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Journeys are the stuff of life. We take a journey to go on vacation, we visit family and friends, we sometimes see life as a journey and we journal about it. It has been one of my main metaphors of life. I love both the metaphorical journeys I have taken and the physical ones as well. Today I want to share with you some of my journey and the insights I have come to during the process of becoming who I am today.

I’m not sure when one could say that I became a feminist. It is something I grew into during my journey. My mom always told me I could do anything as a career and I believed her. However, she never thought about this career and neither did I. I’m thankful that I grew up in a home where my mom and dad were both teachers, where college was just what one did after high school, where women and men were both valued and appreciated. But even in the midst of such an encouraging home, I learned the societal expectations very well and the dismissal of women and their thoughts. I learned these things so well, that I still struggle with some of them.
I became conscious of my need for feminist awareness during the 70’s like so many others. My family lived in the suburbs of Washington, DC, where Affirmative Action was supposed to be the big thing. There is another story there I won’t share today. Many of the women in my church were proud and vocal feminists. We had two services. Eight o’clock was the folk service and ten o’clock was the traditional service. Christian Community Presbyterian Church had about 500 in membership at that time and was an active part of the Bowie, Maryland community. 

In 1978 it came to the attention of some of the people who attended the folk service that one of the pastors was changing the words to the music. (Do ya’ll know about that?) A big uproar set in. He had not talked with Session about it, nor had he talked to the church about it. I’m not even sure that the Senior Pastor knew he was doing it because he was really the pastor of the traditional service.  A meeting was set for us to talk about it. About 50 people showed up, and for the first time I really heard the need to stop saying “man” and think we meant everyone, and to stop calling God “he” all the time. It was truly radical for me to think of God as anything besides the old man in the sky.

A year later I began going to a service in Baltimore every Thursday, where the Methodist-lead congregation always said “Mother-Father God.” “Our Mother-Father God who art in heaven, hallowed be your name.” Hmm…that was really different. In a very short time I was using those words, too. A funny thing happened with my prayers. My image of God began to change and become more inclusive simply because I was using other words to address God. The words came first and then the change.

When I moved to Albuquerque, New Mexico, in 1980, I joined an even more radical church, New Life Presbyterian Church. When you are in a radical church in Albuquerque it is really radical! Let me tell you! You can do just about anything in Albuquerque. That wonderful congregation started meeting in school cafeterias, so when they were ready to build a building, they chose to build a multi-purpose room, much like this one, and they decided to keep using round tables during worship. So, in worship, we sat at round tables with 6-8 people each. When we had communion we had little pitchers that would be filled from the big communion pitcher. The little ones along with the bread would be taken to each of the tables and we would serve each other around the table as we communed together. Everything was done with inclusive language, even when it sounded really repetitive. We struggled with changing scripture. That was long before the Inclusive Bible was printed! We put some things in first person to speak of God as “You” so we didn’t have to keep saying God five times in each scripture. Most importantly, all people were welcome in our church family.

My idea and image of God became more like breath or wind, the “Ruach” in the Hebrew language, rather than thinking of God as just a super human person that still looked just like us, male, female or whatever.

During my stay in New Mexico, for the first time, I knew people who were gay. I was training to be a hospital chaplain, and at my request to know some homosexuals who were “ordinary folks,” some of my cohorts in training came out to me. Was I surprised to learn that over half of them were gay or lesbian! I was rather surprised by that. Then our church began a discussion about ordaining a gay man as an elder. This was only a few years after the first authoritative interpretation of the Presbyterian Church’s constitution that said homosexuals ought not be ordained. 

We had six weeks of small group discussions in homes, Sunday school classes studying the scriptures and church traditions, and sermons that explained all those references that I had always been taught were against homosexuality. We discovered that most of them were about violence, horrible violence that had nothing at all to do with the sexuality of the people involved. At the end of it all, the congregation had to vote on whether or not to ordain Richard. And that became the most important piece. We were not voting to ordain a homosexual. We were voting whether to ordain Richard, our friend, our member, our dedicated and very active member. The vote was not unanimous, but it was a clear mandate to ordain Richard, whom we all knew was a beloved son of God.

This part of my journey—from beginning to envision God as something other than the old man in the sky, to beginning to see the outcasts of society as very real and lovable human beings—was only a set up for what was coming. I have laughed often as I have realized how God took me one tiny little step at a time from being the little shy girl from a small town in Texas to being the woman standing in the pulpit declaring the Word of God.

I loved my time in Albuquerque. I had a home I loved, my sons were doing really well there, I loved my job at the hospital and I had good friends and a wonderful church. I was ready to stay there forever. But God had other plans, so the journey would continue elsewhere. 

