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Introduction




Because I am looking at the Special Events page of my calendar, I know that I was ordained in the Episcopal Church twenty years ago last May. If the event had been a marriage instead of an ordination, then that would have been my china anniversary, with silver just five years away. I might have looked forward to receiving a new serving platter or soup tureen in my wedding pattern from my old sweet-heart—or, if he forgot, to buying some replacement pieces myself so that I could finally let the cracked ones go. Anniversaries that end in zeros merit some sort of ceremony, no matter what they mark, and I had meant to do justice by this one. Twenty years of priesthood was a lot to reflect upon, especially for someone who no longer spent every Sunday in church. I had fully intended to hallow the day by going to a monastery for the weekend or at least spending a couple of hours in contemplative prayer. Instead, the date slipped right past me. All these months later, I am trying hard to remember how I spent it.

Since May is graduation month, perhaps I spent the day sitting on a folding chair on the basketball court at the college where I now teach, watching another class of giddy graduates receive their diplomas. Or since May is the month when the lush spring fescue becomes safe for horses to eat, perhaps I spent the day checking the fence line of the summer pasture before turning my two quarter horses out in it. Since I feed the chickens every day, I believe I can safely say that I marked the anniversary of my ordination by throwing a can of scratch grains to two Rhode Island Red hens and two Dominiques before taking four brown eggs from their communal nest.

The truth is that while I have never felt more engaged in what I was ordained to do, few of my initial expectations have been met. By now I expected to be a seasoned parish minister, wearing black clergy shirts grown gray from frequent washing. I expected to love the children who hung on my legs after Sunday morning services until they grew up and had children of their own. I expected to spend the rest of my life writing sermons, leading worship, delivering pastoral care to the living, and burying the dead—not for twenty years but for all my years. I even expected to be buried wearing the same red vestments in which I was ordained.

Today those vestments are hanging in the sacristy of an Anglican church in Kenya, my church pension is frozen, and I am as likely to spend Sunday mornings with friendly Quakers, Presbyterians, or Congregationalists as I am with the Episcopalians who remain my closest kin. Sometimes I even keep the Sabbath with a cup of steaming Assam tea on my front porch, watching towhees vie for the highest perch in the poplar tree while God watches me. These days I earn my living teaching school, not leading worship, and while I still dream of opening a small restaurant in Clarkesville or volunteering at an eye clinic in Nepal, there is no guarantee that I will not run off with the circus before I am through. This is not the life I planned or the life I recommend to others. But it is the life that has turned out to be mine, and the central revelation in it for me—that the call to serve God is first and last the call to be fully human—seems important enough to witness to on paper. This book is my attempt to do that.

Like every believer I know, my search for real life has led me through at least three distinct seasons of faith, not once or twice but over and over again. Jesus called them finding life, losing life, and finding life again, with the paradoxical promise that finders will be losers while those who lose their lives for his sake will wind up finding them again. In Greek the word is psyche, meaning not only “life” but also the conscious self, the personality, the soul. You do not have to die in order to discover the truth of this teaching, in other words. You only need to lose track of who you are, or who you thought you were supposed to be, so that you end up lying flat on the dirt floor basement of your heart. Do this, Jesus says, and you will live.

As hard as preachers may work to clarify this koan, I do not believe that it can be done. The promise contains truth that can only be experienced, and even when it is I do not know anyone who readily volunteers for loss again. Yet loss is how we come to surrender our lives—if not to God, then at least to the Great Beyond—and even those who profess no faith in anything but the sap that makes the green blade rise may still confess that losing really has helped them find their ways again. My losses have been modest compared to most. I am an educated, middle-class white woman who has never so much as broken a bone. I have been married twice, once not so well and now well for more than twenty years. The suffering of children has broken my heart, but none of those children has been my own. I have buried one parent but still enjoy the company of the other, and my two younger sisters and their families are all alive and well.

I guess you could say that my losses have been chiefly in the area of faith, and specifically in the area of being certain who God is, what God wants of me, and what it means to be Christian in a world where religion often seems to do more harm than good. When I was ordained twenty years ago, I was far surer of those things than I am now—so sure that I decided to spend my life helping other people become more sure of them too. Some of those people clearly humored me, since they knew far more about the life of faith than I did, but others seemed genuinely grateful for my ministrations.

