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  This book is dedicated to the women I’ve worked with over the years who have come to me for wisdom and direction. I didn’t start out attempting to be wise. I prayed for it daily and, for some reason, people began asking me to share. I am grateful that you not only sought me out for guidance but that you took my words and lessons to heart. I hope that this book continues to build on the many conversations we’ve had that were designed to challenge, encourage, and support you. May you feel my love and constant cheering for you to fulfill the destiny God has for you.
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  To a young woman who is not just a colleague or coworker but who also happens to be my daughter: I know you see your mother in ways others do not. You have witnessed my life in contexts others have not experienced. You don’t see me just as your mother but, now that you are an adult, as a woman who is trying to get it right even when I don’t always have the answers.

  Thank you for loving me and knowing that all I do is in hope that it will be a springboard for you to soar higher and further. I’m so proud of you and I hope you can see a reflection of yourself in the pages of this book. We may resemble one another tremendously in our appearance, but I hope you can also see yourself in the many things I’ve learned from you shining through my words and my life!

  I love you, Kazai Kiara!
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Foreword

      Natasha Sistrunk Robinson





    
      When I first met Dr. Froswa’ Booker-Drew, I immediately understood that she was a connector, a well-resourced champion of women of color, and a leadership consultant with invaluable expertise, both formally learned and life tested. We connected right away. Given our mutual passions and areas of expertise, I welcomed the opportunity to become one of her first readers and accepted the publisher’s invitation to write the foreword for this book.

      You see, I too, am a Black, Christian woman and a leader’s leader. Dr. Froswa’ and I have both had varied experiences of leading in the marketplace and doing important diversity and equity work before it was popular, and then unpopular. We do this work because of our faith, commitment to justice, and to honor the imago Dei in all humans. As an entrepreneur—both a small business owner and nonprofit leader—who reads, consults, coaches, and mentors others, I am always looking for resources to share with my diverse clients and mentees. And I specifically seek out leadership resources that are not authored by White men and women because they do not face the same challenges in the workplace or in ministry that women of color do.

      So I am thrilled that Dr. Froswa’s Front Porch Wisdom is being added to the growing canon of leadership books written by women of color. In Front Porch Wisdom, Dr. Froswa’ speaks as a leadership expert, mentor, and coach to all women of color and as an auntie to the next generation of leaders. This is a FUBU offering, a book that is For Us and By Us. Dr. Froswa’ understands that Black and Brown people have historically shown our strength and resilience by working and standing together as a collective, so she writes and speaks from that place of unity and communal uplift.

      With this collection of shared wisdom, Dr. Froswa’ reflects on her own leadership experiences while offering an intergenerational perspective for listening and learning. She is not afraid to address taboo topics that place women of color in the crosshairs of racism and sexism. She is not afraid to name or say the hard-yet-important things to women of color readers about the systems or workplaces we inhabit and the types of people we must navigate along our leadership and professional journeys. I was intrigued by how the disparities shared in some of the case studies—along with the pressure to work twice as hard to get half as much—drove some women of color out of the workplace and into entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship is not for the faint of heart, and it is not for everyone. However, I hope these stories inspire some readers to take more calculated risks or explore opportunities for multiple streams of income.

      It is my desire that this book be read broadly, for throughout it Dr. Froswa’ provides cultural context and real-life case studies that are informative for readers who are outside the people group to which she is speaking. Too often, we lack empathy for people’s experiences when we have not gone through the same thing, but the book’s case studies provide an invitation for personal introspection and corporate training to expose our blind spots, explore our preferences and implicit biases, and give us confidence to confront and speak out against microaggressions and address offenses when they do take place. The cultural context and case studies are important educational tools for those who hire, supervise, and work with women of color, and they are necessary considerations for all who seek to call themselves an ally, mentor, sponsor, or supporter of women of color.

      Writing as a Christian woman means that Dr. Froswa’ has included Scripture throughout the book to inspire and center her reader, and the questions offered can be used both as a coaching tool and as spiritual practices for journaling, reflection, or group discussion. However, there is something else that I hope the diverse readership takes away from this book. I recall former First Lady Michelle Obama sharing her frustration for how often she observes men being given the opportunity to fail up within the workspace.1 In other words, some men (especially White men) can be given a leadership opportunity, completely blow it, and then keep their jobs without additional scrutiny. Or they can receive a lateral transfer or promotion within the company or even get hired for a better position at another company. Many women, especially women of color, are not extended the same opportunities, especially if they lack the social or relational capital to cushion their fall. So in addition to the wisdom shared throughout the book, one thing I want all readers to pay attention to concerning the pressures and barriers of leadership is the lack of grace that is extended to women of color who lead within the workplace.

