
By Beth Foreman, Features Editor

She raises the gavel, and the mur-
muring crowd takes a deep breath, 

waiting. Poised on the stage behind a 
podium in front of thousands, her voice 
is strong, clear, steady. In the Name of 
the Father (gavel pound), and the Son 
(another gavel pound), and the Holy Spirit 
(a final gavel pound). Another LWML 
convention opens and to most of the 
participants, this is THE president. We 
don’t know her, but she seems so impor-
tant. She seems special. She seems, well, 
to belong to that special circle of people 
who become something we couldn’t 
dream of becoming. She’s the president. 

It’s true of all leaders. Somehow they 
seem unreal to the rest of us. They’ve 
been gifted with leadership capabilities 
that must have been nurtured way back 
in the high chair. They seem to know 
exactly what to do, what to say, what to 
wear. They speak in front of thousands 

and touch each individual with their 
messages. They function as our organi-
zation’s CEO yet still find time to bake a 
casserole, go for a jog, or read a bedtime 
story to a grandson. They listen and they 
cry. And they don’t miss a beat when 
the power goes out or the sound system 
doesn’t work. They press on.

But wait until you read this conversa-
tion with six of our past LWML presi-
dents — Helen Gienapp, Alberta Barnes, 
Betty Duda, Ida Mall, Gloria Edwards, 
Virginia Von Seggern — and our cur-
rent President Linda Reiser. You’ll see 
how real they are. You’ll see who they are 
when they step away from that podium, 
put on their blue jeans, and reflect on 
their service with LWML, their families, 
their joys, their sorrows and most impor-
tantly, their abiding faith in their Lord 
and Savior Jesus Christ . . . 

As a young woman, would you 
have checked “leadership skills” 

on your list of qualities? If so, 
whom or what do you credit 
with nurturing your leadership 
qualities and mentoring you? 

HG: My sixth grade teacher was the 
first one that I remember mentioning 
leadership to me. I wanted to be in a 
play we were putting on but she said, 
“No, I want you to direct it because you 
always lead the other students anyway.” 
And it seems like teachers after that kept 
giving me responsibilities. 

AB: I’ve always been a leader. Back 
in my Lutheran elementary school and 
my high school, I was a leader. Leaders 
are born not made. And I believe God 
has created both leaders and followers of 
equal importance. God gives some the 
gift to lead. 

BD: In the eighth grade I wanted to be 
on the library committee. The class voted 
and I lost by one vote. My teacher asked 
me, “Did you vote for yourself?” No, I 
didn’t. Then she surprised me and said, 
“If you don’t vote for yourself, you don’t 
show much confidence in yourself. Next 
time, vote for yourself!” I never forgot that. 
Over the years, I’ve been mentored by 
many women and even men. Several of the 
Synod district presidents encouraged me. 

They’d say, “Of 
course you can do it.” 

IM: As I look back, I did have some 
leadership qualities — independent 
thinking, reliability, decision making. 
I would credit my grandparents who 
reared me. They wanted and respected 
my opinions.

GE: My Dad was instrumental in 
encouraging me to strive for whatever 
I wanted. He was encouraging always 
but also expected my sisters and me to 
do well. 

VVS: I believe my father was a natu-
ral leader, and I sort of followed in his 
footsteps; my mother was a teacher. 
They always volunteered in whatever the 
church activity called for…and so did I!   
In LWML I was obviously mentored by 
many great leaders — one of them being 
Helen Gienapp — and in my profession-
al life as a registered nurse, I was taught 
to be a leader. 

LR: Probably not! Leadership wasn’t 
a buzz word in my formative years, but 
I do credit many LWML leaders I have 
served with as mentors. My leadership 
growth has come through observing 
others in their leadership styles, reading 
many leadership books, and participating 
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agenda, no political motivation at all. 
Everything I’ve done is to serve. 

IM: During my term it was my hope 
not only that everyone would readily 
accept differences of opinions, but also 
make sure that the differences were “put 
on the table” for all to hear rather than 
discussed in small groups.