Together we explored the mysteries of holy baptism and communion along with the vast and varied books of the Bible. Together we navigated both the predictable passages of human life on earth and some of its more unusual cruelties, taking comfort in the cycle of the church year, which never led us into the pit without lighting a way out again. Together we even managed to overcome our preoccupation with our own needs long enough to tend the needs of our neighbors, although never without the strong temptation to congratulate ourselves for our good works.

Like most ordained women in those days, I served as an associate on a large church staff, working under the supervision of an ordained man who helped shape my desire to be the priest in charge one day. I am not sure I can defend that ambition now, except to say that it seemed the natural course of things. Does anyone ride in a car without wanting one day to steer it? I wanted one day to lead a congregation of my own—to guide a course, shape a vision, serve a people, make a difference. I wanted to see what I could do with a church of my own. Although the hubris in that admission now causes me to wince, I suppose it was no worse than that of any bride laying up her trousseau. I wanted to spend the rest of my life as close to God as I could get, and full-time parish ministry seemed to offer me the best chance of doing that.

In the tenth year of my priesthood, I found what I was looking for. A small, historical parish in north Georgia with a reputation for taking risks began looking for a new rector. When my husband Ed and I visited, it was love at first sight. After a lengthy courtship, I discovered that the church I wanted also wanted me. I was about to go and do what I believed God was calling me to go and do, without the least suspicion that finding my life might involve losing it—or that loss, in the end, might be cause for praise.

  








    
PART ONE

Finding


The only thing worth writing about is the human heart in conflict with itself.

WILLIAM FAULKNER









     

CHAPTER

1




The night that Ed and I decided to leave Atlanta, we were nearing the end of our evening walk when a fire engine tore by with lights flashing and siren howling. If we had been inside our house, the whole foundation would have shaken, as it did every time a dump truck or city bus passed by. Outside the house, the tremor took place in our bodies, as we shied from the weight of the metal hurtling by. We were both used to this. Both of us had lived in Atlanta for half our lives by then, and up to that point the benefits of living in a big city had outweighed the costs. The human diversity was worth the traffic. The great restaurants were worth the smog. The old friends were worth the burgeoning strip malls; and the old neighborhood was worth the property taxes, even if my car stereo had been stolen twice in one year. I do not know why the balance shifted that particular night, but it did. When the din of the fire engine had receded far enough for me to hear him, Ed looked straight ahead and said, “If we don’t leave the city, I’m going to die sooner than I have to.”


I knew what he meant. As one of four priests in a big downtown parish, I was engaged in work so meaningful that there was no place to stop. Even on a slow day, I left church close to dark. Sixty-hour weeks were normal, hovering closer to eighty during the holidays. Since my job involved visiting parishioners in hospitals and nursing homes on top of a heavy administrative load, the to-do list was never done. More often, I simply abandoned it when I felt my mind begin to coast like a car out of gas. Walking outside of whatever building I had been in, I was often surprised by how warm the night was, or how cold. I was so immersed in indoor human dramas that I regularly lost track of the seasons. When a fresh breeze lifted the hairs on my neck, I had to stop and think, Does that wind signal the end of spring or the beginning of autumn? What month is this? What year, for that matter?

In the ICU, nurses wrote details like these on blackboards to help their dazed patients hang on to reality. Most days I could name the president of the United States, but my daily contact with creation had shrunk to the distance between my front door and the driveway. The rest of my life took place inside: inside the car, inside the church, inside my own head. On the nights when Ed and I walked, I sometimes talked with my eyes fixed on the moving pavement for more than a mile before an owl’s cry or a chorus of cicadas brought me, literally, to my senses.