      As a leader who does purposeful and intentional work that affects people’s lives, shifts culture, and changes systems, I believe it is important that we cultivate communities of competent leaders of character. I also believe that it takes courage to cultivate leaders who will challenge themselves and grow their skills and capacity, leaders who do not internalize or personalize their failures or have their failures remain as a scarlet letter, but instead use their failures as feedback and opportunities for growth. This type of care is what separates humans from robots and values the person beyond their productivity.

      I believe in you, women of color. I believe that you were born to lead. I believe that God predestined your purpose and path for leadership before the foundations of the earth. I believe that once you get clarity about that purpose and path, you can courageously join God in the redemptive work that is happening in every sphere of influence in this earth. We need the light of your leadership to shine brightly for his glory. And when you get tired or weary on the journey, just come back to the front porch to rest a little while and gain more wisdom over some tea or coffee. There are many of us who are ready and willing to offer support as you navigate the way ahead.

    

  





  

    
Introduction

      Sit with Me on the Porch




    
      It has been a joy for me to work with women all over the country as facilitator and content creator for the Christian Community Development Association’s Women of Color Leadership Circle. Listening to these women’s stories and re-evaluating my own journey as a leader over the past twenty-five-plus years has caused me to reflect on the challenges we face. Leadership is difficult, and despite the rewards we experience in accomplishing tasks and serving others, we also face questions and doubts. Leadership is even more complicated when race and gender are a part of the equation. How do we address issues in the workplace and use our faith as a lens to deal with bias, discrimination, and outright lack of understanding?

      My journey has been filled with triumph—I started my career as a specialist and “climbed the ladder” to become a national director, yet various traumas left me doubting my abilities, worth, and belonging. I have experienced pay inequity and have been overlooked for promotions. It is in those moments we realize who God is and who we are in Christ.

      Through a combination of data, my lived experiences, and the lived experiences of others, this book is designed to serve as a toolkit offering solutions, reassurance, and wisdom as you traverse your own workplace journey—after all, God’s presence extends beyond the church and into the work we do. Whether we experience disappointment or mind-blowing success, at the end of the day, what we do matters. As believers, we recognize that our work should glorify God: “Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord, and not for men. . . . You serve the Lord Christ” (Colossians 3:23-24).

      In this book we’ll lay a foundation using God’s Word about our work life. Before we can address workplace and organizational culture as persons of color, we must focus on our personal growth, examining our thoughts, relationships, and emotions. It’s important to understand how God sees women, so we’ll draw on Scripture and the stories of people such as Deborah, Mary and Martha, Hagar, and Leah. We’ll also discuss how Christ embodies leadership qualities and the importance of rest in work. Periodically we’ll look at case studies based on interviews I conducted with women of color ranging in age from their late twenties to midfifties. This is an opportunity to learn from others’ experiences and see how they’ve adapted, what lessons they’ve learned, and how they continue to persevere.

      It is my hope that this book will provide clarity, mentoring, and even coaching to remind you that you are more than capable at succeeding no matter what space you choose to enter. You are a conqueror, and God’s Word grounds you in your “why”:

      
        I can do all things through Christ, who strengthens me. (Philippians 4:13)

         

        Commit your deeds to Yahweh,

        and your plans shall succeed. (Proverbs 16:3)

         

        Don’t you be afraid, for I am with you.

        Don’t be dismayed, for I am your God.

        I will strengthen you.

        Yes, I will help you.

        Yes, I will uphold you with the right hand of my righteousness. (Isaiah 41:10)

      

      As a Christian Black woman who has been in leadership for more than three decades, I don’t often see our voices represented. Secular materials don’t account for faith, and Christian leadership books don’t reflect my experiences as a woman or as a person of color. Books by White women may address my struggle from a gender perspective, but they fail to encapsulate my experience as a racial minority in the United States. When I wrote my dissertation I found a few texts that spoke to my circumstances, but those were filled with academic terminology and likely inaccessible to the average reader. I wanted to write something that could speak to the hearts of women like me in the many facets of life.

      An overarching theme of my leadership journey has been mentorship. Without the powerful women who spoke into my life, I would not be who I am today; their generosity of time and wisdom helped plant seeds that sprouted. I am reminded of 1 Corinthians 3:6 where Paul shares that while he planted and Apollos watered, ultimately God gave the increase. Paul was instructing the church in Corinth that God uses each of us to complete his will and advance the kingdom. That church grew as a result of Paul and Apollos’s stewardship, but we cannot neglect recognizing God’s role in their lives.

