







Praise for

Meeting in the Margins

“Cynthia Trenshaw is a gifted writer, massage therapist and pilgrim who has chosen to journey with those who are the most vulnerable in our society. As a writer, she conveys in vivid and powerful prose the heart-wrenching details of life on the street. As a massage therapist, she feels into their stories and anoints their soul-wounds with compassion and courage. As a pilgrim, she searches for meaning, her own and ours with every encounter. This is a prayer book as well as a textbook for those who choose to journey to the margins of society and be transformed.”

—MARY ANN FINCH, founder/director of Care Through Touch Institute and author of Care Through Touch: Massage, the Art of Anointing

“Meeting in the Margins is a dangerous book. It will move you, shake you, change you, and leave you with a profound sense that you have been in the presence of the holy. Cynthia Trenshaw’s intention is to do just that. She is a brilliant writer. Simply by telling the truth in stories that she herself has lived, she takes us into touching distance of those whom Rabindrinath Tagore called ‘the poorest, the lowliest, and lost.’ Profoundly trained in massage, in chaplaincy, in theology, Trenshaw ultimately lays all that down in the simplicity of touch. Touch as sacrament, touch as presence. In hospice, by the bedside of an AIDS victim, and in the Tenderloin district of San Francisco, she kneels (and so we kneel) and massages the feet, the body, the shoulders, the head of an “untouchable” (who has become ourselves). Doing so, she finds herself touched. And so does the reader. Meeting in the Margins is a powerful tool—it lifts us into hope; it belongs in the hands of all of those who would heal the broken world.”

—PAT SCHNEIDER, author of How the Light Gets In: Writing as a Spiritual Practice and Writing Alone and With Others

“A beautifully written, challenging, and thought-provoking book, one that truly leads us to insights and recognitions that make it possible to contemplate a world that works for all. I haven’t seen anything like it. Cynthia’s book contributes to helping us see the world at the margins with clarity.”

—MARGARET J. WHEATLEY, founder of the Berkana Institute and author of So Far From Home, Perseverance, Turning to One Another, and Leadership and the New Science

“Cynthia Trenshaw gifts us with an extraordinary window into the soul of the marginalized among us. In exquisite detail of both inner and outer moments of meeting on the streets, the reality of presence she evokes communicates through her stories; it sparks our own celebration of that precious sense of presence. Prepare to be deeply touched. Prepare to remember what is truly important in our lives. This book is itself a gift from soul to soul. Through her open-hearted memories, Trenshaw offers us all a most generous and luxurious soul massage!”

—RABBI TED FALCON, PHD author of A Journey of Awakening and co-author of Religion Gone Astray and Getting to the Heart of Interfaith

“Cynthia Trenshaw has nerves of steel and a heart of gold, and she does a superb job of taking readers along with her as she carefully tends to some of the most overlooked and downtrodden members of our society. She steadfastly shines the light of compassion upon the lives of individuals who have fallen by the wayside in our fast-paced mainstream culture, showing readers that underneath the often shabby appearance of each of these individuals lies something else quite unexpected: tenderness, humor, wisdom, even a certain kind of nobility. I recommend her book to all readers who are not afraid to step outside their usual comfort zone and have an eye-opening, heartwarming experience amidst misfits and castoffs.”

—BETSY MACGREGOR, MD, co-founder of the Enso House Residence for Care at the End of Life and author of In Awe of Being Human: A Doctor’s Stories from the Edge of Life
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This book is dedicated,


with love and admiration,


to the people I meet in the margins


who continue to teach me.
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FOREWORD

hearsay (hear • say)

1. unofficial information gained or acquired from

another and not part of one’s direct knowledge or

experience



We pass them by. On city streets while we hurry to work or lunch or an evening’s entertainment; on the curbs of small towns waiting for Walmart to open, stumbling out of shelters while we thread our way around them. Us; them. Not sure what to do, we tend to avert our gaze, step around, step over, cross the street, tighten our hold on wallets, purses, and briefcases, pull a coat closer around our shoulders. Boundary. Barrier. We are on the good side of fortune and want to stay here, don’t want our trajectories soiled by interaction with those who have fallen off the path of a reasonable life.