Only then did I smell the honeysuckle that had been there all along or notice the ghostly blossoms on the magnolia trees that deepened the shadows on more than one front lawn. The effect was immediate, like a shot of adrenaline straight to the heart. All these earthly goods were medicine for what ailed me, evidence that the same God who had breathed the world into being was still breathing. There was so much life springing up all around me that the runoff alone was enough to revive me. When it did, I could not imagine why I had stayed away so long. Why did I seal myself off from all this freshness? On what grounds did I fast from the daily bread of birdsong and starlight?

The obvious answer was that I was a priest, with more crucial things to do than to go for a walk around the park. I had been blessed with work so purposeful that taking time off from it felt like a betrayal of divine trust. I was a minister of the gospel in a congregation of close to two thousand people, set in the center of a city of never-ending human need. When I went home at night, I drove past homeless people pushing rusted grocery carts down empty streets, and hospitals with all their windows lit. I carried with me all the stories I had heard that day, from the young woman who had just discovered that the baby she carried inside of her was deformed to the old man who had just lost his wife of fifty-seven years. I knew that I would hear more such stories the next day, and the day after that, with no healing power but the power of listening at my command.

I knew that there were wonderful stories out there too, but most people do not need a priest to listen to those stories. Plus, when you are tired, you cannot hear those stories anyway. You get jumpy, like a fireman who has just finished a double shift and cannot go out to eat without expecting to hear a big explosion from the kitchen. After a bad couple of nights on call, even the candles on the table can make you nervous. In my case, I knew I was tired when I started seeing things that were not there. Driving home in the evening, I would see the crushed body of a brown dog lying in the middle of the street up ahead, causing a great howl of grief to rise up inside of me. By the time I reached the corpse, it had turned into a crushed cardboard box instead. When this happened twice in a row, I knew I was tired.

I had remedies in place to help me keep my pace. I climbed the StairMaster at the gym. I paid monthly visits to a pastoral counselor. I planned vacations to exotic places where there were no telephones. Some guilt was involved in all but the first of these, since I had the idea that the practice of ministry alone should nourish me. Maybe I had read The Diary of a Country Priest too often, or maybe I was too much of a romantic, but I thought that God would keep depositing funds in my account whenever my balance got low. I thought that all I had to do was give myself fully to the work, and God would keep me in business. Instead, I was seeing a lot of corpses in the road, and telling myself they were not really there did nothing to diminish my grief.

On the night of the fire engine, when Ed saw where his life was leading him if he did not take a detour soon, I piggybacked on his prophecy. Maybe we could move someplace with fewer sirens and more trees, I thought. Maybe I could serve a smaller church with less complicated needs.

The next weekend we began taking day trips out of the city to see if we could imagine living anywhere else. The idea was to skip right over the suburbs and head for the countryside, but our requirements were such that our options were few. We needed some place with a vacant Episcopal church in it or at least an area where I could start one. We needed a town where Ed could move his engineering business and find some good people to work with him. We needed a sizable piece of land that suited us both, preferably with an old farmhouse on it. We needed to stay within driving distance of family.

We needed a lot.

Since we are both intuitive types, we do not decide things as much as we gravitate toward them. This is not very theological language, I know, but on the subject of divine guidance I side with Susan B. Anthony. “I distrust those people who know so well what God wants them to do,” she once said, “because I notice it always coincides with their own desires.” Having been somewhat of an expert on the sanctification of my own desires, I try not to pin them on God anymore. At the same time, I recognize the enormous energy in them, which strikes me as something that God might be able to use.

When I read the stories in the Bible about people such as Sarah, Jacob, or David, what stands out is not their virtue but their very strong wants. Sarah wanted her son to prevail over Hagar’s son, Jacob wanted his older brother’s blessing, and David wanted Bathsheba. While these cravings clearly bought them all kinds of well-deserved trouble, they also kept these characters very, very alive. Their desires propelled them in ways that God could use, better than God could use those who never colored outside the lines. Based on their example, I decided to take responsibility for what I wanted and to trust God to take it from there.