      Our experiences shape who we are, and God does not waste anything we go through. At the time of this writing I am going through a challenging season—leading an adult daughter who works for me along with a team of other young adults who are finding their way. I’m in a new role that is awkward; I am an adult child of an amazing woman who is struggling with losing her independence. My mother lives with me and our roles have changed. I find that I am leading her as she ages and needs support from me in a different way. I am leading a business, growing my clients through my work as their coach or consultant, helping them think differently about how they show up and lead others. It can be a lot at times, but I find that as I spend more time seeking God, I can carry the many loads that become heavy. This allows me to lead myself differently than I have in the past. My work with others is much more impactful and productive when I recognize where my strength comes from and who I am completely relying on.

      My relationship with God didn’t happen overnight. It’s been a season of transitions. After being married for almost thirty years, I recently went through an amicable divorce. I moved to a new home in a new city, and shortly thereafter I left a job that represented security for me. In this difficult transition, I learned that the only stability I had in life was my relationship with God. I was blessed with some amazing friends who supported me through ambiguous moments when I wasn’t sure what was next, and my mother and daughter were rocks for me, yet their encouragement and motivation could take me only so far. It was my walk with God that truly carried me.

      One of the first lessons we must acknowledge as leaders is that we need God and must stay in submission under God’s authority and leadership. When we move away from that, we risk believing that our judgment and experiences are all we need. The second lesson is that as leaders, we need other people. The cross is an example of leadership. It not only points up to God but it also reaches out as well. We cannot exist without God, and we definitely cannot exist without others. Leaders cannot exist in isolation.

      
        So Why the Front Porch?

        If leaders cannot exist in isolation, then we need spaces to gather. During my childhood, women would congregate on the front porch to converse or style each other’s hair. The porch served as a space for women to share and bond. Counsel, laughter, and secrets were abundant on that front porch. This book aims to be like the front porch, providing women of color a forum to learn not just from me but from other women. It is intended to be a safe haven where we can be our authentic selves in God’s and each other’s company, free of judgment, and filled only with affirmation and celebration. You are blessed. You are special. You are brilliant, even when you doubt yourself or others question your capabilities—that does not alter the essence of who you are.

        This book aims to offer advice and strategies like a wise friend, helping you navigate life’s difficulties through applying Christian values. It is intended for all readers, because everyone exhibits leadership in some capacity, first through managing ourselves. While not all leaders guide teams, each person leads their own life. So this book strives to help anyone improve as a leader of both self and others, by imparting lessons for personal growth. I hope you will see some of your experiences reflected on these pages, and if you don’t need the other lessons, just know they are there if and when you do. The front porch is always available to you.

      

      


  





  

  
    1

    What Do Leadership, Women, and Work Have to Do with It?




  
    Some of you may remember the song “What’s Love Got to Do With It?” by Tina Turner. Tina was reflecting on an abusive relationship, noting that love wasn’t enough to keep things together. Tina was married to Ike Turner, and her strength and courage eventually propelled her to leave the abusive marriage and save her own life. In the divorce she asked for nothing but to keep her name. Many would say she was starting over, but she understood she was bringing something with her that was invaluable: her power. With unwavering faith in herself and her abilities, she believed that her potential was limitless. Tina assessed her circumstances and aspired to a better future. She had developed a practice of reflection and tapped into her inner leader.

    So what do leadership, women, and work have to do with the front porch and our faith? With a slight twist on the lyrics, we must conduct a similar examination. We must examine our thinking and interpretation of who we are and what God says about us. Many of us have grown up in faith communities that have led us to believe we are inferior to men. This misunderstanding is often rooted in the interpretation of Genesis 2:18, which states, “And Jehovah God said, It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a help meet for him” (ASV).

    When we do not see our value in Christ, it impacts how we see ourselves in other areas of life. Ezer kenegdo is a Hebrew phrase that means “a helper suitable for him” and is used in the Bible to describe the relationship between Adam and Eve. Kenegdo says the thing God makes for Adam will be like him. So this creation will be on the same level as Adam, not better or worse. This helper will be half of a pair and will relate to Adam as the South Pole relates to the North Pole.1 Ezer is also interpreted as “warrior,” and ezer kenegdo can be interpreted as “a powerful complement.” How would our lives be different if we had known earlier that we are not a “suitable helper” but were created to be a powerful complement—and that we have value to each other, to men, and to God. We must own this and walk in it. This does not minimize or diminish our brothers but recognizes our significance.

    Ezer kenegdo has significant implications for women’s leadership. In this context, the phrase is a powerful affirmation of women’s value and potential. It suggests that women are not simply helpers or companions to men but powerful and capable leaders in their own right. This can be a powerful source of inspiration and empowerment for women who desire to lead or are currently leading. Ezer kenegdo can also shift the way we think about leadership. Traditionally leadership has been seen as a masculine trait; however, ezer kenegdo suggests that it’s not about dominance or power but partnership and collaboration. This can be a helpful framework for women who want to lead in a way that is more inclusive and collaborative.

