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HAPPY WITHOUT SUCCESS 

 

 

“You’ve been prolific [in writing this I just noticed the accidental connection to pro-life!] in both your 

primary and your secondary vocation. Fortunately it’s the primary one which counts most at the Last 

Judgment.” 

This was a different kind of rejection notice from the editor of a company I had often solicited to 

review my books. By happenstance, certainly not by close association, Fr. Joseph Fessio comes into my story 

a number of times. Perhaps he meant the above to be balm, however it raised again the question of why my 

“secondary vocation” has in fifty years been without success.  You notice that I don’t say “a failure,” because 

any response to a call of the Holy Spirit I do not regard a failure. From the first it has been a joyful 

enterprise with God-incidences that could never be coincidences even if meant only for me.  I have actually 

danced with near ecstasy as a new ingredient fell into the mix of ideas that were otherwise beyond me. A 

number of friends, never met except in their writing, bumped me into places where additions were waiting 

that were essential to my thesis. 

  As a mother at home with eleven children when would a library visit ever find a niche in my day? 

But one afternoon walking in Uptown Minneapolis, I browsed a sale table sitting outside a bookstore. My 

hand brushed over an unenticing title  - Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics. Who was he? I had no theological 

education.  Was he Catholic? The book was cheap. The essay “Man and Woman” proved to be one of those 

unsought elements that contributed to my work.  Had I known more about Barth he probably would have 

been passed by. I was determined to be grounded in orthodox Catholicism. Yet, with that always in mind, 

ignorance proved not always to be an obstacle, but often an asset. The Holy Spirit could guide my fluid and 

unformed ideas. 

For help on this yeasty soup I wouldn’t even have known who to look for or where to look.  

Isolation of a mother-at-home meant not knowing about many of the thinkers of my generation, and being 

a convert to Catholicism, ignorance of the many greats of all generations. In the early eighties with no 

internet, I had never heard of Edith Stein. An editor for whom I had written articles sent me Woman  the 

fourth book of her collected works, asking for a review. She became one of my holy helpers. (St. Therese 
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Benedicta of the Cross) From this philosopher-martyr more ingredients of truth were gratefully stirred into 

the mix.  Eventually I even had the temerity to question her, friend to friend.  

How ever did I fall in love with St. Athanasius?  Where did “The Incarnation of the Word of God 

come from?”  Why would such a title find its way  - literally worm its way into my thought and eventually 

shed light on my understanding of the Trinity? These are the experiences I will relate as what Father Fessio 

calls my second vocation developed. 

My primary vocation was thriving. Though sadly losing one twin, eight children were born from 1951 

to 1961, four by c-section. Our doctor put down an ultimatum.  “Don’t come to me pregnant again.” 

Ignorant in these matters – looking back we seem to have been semi-conscious – Bob and I were easily 

persuaded.  After the birth of our eighth child, we agreed to a tubal-ligation. Obviously, we had no moral 

compunction about this decision.  Did I say that at this time we were Protestant?   

Vocation – the word itself was not in our religious vocabulary and certainly was never used in 

describing our marriage.  It only came into understanding after an experience of God that airlifted this 

couple out of a bog of doubt. We were giving up on the hypocrisy of church religion. Bob had served as a 

Baptist minister in a New England village for four years, then a large Presbyterian Church in the Midwest for 

ten, and had came to a conclusion: “Church life was a big game of let’s pretend.” He would say, “On 

Sunday we hear, ‘Love is the greatest force in the world,’ and the rest of the week, it’s ‘dog eat dog.’” This 

credo spoke of our condition, not the church.  We began looking for a cherry farm in northern Michigan 

where we would take our seven children to live an honest life. In those years, Mexican migrants worked the 

orchards, and we joked that we had our own homegrown set of pickers. My aunt’s small legacy would stake 

the venture.  

We couldn’t say that we were seeking God, but He, ever pursuing, was after us. A woman in our 

Presbyterian congregation seemed to assume that she had an inside spiritual track. How could that be? Such 

tracks were psychological aberrations at best, and if you wanted to know religious things, just ask us.  It did 

sometimes occur to me that no one was beating a path to our door, and hers seemed well-trodden, but that 

demonstrated how gullible people were when it came to healing – she was all about healing.   