They watch us pass by. They search for our gaze, for a sign of recognition, for some small signal of acknowledgment that we are brushing through shared space. Them; us. Not sure what else to do, they tighten their hold on begging cups, rangy dogs, sickly children, drunken comrades, shopping carts, and lumpy bundles. Boundary. Barrier. They are on the losing side of fortune and see us from the other side of a chasm they have forgotten how to clamber back across.

Who are they? We don’t know.

Who are we? They don’t know.

Why should we know?

Are our minds open enough to consider the possibility that our view of the world would be enriched by expanding the boundaries of who we see?

What if we risked curiosity and compassion?

We are, after all, sharing time and space with one another on life’s perilous journeys.

The challenge of this book is to say yes, to open our minds and to follow Cynthia Trenshaw’s open heart. She dares to cross the chasm and bring us back stories that introduce us.

Do we dare to read and be moved by what she knows?

People are storytelling/storycatching creatures: this is our niche. We fill the world with words. We are the only creatures who can be moved to action by the power of words alone. We come to love or hate, to include or exclude, to make peace or make war on the power of hearsay. We take each other’s word for reality. We seek stories to explain events and we pass them on. Storytelling and storycatching is a compulsive neurological behavior. The brain fills in gaps of knowledge with story; if we don’t have facts, we fabricate coherence. We are compelled to create narrative, to explain to ourselves what is going on. The true gift of this book is that Cynthia is harvesting stories of her experiences with marginalized people. She is bringing us coherence so that we may be moved to fill in the gaps between us and react differently with those we pass by.

Words are how we think; story is how we link. Story gives us a neurological pathway to connect one human experience to another by seeking common elements that emerge in very different situations. I identify with the dedication of a homeless woman to her dog because of my own dedication to my dog. I see the struggle of a man to make a “home” for the night in a doorway because I recognize my own desire to come to rest at the end of the day in a self-designed sphere of safety.

Narrative linkage is the source of our human capacity to learn vicariously, to absorb experiences we have not actually had and integrate them into our knowledge base. Through this storycatching capacity we can have a broader view of the world than we have through actual experience. Vicarious learning is one of the great, universal skills of the human being. We story each other into knowledge, into wisdom, into a greater chance at survival.

Cynthia Trenshaw crosses into the margins to meet our society’s invisible people: the hospitalized and the dying, the mentally and physically and addictively ill, the homeless, and the people of the streets. She offers us what she learns—what they tell her, what they want us to know. Now we have the opportunity to read and be changed by her unflinching and compassionate prose.

Through the stories in this book, we go places that we might not have the courage or opportunity to go to in our day-to-day reality. The world becomes a bigger, more complex, more interesting place. When the author’s friend, Chris, comes from Michigan to visit San Francisco, Cynthia teaches her to see the folks at the margins, and invites her to come along and offer simple hand massage to street people under the auspices of The Care Through Touch Institute. We readers are invited to join Chris in this transformational experience.

Reading, I go through my own fear, my own revulsion. Reading, I eventually find my willingness to ride the shoulders of this story into vicarious experience.

After reading the book, I find myself behaving differently on downtown streets. I find that reading has changed my sight and my insight. I notice the marginalized folks around me. I notice that I am not so avoidant of them. I notice that I have learned some street smarts from Cynthia’s stories. I have come prepared. I have ten one-dollar bills folded separately in my coat pocket. If I feel the impulse to give in response to being asked, I’m ready. I don’t have to dig in my purse. I have four power bars in my other pocket, something nutritious as well as sweet.

Reading has given me access to my own empowerment. I walk the city streets able to pass my fellow human beings with open eyes. I see the boundary, the barrier, and I create tiny moments when I carefully reach across it with a smile, a sentence of acknowledgment, or one of my pocketed gifts. I am not a social worker or case manager. I am not a massage therapist. I am not a caretaker or guardian. I am a passerby; they are passersby. I may not know their particular story, but I know they carry one. And maybe I will have the courage to pause long enough to listen, to say, “You take care of yourself, now . . . hear?”

Thank you, Cynthia, for showing me, and the many readers of this book, the doorway into “us.”