Through a series of accidents and stupid things I did - that I won’t go into this morning - it became obvious to me that I was not going to get out of going to seminary. It was not what I wanted to do. I’d just turned 40 and had loosened the bonds that tie one to parental expectations of who I would be and how I would act. I had no desire to become a role model as pastor of anybody’s church. But at God’s insistence, I wrote for school catalogues from Austin Seminary and San Francisco Theological Seminary. When the one came from Austin, I took a fast look at it, and threw it in the trash. There was nothing in there I wanted to learn. SFTS sent me a catalogue and they had a few more courses that sounded interesting. Then they sent me an invitation to a weekend to explore my call. That very same weekend, PSA airlines started up in Albuquerque, and were offering $20 round trip tickets to—where else? San Francisco. Oh, God has such a great sense of humor!!

The kids and I packed our bags and took off—they to visit their dad in Vacaville, and me to San Anselmo to the campus. I set one foot on the place and knew I was home. But I still wasn’t going to be a pastor. It took four more years to get me to the place that I felt like I could maintain my selfhood as well as pastor a church. Those four years were full of great theological discussions, lots of books, lots of papers, many classes, some heavy-duty interactions with the Holy One, and more concentration in feminist perspectives including co-chairing the Women’s Inter-Seminary Conference for women seminarians from all over the country. I want to tell you about the most important incident, for it set the tone for all that would come.

I suppose all seminarians go through a dark night of the soul. At least I hope they do, for it is a critical piece of all the rest, I believe. Mine came quickly and unexpectedly. After all, I was no spring chicken. I’d already been through the deaths of both of my parents, a divorce, chaplaincy training and work, lots of death and dying in the hospital, etc. I thought I had a pretty decent relationship with a God that was real and meaningful to me. But that was before three things happened concurrently that shook me to my foundations.

First, in Old Testament class, we had what we students euphemistically called “the sex lecture” where we looked at several texts in the Hebrew Bible and saw that, when one understood the meaning of the texts, Saul lost his king job because even the most beautiful woman in the kingdom couldn’t do it for him, Absalom, in trying to unseat his father, David, proved his kingly stature before all of Israel with David’s concubines on the porch of the palace, and Ruth was not sleeping at Boaz’s feet. There are others, but you get the idea. I thought the Old Testament was boring until that lecture. I realized that there is nothing boring in there.

At the same time, in theology class we were studying Augustine, that great founding father of the church whose theology still under girds so much of what we profess to believe. Augustine was nuts, you know. He was in love with his mom, which is why he ran away and lived cloistered in the desert. And he was a founding father of Christianity.

Then in church history, my favorite class as I am both a history major and the daughter of a history teacher, I learned that the women of the first century had actually written a lot of things. They had just never been translated or looked at, since they were women and who cared what they had to say? Only then, in 1987, were women theologians beginning to do the translations.

I realized that what I believed was based on scriptures that were not what I’d thought and theology from someone who had questionable credentials. And I also realized I might know the white European men’s history of the church, but not my history as a woman. Then all that I knew fell away, and I sat on my bed in tears and doubt, longing for my home, my job, my friends and church in Albuquerque. In the middle of that I was supposed to be writing a paper on my theology of baptism! I wasn’t sure I believed in anything at all with the possible exception of Jesus Christ and I wasn’t real sure about that. I had no trusted place to go to find faith.

That dark time came to an end one afternoon as I sat on my bed in the dorm, looking out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the gorgeous flowering trees. I realized that I was not alone in the room. I could almost see a being at the foot of my bed and I knew it was the Christ, for I felt the most amazing love that I have ever experienced. It was far beyond anything that I can explain to you. If you take all the love in your life and multiply that by a “jillion,” add in that the Christ knew everything about me—good and bad—and loved me that much anyway, then you might get a little hint of what this was like. 

The Christ said to me, “Nan, all that stuff you’re worried about doesn’t matter. I called you to do this because you know the love of God and I want you to tell the people that I love them. That’s all that matters. Just tell them I love them.” And I was enfolded in that love and I sat there for what seemed a very short time, but has lasted a lifetime. My idea of God changed. Now God was love, pure, unadulterated, complete, total love.

At the end of seminary I went to a call in Colorado at a little church outside Fort Collins, which was almost dead in terms of numbers, but was rich and full of spirit. In my interview, the first question they asked me was how I felt about inclusive language! 1990 and the word had spread to Colorado! It still had not gotten to Texas…I don’t think. During my time at LaPorte Presbyterian Church, I got deeper into the feminist genre.

