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  Editor’s Note




  The first time I met with the Rehoboth group, I felt like a bit of a kill-joy when it was time to get started. The women were standing around in groups, chatting and laughing. Clearly they loved this monthly chance to get together. I hated to break up the party—for writing.




  They had no idea what to expect from this session. I was introduced as the author of the book they had in front of them, a memoir about my son’s death and my struggles with grief. Was this going to be like a book club, hosting a visiting author? I’m sure they were wondering if they were going to have to suffer through my talking about the process of writing the book, and then ask pertinent questions. Too often, in their professional lives as ministers and educators, these women had to deal with the grief and suffering of others. In fact one woman told me she had to leave early that day to give a memorial service. The last thing they needed was to focus on me, my writing life, my grief story.




  I told the women right away that this was a workshop and it was for them. I wasn’t going to talk about writing a memoir. They were going to write, for and about themselves, and if they felt inclined, share their writing with the group. I assured them there were no rules for this writing, no right or wrong way to approach the prompts. No one was going to correct their grammar or their ideas. “Write about whatever bubbles up and catches your attention,” I said. “Write about what poet Allen Ginsberg called, ‘first thought.’ Try not to censor yourselves. Let it rip.”




  Then I gave them the first prompt: “What matters?”




  Many of the women looked at me, confused.




  “Write about what matters to you,” I said. “Right here, right now. What’s on your mind? What are you thinking about?”




  They bowed their heads and wrote, and so began our journey of working together. The women welcomed the chance to examine, through writing, their own inner landscapes—without feeling pressure to produce a sermon, respond to a congregant, generate curriculum, edit a newsletter article, or research a theological paper. They liked being jostled out of their comfortable patterns of thinking and writing. They saw firsthand how deep reflective writing can take us places within ourselves we would not otherwise go—and that, as writing begets writing, meaning grows on the page.




  I was able to work with each woman individually. In almost every private meeting, the women told me important, sometimes essential, aspects of their lives they had considered writing about but shied away from in their essays.




  “Write about that,” I would say, again and again. “Others will identify with your trials and appreciate your honesty. Write about what makes you sweat and feel faint. Write about what’s really important.”




  Prompt-driven free writes began to grow into essay drafts. The women expanded, revised and rewrote—honing their early drafts into tight narratives of their personal call stories. Each of the essays—they range between nine and twenty-seven pages— is as individual in style and tone as the women who wrote them; the qualities that shine through are grittiness, doubt, candor, bravery, and the determination to follow their spiritual paths.




  The women talk eloquently about vulnerability, discrimination, betrayal, and the many burdens and joys of their chosen calls. They discuss Sabbath, grace, “burn-out,” and conflict (both personal and institutional).




  We hope you’ll have many “Oh, yes. I know just how she feels” moments as you read—and that magical things will happen for you when you put pen to paper. Writing clarifies muddled thought, helps us make meaningful connections. When we dig down for what’s buried inside and give it voice on the page, we can then observe it, play with it, revise and reconsider it. Writing can transform us.




  In the Afterword, you’ll find several of the prompts I used with the women. We hope you’ll try some of them. You’ll also find guidelines for leading a reflective writing group as well as some of our favorite memoirs about call and books about the writing process.




  Don’t hesitate to be in touch. We’d love to hear from you about your experience with Wide Open Spaces. To contact us: www.carolhenderson.com




  Introduction




  The book of Genesis tells us that when Isaac established himself in the valley of Gerar, he had trouble finding water. His servants re-dug two wells from Abraham’s time, but the local people objected, saying that the water was theirs. Finally Isaac found a place to dig a well that no one else claimed. He named it Rehoboth, “wide or free spaces; room for us.”




  Isaac’s search resonates with many of us who have felt God’s call and sought to respond. As fulfilling as we find ministry and church life, there are times when conflict consumes us, uncertainty about our place fills us with doubt, and exhaustion leaves our spirits and bodies parched. We travel too far without renewal and find ourselves alone, thirsting for the refreshing water only God can provide.




  Wide Open Spaces is an offering of reflections on calling by eleven women whose cups were replenished by God under the auspices of The Rehoboth Project. A Sustaining Pastoral Excellence peer support initiative, The Rehoboth Project was designed by Union Theological Seminary and the Presbyterian School of Christian Education, and funded by the Religion Division of Lilly Endowment.