Always busy, she invited a friend-healer to bring her message and ministry to our church. Reluctantly, 

I went; a minister’s wife couldn’t avoid going.  This event centered in the healing gift of this Holy Spirit 

dynamo. That afternoon set in motion a series of contacts with those who brought their needs hopeful for 

God’s healing. One unchurched couple struggling with the wife’s cancer stayed on requesting the support of 

a prayer group. Bob and I were invited to belong. From the first gathering I came away saying, “If they 

want to wear rose-colored glasses, let them!”  

Rubbing off that tough exterior took time, but it became impossible to ignore that this know-it-all 

woman really had something. She was genuine, and the light in her simply revealed my darkness – what I 

didn’t know was a lot! Rebecca became my closest friend, confidante and guide. In the way of Paul and 

Barnabus, we eventually exchanged places, but she could not, or would not, go where I wanted to lead. 
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Her death caused a special grief because although she agreed that there could be only one true Church of 

Jesus Christ, and it was (probably) the Catholic Church, she was unwilling to swim the Tiber.  For years she 

had been an excellent swimmer, first in murky spiritual ponds, then in pure depths of the Holy Spirit, but 

that safe Catholic shore she did not reach.  On the first anniversary of her death (the timing was realized 

later), in a dream Rebecca and I were out walking in a city.  We stopped at a hospitable spot to rest, and I 

found myself going on alone. Eventually coming back to that resting place, there was Rebecca limp, unable 

to sit or stand. She barely whispered, “I did not come with you.” In years of considering this, Jesus’ words 

come to mind, “Unless you eat my body and drink my blood, you have no life in you.” I continue to pray 

for her. 

For several exciting years during our early friendship, Rebecca introduced me to a number of her 

gurus, and she had many. She read all kinds of esoteric stuff full of amazing spiritual revelations. Though it 

included books on Christian healing and led to fruitful contacts with Agnes Sandford, an Episcopal priest’s 

wife, who had a no frills ministry of healing and teaching, it also included a Hawaiian seer who sent 

newsletters, a Mormon woman who astral-traveled, and other mystics of Pre-New Age spiritual nuttiness. 

An Episcopal priest, Rev. John Sanford, not related to Agnes, wrote and held seminars introducing us to Carl 

Jung.  When at last we were convicted by the Holy Spirit of toying in dangerous territory, we took those 

aberrant books and papers packed them into a basement incinerator and expected a week of turning dense 

compacted paper. Opening the lid the next morning we found total ash.  

Carl Jung opened another trail which though well-traveled for a while was not followed long. Jung 

presented a psychological understanding that was helpful, even a language useful for revisiting Christian 

concepts.  For the meaning of woman and man, he offered insightful observations. They were a primordial 

set of opposites; hot and cold, north and south, and in need of a unifier, which he even called the holy spirit 

– his own concept. Yet, he had never bent the knee before God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, but sat above, 

judging the Holy Trinity to be unbalanced. Balance or wholeness demanded a quaternary, he said – a square 

or a circle, not any pyramid or three-some like. Also, the wholly masculine face of the Trinity made the 

Christian concept of Godhead incomplete. He, therefore, suggested a correction by the addition of the 

Blessed Virgin Mary as a fourth corner. This objection turned over and over in my head. I sensed his pride 

was like that of Satan. By attempting to introduce the feminine into the Trinity, he had fallen for the same 

diabolical upset of Eden. Somehow there was an answer to this.   

One looks for fruit. Jung claimed to help people become whole, or “differentiated,” as he called it, 

but from my observation his therapeutic offering produced people of dry bones. At a Jungian seminar, I 

finally awakened to the emptiness of the faces of those sitting around me. I didn’t want to become one. 

Though grateful for some ideas he presented in his many books, I used them carefully with the caveat that 

he was never obedient to Jesus Christ.  

In the winter of 1960 when healing (yes) had become our interest, an elderly woman asked Bob to 

drive her to the Episcopal Cathedral in Detroit for a healing service. We found ourselves in a big Buick full of 
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spiritual adventurers. That wouldn’t have described either of us who at this point, though not consciously, 

were self-satisfied semi-agnostics. Bob’s liberal seminary education didn’t prepare him for what would 

happen, and certainly my rejected Baptist upbringing, now bent toward spiritual experimentation, did not 

prepare me. We were very proud in our ignorant, religious sophistication.  