    In these ways ezer kenegdo can help women leaders see themselves as powerful and capable and help them build strong partnerships with others, both men and women. This can help women leaders overcome the challenges they face in the workplace and achieve success in their careers.

    It’s important to emphasize the remarkable nature of women as God’s creative masterpieces. Just like men, women are the embodiment of divine genius and are fearfully and wonderfully made. This identity as image-bearers of God is inherent and unchanging.

    
      Women Models in the Bible

      The Bible features numerous influential women, including Deborah, Mary, Martha, Hagar, and Leah. However, many more women have made significant contributions and their stories are worth exploring. These women can teach all of us valuable lessons and inspire us in our faith journeys. I will share a few examples, but I encourage you to seek out and learn about other women in the faith who may not be as well-known.

      The five daughters of Zelophehad. In Numbers 26–27, we encounter the story of the five daughters of Zelophehad: Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. After their father died without sons, these women boldly approached Moses to request the rightful inheritance of their father’s land, challenging the prevailing tradition that property immediately passed to males. Moses sought guidance from God, who affirmed that they should receive their father’s land. To ensure that the inheritance remained within their tribe, the women were required to marry within the tribe, preserving their legacy and the integrity of their ancestral lineage.

      Abigail. In 1 Samuel 25:3, the Bible introduces Abigail, a beautiful and intelligent woman who was married to a challenging man named Nabal. When David sought assistance from Nabal, he was met with a refusal. David’s anger flared, and he planned to kill Nabal. However, Abigail intervened, displaying quick thinking and strategic reasoning to save her husband.

      Her approach was calculated; she waited until daybreak, when Nabal was sober, to confront him. Abigail revealed the consequences of his actions, causing Nabal’s spirit to fail, and he became like a stone. Divine retribution followed, and about ten days later, the Lord struck Nabal, leading to his death. Upon hearing of Nabal’s demise, David, recognizing Abigail’s wisdom and virtue, asked her to marry him (1 Samuel 25:40-42).

      Priscilla. In Acts 18, we encounter the remarkable figure of Priscilla, a woman mentioned in four different biblical texts. Together with her husband, Aquila, they owned a business and dedicated their lives to supporting Paul and his ministry, becoming kingdom financiers. Priscilla’s character stood out as she possessed a generous and compassionate spirit, actively involved in spreading God’s word as a dedicated missionary.

      Jehosheba. We are introduced to Jehoram’s daughter Jehosheba, the wife of the high priest Jehoiada, in 2 Kings 11. After the assassination of King Ahaziah, his mother seized power and ruthlessly eliminated potential rivals. However, Jehosheba bravely saved her nephew, the infant Joash, keeping him hidden for six long years. When Joash was seven, she orchestrated his coronation as king. Jehosheba’s courageous actions reveal her strength of character and unwavering determination.

      Susanna. The Roman Catholic Bible includes the book of Susanna. Susanna was a wealthy Babylonian Jewish woman married to Jo’akim. She was the daughter of Hilki’ah and was raised to fear God. She was a stunning and devoted wife who faced a grave accusation from elders in the community who deceitfully charged her with promiscuity out of revenge for her rejection of their advances. They had a history of lying and perverting justice, abusing their power and position in the community. To further their scheme, they falsely accused her of adultery, leading to an unjust sentence of death.

      Most of us are familiar with the story of Daniel, who was taken into captivity from Judah under King Nebuchadnezzar’s rule and lived as an exile in Babylon. We are aware of the accounts of Daniel’s faithfulness and prophetic voice, but this narrative involving Susanna isn’t as well-known. Through divine intervention, God selected young Daniel to champion Susanna’s defense, leading to the revelation of the elders’ deception. For me, Susanna symbolizes the resilience and bravery of standing firm in the face of tremendous adversity and opposition. Her story represents standing up against power, trusting God even when your fate looks bleak.

      Eunice and Lois. In 2 Timothy 1:5, Paul draws attention to Timothy’s mother, Eunice, and his grandmother, Lois, emphasizing their vital role in shaping Timothy’s faith. Despite the limited information available about these women, Paul emphasizes the profound impact of their training and teaching on Timothy’s life. In a culture dominated by male authority, these exceptional women assumed the role of mentors, sharing wisdom that transformed Timothy’s trajectory. This serves as a reminder of the influence we can have on our own children’s lives, underscoring the importance of providing them with a strong foundation of faith and values.

    

    
    
      Jesus as the Ultimate Leadership Example

      The Bible is full of female figures who exhibited exceptional leadership qualities. Let’s explore what the Bible teaches us through the example of Jesus, our ultimate model of leadership.