  We describe this collection as an offering because the opportunity to write was a gift, and our faith tells us that gifts are for sharing. The process of writing was so meaningful to us that we did not want to keep the experience to ourselves. Each of our essays is followed by prompts to spark your own exploration of God’s call, and there are further suggestions at the end. We hope these resources lead you, too, to a wide open space, where the well runs deep.




  Our Rehoboth group first met in January, 2006. We began by choosing a mug from a colorful selection made by one of our leaders, Cely Chicurel, a master potter. “Hold the empty cup in your hands,” Joyce Rupp writes in The Cup of Our Life, the devotional resource we chose to open each meeting. “Let the emptiness remind you of your yearnings. Be thirsty for God.”




  We looked into our empty cups and then one by one we told our stories. As we put the peaks and valleys of our call journeys into words, our cups began to fill. We moved from isolation into newfound community. A sacred trust held us close. God’s grace was a palpable presence around the table, assuring us that we had been led to the right well.




  We met at Cely’s house once a month for prayer, conversation and renewal. In one of our first sessions, Cely taught us how to make our own cups; we each had a turn at the potter’s wheel. At another meeting we learned about spiritual direction, at another we discussed healing prayer with a parish nurse, and at another we explored what it means to “preach from the center.” Every meeting had a different theme, and yet the same purpose: to refresh our cups from a wide open space.




  Each guest we invited to join us left us with new insights and inspiration. But writing coach Carol Henderson stood out. Her writing prompts led us in directions we had not taken, places we had not been. When we shared what we had written in response to the questions “What do you carry?” and “Where are you from?” we laughed and cried and longed for more. Carol taught us how to deepen our cups and then fill them, too.




  After several more gatherings with Carol we decided to delve yet more deeply. Eleven of us agreed to write about our experience of God’s call, and with the generous support of The Rehoboth Project we had the gift of Carol’s wisdom and expertise to guide us. Carol pushed us, graciously, to tell the truth. She gave us evocative prompts and asked us more questions. She edited our essays and patiently waited for our revisions.




  When the essays were done, we read them out loud to the group. As at our very first meeting several years earlier, God’s grace enveloped the room. Often there was a long and holy pause when the readers of the day were finished. We always closed our time together with a prayer of thanksgiving for what we had been privileged to hear.




  Once again, God drew us from isolation into community. Opening up to each other, being vulnerable to the pain and the joy of our call stories, we saw one of the great affirmations of our faith confirmed: we are not alone. Carol knew what she was doing when she urged us to be honest.




  Though we had known each other for three years, the writing brought new truths to the surface. “Church was home for me,” writes Katie Ricks. Yet when she came out as a lesbian in early adulthood, that home-like feeling of welcome, comfort and blessing changed dramatically. Marilyn Hein describes how her calling into ministry was denied by those who told her that women could not be pastors. After years of searching for the path that best suited her, Judy Stephens was exhilarated when the way opened for her to become an ordained Deacon in the United Methodist Church. Yet when she went back to her home church to share her excitement and offer her ministry, her pastor told her there was no place for her there.




  Most of us have gone through seasons of broken trust. Several of us are survivors of sexual violations. Our faith has also been tested by deep loss—death, divorce, and disease. Football and fire have altered the courses of our lives and influenced our relationships with God. We are also well acquainted with doubt and uncertainty about our callings. For some of us, motherhood threw everything into question. We struggled to find the elusive balance between family life and professional life and waited in vain to hear clear instructions from above. We pushed ourselves to the limit, sometimes with very little compensation, striving to earn our salvation from a Jesus whose boundless grace we proclaimed and taught every week. We wondered, as Caroline Craig Proctor says, about the meaning of our black robes and our place in the Church. But as Marcia Mount Shoop writes, “God keeps gently offering unlikely moments of clarity.”




  Rehoboth gave us a wide open space to name those moments, to affirm one another’s worth, and to see the connections between what seemed like disparate parts of our own stories. In ways beyond our own imagining, God has guided us along our various atypical paths. We have felt blessed.




  Our hope is that these narratives will be a blessing to you, as you explore your own calling. We invite you to respond to the prompts at the end of each essay by yourself, in your own journal, or with a trusted group. However you proceed, in Carol’s words, let yourself go deep; or as the author Maryanne Radmacher says, “lean forward into your life.” Write and write and then look for what is hidden in the space between the words. God only knows what treasures you will find.