Intuition may be one way of speaking about how God does that—takes things from here to there, I mean. Since intuition operates lower down than the frontal lobe, it is not easy to talk about how it works. In general, I tend not to pay much attention to it until I have completed all of my research, compiled my lists of pros and cons, and made a rational decision based on facts. Then, when I cannot sleep because the rational decision seems all wrong to me, I start paying attention to the gyroscope of my intuition, which operates below the radar of my reason. I pay attention to recurring dreams and interesting coincidences. I let my feelings off the leash and follow them around. When something moves in my peripheral vision, I leave the path to investigate, since it would be a shame to walk right by a burning bush. At this point, reason is all but useless to me. All that remains is trust. Will I trust my intuition or won’t I? The more I do, the more intuitive I become. This is as close as I can come to describing the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

After weeks of driving around, Ed and I both felt strong pulls to the mountains of northeast Georgia. Part of it was the sheer beauty of the place, with cows grazing green pastures in front of blue mountains. A mechanical engineer with a farmer’s heart, Ed had come into our marriage with two tractors that he was aching to use. I was looking for a smaller church and a different vocabulary. After ten years of focusing on the needs of an urban congregation, I wondered how the gospel might sound in a different landscape. I knew how to speak to people who worked in skyscrapers and volunteered in homeless shelters, but what did I have to say to people who lived on dirt roads and kept bees?


One weekend we set out for Clarkesville, population 1500, tucked up in the corner of Georgia between North and South Carolina. An old resort town, Clarkesville had an equally old Episcopal church with a full-time and much-beloved rector in place. This meant that the church was not available, but since our goal was to see what life outside Atlanta was like, we went anyway. About ninety minutes out of the city, we headed north on highway 197, past an old gristmill with a working water wheel and pastures full of spotted cows. When we stopped for gas about a mile out of town I bought a copy of the Northeast Georgian, which turned out to be the local weekly. I had heard about weekly newspapers, but I had never actually read one. Who could wait a whole week for the news? What kind of community generated so few notable events that every seven days was often enough to catch up on them?

While the headlines were forgettable, things became more interesting with the arrest report on page two. Almost two dozen people had gotten in trouble the previous week, with crimes that ranged from public drunkenness to failure to pay child support. Their full names were printed along with their ages and offenses, which struck me as a print version of putting them in stocks in front of the courthouse. What would it be like to open the newspaper and see your name there? Barbara Brown Taylor, 40, driving with expired license, no proof of insurance. “Do we have proof of insurance with us?” I asked Ed.

Page six featured photographs of Rotary members handing giant replicas of bank checks to high school students, along with backyard gardeners holding huge yellow squash. The fiftieth wedding anniversary announcements were on the same page as the birth announcements. There were almost as many letters to the editor as there were specials at the grocery store, and the obituaries included someone who died in her bed when her house trailer caught fire during the night.

While we waited for the first of Clarkesville’s two stoplights to change, I read the letter board at the Magic Spray Car Wash. “God Loves You” it said. “Doesn’t That Car Need A Bath?” The same block held a Huddle House and a Hardee’s separated by a used car lot. Things improved closer to town, where a couple of antebellum mansions served as bed-and-breakfast inns. Just past the second one stood an old church that was the same vintage as the one we were looking for, but the sign outside said First Presbyterian Church. We kept going, past two banks, two funeral homes, and a small string of shops that led to the town square.

Since Grace Episcopal Church had been in Clarkesville for a hundred and fifty years, I figured that it would be easy to find, but I was wrong. The man at the filling station said that he had never heard of it, and there were no trademark blue “The Episcopal Church Welcomes You” signs pointing the way. If I had been able to recognize it, this was my first indication that Episcopalians were an introduced species in rural north Georgia. While kudzu had not been around for half as long, it was better accepted than a church with a name that was as hard to say as it was to spell. “Espicopal” (rhymes with “despicable”) was the local variation that I would hear most often in years to come, but on that first day all I wanted was to lay eyes on the place.

With the help of a Habersham County map, I finally found Green Street. Ed drove as I counted off the three blocks from Washington Street. At the corner of Green and Wilson, I looked up to see a white frame chapel with huge clear glass windows and green shutters sitting in an old grove of white pines. The only indication that we had found the right place was a historical marker out front. Grace Episcopal Church, it told us, was organized December 12, 1838, for three local families and “many coastal families” who summered in Clarkesville. The square acre of land was purchased for $100 in 1839. When Bishop Stephen Elliott Jr. consecrated the new church in 1842, he declared it a “very neat wooden building, with tower and bell, prettily located, and an ornament to the village.”