      
        	
          ◆ Jesus is a powerful leader whose impact continues well beyond his followers’ earthly existence (Matthew 11:27; 28:18-20; John 17:2; Ephesians 1:20-21).

        

        	
          ◆ Jesus is a servant leader who submits to God’s authority (Mark 10:45).

        

        	
          ◆ Jesus mentors and disciples others. He sees their potential instead of focusing solely on their problems (Matthew 28:16-20; John 8:31-38; 13:34-35).

        

        	
          ◆ Jesus takes time to pray and seek God’s guidance (Luke 6:12; 9:28).

        

        	
          ◆ Jesus does not heal everyone he comes in contact with. He could, but he knows his assignment and who he came for (John 5:1-15).

        

        	
          ◆ Jesus recognizes when power goes out of him (Luke 8:46-48). Many of us exhaust ourselves because we don’t realize power leaves us daily.

        

        	
          ◆ Jesus speaks truth in love (John 18:37-38).

        

        	
          ◆ Jesus rests. He takes time away from the crowds (Luke 5:16).

        

        	
          ◆ Jesus is enjoyable to be around. How could twelve men spend three years around someone who was constantly condemning them? They obviously want to follow him (Mark 6:7).

        

        	
          ◆ Jesus is prepared for leadership as a child and is thirty when he begins his earthly ministry (Luke 2:42-47; 3:23). Leadership doesn’t have to be something that happens when you’re old.

        

        	
          ◆ Jesus’ leadership impact is immediate as the disciples multiply in number (Acts 2:47; 6:7). Leadership doesn’t have to take generations to accomplish its work.

        

        	
          ◆ Jesus understands that people have needs. He cares for them and makes sure their basic needs—like food and a comfortable place to sit—are met (Matthew 14:13-21; Mark 8:1-9).

        

      

      Jesus is the consummate leader, and we can learn many lessons from his interactions with others. Notice the tremendous impact he made when in community, modeling behavior, mentoring, and working with the disciples and the people he encountered. Jesus’ work was intentional and comprehensive, and its importance should not be lost on us.

      Labor holds great significance in the eyes of God. The Bible tells us in Genesis 2:15 that God placed Adam in the Garden of Eden to work and care for it. Humans were not designed to remain idle but to fulfill a purpose. Work was not a consequence of the fall but preceded it, although Adam and Eve’s sinful choices made their work more challenging.

      In the book of Revelation we get a glimpse of a future where there will be a new heaven and a new earth. This world will be free from sin and all things be made new. Consequently, the nature of work will also be transformed. The apostle Paul encouraged believers to do their work before Christ’s second coming with a willing spirit, as if serving the Lord directly rather than seeking recognition or reward from people. He reminded them—and us—that our ultimate reward comes from God, and we are working for Christ, the Master who will bring the inheritance of eternal life.

      In the journey of life, while we secure financial stability and pursue purpose, it is imperative that we seek divine favor and establish our work with God’s guidance. Jesus’ servant leadership is how we as Christians and women of color can live out being ezer kenegdo today.

    

    
    
      Scriptures to Consider

      
        
          The hands of the diligent ones shall rule,

          but laziness ends in slave labor. (Proverbs 12:24)

           

          In all hard work there is profit,

          but the talk of the lips leads only to poverty. (Proverbs 14:23)

           

          Commit your deeds to Yahweh,

          and your plans shall succeed. (Proverbs 16:3)

        

        It shall not be so among you; but whoever desires to become great among you shall be your servant. Whoever desires to be first among you shall be your bondservant, even as the Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many. (Matthew 20:26-28)

         

        To whomever much is given, of him will much be required; and to whom much was entrusted, of him more will be asked. (Luke 12:48)

         

        Doing nothing through rivalry or through conceit, but in humility, each counting others better than himself; each of you not just looking to his own things, but each of you also to the things of others. (Philippians 2:3-4)

      

    

    
    

      Questions for Reflection

      
        	
          1. How does the meaning of ezer kenegdo resonate with you? In what ways are you a warrior?

        

        	
          2. What is God saying to you about your leadership journey through the stories of women in the Bible?

        

        	
          3. Does Jesus’ leadership example help you find purpose in your work? Why or why not?

        

      

    

    
    
      Prayer

      
        Dear Lord, I am grateful for revealing the significance of women in the Scriptures to me. I am confident there is a divine purpose for my life and the work I am called to do. I ask you to empower me to make a positive impact on the world. Grant me the strength to serve others, lead with wisdom and compassion, and live a life that brings honor and glory to your name. In the precious name of Jesus, amen.

      

    

    






  

  
    2

    What Does the Data Say?




