the lack of inclusive language.)  

Raising Money
The work of the Guild has always included 
rummage sales, which were not only the biggest 
fundraisers of the year but also provided good 
fellowship and fun. In 1952, Clara Barton Guild 
members signed up for shifts to work at the 
two-day rummage sale. “Margaret Parker was 
appointed as donut and coffee girl for Friday 
and Gen Bezoier for Saturday.” In 1966 the 
rummage sale chair “Mrs. Karlson seeks some 
fresh young talent to assist her in exchange 
for some on-the-job training in the ways of 
Rummage.”  

A successful one-time endeavor was the 1962 
cookbook “Since Eve Ate Apples,” which the 
Guild sold for $2 each. It contained 252 recipes, 
collected from 111 church women, with about 
20 women working on creating the finished 
product. They boldly printed 3,000 cookbooks 
and by 1967 had sold all but 100, realizing a 
$2600 profit! (That’s over $19,000 in today’s 
money.)

Those weren’t the only ways to raise money—
these creative women thought of numerous 
projects over the years: collecting “silver 
offerings” at each meeting; saving Rap N 
Wax, Gold Medal, and Fels Naptha coupons, 
in addition to Gold Bond and Green Stamps 
and Super Valu tapes, all to be redeemed for 
merchandise or cash; sponsoring Robert Oudal 
Choral concerts and Orvis Ross concerts; and 
organizing apron sales, book sales, Golden 
Elephant sales, White Elephant sales, baked 
good sales, boxed lunch sales, and “Crescent 
Moon” record sales. 

Today members of the Guild continue to enjoy 
the fellowship of meetings and rummage sales, as 
well as the programs that are part of the monthly 
meetings. They have heard from representatives 
of Mission 21, an anti-human trafficking service 
provider, and Project Legacy, a grassroots orga-
nization to help Black youth stay in school; they 
have donated to both. Chalice Camp Co-Chair, 
Ramona Barr, talked about the summer religious 
education program;  the Guild paid for first aid 
kits for the camp. Church member Stephanie 
Podulke gave a presentation about the process 
of making stained-glass windows and talked 
about her design for the beautiful 150th Anni-
versary window. A donation of $1,620 by the 
Guild helped make the window a reality. And 
just for fun this year they listened and watched 
and were amazed as photographic artist Anne 

Setting up the 2017 rummage sale.

You will recognize these chairs if you&#39;ve ever been in the 
church sanctuary. The Guild donated $7,200 in 1971 to buy 

150 chairs for the new church building.
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Black-Sinak explained how she transforms 
photos of everyday objects (for example, wheel 
covers and car washes) into stunning pieces 
of art. In addition to the donations mentioned 
above, the Guild has a Scholarship Fund that it 
uses to support leadership and OWL training, 
as well as attendance at the UUA General 
Assembly. 

The following reflection from the 1979 Annual 
Report of the Clara Barton Guild holds true 
today: “Because of the changing lifestyles of 
our church women, the Guild has experienced 
an acute woman-power shortage and steadily 
decreasing participation.” Women’s organi-
zations first formed as a way for women to 
contribute to the life of the church, since women 
were excluded from the church’s formal orga-
nization. Now that women are fully integrated 
into all aspects of the church, Clara Barton Guild 
members are having to rethink its purpose. 
Current attendance is spotty and veteran 
members are questioning whether the Guild 

Sue Wheeler has been a church member since 
1983, is a member of the History Committee, 
and loves to dig through all the church archives.

Take a drink from the new and 
improved water fountain in the lobby 
and thank the Clara Barton Guild for 

donating it in 2016.

You have seen these two sofas in the Hearth Room. 
The Guild bought them in 1988 and 1990.

should continue. The current co-chairs, 
Jessie Finch and Laura Lukes, sent a 
questionnaire to Guild members and 
friends asking for their thoughts on 
the future of the organization. Church 
member Margo Stich responded, “I 
would hope this important piece in 
the fabric of what First UU is, past and 
present, could continue at some level.” 

The Guild has had a long and useful 
history. Whatever its future may be, 
we are surrounded by its legacy. We 
are the beneficiaries of generations of 
generous women, dedicated to helping 
our congregation thrive. 
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