That night introduced us to a movement of the Holy Spirit that we had heard nothing of in all of our 

church life.  The white-haired, polished Dean of the Cathedral, Rt. Rev. John Weaver, astounded us with a 

scriptural presentation of the promises of Jesus about the work of the Spirit he would send that would 

transform the lives of those who believed in him. The next week, December 7, 1961, (the eve of the Feast of 

the Immaculate Conception which became deeply significant in time), this young pastor and wife, Bob and I, 

were on our knees at the altar in that great cathedral church asking for this promised infilling of the Holy 

Spirit. This priest laid his hands on us initiating a lightning bolt in our lives that is felt to this day – fifty years 

later.  We were singed clear through; all doubt burned away.  Jesus was alive! He set our hearts and minds 

afire. I began praying a mantra: “Jesus, I want you; Jesus, I need you; Jesus, I love you,” alternating with 

praise of God in the gift of tongues. (See I Corinthians 12-13.) 

That week the incinerator was fed the radical stuff, and cherry farms were forgotten. Bob settled into 

his ministry in our big Presbyterian Church to lead a group of renewed Christians which called itself The 

Fellowship of the Concerned. Wife and mother, my primary vocation, became the grist for the mill that 

would grind very slowly, sometimes painfully, to form the second. With no conscious awareness of any 

second vocation, I began gathering elements that would make it up.  The word ‘vocation’ itself points to a 

call by God to a certain state which became an irresistible force compelling me into a venture that assumed a 

life of its own. I was the recipient of this second call which proved to be digging out the essential God-

rooted meaning of sexual difference, man and woman. So intertwined with the first, marriage and 

motherhood, that it could not be distinguished, it changed the first completely. The editor who contrasted 

the two didn’t want to know, most people don’t.  That is why I am writing. The story is notable. 

After serving that small Baptist Church in New Hampshire, we moved back to home territory in the 

mid-west, seeking a home with the classical features of New England that we loved: white clapboards, six 

over six windows framed by dark green shutters.  We found such a house on the outskirts of the city of 

Flint. Built in 1856, it was one of the early houses in the area, and we were happy there for four years.  

Before our deep spiritual experience, about our only religious expression was to be sensitive to social 

justice issues. Living in an all-white enclave out of contact with black people, our social consciousness was 

stirred that our children would become race conscious in a harmful way.  We were motivated to move our 

family to a large house in an interracial neighborhood in inner Flint.  It was a decision reflecting the liberal, 

social naiveté that substitutes for true love of others. I can write with a certain cynicism that the children 

were having the interracial experiences we had thought important for them. Looking back it is evident that 

they were young martyrs in this attempt at social justice, while I sat safely within four walls.  When they 

came home with their knees bloody and their stockings down around their shoes, buffeted by new school-
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mates, I gave them the bleeding-heart encouragement. “Look at all these poor children have endured being 

negro (black was not part of the politically correct vocabulary back then) and cast-outs.  We must pray for 

them.” Great advice from someone who did not have to meet this hostility day after day.  The children 

truly tried to be giving and forgiving. One boy phoning daughter Paula, threatened dire action if because he 

was black she would not marry him (nine years old). Her sweet reply was, “I don’t know, I might marry a 

Japan.” Today our adult children defend these years as being constructive in their lives which can only be 

action of the Holy Spirit.   

It was not interracial, social sin out there that we were to change; it was out-of-jointedness much 

closer home.  Disorder in society began with disorder in the home, in our home.  

Acting independently without Bob’s permission, I invited a family of traveling, Holy Spirit “apostles” 

to live with us. This wholly well-meaning “Spirit-filled, Spirit led” family, took over our third floor that had 

been the spacious bedroom for our three teen-age daughters. A thoroughly good man, this “apostle” who 

was sent by an independent church in Waco, TX, nevertheless introduced a virus that infects such groups – 

the pipeline-to-God belief that accepts no discernment and is open to deception.  We learned the hard way.  

His prayerful bestowal of “gifts of the Spirit” on our group raised a crop of pride and jealousy. Perhaps that 

was because of our immaturity which even in St. Paul’s day paralleled the infusion of headless charismatic 

experience. Read how he stamped his foot to regain order in I Corinthians 14. 

Eventually Evelio formed a house-church taking some of our prayer group and others of that 

persuasion. After Evelio moved on, they became swayed by false prophecy.  We are assured it was false 

because it the streets of Flint did not run red with blood in a race war.  The members in response to these 

prophetic words sold their possessions, pooled their resources, and buried provisions in hillsides around 

Flint.  