  
    I’ve often heard the expression that men lie, and women lie, but numbers don’t lie. Data is often used to tell a story, to paint a picture. Data can inform our decision-making, validate personal narratives, and help us create sound strategy. Yet numbers can also be misleading. If one out of four people is suffering from an issue, we tend to focus on the one (and we should). Yet there are three others we need to learn from as well—why is the issue not affecting them?

    Data can offer a bleak picture without helping us understand the barriers that create the situation, and we can easily misinterpret the numbers. When we don’t address structural and societal barriers, we can make assumptions about communities of color that are not accurate. These barriers can include education, income, lack of support networks, and advocacy. If data does not recognize those barriers, we are not telling the real story of what our communities face.

    For many of us, the numbers in this chapter reflect our lived experience. If you are a woman of color, you likely won’t be shocked by the information to come. It highlights the progress our communities have made, but it also shows how far we still need to go. The purpose of sharing this data is to emphasize why we need supportive communities and tactics to persevere in difficult environments. Regardless of whether we are in corporate America, nonprofit leadership, or government, we all face problems that call on our vigor, intelligence, and consideration. While not exhaustive, this data invites us to understand why our collective voices are so critical.

    I don’t think we realize how many of us exist collectively as women of color. Note the following:

    
      	
        ◆ In 2021, 20.3 percent of the population consisted of women of color.

      

      	
        ◆ By 2060, the majority of women in this country will be women of color.

      

      	
        ◆ Asian women and Latinas will make up a significant portion of the workforce by 2030.1

      

    

    As I was researching this chapter, I was blown away by the sheer numbers that exist and their implications for our collective power as a group. For so long we have been “othered” because of our race, gender, or other identities. This is an opportunity for us as a group to begin to think strategically about ways we can connect and work together more consistently. We need each other, and I am encouraged by some of the solidarity I am witnessing in today’s political environment. Women of color must join together to express our concerns and collaborate. This type of collective action is critical as we plan how we can use our power for the benefit of all.

    I have also witnessed that our lack of intentionality can create harm as well. We must be aware of the divide-and-conquer tactics that pit us against one another, instead seeking to understand and work together to solve issues that affect our communities. We are more powerful together than we are apart.

    Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is a great tool to remind us of what we require in order to succeed.2 Things like food, water, air, safety, belonging and love, and esteem all contribute to our ability to reach self-actualization or the realization of our full potential. When we are not fulfilling our God-given potential, we miss out, whether we realize it or not. We need each other to walk in the fullness of our callings and purpose because when one of us is great, we all benefit!

    Despite the population growth of women of color, we still have obstacles to overcome. Although we have witnessed women of color take on roles that were previously unattainable, the ceiling is real for women of color. In addition to the limited number of women of color who obtain C-level roles or serve on corporate boards, we also have the highest unemployment rate.3 Race and gender often forecast economic status, education, health, living conditions, job prospects, and overall welfare more accurately than other factors. As leaders, we would be remiss not to recognize how racial identity and gender shape us and our communities.

    
      Nonprofit Management

      Those of us in nonprofit spaces are fully aware of the challenges that exist in staffing. Many organizations serve communities of color but fail to have representation in leadership. One of the most eye-opening reports that affirms the absence of women of color in nonprofit leadership spaces is the Race to Lead series, an initiative of the Building Movement Project in which more than twelve thousand people have been surveyed in 2016, 2019, and 2022. The series offers data on nonprofit leaders of color across the country, and the research affirms that most organizations have predominantly White boards and leadership teams but are more diverse at the staff and community level.4 In their Women of Color report they found that racial and gender bias prevented women of color from advancing in nonprofit management. Despite having advanced degrees, women of color were frequently overlooked for high-level leadership positions. The researchers also found that women of color faced greater scrutiny, received less recognition, and were paid less than others.5

      As a Black woman who has served in nonprofit management in a variety of roles, I know that the disparities are real. I’ve experienced them. I remember being laid off from a role in the late 2000s. White colleagues were allowed to remain with the organization while all the women of color were let go from staff and contractor roles. After that position ended, I applied for numerous positions only to be told I was overqualified. I witnessed women of color who were significantly more qualified than their counterparts not promoted. I have been underpaid compared to White male colleagues with less education and experience. The data validates our experiences, but too many of us have anecdotal experiences that affirm what the statistics relate.

    

    
    
      Corporate America

      Things are not much different in corporate America. Women of color make up just 3% of C-suite positions.6 McKinsey’s 2023 Women in the Workplace report reveals that the rate of women of color being promoted to manager roles has dropped from 82 per 100 to 73 per 100. The report also shows that Black women and Asian women both deal with being mistaken for someone else of the same race.7 Women of color hold only 7.8% of all corporate board seats.8 It’s very difficult for women of color to even access corporate board positions. There are several services that create connections to these opportunities, but many seek exorbitant fees. Often it is relationships and networks that lead to these appointments. If we are not in these spaces, we have difficulty even finding out about them. I’m grateful for entities like the Forté Foundation and 50/50 Women on Boards that help connect women to corporate board roles, but the opportunities are few and far between.