GE: Looking back I think fear of 
change is the greatest obstacle for any 
leader. That fear and all that causes it 
needs to be shared, talked about, and 
prayed over. Times change, and so do we 
and the organization we serve. We need to 
remember that only God is changeless.

 VVS: I think you have to get over the 
fact that your ideas are the only impor-
tant ones. Everyone has good ideas, and 
you have to learn to listen. 

LR: One thing leaders need to learn is 
to follow the age old saying, “Write inju-
ries in dust, benefits in marble.”  

How did your leadership grow 
over the course of your four-
year term as LWML president?

BD: I grew so much during my years 
as president because the women of 
LWML just love you and they want you 
to succeed. When we talk about serving 
the Lord with gladness — and I always 
add “and joy” — that’s how it is in the 

LWML. We are a mission organization. 
We’re dedicated to the Great Commis-
sion. When you are doing that, you are 
developing leadership.

IM: A thought I shared with a friend 
some 30 years ago comes to mind: Do 
the little things so that if God calls you 
for a big thing, you will be ready. 

GE: The most significant help other 
than God’s guidance is in the encourage-
ment of women and men of our church. 
We all need to be very aware of all 
opportunities to encourage those around 
us as they use their gifts in service to our 
Lord and the people of the world.

VVS: That’s easy. You wake up the 
morning after the election, and you 
wonder, “What did I get myself into?” 
It’s very visible that you must rely on 
God leading you, every minute, every 
hour of the day. He does, and He will 
lead you — every step of the way. I 
learned early on to delegate, more 
than I ever had in my life because you 
certainly can’t do it all. I learned also 
not to micromanage. I learned to sur-
round myself with capable, talented 
people who could help do the job. Put 
the right people in key places, and then 
trust them to get it done. 

LR: I believe my leadership role grew 
as I experienced serving with wonderful 

in leadership opportunities, especially in 
LWML settings!

What fears did you have as a 
leader? How did you overcome 
those fears?

HG: There’s a fear of doing or saying 
something stupid that would ruin things. 
But then, I would call on the Lord very 
frequently and ask Him to guide me.

BD: Speaking in front a group was 
my biggest fear. I was used to speaking 
in front of my students in a classroom. 
Every time I was asked to speak, my 
heart would pound and my stomach 
would ache. I always prayed, “Lord, now 
it’s up to you.” And even today, I still get 
that apprehension and pray that my mes-
sage would be remembered.

GE: What will others think?  As I 
look back it seems that this question 
always surfaced somewhere in my mind. 
Little by little it became more natural. 
The development of my personal mis-

sion statement [“To make a difference in 
how people think, feel and act by using 
my God given gifts”] at the Edmonton 
convention helped me understand how 
important this was to me. 

LR: A leader probably always fears 
both rejection and messing up — a visu-
al learning experience of “what not to 
do”! A servant leader spends time daily 
in prayer and in the Word to allow God 
to give direction and to know His love 
for you personally!

What obstacles did you face 
and overcome as a leader? 

HG: Being a mother of five and then 
later working to supplement our income 
didn’t leave a lot of time to do things. 
My pastor husband was very helpful and 
supportive and urged me to use my abili-
ties wherever possible.

BD: My greatest obstacle over the 
years has been convincing people that I 
just wanted to serve the Lord. I had no 

Ida Mall enjoys watching foot-
ball and spending time with her 
husband, Ken, their children 
and families.

Betty Duda in Africa 
and on the beach with 
her family and hus-
band, John.
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men/women in leaderships positions in 
the LWML — the Executive Committee, 
the Board of Directors, and the thousands 
of women across this country who repre-
sent the LWML are an inspiration as they 
serve willingly without remuneration and 
with servant hearts! Leadership involves 
personal involvement, not giving ourselves 
to others at arm’s length or in absentia. 
Sometimes that means adjusting our 
schedule and fitting into others’ needs. 