Rebecca had a spiritual sense that exempted us from this antinomianism that relied on faith alone 

without authority. She taught us to disregard the pressures of the Evelio group which quoted scripture, 

“come out from among them,” meaning that those who were Spirit-led should not consort with those who 

were thought not to be. Early The Fellowship of the Concerned placed itself under the authority of the 

senior pastor of our church submitting to his oversight.  Trusting  that God would work through him 

regardless of his regard or lack of it for our Holy Spirit experiences freed us from many a false turn that 

destroyed other such groups. We were amazed when he allowed kneeling benches at the steps of the 

chancel (Presbyterians do not kneel), and when he replied to parishioners’ criticism of such goings-on as 

praying in tongues with, “Have you read the New Testament lately?” Pastor David Molyneaux, may you 

rest in peace!” 

Alongside The Fellowship of the Concerned, a dozen or so couples were also meeting once a week in 

our home as an intense core group. These praying friends, shaken by the death of young church members in 

a horrific auto accident, convinced us that Bob and I were God’s choice to take the four orphaned little 

children. The twenty-six year old couple, driving the family home after a late drive-in movie, were struck 
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and killed by a drunken partier speeding the wrong-way on the expressway. After ten days in the hospital 

recuperating from their injuries these little ones came home to us, and our seven became our eleven.  It was 

that number that stimulated Father Fessio’s comment about my “primary vocation.” 

It was a consuming vocation. Household organization with all it entails - quite as intense and multi-

leveled as the running of a complex business – had been packed into my genes by previous generations of 

hard-working mothers. But organization is hardly an adequate description of what is involved with human 

beings, especially small, helpless, grieving little ones who must have undistracted love and concern twenty-

four hours a day, seven days a week. God had, after all, decisively vetoed the decision we had made to end 

our family.  

 My budding interest in scripture study was laid aside and buried, but not under so many layers as to 

be forgotten – Holy Spirit yeast kept fermentation going underneath. The very prayer group friends, who 

had encouraged the expansion of our family, also kept fanning the flame of love for the Bible and its 

particular framing of family life. These women friends of mine, each in her own way, were confronting and 

beginning to assimilate in their marriages, the Biblical injunction, “wives be submissive”.  Stumbling onto 

these Bible verses we were stunned when first admonished by the wife of the Episcopal priest who had 

initiated our life in Holy Spirit, to take them seriously. No woman of my acquaintance had ever regarded 

these Bible words as anything more than an archaic prejudice held by benighted men and reasonably 

ignored. We didn’t need modern feminists, like Betty Friedan whose book The Feminine Mystique had just 

set ablaze the public square (1964), to tell us so.  

 Though blindly feeling my way, I, too, was on the headship course. When fearful of the prospect of 

adopting the four, I ran across verses in Proverbs warning not to bring other people’s children into the 

family (see RSV 5:15-17), I thought I had escaped from this dumbfounding future. It was my head, Robert, 

who went forward. I had learned enough in 1967 to realize God’s will for us came through his decisions.  

Rudimentary though this knowledge was, I now believed obedience to him complied with God’s will more 

safely than heeding the personal interpretation of a Bible verse.  Perhaps in this early perception lay the first 

faint call to the Catholic Church.  Obedience to authority had also been put in place by Rebecca’s insight 

that to avoid deception the prayer group needed the direction of our senior pastor. 

It was our prayer group experience then, beginning in 1961 that had brought me to the understanding 

that submission to my husband was God’s will.  With these friends, we talked and pondered the implications 

of all the scriptures in the New Testament about wives relationship to their husbands.  Even I Corinthians 11 

that seemed so outrageous with its veils and hair was found to be surprisingly relevant.  Deep roots were 

sent down into my spirit, and branches like the proverbial mustard plant spread out to hold the theological 

knowledge to be gained from this simple teaching, this small seed that was transforming our lives. 

At one point I might have named myself by the Hebrew word for unity, yachad. I have loved unity; I 

have sought for unity especially now in this otherwise composite family. It was unity that I experienced as a 

child living summers between heaven and earth at Crystal Lake – the beauty, goodness and truth of unity 
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who is God. Later I learned that unity is specifically the Holy Spirit who unifies the ob-positioned Father and 

Son.   

The fragmented world grieves me to my depths; even more excruciating is the fragmentation of those 

who are Christian. I hear Jesus’ impassioned plea, “That they all be one!” I began to understand that there is 

no unity without submission. Self-will, exercised as we fallen people do, brings disintegration in its wake.  

