At the International Association of Women Ministers Assembly
Our most recent sojourn was to Pittsburgh, the place where it all began for Ree and me, in a sense, when we first traveled together to attend the first RCWP ordinations in the USA, on the Three Rivers surrounding the beautiful hills of Pittsburgh. Among that day’s ordinands had been our new regional bishop, Joan Houk. She was also among this International Association of Women Ministers (IAWM) assembly attendees, as was the bishop from our eastern region, Andrea Johnson, so there were four Roman Catholic Womenpriests within the group of 42. Most were Presbyterian, Evangelical Lutheran, United Methodist, and United Church of Christ ministers. One came from Germany, one from Switzerland, and two from Cameroon. 

We met in a Presbyterian seminary because the first meeting space that was reserved for our assembly – owned by the Pittsburgh RC Diocese – disinvited the group after they refused to disinvite the Roman Catholic Womenpriests. The accommodations and hospitality at the Pittsburgh Theological Seminary were first-class, and their ecumenical openness was exciting.

The IAWM was celebrating its 90th anniversary! These women have been pushing at that stained glass ceiling for a very long time, and now they are supporting us in our push. Membership stands at around 365 at present, from 17 countries. The theme of Widening the Circle explored ways to expand the vision of church and women’s roles within it in the coming 90 years. One example of how that is happening came for Ree and me the evening we went to a nearby Presbyterian church for a Taize Prayer Service. If we hadn’t known better, we would have thought we’d come upon a Greek Orthodox church! The sanctuary was filled with young and old, male and female, and many ethnicities. The Spirit was palpable. The Taize prayer leader was an ordained women, one of our IAWM members. The assembly blessed the oils, and a “lay” man and woman prayed with and anointed those who came to them.

At the International Council of Community Churches Conference

Earlier, Ree and I had participated in the International Council of Community Churches conference and joined Therese into its ministerium. The meeting was here, at the Ballpark Hilton, so we could maneuver to the place early every morning and from it late every night. There were about 300 in attendance, including 55 teenagers and an equal number of pastors. The community churches are just that: hanging out there, unaffiliated with any larger church organization – like us. They form their own larger community out of the smaller autonomous communities, and their vision statement makes clear their purpose: “to affirm freedom of conscience; to promote & protect congregational self-determination; to proclaim that the love of God, which unites, can overcome any division; to be an integral partner in the worldwide ecumenical movement.”

The conference theme was Reconciliation in the Body of Christ. And we tackled the BIG topics: Middle East Peace Initiatives and Jews versus Arabs; Interreligious Cooperation; Building Barrier-Free Church Communities; Homosexuality & Same-Sex Marriage; Jesus’ Racial Characteristics & the Fallacy of “Whiteness”; Immigration & Human Trafficking. And we prayed and sang and celebrated. On the final evening we sat down at the banquet table next to a man we had not previously run into. “Did you like the stole Sandra wore when she preached last night?” he asked. Oh, yes, we had talked about how beautiful it was. “Would you like one?” Seems this very quiet and unobtrusive man is a maker of stoles, having begun to create them from the ribbons off discarded funeral sprays, and keeping up the practice even after having used up all the “scrap” ribbon. They are stoles of many colors – my thought, when first laying eyes upon Sandra’s the night before, being of Joseph’s cloak, and of the awesome mantle of responsibility that comes with the wearing of such a beautiful garment signifying such inclusivity. 

There were some glitches, of course. Everybody NEVER wholly buys into a group vision, because an individual’s vision is sometimes blurred, clouded, distorted and even blind. But these people have been coming together and holding one another up for 59 years. They come from 17 countries, and are affiliated with the World Council of Churches, the National Council of Churches, and Churches Uniting in Christ – which is why we were advised to become dues paying members. They provide us the legal credibility that our own church refuses to provide us, as validly ordained clergy with all the rights therein. In other words, we need them. But, as I told the executive director when he asked us not to give up on them, we’ll stay –because they need us too.

At the Federation of Christian Ministries Conference

We missed the first day of the ICCC conference because we had just returned from the previous one and come to celebrate liturgy with all of you on that day. The previous one was in Columbus, and it was the Federation of Christian Ministries conference. Ree and I hitched a ride there, from Chicago, with RCWP Dagmar Celeste, who lives in Ohio. It was the Federation that recommended we join the ICCC, because their international status gives even more credibility, as an increasing number of US states are cracking down on their “definition” of validly ordained clergy witnesses for legal weddings. The Federation is 40 years old. It was founded to help married Catholic priests continue in ministry. Today it enables the ministry and ordination of both men and women. It is a member of the Association of Clinical Pastoral Education (APCE). It is listed in the Yearbook of American & Canadian Churches. It helps certified members who are seeking employment as chaplains or clinical pastoral ministers. It offers continuing education and theological & ministerial degrees through Global Ministries University. 

The conference theme was Ministering To the Least of These. Those “least” included the imprisoned, the homeless, those in nursing homes & in hospice, high risk youth, the suicidal, Muslims, and third world women. Ree and I sat in circle in a local prison, face to face and side by side with other FCM’ers and prison inmates. Among the residents were Christians, Jews, Muslims, and even a Wiccan, all living together in peace and unity thanks to a caring system and an incredible group of volunteer ministers. We sat at table with recently homeless, recovering addicts & alcoholics, atheists who had “been saved.” We listened to their stories, cried with them, prayed with them, bonded with them. We witnessed miracles. And whereas at ICCC we were the only Roman Catholic womenpriests among the 300, at FCM there were six of us among 75, including one deacon, Chava Redonnet from NY. 