Many women struggle with 
leadership roles because they 
are afraid they won’t be liked 
and accepted. Did you face this? 

BD: I learned quickly not to overreact 
to the negative. You hear all the negatives. 
But when you really get down to it, that’s 
not how most of the people feel. I have 
seen women in leadership who receive one 
negative letter and then they want to make 
big changes. You just have to pray, listen 
— and then you make a decision. It helps 
to have women around you who will be 
honest and say, “No I don’t think you’re 
going the right way with this one...”  

VVS: You can never please all of the 
people all of the time, and, you know, 
you can only please part of the people, 
part of the time. Just go for it. Just do it. 

LR: The one leading must have some 
vision of where we are going and they 
must express that and have confidence 
that God is directing this as a result of 
much prayer and being in the Word. I 
don’t believe we should enter into leader-
ship roles to be liked and accepted but 
because God has called us to serve and 
we rely on His strength and gifts to lead 
us. At the same time, we should not 
make unpopular decisions without hav-
ing an open and honest discussion about 
the issue with others who will ultimately 
help implement and live by the new idea.

How did you juggle the commit-
ment with your personal life? 

HG: Again, I have to give much 
credit to my husband for his support 
and willingness to take over some house-
hold duties when necessary. During my 
presidency I was employed as an execu-
tive assistant. My routine was to get up 
at 5:30 a.m. and work at my desk until 
8:00 a.m. when I had to leave to catch a 
bus. After dinner, I’d spend a couple of 
hours at my desk again. Actually, I got 
more done at that time than I do now, 
it seems!

BD: I stayed home the first fifteen 
years when my children were young. The 

only time I left was to go to the hospital 
to have another baby! Back then, all our 
LWML work was done without a com-
puter, fax machine, printers. We had to 
develop other people’s skills in order to 
accomplish things. And I learned never 
to procrastinate. I am fortunate that I 
can get by on very little sleep. I had a 
husband and family who supported me. 

IM: Without question, the help and 
encouragement of my family allowed me 
to serve. When we were first married, 
my husband, Ken, and I agreed that 
each could serve the Lord as desired and 
that the other would provide support.

VVS: There are times you have to 
put your personal life on hold or your 
LWML presidency on hold...and do 
what you have to do. The worst time 
for me personally as president was when 
my 37-year-old daughter, Kay, died 
suddenly after my San Jose convention. 
That was emotionally devastating and 
time consuming because of the age of 
her children (3 and 5), but the LWML 
president had to go on. We did that 
— and we did not cancel an Executive 
Committee meeting just two weeks after 
that. We survived, and so did I. 

LR: I did have to let some of my local 
church activities go for a few years while 

I served as LWML president, and that 
is something leaders need to consider 
— where has God called you to serve! 
I learned that there is enough time 
today to do everything God expects. If 
you simply can’t get it done, maybe it’s 
not yours to do. Too often a life out of 
balance will erupt into an explosion of 
blame, excuses, and frustration, so we 
all need to learn that “no” or “not right 
now” is an acceptable answer.

Of all the skills a leader may 
possess, what do you feel is the 
most important? Why?

HG: The ability to see the overall 
picture of what is to be accomplished 
and then delegating the various parts to 
people who have the skills to do what is 
necessary. 

AB: Leaders cannot be too sensi-
tive — because you will be criticized. 
Someone once told me, “Remember, 
even Jesus was criticized.” Especially for 
women, it’s hard not to be sensitive. You 
also need to have a sense of humor, and 
a leader needs to listen and to make her 
own decisions. 

BD: Integrity and trustworthiness. 
Without these, you shouldn’t lead. If you 
lose either of those, you lose the people; 

Gloria Edwards with granddaughter 
Morgan, her best friend and husband, 
Ross, and canoeing on the Yellow-
stone River.

Virginia Von Seggern, 
husband, Burnell, and 
grandchildren
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Linda Reiser plays with her 
granddaughter, poses with her 
family, and handles a tractor.