Submission became my way of life; as poorly as I have demonstrated it, in my heart it abides as the truth. 

Viewing life around me it remains the one secret for the unity with God and with others that we long for in 

our innermost being.  Submission is the Cross; it is dying to self so that others can live, it is the heart and soul 

of the Gospel, and is exemplified fully by our Lord Jesus Christ on the Cross, “Not my will, Father, but yours 

be done,” and in his mother, the Blessed Virgin Mary. “Let it be done unto me according to your word.” 

There is not a human problem that cannot be overcome by the power of submission to rightful authority 

with trust in God – though it results in death.  That is the secret power of the Resurrection.  

Headship revolutionized our marriage from the first. A football analogy comes to mind. We behaved 

like two football teams trying to gain ground from each other, butting head to head on the fifty yard line, 

and gaining nothing but frustration in the attempt. Finding that we were to be one team with Bob the 

quarterback and my role to run his plays was a turnaround. In day-to-day family life it made possible peace 

with ground gained and goals reached.  Those early attempts, like anything that grows, went through an 

evolution from immaturity toward wholeness.  We learned from our mistakes and the mistakes of others.  

Comprehension of its total significance became that second vocation; I was to find that obedience to 

headship and woman’s meaning are the subterranean roots of the universe of God’s truth. 

Satan had begun the Arctic blast to obliterate those roots of Truth – obedience and woman’s meaning - 

in the tropical Garden of Love when one young virgin not only froze man and woman’s relationship, but 

began an ice-age on the silent and the dark planet. The thaw began when another young virgin undertook to 

submit wholly to her divine Lover –“Let it be done unto me . . .”   

The little ones, who came to us at ages 3, 4, 5, and 7, slowly smoothed into their new life, one of 

dependable routines, order and affection. They were adorable children, though not without the marks left 

by weaknesses of their parents, the terrors and injuries of the accident, and, sadly, the shortcomings of their 

new family. Dependence on God’s grace and mercy continues to this day.  

Other adoptive parents have expressed a kind of suffering unique to the love of children who have a 

genetic heritage different from the inherited package which is assumed unconsciously with one’s own 

children. The conscious awareness of these differences often comes as a shock.  An episode on the TV series, 

All Creatures Great and Small, helped me understand that it was a most natural thing.  

 Lambing in England was the theme.  The entire farm family was engaged night and day as the lambs 

were born. A critical situation called for the help of the veterinarian: while one ewe had died in birthing, 

another lamb had been born dead leaving the mother agitated. The farmer hoped to unite the orphan with 

the bereaved ewe, but as often as he put the little fellow in with her, she butted him out.  He did not smell 
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right; he was not hers. The wise vet came up with a solution.  Taking the pelt from the dead lamb, he 

fastened it around the orphan, the new mother was satisfied, and the lamb could nurse. Intellectually and 

emotionally we adoptive parents could understand and take to the “strangeness” of a different genetic 

heritage simply by prayerful recognition and acceptance which meant changing some expectations.  

With a daily order established, I found it possible to set up a shop in the basement to continue an 

occasional hour analyzing what Ephesians 6 meant for a woman in light of her creation account in Genesis 1 

and 2. The children had some small booklets illustrating Bible stories with torn paper figures. My attraction 

to this art form covered my feeble artistic ability and was adaptable to depicting the concepts visualized in 

these scriptural references.  With the help of my friends who were deepening our understanding of the 

vocation of woman, and later the help of professional actors providentially provided as readers, a slide 

show with sound emerged, “And He Brought Her to the Man.” First shown at the Presbyterian Women’s 

Guild, it continued a circuit of churches when the family moved to Minneapolis.  Slide shows are passé; the 

program is now on a DVD.  All of it was done with only Protestant experience, so it is amazing how very 

Catholic foundation stones, the role of Mary, and the Eucharistic origins of the Cross, are present that were 

not part of any Protestant formation.  

I no longer remember a most important move of the Holy Spirit during the production of this slide 

program. Did I seek out a religious sister, the “mother” of a group of sisters who ran Marian Hall a hotel for 

the aged in Flint? I recall this strange, uncharacteristic visit only vaguely. Was I not the mother who driving 

her children each Sunday by St. Matthews Church, warned, “See those poor people?  They are slaves to a 

false religion.”  My Baptist grandfather’s anti-Catholic preaching had not gone without effect.  So why did I 

seek out this sister? It may have had some connection to the slide show in production, but I can’t imagine 

what. She in turn acquainted me with a Jesuit priest, Father Charles Conroy SJ, who was a retreat leader.  I 

believe that he, in turn, reviewed the slide program. Was I looking for his approval?  Why would I have 

done that? The Holy Spirit guides even when we are stumbling along. 

