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HISTORY OF THE READING PROGRAM 
 
 
For more than 100 years, some version of the Reading Program has been part of each of the predecessor 
organizations of United Methodist Women. The earliest reference to a recommended plan is found in April 1870 
in the Heathen Women's Friend, the magazine of the Woman's Foreign Missionary Society of the Methodist 
Episcopal Church.  An editorial urges that missionary reading circles be formed in every society. Each month a 
member was to read materials on mission and report the highlights to the circle. 
 
In 1886, the Woman's Home Missionary Society created a Home Missionary Reading Circle and Lecture Bureau to 
choose two books per year, to collect dues and to award a badge for each year of reading. 
 
The Reading Program went ecumenical in 1900. The United Mission Study for Women's Societies appointed a 
committee to select ten interdenominational mission study books. The United Brethren women adopted this 
Reading Course in May 1900. 
 
In 1907, the Woman’s Missionary Society of the Evangelical Association authorized a Missionary Reading 
Department. In eight years there were 134 "missionary libraries" reported in 538 local groups. Inclusion of a 
Reading Circle was a requirement among the Standards of Excellence for Evangelical women's missionary groups. 
 
With each merger of the predecessor organizations, some form of a reading program was carried forward. Upon 
the creation of the Evangelical United Brethren Church women's groups in 1946, the reading plan included a list 
of about 30 books in three categories: Spiritual Life, Christian Social Relations, and Missionary Education. 
 
However, in the 1939 merger of the southern and northern Methodist Churches, the newly formed Woman's 
Societies of Christian Service decided to concentrate on an in-depth mission study program and did not promote 
reading as such. 
 
However, when the Evangelical United Brethren and Methodist Churches united in 1968, both the Reading 
Program and the emphasis on mission studies became part of the Women's Society of Christian Service and the 
Wesleyan Service Guild. These two groups joined in 1972 to become United Methodist Women. 

 

Today, the Reading Program Committee of Unite Methodist Women chooses books each year in four major 

categories: Education for Mission, Nurturing for Community, Social Action, and Spiritual Growth. In addition, 

there are categories of large print books, books for children and youth, and Spanish and Korean language books. 

 

In the total program of United Methodist Women, the Reading Program is a major part of our mission education 

efforts. It relates to each of the four mission emphases of the organization of United Methodist Women: 

Membership Nurture and Outreach, Mission Education and Interpretation, Social Action and Spiritual Growth. 

(Historical material from "Pages from the Past" by Marion Baker, Response, December 1979) 
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How Are Books Chosen for the UMW Reading Program? 

Each book chosen for the United Methodist Women’s Reading Program reading lists has been read and 

reviewed by three United Methodist Women, who receive a randomly selected book to read in the 

mail sent from the program office. Evaluators are given two months to complete the task. 

Enclosed in the package is an evaluation form for the reader to complete which asks questions relating 

to content, appropriateness, language, relevance, and other criteria. After this process, all books read 

and receiving two positive evaluations are taken to the annual Reading Program Committee meeting 

held in February of each year, where the RP committee (Women's Division Directors and staff) again 

reviews the evaluations and the actual books. The titles are then selected based on the purpose of the 

Reading Program, the diverse membership of UMW; readability; approaches to issues; cultures 

represented; concerns and actions that UMW and the Church, as well as the criteria listed above. We 

tend to stay away from popular fiction types, but when we do include fiction, they are more related to 

issues and places that stretch awareness. 

If you have read books that meet the criteria for the reading lists, or that you think are outstanding, 

and/or are interested in becoming an evaluator for the Reading Program, contact: 

 
Brenda Thompson 
bathomps@unitedmethodistwomen.org 
 
or send a note 
 
BRENDA THOMPSON 
READING PROGRAM, 
475 RIVERSIDE RM 1502, 
NEW YORK NY 10115-1002 
 
 
 

For complete information on the Reading Program see 
 
http://www.unitedmethodistwomen.org/readingprogram 
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