—Christina Baldwin

Author of Storycatcher: Making Sense of our Lives through the

Power and Practice of Story



PREFACE


For twenty years my workplaces have been one city’s infamous slums, and another city’s hospital corridors and emergency room cubicles. I’ve served in nursing homes, hospices, and the home bedrooms of the dying.

I have sought out people who live in the margins of our culture. Invisible people. Not socially “worthy” people or people who are prepared to change their lives, but people who allow me simply to be with them and perhaps to touch them.

I have gone to the margins as a massage therapist, as a chaplain, and as a bedside caregiver. I shall never know whether my presence has changed anyone else’s life. But their receptivity to me, and the life lessons they have offered by their own presence, have certainly transformed me.

By entering into the margins of our culture, my physical senses were altered to become the agents of my heart. My heart learned to recognize what my senses had long been programmed to reject.

My ordinary eyes were transformed into “marginal eyes,” able to see in the cultural darkness. And so I was gifted with exquisite human teachings I would otherwise have missed.

As you enter this book, I invite you to allow your perceptions to be changed. I invite your ordinary eyes to become marginal eyes, able to see marginalized people, the socially invisible, our banished kin.

I invite your heart to hear what they have to teach us.



PROLOGUE

GLORIA – AN ENCOUNTER

Spring 2001



She looked like a used-up prostitute. Probably she was. Her forty-some years had been hard ones. She had skin the color and texture of old dried figs.

She sat on a bench, arms crossed, head down, folded into herself. She and I were two of dozens of people in the park—a long stretch of concrete and trees in the middle of downtown San Francisco. The sun was warm and the breeze was mid-March mild, but she wore a red velvet winter coat with a white fake-fur collar. Her purple lipstick was smeared across her left cheek and onto the fuzzy left lapel. Exhausted, or drunk, or high, or some combination of the three, she studied my approach with her eyelids hovering at half-mast.

It was Maundy Thursday, when the Christian calendar commemorates a day when Jesus knelt to wash the feet of his friends. Several of us massage therapists went out this day to offer foot massages to homeless people on the streets of downtown San Francisco.

I introduced myself to her and made my offer. She said her name was Gloria. Her eyes asked, what’s the catch here? Do you really know what you’re asking? Nevertheless, she removed her battered red high-heeled shoes. Then she hesitated, in unaccustomed embarrassment at revealing a part of her body that others seldom saw. Finally she rolled down

her knee-high stockings, damaged with snags and runs almost past redemption, and pulled them off.

I sit on the ground before her, put my backpack between us, and drape a clean towel over it. I prop her bared feet on the makeshift ottoman. I spread antibacterial gel over my palms and work it into my fingers, showing her that I am concerned for her well-being.

Then I smooth massage lotion between my palms, slowly—no rush, we have all the time we need for this—taking the chill off the lotion with the warmth of my hands before I touch her feet.

My hands curve around her right ankle to raise her foot; I cup her heel in my left palm and place my right hand over her arch. No need to do anything else, just hold this dark, callused foot of this unknown woman, just hold it, just breathe into the moment. There is nowhere else to be but this place where my skin touches her skin, no time but this time when her feet have brought her to this park and my hands have offered this work. Our shared connection at her foot becomes a bridge across which her stories and mine now begin wordlessly to cross.

As my fingers stroke lotion over her foot, her skin hears the silent story of the therapeutic skills I’ve learned for her.

As I trace the bones of her misshapen foot, my thumbs listen to her mute memoir. Her feet are dirty, her toes deformed; fungus grows under her nails. Chunks of dirt and slough fall from wherever I touch. It does not matter, because beneath my fingers I can feel a softening in her tired and neglected feet.

The kindness and pleasure she receives now are echoing back from her feet to my hands; I am lost in the return of that same kindness and pleasure. The feet I am massaging have become my own feet, and I can feel the strength of my thumbs kneading at the base of my own toes. This woman whom I touch has mysteriously become me; her journey has become mine.

Gloria didn’t speak during the twenty minutes that I worked. When I had brought the massage to completion, I sat, silent and still, looking up to study Gloria’s face. It took several minutes for her to be aware that my hands had left her feet and for her to come back from the timeless space she had entered. Slowly her eyelids rose. She looked me straight in the eyes, and the intensity of her gaze would not allow mine to stray from hers. She said, clearly and thoughtfully, “This isn’t just about massage, is it.”