  Stretching, Struggling, Rejoicing




  Liz Dowling-Sendor




  My first impression of God was as sunlight. I was about three or four, and – because no one in Beaufort, South Carolina in the mid-1950s had central heating in the winter — I was huddled by the fireplace. I had found a patch of sun in which to sit. It warmed me. I closed my eyes and looked up, feeling goldenness on my face. Somehow I made the connection: That’s God, right there. That’s God’s love pouring over me.




  When I was six and visiting my mother’s family in England, I found God again. My mother and I had hiked up a hill covered with buttercups. Their yellow heads nodded and shone at us in the sunlight, lining our way. At the top, all by itself in this expanse of green and gold, stood a small stone church. I picked one tiny flower before we entered the cool darkness of the nave. At the altar, I placed my flower in a small glass and knelt. And I felt something that I can only describe as an enlarging, and warming, in my heart. God’s presence, at that place, at that moment, surrounding and filling us.




  It might sound improbable for a young child to be thinking so much about God. But God, or at least Church, animated the story of my family. Both sides were proud Baptists. My mother, from Lancashire, England, talked about her great-grandfather who was a Baptist minister and even gave his son the middle name of “Baptist.” “And that’s your great-grandfather, Henry Baptist Bury,” she’d say, showing me a fading photograph of a round, cheery man with a brushy moustache, holding a little blonde girl – my mother – on his lap.




  My great-grandfather on my father’s side, William Hamilton Dowling, served as a Baptist chaplain in the Civil War and rode circuit afterward to tiny congregations across the South Carolina Low Country. He died long before I was born, but I felt connected to him through my father’s stories about his sense of humor and his powerful, and memorably long, sermons. The Dowling Family Reunion, which we attended without fail every year, occurred on the Sunday nearest his August 4 birthday and took place at Hopewell Baptist Church, where he preached his first and last sermons. After the fried-chicken dinner on the grounds, we would stand in the white gravel of the cemetery and gaze at his grave.




  My parents and older brothers and I attended the local Baptist church. It was a formidable edifice — you entered by climbing a set of wide stairs and walking through fat white columns. And from what I could see, you only entered if you were white. Even as a girl, I struggled to sort out the two theologies the church presented. In Sunday school I found the God I had met in the sunlight by the fireplace and at the altar in England – warm, inviting, loving. The teachers, all women, were as simple and sweet as the orange Kool-aid and Hydrox cookies they offered to help us get through the long morning. I wrote in my diary one afternoon at age nine, “When I went into Sunday school today, I, well, something felt like it was carrying me on my feet. It was a funny feeling.”




  At the worship service, however, another God showed up – a God angry about our sin and depravity. The preacher frightened me. His voice would drop to a whisper, then unexpectedly explode in a shout that made me jump. I remember sermons about our faith and actions being inadequate, that we might be headed for damnation. The sermons lasted about forty-five minutes – I counted out each minute on my father’s watch as I sat beside him in the pew. I wrote in my diary, “I think he’s like the preacher in Pollyanna. He tends to look on the dark side. I wish he could find joy in God and Christ.”




  My weekly immersion in church prompted me to pray about everything. I prayed for my little black kitten Moe to return (he did, but with a tumor on his neck, and he died shortly afterwards), for no snakes to cross in front of me on the path to the beach (only one did, after the first snake which prompted the prayers), for me to be able to forgive my brother and for him to forgive me despite the fact that we fought every day. I wrote in my diary: “How can we love each other? … I don’t know what God thinks of me. What can I do?” At age ten, I wrote: “I’ve decided to become a missionary-nurse. I’d like to work with people and help them, and I’d truly love to spread Jesus’ and God’s love to them.”




  Around this time, church members started to pressure me to be baptized. I resisted. Although I felt God’s love for me, I did not like the church’s emphasis on baptism as “submission” to Jesus. The idea of baptism as sudden, helpless capitulation didn’t seem to have anything to do with my sense of God as gently guiding and supporting. My parents went along with me: my mother had never been baptized, and my father said he remembered feeling pressured into baptism at my age. When church people came from the Wednesday-night prayer meeting to talk to me, my parents politely but firmly told them I wasn’t interested.




  In 1962, when I was ten, my mother started going to the Episcopal church. Her father in England – Grandpa, of the merry blue eyes and smile – had died. She chose to talk about her grief with the quiet, unassuming priest at St. Helena’s. The beauty of the Episcopal liturgy helped her, too. She was a poet, and she felt a resonance with the flowing words of praise and prayer. She was baptized at St. Helena’s one afternoon, with just my father and us three kids attending.