Father Conroy was leading retreats for women at the Convent of Mary Reparatrix in Detroit and 

invited me to attend with my friends.  My experiences there shook me to the core. At night in a small cot I 

could feel what seemed like vibrations in the air; during the day we were initiated into the work of the 

cloistered sisters who two at a time, praying on their knees before the monstrance – yes, we Protestants 

were told it was Jesus – for the sin of the world and for all those sinners who had no one to pray for them. 

In the subdued light of that chapel, my eyes slowly assimilated to two shadowy forms bent before the altar. 

We had been instructed how to kneel down on both knees; I wanted to flatten out on the floor.  

Or perhaps there is an alternative scenario. Along about the same time – it seems like a dream – 

walking by a Catholic bookstore, I went inside.  This was like finding myself in an Adult Bookstore, it was so 

out of character. I don’t think I had the intention of buying anything; it must have been curiosity. Cursorily 

viewing the offerings of books, one came off the shelf and attached itself to me. I had bought a book that 

has been as indispensable to me spiritually as my right hand is to my physical life.  This Tremendous Lover 
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has gone through two covers and fifty years of notations: underlining, exclamation marks, verbal expressions 

of “groan”, “ohh” and “help.” The author, never met, Dom Eugene Boylan, became my spiritual director 

and surely is responsible for our becoming Catholic, although he had Holy Spirit help and the significant 

help of the Virgin Mary. 

Long before this sequence of events, I had had a dream. Unrecognized for what it was for many 

years, it was not like other dreams – immediately forgotten - it was a clear memory that would come back 

now and then with some wonder.  I was alone in a strange church. While pausing there, a woman came out 

of a side room, stepped to the front of what those days I would have named the chancel, and called my 

name – “Nancy.” I moved forward to her; with her hands on my head she saw through me like glass.  That 

was all. I had no idea what it could possibly mean and told no one.  It was years before I realized that 

Mother Mary had stepped out of the sacristy into the sanctuary of a Catholic church, and had called me to 

her. 

The book of Dom Boylan opened to me the Truth of the Catholic Church, the Truth of the Church 

that Jesus founded. It reminded me that the summer after graduating from high school, while sitting on a 

sand dune reading an unknown book taken from a cabin bookshelf – In the Imitation of Christ - I once had 

a glimmer of a strange spiritual world. My family, attracted to Lake Michigan for many years, had rented the 

small cottage in the vicinity of Ludington.  Reading this compelling book presented matters of faith beyond 

anything I had known. Something mysteriously more was out there, but I did not know it was Catholic. 

We were securely Protestant.  At least we thought so. Bob was maintaining his Presbyterian 

ministerial connections while taking up a new vocation as counselor/lecturer in the alcoholism unit of the 

Flint city hospital.  We had already expanded our family, and to make the change from assistant minister on 

a large staff to this service meant a reduction of his income.  Trust in the Provider was one of the graces in 

our marriage that has always freed us from money worries. 

From this change in employment came the opportunity to become administrator/lector in the 

alcoholism unit of Hennepin General Hospital in Minneapolis. This sequence of events taught another lesson 

about a wife’s role.  

One of the common misunderstandings of the role of a submissive wife is an image of a lowly servant 

who with downcast eyes goes about her duties awaiting instructions, perhaps wearing a black dress with a 

little white apron.  I can laugh about it now, but at the time it was a very serious assumption - totally 

wrong. Such an effort must in time break down in anger.  We are not easily programmed robots.  

Submission or true obedience is first and foremost a matter of the heart; it does not come by applying a 

concept.  A woman does not assume a persona, but becomes slowly the person God intends by patient 

prayer, patient failure and patient self-forgiveness.  

The offer of the position in Minneapolis, I became convinced was meant for Bob, but the notion that 

his headship included clear vision with no word from me kept me silent. For several months with growing 
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uneasiness I stifled any words that this position was meant for him. Why didn’t be know what to do? He 

was not acting though the opportunity remained open. 