It was a statement, not a question, and not at all what I expected. It unsettled me. But she had more to say in her rhythmic, challenging statement/questions.

“This is about receiving, isn’t it.” A pause.

“And this is about giving, isn’t it.” A longer pause.

“And . . . ”—she searched for the right word—“and . . . it’s reciprocal, isn’t it.”

She focused on me long enough to make sure I’d heard her. Then she nodded once, satisfied, and her eyes closed again. But my mouth hung open. For, with my butt on the city pavement, with Gloria’s sole-skin and accumulated dirt all over my hands, with my heart glowing from the soul work we had exchanged, I had just heard a homeless prostitute proclaim what had taken me years to understand.

It’s reciprocal.



PART ONE: 

SIX LESSONS



No questioning, no analysis, no distinctions—

just bearing witness to what’s present.

The less we sort, judge, categorize or distinguish,

the more we see and feel.

—Margaret Wheatley, Perseverance


1
INITIATION
August 1996


The Berkeley trattoria hummed with animated conversations. On my plate a few strands of fettuccini still swam languidly in garlic and cream. The globe of thin glass in my hand had been filled for the third time, and I smiled at the candle flame distorted through the satiny red wine. We were anticipating what Mary Ann promised was “the best tiramisu in the Bay Area.”

And I had just made the suggestion that would alter the trajectory of my life for the foreseeable future. I had said, in utter naivety, “Why don’t I come with you one day? If I see what you do out there and get a closer look at the street people, I’ll have better examples for the grant proposals.”

Woody Allen once remarked, “If you want to hear God laugh, tell Him about your plans.”

I was a middle-aged widow, recently arrived in Berkeley to study for a post-graduate degree in theology. My plan was that in two years I would return to my Michigan home, degree in hand, to claim a position as chaplain for Hospice of Greater Grand Rapids.

But at the moment I was renewing my friendship with Mary Ann Finch, founder of the Care Through Touch Institute, who had taught my basic massage therapy certification course a year and a half earlier. Since I was back in Berkeley, I planned to give her a few hours of my time raising money for the Institute. Mary Ann was pioneering a new program in San Francisco, taking massage therapy literally to the streets and to the homeless people who lived there. She was so focused on the destitute people she served that she gave almost no attention to herself or to any fund-raising, even for her own salary. She was, ironically, courting the danger of becoming homeless herself. I’d spent a few years as a grant writer, so I could offer her those skills, at least until I went back to Michigan—as planned.

And God was laughing, because, regardless of what I planned, the Midwest would never again be my home. I’d never again serve as a chaplain. I’d not serve in a hospice until ten years down the road. I was in free-fall into the second half of my life. So recently had I stepped off the edge of that particular cliff, and so unaware was I of the step, I hadn’t yet felt even my first surge of vertigo.

I had no clue that I would soon be navigating a new and complex path of fear and compassion. Before long I’d be taking in unbearable sights and smells. I’d be emulating Mary Ann’s fierce protectiveness of destitute men and women. Within weeks I’d begin connecting skin-to-skin with the untouchable people of the streets. Even as we finished our elegant dinner, “normal” for me was morphing wildly into a landscape of wounded, hungry humans exiled to the shadows and crevices—the margins—of the San Francisco I thought I knew.

“How about Wednesday morning?” Mary Ann asked. She smiled innocently, though she must have known how fateful this moment’s decision was. Surely she knew.

I might have noticed some challenge in her eyes, but the tiramisu arrived just then, and I said, “Sure,” as the first forkful of impossibly delicate mascarpone cheese, sponge cake, and coffee liqueur wrapped itself around every taste bud in my mouth. After that there was no room in my head for anything else. Certainly there was no room for warning bells.

[image: Images]

Crossing the Threshold

Just sixty hours later, Wednesday morning arrives, and I feel a vague sense of volunteer’s remorse. I’ve never been to the slums of San Francisco, so I can’t fully imagine how horrible they might be, let alone how scary the people who inhabit their recesses. What was I thinking the other night? Why did I agree to this? And when, exactly, did I agree to it? Can I still back out?