  I started attending services with her at that graceful 18 -century church. I loved the intimacy, the peace of the place. I, too, loved the liturgy, its rhythms and images beating so closely with the impulses of my heart. I loved the priest’s rich voice, rising and falling on the words of the service, a voice charged with compassion and celebration. He was unpretentious, almost shy, outside church. But during services his voice became transformed, filled. His hands lovingly consecrated bread and wine. I began to long to feel God’s power in my voice and in my hands, God’s blessing flowing through me to those around me. I would imagine myself somehow in the priest’s place, saying those words, making those gestures with my hands. I knew, however, that no girl, no woman, could do such a thing.




  At one Good Friday service, while I was kneeling and trying to imagine the suffering of Christ (I was likening it to the suffering my brother and I imposed on each other, knowing also that wasn’t quite it), I felt the presence, almost the person, of Jesus coming in the side door nearby and kneeling with me in the pew. He seemed so gentle. A sensation of complete comfort washed over me. My mother gave me The Book of Common Prayer for my eleventh birthday. “Religion has taken on a new meaning now,” I wrote. “And with God, my prayer book, and my Bible to guide me, it will be the dearest thing in my life, except for my family.”




  Looking back, those words sound unimaginably pious. The truth is, no one would’ve guessed I wrote them. As I entered my teen years, I was into clothes, boys, being popular, and sneaking off to drink cheap wine from the 7-11. I felt pressure – not from my parents, but from within myself – to get good grades and look beautiful. To offset the stress, I’d drive out to the beach and run off my nervous energy, then sit and watch undulations of waves and clouds. Sometimes I would remember how it felt to experience God’s presence. One night when I was a senior, I felt strangely compelled to get out pen and paper. I found myself writing on into the night about God’s love and the importance of loving other people, energized by a power and vibrancy I hadn’t felt for years.




  Then I went to college. At Harvard, it took no time for my classmates to destroy any sense of my superiority. Everyone seemed, and probably was, more intelligent, sophisticated and accomplished. Certainly more worldly-wise. I widened my eyes at breakfast on my second morning when a girl across the table picked up what looked to me like a stale, hard doughnut. She sliced it horizontally, then slathered it with cream cheese. A sliced Krispy Kreme with cream cheese? I was shocked. As she opened her mouth to eat, she caught my gaze. “What,” she asked, “you never saw a bagel before?”




  A few days later, when I went biking, I tossed into the basket behind me the hand-tooled leather handbag that my English grandmother had made. It held my wallet, bank card, and family photos. Coming from Beaufort, South Carolina, I didn’t realize this was not the safest place to put a handbag. Stopped at a light in Harvard Square, I felt a slight movement of the bike and looked around. The handbag was gone. My parents were traveling and couldn’t be reached. I knew no one. I didn’t even remember to cry out to God. Instead, I shuddered into a sense of loneliness and displacement that lasted for much of that year.




  The next fall, I moved from my huge freshman dormitory to a small house where nine other women were living. I don’t think I ever attended a church service during college, but those women were church for me. We laughed and baked and sang and partied together, and buoyed each other up when we sank down. Academically, I had expected to major in religion, to try to explore what this “God” stuff of my youth was all about. But Harvard at the time (I heard it was due to a “curriculum cleansing” decades before) offered no religion major. So I majored in art history and sneaked in religion by studying the art and architecture of that God-infused era, the Middle Ages.




  As graduation approached, I started getting nervous about a job. I had spent a semester as a student curator at the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York, weighing the idea of museum work. But the fast-paced, ego-centered art world didn’t feel right. I didn’t want to go to graduate school; scholars seemed too isolated from the real world. An older journalist friend in Cambridge urged me to go home and be a reporter. “Save the world!” he urged. “Write about real people, real things.” I got a job on a weekly paper in Hilton Head Island, South Carolina, then moved up to the daily in Beaufort, then eventually to newspapers in Charlotte, Washington, D.C., and Raleigh, North Carolina.




  What I loved most about journalism, besides getting to meet interesting people, was the writing. Language stands in my mind like a medieval cathedral, its power and subtlety both reflecting and beckoning us toward something divine. To me, writing can be prayer. The process is mysterious and holy: just the right word arises, sentences take on rhythm; themes emerge and begin to recur. As both the creator and recipient of these events, I witness the whole story ripple into place, and a holy pleasure starts to shine within me.