      Black women are making strides in several nontraditional industries that have been dominated by men, such as sports. Cynthia Marshall was the first Black female CEO in NBA history. “Cynt” Marshall, CEO of the Dallas Mavericks, announced her retirement effective at the end of 2024. She will remain a consultant through 2025, but her departure from this role was quite a loss, considering that there are no other Black women CEOs or presidents of NBA teams. Sandra Douglass Morgan became the president of the Las Vegas Raiders in 2022 and is the first Black woman president of an NFL team.9 These firsts are still happening for Black women and other women of color.

      I wrote an article for the Dallas Morning News to celebrate Cynt’s impact and discovered that “10.4% of Fortune 500 companies are run by women. At one time there were three Black women in this statistic—Thasunda Brown Duckett, CEO of TIAA; Toni Townes-Whitley, CEO of SAIC, and previously Rosalind Brewer, CEO of Walgreens Boots Alliance, who stepped down in 2023 after leading an S&P 500 company. Before Brewer, Ursula Burns was the last Black woman to command an S&P 500 company after stepping down from Xerox in 2016.”10

      This narrative is not unique to Black women. Latinas are dealing with similar experiences in both corporate America and in sports. Sadly, only three Latinas have been the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. In 2017, Geisha Williams was the first Latina CEO of a Fortune 500 company, PG&E. She stepped down in 2019.11 Cheryl Miller led AutoNation from 2019–2022.12 At this writing, the only Latina CEO of a Fortune 500 company is Priscilla Almodovar, the CEO of Fannie Mae, who began in 2022.13

      Latinas and Asian American women are experiencing a number of firsts in sports as well. In 2013, Dorene Dominguez became the first Latina minority owner of an NBA team, the Sacramento Kings.14 The statistics for Asian American women are also dismal. Kim Ng was the general manager of the Miami Marlins and left that role in 2023.15 Natalie Nakase was the first Asian American woman to serve as head coach of the WNBA in 2024.16

      The data on Indigenous women in leadership as CEOs of Fortune 500 companies is limited, but there are women shattering stereotypes in male-dominated fields. Stephanie A. Bryan was elected in 2014 as the Tribal Chair and CEO for the Poarch Creek Indians. Karlene Hunter started Native American Natural Foods in 2006 and as a member of the Oglala Sioux tribe, she has been recognized for her work with awards from the Small Business Association and the Specialty Food Association. Lacey Horn is the CEO of Native Advisory, focused on helping tribal leaders with financial consulting, and runs a cryptocurrency firm as well. She is a member of the Cherokee Nation and as the former treasurer for the nation, she ran a “$1.2 billion annual budget and negotiated a $170 million loan to enlarge health care options” for Indigenous people.17

      As I child, I remember hearing the expression that it is lonely at the top, and this emphasizes that even with the advancements that are being made as we enter new terrain, we are often the only ones. Rising through the ranks is an important feat, especially when marked by significant obstacles and a lack of colleagues that can offer understanding and support.

    

    
    
      Government

      As we explore the advancement of women to political office, it’s encouraging to see that strides have been made, but there is still work to be done. Kamala Harris is the first woman of color to serve as vice president of the United States, but according to the Pew Research Center’s 2023 report, there were just sixty-one women of color serving as voting or nonvoting members in the 118th Congress. Slightly less than half of them (twenty-nine) were Black, twenty were Latina, and eleven were Asian American.18 The organization Win with Black Women has more than ninety thousand Black women involved with the goal of building advocacy and political power. Vote, Run, Lead is another group dedicated to increasing the number of women in politics because of the need for representation.

      After all, representation matters. As children we picture ourselves in jobs based on what we see and are aware of. Growing up I was always told that federal jobs were worth aspiring to because they protected those of us from diverse backgrounds. For many of us, these were the “good jobs.” These were the jobs where we could experience longevity, increased opportunity for growth, and retirement with a great pension. Yet the dream job in the federal government isn’t always perfect for women of color: Native, Asian, Black, and Latina women were all found to earn less than average in federal jobs. In addition, resignations and involuntary separations are higher for these groups as well.19

    

    
    
      The Ministry and Clergy

      The challenge is not just in philanthropy, corporate America, or government. The church has not been the most welcoming place for women of color in leadership either. When I was growing up, women could not speak from the pulpit in church. They were relegated to teaching Sunday school or working in the children’s ministry. I never saw a woman in a clergy role until I was an adult in my midtwenties and had my first female pastor, a Black woman. It totally changed my paradigm. Yet I remember hearing her discuss the bias she experienced not just from men but from Black men. She was not invited to some churches. She was told by one man that she could not teach him because she had a monthly period. That’s been almost thirty years ago, and I know more women ministers who are serving in local congregations, yet the challenges they face are still very real.

