Excerpts from a letter to the Therese Community

Epiphany 2008

Dear Sisters & Brothers,

Amazing though it seems, we are staring at another calendar year. It is time to put 2007 into perspective and do some planning for the future of this brand-new faith community. So we’ll try to sum up how we got from Epiphany 2007 to Epiphany 2008, and to offer a vision of our continuing journey into 2009’s epiphanies.

Epiphany is such a marvelous word, and certainly a meaningful one for us in this Therese Community. It is, in fact, steeped in layers of meaning that we can – and often do – spend a lifetime unwrapping. The epiphany of the magi was that the child born to Mary was truly a leader of universal, ecumenical and epic proportions. Another layer of their epiphany was the certainty that they must not divulge the whereabouts of the holy family to those who had the wherewithal to effectively quash that leadership before its time had come. So the birth of the baby, recounted for us with grand tales of angels and shepherds and wise travelers from faraway lands, was in fact hidden away in a cave – a catacomb. As were his growing-up years. As was the “rest of the story” of the shepherds and the magi who are purported to have witnessed this wondrous event of holy new life. A quiet life, lived partially in exile – and perhaps in trepidation too. An ordinary life, nothing to indicate what is to come – except perhaps for one extraordinary adolescent weekend in the temple. So many hidden epiphanies, buried in the catacombs of so many hearts.

A year ago, we were living our unfolding epiphanies in the catacombs of this Archdiocese of Saint Louis. We had some idea of where we were heading, but we were conscious of keeping it quiet as we felt increasingly more like exiles in our own parish community. We were loved and accepted and supported – but only so far. Our sisters and brothers were “for” us but not “with” us. We thanked God for one another because, different though we were, we were the only two people in our immediate proximity who truly understood our epiphanies. We were following a star that others did not see. 

Because of our journeys to ordination, the Justice For Women in the Church group, who wanted to support us, had begun monthly women-led prayer services, and in February we did a dialogue homily which had been separately prepared and unrehearsed. Then, in March, we began planning for the retreat that those who are being ordained are required to do. Our region had decided that because we had to travel so far for the ordinations they would reciprocate by coming our way for the group retreat. It would be our only opportunity to meet those we would be ordained with ahead of the ordinations. It was also our first opportunity to actually plan something and work together on its execution. Another epiphany.

In May, we went to a parish assembly and concurrently recognized that we did not belong there, had nothing to offer there, needed to leave there. It was a painfully liberating experience, as we took advantage of the first break period to unobtrusively walk away from our past and look together toward our future.

On June 23, our bishop contacted us with news that was completely unexpected and stupefying (and a whole other story). She said she would come to Saint Louis and ordain us as priests during the second week of November. Epiphanies were occurring at dizzying rates of speed suddenly! Our star became a whole galaxy of shooting stars. The time for leaving the catacomb and coming out into the bright light of scrutiny and flashbulbs was nearly upon us. There was excitement. And there was fear. Were we ready for what we had never even imagined to be a possibility: public ordination in Saint Louis?

A circuitous route took us to Central Reform Congregation on July 11. We felt it in unison – the welcome, the comfort, the rightness of the place and the compassionate heart of its people. We had our sacred space, and set the date for exactly four months later. We would become priests on the holy ground of Jesus’ own heritage and in the company of two of God’s most perfect creatures, Patricia Fresen and Susan Talve.

Two weeks later was the retreat, and two weeks after that we traveled to Minneapolis, where we were ordained as deacons on August 12. The whirlwind had begun. It held us up and propelled us forward, strong and fearless, into increasingly clearer epiphanies. 

At the end of September, we decided to explore renting space at First Unitarian to begin celebrating Eucharist with the coming of the new liturgical year on December 1. We signed a contract with them on October 26, after writing to Brother Raymond on October 1, Elsie being kicked out of an audited class at Aquinas the same day, meeting with the archdiocesan defender of the bond on October 9, issuing a press release on October 15, hitting the airwaves on October 17, and doing our first taped television interview on October 18.

November is a story unto itself that included ordination, international media coverage that is still ongoing, two letters (an admonition and a summons) from our Brother Raymond, our birthdays, Thanksgiving, and much planning for our first Mass as co-pastors of a brand new inclusive community of faith and witness.

Now we have celebrated our first Season of Advent together and are concluding our first Season of Christmas. On December 1, in the aptly-named Hope Chapel, about 150 of us celebrated, consecrated, prayed and banqueted together. On December 7, Ree was refused communion by a priest of the archdiocese who “recognized” her as a “woman priest.” On December 11, we joined our Sister Susan and many other sisters and brothers to pray in solidarity, in the rain, outside a church building from which she has been expelled by the ordinary of the archdiocese. And on this day of Epiphany and in all our days of all our epiphanies, we continue to pray in solidarity with and for one another, the holy People of God.

Blessed Epiphany – and epiphanies – 
and Shalom,

Ree and Elsie