I attended the Re-Imagining conference in 1993. I walked into the convention center in Minneapolis where 2,000 women and a few men had gathered to celebrate women’s ways of knowing and worshipping. We entered to the sound of Indian drums played by women—a real no-no in their culture. We sang the call to worship that we sang this morning as the Prayer for Illumination. 

“Gathered here in the myst’ry of this hour, 
gathered here in one strong body, 
gathered here in the struggle and the pow’r, 
Spirit draw near.”

 And we sang another song that has haunted me ever since because I was still angry at my mom for dying the day after my birthday a few years before. And my grandmother was this very strict, uptight Calvinist Baptist woman. And then I sang this song.
 “From my mother’s womb and grandmother’s tongue 
I have heard my name, been given my song. 
With their blood and their beauty, I have grown strong. 
With the fire of love and rage, I will sing on.” (By Jeanne Cotter.)
It still gives me chills to sing it. “From my mother’s womb and my grandmother’s tongue I have been given my name and my song.” I was ready to rejoin the women in my family.

We heard from women theologians from around the world, including the most radical of them. We heard about new ways of envisioning the Trinity with goddesses as models. We prayed to Sophia, the Greek word for God’s Wisdom as used in the New Testament. We talked about how perhaps Jesus’ life and what he did there might be more important than just his birth, death and resurrection. And we celebrated an Agape feast using milk and honey instead of grape juice and bread. I left thinking that I might have seen the church of the 21st century.

Then we went home and we got into deep trouble! The spies were there you see. They couldn’t talk about what really upset them…they weren’t going to acknowledge that…so they complained about the “milk and honey communion”, which it wasn’t. It never was pretended to be, but they complained about it. And they talked about what Dolores Williams said about atonement. She was the one who said His life was more important than His death and resurrection. You could see that might cause some stir. They couldn’t talk about women’s empowerment or the way we brought women’s sexuality and physicality into sacred space. For in that milk and honey ritual we celebrated our bodies, our physical bodies, the things our bodies do like giving birth and suckling children and so forth. And we celebrated that as the sacred, the holy, the part that God created about us. Maybe they couldn’t even let themselves know what they also had experienced. I don’t know. But they never talked about what I knew really upset them because it’s the piece that made the difference for all of us that were there I believe. What I do know is that it was life-changing for many of us. 

For the first time ever I saw myself as truly made in the image of God. I understood that we talk about sex in the locker rooms and use gutter language to speak of sacred things. That was the only time, perhaps for my whole life long, that women’s sexuality - my sexuality - was spoken of and honored as something sacred. That driving force that all of us have known especially when we are young, which for a time seems to totally control our lives, was taken into sacred time and space and honored as the part of our physical selves that God created and had given to us as a gift—a wonderful, precious gift. I wondered if rape and incest and all the awful selling of sex in this world would be that way if sex had stayed in the temple instead of being thrown out into the gutter.

When we came home, we all had to learn to stand up for ourselves, for we were attacked from all sides. I learned more about how to express my theology and beliefs than with any other situation in my life. Finally, I said to the charges of heresy, “Maybe what we did was heresy. I don’t know yet. I am still working on that. What I do know is that women weren’t invited to the table when the men decided what was heretical and what wasn’t. We had no voice. It is our turn. Now we will decide if we agree with you or not. And we will proceed from there.” 

If we hadn’t been attacked, it would have been just a wonderful conference that would have had little on-going life. But we were attacked, and because of that it still hasn’t died. People like me are still talking about it because we are so glad we were there. We still know now what we didn’t know before. We still stand tall as feminists and theologians and followers of the living God—God re-imaged and re-imagined.

Journeys are never easy nor on a level plane. They have their ups and downs, their sharp turns, the tunnels where one cannot see what the next step will bring. I’ve been through all of that, just like the folks in our scriptures today. They did things they never thought they were going to do when they started out on those journeys because God told them to go. They went to places, they said things, they did things they never would have dreamed and so did I. And now looking back I can see that the hard and difficult times were opportunities for growth and increasing confidence. One place built upon another, one experience built upon the previous ones. 

So here I stand, fully confident in my trust in God to be with me whatever comes. I celebrate my growth and the learning that came with that. And as always, I am fully confident and aware of God’s amazing love for me and you and all of creation. It is something that I take on faith, but also with experience, for there are times when I can almost get to that place again where I feel the arms of Christ enfolding me and holding me and loving me beyond anything I can ever explain to anyone else. 

I pray God’s blessings on each of you as you continue your journeys of faith and trust and hope now and in the future. Each step is a blessing but you may not know that until you get to the future. Amen.

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew’s Sermon Transcription Project.
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