      In the article “Gender and Race in Ministry Leadership: Experiences of Black Clergywomen,” the authors note there has been growth in Black women attending seminary, but disrespect still exists because of gender and racial bias from men in ministry.20 Women of color make up only 4% of the United Methodist Church clergy, although there has been an increase in women of color serving as elders in the church.21 The report “The State of Clergywomen in the US: A Statistical Update” provides a glimpse of the advances and challenges of women in ministry. According to the report, 80% of lay ministers in the Catholic church are women, and there have been increases in women in ministry in various denominations such as the AME church.22

      No matter the industry, women of color face similar challenges. Know that you are not alone, and there are many women experiencing similar victories and challenges daily.

    

    
    
      The Backlash Is Real

      In President Biden’s first day in office, he signed an executive order titled Advancing Racial Equity and Support for Underserved Communities Through the Federal Government. Shortly afterward, the backlash began. The American Alliance for Equal Rights v. Fearless Fund court case sued the Fearless Fund, which offered $20,000 grants to Black women business owners, but an appeals court ruled these charitable donations to be discriminatory.23 States such as Texas and Florida created legislation to eradicate DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) from education and the workplace. Dozens of other states have passed more than one hundred bills to regulate or restrict DEI programs.24 After George Floyd’s murder in 2020, corporations pledged more than $300 billion to support racial equity,25 but many have reneged on their pledges, and many in DEI roles—especially women of color—found their positions eliminated.26

      The backlash we are experiencing is real. We cannot change the data or the legalities overnight, but there are things we can do. How do we protect ourselves in the midst of such turmoil and confusion?

    

    
    
      A Possible Solution: The Past Can Be a Present

      I was blessed to witness some amazing women whose shoulders I stand on today. My grandmother, Thelma Gilyard Pinkney, is one of those women. My grandmother was born in 1921, a time when the opportunities for women of color were limited. My grandmother had only a sixth grade education, but she was one of the smartest people I ever met. She married my grandfather and had five children. With a limited education, she became a housekeeper for a local physician. My grandmother’s life taught me a lot of lessons that we can use in moments like these:

      
        	
          ◆ Her faith was her fuel. Despite the limitations life presented, my grandmother leaned on her belief in God.

        

        	
          ◆ She took care of herself. My grandmother was very mindful about what she ate, the people she spent time around, and the stress she carried. She did not allow messy surroundings, and she didn’t deal with messy people. She made sure as much as possible to experience the peace promised by God.

        

        	
          ◆ Thelma was a lifelong learner. She did not allow the world’s definition of education to define her and she continued reading and growing. As a child, I read all the magazines she brought from Dr. Rushing’s home—after she finished with them!

        

        	
          ◆ She did not allow the conditions of the world to dictate how she felt or how she used her gifts. My grandmother was one of the most stylish women I have known. She would see an outfit on television she liked, make a pattern from newspapers, and sew the clothing herself. Nothing was too difficult for her to make if she wanted it. Even in her late seventies, she came to slay!

        

      

      My grandmother lived in a different era with different expectations than we have today, but we can glean much from our ancestors who paved the way with their courage and determination. They didn’t have some of the tools that we have, which means we can take those things from them that help our journey and add what we need for our context. Just like my grandmother didn’t allow others’ beliefs to define her, we can refuse to allow the data to define our trajectories. The past can be a gift to us when we examine how our ancestors dealt with atrocities and still found ways to embody joy.

    

    
    
      Scriptures to Consider

      
        And whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord, and not for men. (Colossians 3:23)

         

        Let the favor of the LORD our God be on us.

        Establish the work of our hands for us.

        Yes, establish the work of our hands. (Psalm 90:17)

      

    

    
    
      Questions for Reflection

      
        	
          1. What does the data say about your industry?

        

        	
          2. Are you surprised by what you read? Why or why not?

        

        	
          3. How will you use this data moving forward in your journey?

        

      

    

    
    
      Prayer

      
        Heavenly Father, we are grateful for the blessing of employment. Thank you for bestowing on each of us unique abilities, imagination, and brilliance. As we progress in our vocations and understanding, guide us on our journey. I have faith that you are directing my footsteps and illuminating the road ahead. I am confident that you have only the finest things intended for me and that you cherish me. I know that even better things await as I follow your will and heed your words. In the name of Jesus Christ, amen.
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