Gloria Edwards: Florence was a 
courageous leader, a thoughtful and 
resourceful person who used her office in 
the best possible ways. Although it hap-
pened before I began attending LWML 
conventions, I have been told and read 
about her thoughtful handling of church 
tensions at our convention. She set a 
great example of our organization not 
getting involved in church politics.

Virginia Von Seggern: Florence 
Montz was a leader extraordinaire! She 
was the youngest president we’ve had, 
even younger than Linda was when 
she was elected. What I remember the 
most was when she conducted the 1977 
LWML convention in St. Paul, Minne-
sota. She came into that convention hall 
wearing one of the most stylish green 
and white pantsuits I’d ever seen, and 
none of us were wearing them yet! 
Classy to say the least. Needless to say, it 
changed the way we dressed, literally. 

Prior to her being elected as president, 
she had served as vice president under 

Evelyn Hartman, and because of Hart-
man’s poor health, Florence virtually 
served as president at that time — so she 
came into the office very well prepared. 

She had an innate ability to listen, 
discern, and do just the right thing. She 
was president during a very difficult time 
in the seventies. There were all kinds of 
disagreements regarding our LWML mite 
monies (where they should go, where 
they shouldn’t go, etc.). Some of projects 
we had adopted were in question. She 
had the gift of discernment and gave 
wonderful leadership in a tenuous time. 
The book W.I.N.G.S. quotes that time as 
being when the LWML came of age. 

After stepping down as the LWML 
president, she served the church-at-large 
in big ways. She served on the Council 
for Christian Medical Work for the Syn-
od and had an office at the International 
Center in St. Louis. She also worked for 
Lutheran World Relief. Florence Montz 
was the first woman elected to the Board 
of Directors of The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod.

Remembering 
Florence Montz

Florence Montz, LWML presi-
dent from 1971 to 1975, has 

been living in a nursing home for a 
year now with Alzheimer’s and asso-
ciated Lewy Bodies dementia. Two 
past presidents share their memories 
of Florence’s strong leadership.

they won’t follow you. We see it happen-
ing all around us in our world today.

IM: Two things are important: ana-
lytical thinking/reasoning and caring for 
people. 

The analytical thinking allows one to 
develop a vision and goals — but done 
for the good of God’s people. 

VVS: The ability to listen. Leading 
usually comes naturally, but listening 
is learned. 

LR: Communication, integrity, and 
attitude. These surround your dealings 
with others. 

When you stepped down from 
your LWML presidency, your 
life changed dramatically. What 
new paths did you follow? 

HG: I became more involved in civic 
organizations and local/zone LWML 
activities.  

AB:What have I done since then? I’ve 
never stopped! I maintain interest in all 
my volunteer activities. I continue to 
serve the Ohio District as parliamentar-
ian and have done this since I finished 
my term as president in 1987. I also 
serve at the Synod conventions as well. 

BD: I have been so blessed with 
opportunities to serve on numerous 

boards, secular and within the church. I 
have served on several Concordia Uni-
versity Boards and I’m currently serving 
on the LCMS Board of Directors. I 
thank Him for these opportunities!

IM: After completing the presidency, 
my footsteps took me on a path of deal-
ing with cancer. The Mustard Seeds that 
I carried to share with others became 
a comfort to me. As I waited for some 
test results, I pulled from my purse a 
Mustard Seed which had the words, 
Being fully persuaded that, what He had 
promised, He was able also to perform 
(Romans 4:21 KJV), printed at the 
bottom of the Mustard Seed, “Precious 
Promises, God has given!”  

VVS: All of the time I was president, I 
continued to work part time. When the 
presidency ended, and in fact before that, 
I returned to full time work at the hospi-
tal where I’m employed as the PR/Mar-
keting Director. Going to work every day 
with a demanding job helped fill the time 
slots that were suddenly empty! 

LR: [winking] Don’t know yet!

This conversation continues online!
To read more about the past presidents 
(their favorite Bible verses, hobbies, etc.), 
go to Quarterly page at www.lwml.org.
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