We were within the octave of the feast of Mary Magdalene, so we offered to lead a Magdalene Prayer Service over the lunch break on Saturday, thanks to RCWP priests Juanita Cordero (from California) and Suzanne Thiel (from Oregon). This was unscheduled and simply announced a couple of times on Friday, and we ambitiously thought we would have perhaps 30 people show up. Nearly everyone came, crowding into the prayer space in standing-room-only circles 3 and 4 deep all around the room. It was gift, it was grace, it was communal, it was feeding and being fed, and it was miraculous … for the few became the many and the many became one in a tiny, candle-lit hotel room that was recognized as holy ground.

At the Roman Catholic Womenpriests Retreat

Earlier in the week we had been together with 33 other Roman Catholic women bishops, priests, deacons, and candidates – including Marybeth – in a first-ever retreat with the theme of Listening With the Heart. I don’t know that any of us thought we would be privy to miracles in our time together, but we were. Because of faith, and trust, and hope, and love. Because of Janine, and openness, and grace, and the Holy Spirit. Janine, as you know, is the 42-year old RCWP candidate with stage 4 cancer that we have been praying for, and whom we spontaneously ordained a deacon on the second evening of this retreat, during the time of the All Star Game in St. Louis -- which suddenly was of no importance whatsoever. 

The gospel Janine chose for the ordination liturgy was Jesus’ inaugural speech – the one in the temple when he proclaims good news to the poor, etc., and tells the assembly that the scripture has been fulfilled in their hearing. And at our final liturgy, the following evening, the theme of holy ground that came from the reading of the day, the story of Moses at the burning bush, carried Bishop Joan Houk through a passionate homily that spoke deeply to our hearts.

On that last evening, at the beginning of the final liturgy, the Therese Community was blessed and honored in a special way by Rodger’s gift of music, The MASS for Therese of Divine Peace, which was so graciously and generously given – by him – to RCWP to share with communities around the country. In fact, this sizable group of gregarious women was rendered speechless by the enormity of the gift!

At the “Unit” Retreat for RCWP Formation

A couple of weeks prior to that, wearing my Program Coordinator’s hat, I was on Kelleys Island with 10 other women, assisting in leading a retreat for beginning candidates, applicants and those interested in pursuing application or working as associates for the RCWP movement. The theme was Let’s Talk Baptism, and the setting was perfect: an island in the middle of Lake Erie, sharing space in an old 3-story house, pitching in to prepare all our meals from the food we had carried in with us, and laughing and crying and praying intensely, as one. Lake Erie is, in a sense, where it all began for me, as every summer during my childhood was spent on that lake, and it was there that I experienced freedom. We could as easily have been on the Sea of Galilee – me in my childhood and all of us collectively on this retreat – and in a sense we were, as miracles of love and life and abundance and presence unfolded before us and among us and within us throughout our time together. 

We began the retreat with a ritual blessing of water that we had gathered from the lake, and it sat as a reminder of our common baptism for the rest of our time together. When we were leaving, I filled a small container with some of that water and carried it back to Chicago with me, where it was sprinkled on Janine before I returned to St. Louis. When we gathered for prayer, and for the eucharistic celebration on Saturday evening, we set an empty chair for Janine and felt her presence among us just as truly as we felt the presence of Jesus among us. On our final day together we gathered into a healing circle around Dagmar, priest from the Danube 7 and owner of our island retreat house, who was scheduled for a surgical procedure in the following week, and anointed her with the oil of the sick. She said that during the prayers Janine was very present to her, and when I visited with Janine at the end of the retreat I also prayed and anointed her with the oils. 

Life Lessons

That time together on the lake was not all about Janine, and neither was the time together in Chicago. Nor was the time in Columbus or the time in St. Louis all about “us” as “those women priests.” These gatherings were about the unbroken bonds we form in circles, the miracles God works when we allow ourselves to own our common baptism, listen with our hearts, sit among the “least” in our societies, and forgive & reconcile with those who hurt us. Sacrament – the visible sign of God among us – was palpably present in all these experiences. From the life-giving waters of baptism to the transforming bread of Eucharist, and from the healing oils of anointing to the forgiving hearts of reconciliation, Sacrament weaved us. We were encircled by Love radiating from familiar and unfamiliar faces, touched by Grace emanating from known and unknown hands, buoyed by Hope bounding from heights and from depths, and confirmed by Faith – seen and unseen, spoken and unspoken, but owned … deeply and passionately owned in our listening hearts. 

During the month of July, we have blessed and sent two of our own on mission into “foreign” lands – Jenn into another country and Caitlin into another state. We have bought and filled backpacks for needy children within our own city to begin school with. We have sent our brother TC to help build houses for people in Nicaragua. During the month of July, we have prayed with the sick – with Terry for his legs, with Joan for her eyes, with Debby for her sister…. We have prayed in thanksgiving – for Kathy’s new granddaughter, for Pat’s family reunion, for Ryan’s continued healing…. In our Holy Ground collaborative, Marybeth has been chosen as “rotating president” for the coming year. We celebrate together – at communal liturgies on Sunday, in visits and phone calls and notes, in ministry, in recreation, in friendship and love.

As we continue to follow our call – each one common and yet unique – and as we push ourselves into unfamiliar places, among strangers who live differently and act differently and believe differently, God will continue to astound us with miracles of abundance, feed us and allow us the grace to feed others, enfold us into circles of diverse unity and bring us to wholeness. Because we ARE one body, one spirit, one faith, one baptism … because there IS one God who brings miracles into our lives, one God who feeds us, one God who unites us and continues to call us into unity in the bond of peace [Eph 4:1-6].