  I often felt like a misfit as a journalist, though. I liked interviewing people, but I realized I wasn’t there to befriend or help them, but to get five good quotes and a slew of facts and head back to the office to file the story on deadline. I grew tired of the reporter’s disease – cynicism – brought on by the job of uncovering society’s flaws but not working directly to correct them. I found I’d caught the affliction too.




  In 1977 I moved from being a reporter at The Charlotte Observer to editing and writing for a magazine in New York. I reconnected with Ben, a friend from college. As our relationship evolved, it didn’t seem to matter at first that he was Jewish and I, or at least my background, was Christian. I’d hardly gone to church in years. Ben hadn’t been serious about Judaism either, and, as he told it, his parents, who were Conservative Jews, usually only attended High Holiday services and were casual about keeping kosher.




  We talked about having one religion in the family if we were to marry. Ben felt his Jewish heritage ruled out his converting to Christianity – plus he worried his parents and particularly his brother, who had become an Orthodox rabbi, would disapprove. I thought I might be able to hold onto my beliefs about God if I became Jewish. We started going to a Conservative synagogue in New York, where the assistant rabbi, Alvin, kept us entertained with such lines as “I’m a strict vegetarian – except for corned beef.” I struggled for months over the decision to convert to Judaism. One afternoon, I went to St. Patrick’s Cathedral on Fifth Avenue to try to discern some message from God. As I sat alone in a pew, I asked God, What should I do? I heard nothing. I decided all I could do was go forward with the conversion.




  Two weeks before our wedding, we walked to the conversion ceremony on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. I had plenty of time to feel troubled that I was about to become Jewish, that it somehow wasn’t me. I told Ben about my misgivings, but we walked on. At the mikveh, the ritual bath, a tiny old Russian woman with a mouthful of silver teeth met me. She instructed me to immerse myself three times and say three blessings in Hebrew, which I was to repeat after her. Three Orthodox rabbis stood on the other side of a wall, listening to the water splashings and the words to make sure I was doing everything correctly.




  I immersed myself once, then twice, then three times. As I came up for the third and final time, it seemed like the ceiling of the room opened up. I could almost hear a voice, a loving voice, saying something that surrounded me and lifted me with love, that seemed to suggest I was God’s child, among God’s children. The effect on me was physical. I was shocked, confused, transported, ecstatic. I felt, more strongly and surely than ever, the powerful, the overwhelming presence of God.




  I was so moved by my experience in the mikveh that I started sorting out what it meant in my life. After our wedding, at which Rabbi Alvin officiated, I wanted to play a greater part in his synagogue, to join a community, to be God’s child among God’s children. We observed the Sabbath by walking to and from services every Friday night and Saturday morning. I learned to sing in Hebrew and went up to the bimah to chant the prayers before and after the rabbi read from the Torah. I carried the Torah through the congregation as people touched it for a blessing. We attended Talmud and midrash studies led by Rabbi Alvin.




  Despite my involvement, I realized after a while that I didn’t feel comfortable at the synagogue. For one thing, I could not blend in. My blonde hair and blue eyes broadcast the fact I was what some call a “shiksa” (a derogatory term for a Gentile girl). But I was also uncomfortable theologically. The liturgy seemed not to emphasize what had drawn me to Christianity – the idea of the unconditional, unearned grace of God’s love; the possibility of experiencing an intimate contact with God. Services began to leave me spiritually empty.




  One October weekend when we were visiting Harvard, we attended the Quaker meeting with friends. It was a perfect fall morning in New England; the sharp light and bright colors ignited in me a fiery sense of joy. This was my first Friends meeting, but I caught on that the idea was to wait to see if God touched your heart, and then say what you felt moved to say. Since I was a novice, I fully expected to remain quiet and observe. But a few minutes into the meeting, as others stood and spoke, my heart started thumping and my body actually started trembling. I had to hold my hands under the pew to stay seated. A long silence opened up. No one stood and spoke. I realized it was somehow my turn to speak, almost as if they were all waiting for me. I stood and uttered some words about the beauty of the day, then sat down. The trembling stopped. But I was shaken to the marrow.




  I felt I had rediscovered intimate contact with God. We attended Friends meetings in New York and, when we moved to Washington, D.C. in 1979, we attended Friends meetings there. The hour-long discipline of listening for the guidance of God, and sometimes being called to respond, connected me back to the warming sunlight on my face as a child, the hushed stone church in the field of buttercups.
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