I had not seen anything so clean and upright since my last trip to New England. The small porch of the church was supported by four square columns. Just to the left of the double front doors, a thick rope leading to the bell tower was draped over a hook just taller than a second grader. The churchyard bore evidence of having been loved by generations of gardeners. Native azaleas and mountain laurel grew among stones that someone had placed in pleasing constellations, long enough ago for moss to grow on them. Ancient boxwoods grew under the six sash windows, and there was a large holly out front.

Simply to stand in the presence of that building was to rest. Peace poured off the white boards and caught me in its wake as the sighing of the pines reminded me to breathe. When I did, I could feel the clenched muscle of my mind relax. My shoulders came down from around my ears. I shook out my arms and put my hands flat on the side of the church. Was this what happened to wood that had soaked up a hundred and fifty years’ worth of prayers? Did all of that devotion seep into the grain like incense so that any passerby could catch a whiff of it?

When I walked up the painted gray steps to the porch, the old boards creaked under my feet. I stood in front of the heavy doors, which had survived so many humid summers that they scarcely met anymore. When I bent over to look through the huge keyhole, I could see a narrow slice of the sanctuary but no more. I tried the doorknob, mostly to feel the cool metal under my hand, but when it turned I was not really surprised. The generosity of this church was already established fact in my mind.

I stepped into the smell of candle wax, old books, and sun on wood. To either side of me, identical red-carpeted stairways led up to a tiny balcony, which was supported by four pillars in front of me. Besides the red under my feet, the only three colors inside the church were the white of the walls, the brown of the woodwork, and the shiny brass of the processional cross that was attached to the front of the high Victorian pulpit.

There was no central aisle for weddings nor space up front for baptisms. When the church was built, such socially significant occasions would have occurred back home in Charleston or Savannah. Instead, three sections of boxed pews filled the small space between the front door and the altar rail. Opening and shutting the little gates, I counted the seats. There were five in each pew on the left, four in the middle, and five on the right. In a pinch, the place could seat eighty-five people.


The church I served in downtown Atlanta seated four hundred and fifty people, not once but twice on Sunday mornings, with an earlier service in the chapel at 8:00 AM. Grace Church was a dollhouse by comparison, which was a large part of its charm. This was a church I could get my arms around, a church in which I could see every face and know every name. As the sunlight pouring through the windows raised a toasty smell from the old pews, I imagined sitting on people’s porches drinking iced glasses of sweet tea while they told me about their lives. I imagined celebrating communion with them while the wind pushed clouds across the sky and made waves of light lap over the room I was standing in. Of course this church was not available. I needed to remember that this church had a longtime rector who was not going anywhere.

Like every preacher who had walked in before me, I could not resist taking in the view from the high pulpit. In a space so small, it was a true antique, left over from a time when preachers really did speak from on high to sinners down below. Climbing the small staircase, I found the aerie stacked with old glass vases, a few green cubes of Styrofoam, and a broken chair. Clearly, I was the first preacher who had been up there in a while. This told me two important things: (1) In this church, clergy engaged the congregation at eye level, and (2) the altar guild was out of storage space.

Shifting the broken chair to make room for my feet, I straightened up to see the pipe organ in the balcony for the first time. The gold-painted pipes reached all the way to the ceiling without an inch to spare. They were housed in a carved wooden cabinet that looked as old as the church. Looking straight into the balcony, I realized that the slaves who had once sat there had occupied the best seats in the house. From the high pulpit, the same preacher who looked down on their owners could have met the servants’ eyes straight on.

Climbing back down the stairs, I let myself out the altar gate and sat down on the red velvet kneeler. There were so many panes of wavy glass in the windows that the place swam with dust motes dazzled by the light. The branches of a hemlock swayed in the breeze outside. When Ed touched me on the shoulder, I looked up at him and said, “I want this church.”
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