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The Mothers’ Union
1945 - 1987
Diocese of Connor

FOREWORD

We need stories. We need to narrate as well as to listen. Our stories help to
define our identity, who we are and to whom we belong. The Mothers’ Union
in the Diocese of Connor has its own story. It is part of a wider story - the
Mothers’ Union in Ireland and the Mothers’ Union Worldwide with its Christian
concern for families.

This great Society,with over a century of ‘know-how’ is not a pious littl,@ clique
inthe Parish but ahandmaid of the Worldwide Anglican Communionht exists
indioceses in Europe and America, in Australiaand New Zealand. Increasingly,
it is mushrooming in the great continent of Africa. It withesses in areas where
the Church is rich and powerful and in areas where it is poor and weak; in
Antrim and in Antigua, in Belfast and Bloomfontein, in Coleraine and
Capetown .... Countless numbers of women have been members of this
organisation during the past century. The most recent statistics show that
there are 183,500 members in the British Isles and 286,000 overseas
members - an increase in membership of 9,000. We recall the parable of the
Mustard Seed and we know that a little leaven can do much.

Mrs. Helen Williams tells the story of the growth of the Mothers’ Union in our
Diocese with a readable and succinct account and we are much indebted to
her for this important piece of work. | hope that this publication will be widely
read so that members and friends may be aware of our goodly heritage. The
list of officers appended is a reminder of the debt owed to generations of
women who have helped forward the Mothers’ Union in this Diocese. The
story which unfolds should inspire us for the next stretch of road.

+ SAMUEL CONNOR
St. Luke’s Day 1988
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“Did you know”, said the Mothers’ Union husband rather teasingly - “that
Bishop McNeice’s History of the Church of Ireland in Belfast, published in
1931, never even mentions the Mothers’ Union?” True or false? A quick
check-up revealed that this was, in fact, true - but also that the Bishop (then
Archdeacon of Connor) had much else on his mind, such as the need for new
churches and “institutes”. If he did not mention particular churchorganisations,
they benefited indirectly by his pressing for dignified places of worship to
replace existing temporary structures; and those “institutes” became the
church halls where many a Mothers’ Union branch has since met.

FIRST CONNOR BRANCH

The first Mothers’ Union branch in Connor Diocese was formed in Ramoan
Parish, Ballycastle, in 1892, by Mary Emma McNeile followed in 1894 by that
of St. Luke’s, Belfast. St. Luke’s can also claim a link with the very first branch
inlreland; there, intablets of stone are the words “In 1887 Anna Bella J Hayes
started the Mothers’ Union in Ireland. Her son, once Rector, places these
stones in hope and thankfulness”. By 1931 there were upwards of 40
branches in the Diocese; in 1960 the number was 62 and in 1987 there were
70.

POST-WAR RECONSTRUCTION

Following its separation from the diocese of Down and Dromore in 1945,
Connor Diocese remained roughly definable as the County of Antrim and
included the larger part of Belfast. The City had its own problems in 1945, in
the immediate post-war period. “A number of parishes in the North and West
of Belfast had suffered severely in the German air raids of 1941, some losing
both church and hall” (writes Betty Smart of once demolished St. Barnabas).
“Their difficulties in carrying on Mothers’ Union work were made worse by the
movement of families from the danger areas. Gradually, however, families
returned and buildings were repaired, so that by 1945, Mothers’ Union
branches were quite active again - a very real tribute to the innate vitality of
the organisation”. The re-opening in 1954 of St. James, Belfast, which had
been left only with its spire among the ruins, was celebrated among other
events with a Mothers’ Union Festival Service attended by 700 members.

1%