Okay, I tell myself, I’ll go, but I’ll watch, take notes while Mary Ann works, then hightail it back across the Bay Bridge before nightfall.

The reader may insert God’s chuckle here. Or she may insert religious historian Mircea Eliade’s words about initiation: “In order to be created anew, the old world must first be annihilated.”

I climb into Mary Ann’s old tan battleship of a car with its petite owner behind the wheel. She is wearing her usual garb for Care Through Touch work: a colorful skirt and sweater, dangly earrings, sturdy shoes, a bracelet or two; her red backpack is tossed in the back seat, along with boxes of disinfectant gel, small bars of soap, some folded blankets, and lots of pairs of new socks.

She skillfully navigates the streets of Berkeley, the Bay Bridge, and the traffic of San Francisco, and pulls into a public parking lot at Golden Gate Avenue and Jones Street. While she pays the parking fee, I look around, beyond the chain-link fencing that encloses the lot. Gray people sit on the sidewalk, leaning back against the fence. Gray people walk, carrying plastic bags or pushing broken grocery carts. Gray people lie sleeping on the sidewalk across the street. We are in the Tenderloin, a twenty-block triangle of concentrated deprivation, grime, and human suffering. Not a documentary, not a four-page spread in a news magazine—this is the real thing. My thoughts short out as I try to reconcile this reality with my presence in it. How has this happened? And how soon can I leave?

We begin to walk down Jones Street, with Mary Ann stopping every few yards to squat down and talk to someone, or to greet people who call out her name. I follow her progress down the sidewalk, but her actions now seem muddled. Nothing here is familiar to me. There is nothing comfortable, nothing clean, nothing organized, nothing I can relate to. Windows are broken or boarded up. Urine, spilled coffee, and cheap wine make tiny varicolored streamlets across the sidewalks. Trash bins are bashed in. Even the parking meters are broken, their looted heads lolling at odd angles. Out of the corner of my eye I notice that a pile of trash moves a bit, and I don’t know whether it contains a person, or rodents, or both. No one seems “normal” here, not even Mary Ann. I wish fervently that I could just hide deep in the safety of her backpack. I want to close my eyes, but fear that I’d trip over someone if I did. My face feels numb from tension, and terror is suffocating me. Have I been pulled into some extraterrestrial ritual for which, at any moment now, I’ll be offered as the unwitting sacrifice?

Eventually we make our way to one of the many SRO (single room occupancy) hotels in the Tenderloin. We climb up three flights of dingy stairs, and walk down a narrow, illlit hallway. Mary Ann knocks on the door marked 307, and we enter Marjorie’s world. It is, as advertised, a single room, maybe twelve feet square. It is occupied by the widest variety of sizes, colors, and speeds of cockroaches that I’ve ever seen. It is also occupied by Marjorie, whose knee was injured, she says vaguely, “by shrapnel in Vietnam.”

Mary Ann introduces us, and after a few phony-feeling pleasantries, I lean cautiously against a sticky wall to watch. Marjorie sits on the edge of her bed and rolls up her pant leg. Mary Ann perches on an overturned milk crate with Marjorie’s bared knee positioned across her lap. Her delicate hands touch and trace the scars while she talks to Marjorie, her voice as gentle as her strokes. I have finally relaxed enough to remember to take my notepad and pen from my pocket when I hear, “Cynthia, why don’t you come over here and see what you think about this?”

I am not conscious of leaving my place against the wall, or of bending to sit down where Mary Ann was a moment before. But this is definitely me, perched on the plastic crate with a homeless woman’s pain-filled leg draped across my lap. These are definitely my fingers palpating the damaged tissue in her knee. My conscious understanding of massage therapy and anatomy has fled the room, but so, somehow, has my terror.

I have no verbal assessment for Mary Ann, but no doubt she recognizes in my face and my posture that something has changed. My hands seem to have minds of their own; I am a bemused stranger whose rational brain is napping as my fingertips tenderly seek, through Marjorie’s knee, any resource of healing within her, anything that could be called forth to ease her pain.
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