In the surprising ways of God, an extraneous story solved my quandary. A new book was circulating 

that brought alive the saga of Lewis and Clark. With pictures of the great beauty of the Missouri River and 

the account retold, I read again about Sacagawea, the Indian matron who was an indispensable guide to the 

explorers.  How wonderfully that story answered my wrong assumptions.  This woman was a guide for the 

leaders of the expedition. They could not have succeeded without her. The authority of making decisions 

never passed to her, but remained with Lewis and Clark. Amazing! Yes, the husband had headship and was 

the leader, but he often needed a guide.  God had given woman this intuitive capability that if shared would 

be indispensable to his leadership.  

Further thought brought to mind the gospel account of Mary at the wedding feast of Cana. She gives 

Jesus her intuitive sense that the bride and groom’s consternation is over the failure of the wine supply. She, 

too, initiates the action of Jesus.  I have read many interpretations of Jesus’ abrupt words, “O woman, what 

have you to do with me, my hour has not yet come?” He simply must make clear that she is not leading him 

by her insight, that her initiation did not usurp his authority or force his hand, not for a minute.  The 

decision to act is his.  However, knowing him as she did, there was no doubt in her mind that he would 

meet this need whether he thought his hour had come or not.  Intuitively (another word for God’s 

motivation), she knew it had.  

Needless to say, I was freed from the false fear of sharing my insights. I understood that his decision 

might be contrary to anything I shared. I could be wrong, but would try always to be open in 

communicating my intuitions. That was a relief. To do other would have been an impossible stricture on 

normal married life.   Bob acted immediately on my guidance that this job was meant for him, and we were 

on our way to Minneapolis. 

Providential, is the only word that explains the home the thirteen of us moved into in that city. With 

no money, our need for such a large house posed an insurmountable problem to our real estate agent. It 

was a small advertisement in the Minneapolis paper that Bob had clipped that broke the impasse. This 

beautiful home in the Kenwood district of the city had ten bedrooms, three and a half baths, and lovely 

spacious living spaces. This was a far cry from the rambling, broken-down Victorian across from Sears 

Roebuck where the half-hearted real estate woman hoped a bedroom could be made next to the furnace.  I 

had kept back tears quietly repeating, “Where God guides, He provides.” The propitious sale of a Lake 

Michigan cottage by my parents, releasing a portion to us, and a temporary loan by Christian friends until 

the sale of our Flint home was complete were the unexpected ways the provision came.  

We lived in this surprising home for twelve years while it graciously adapted itself again and again to 

changing need.  At one point all the older teens returned home – the reverse flow. Bob and I moved to a 

smaller bedroom and made our spacious one into a bunk room for five young men.  At the same time a 
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daughter and son-in-law with three children and a fourth soon to be, moved into the third floor bedrooms 

and ballroom.  We sat like a football squad, shoulder to shoulder, sixteen around a table at dinnertime.   

When right order impresses itself on the family, that is God’s order, it faces ingrained opposition, not 

only in the heart and mind of the woman, but the man, and from all those who perceive how out-of-step 

this family is with the culture.  We may think this has not always been true – that bygone times suffered 

male domination and attendant misery with acceptance.  So goes the current twisted historical 

remembrance. The truth is that Biblical submission has rarely been practiced by men or by women. It is 

based not on legalism which kills, but on the Spirit which gives life. It is an entirely new creature, but 

because of the concepts of domination and door-matism that obliterate its truth – part of that spiritual ice-

age, it is very difficult to present clearly and convincingly. Because of these embedded errors, even John Paul 

II in his meditation on woman’s meaning, Mulieris Dignatatem, downplayed the woman’s role and 

extended submission to both husband and wife – which can be defended, if carefully. The more we 

understand Satan and his role in the destruction of the Original Order depicted in the Garden of Eden, the 

more we can sift out deception from Christian submission.  O Lord, even the word gives people fits! 

That was the word that revolutionized my primary vocation. I entered marriage with the 

unexamined belief that equality for the partners meant “the same as.” This was before the thrust of modern 

feminism which has insisted that this is the truth of male and female equality – man and woman are the 

same in all regards except those non-essential genitals.  Any result of the activity of those genitals must be 

minimized even obliterated in order to maintain the equality. From this assumption springs modern 

feminism with contraception and abortion, acceptance of homosexuality as a new normal, same sex 

marriage, also all the spin-offs of transgender change by surgery and hormones, all of which are deforming 

our society from the ground up.  Unexamined it has also thrust women into male vocations – soldier, police 

officer, fireman, and in athletics even though competition in these sports have proven to be detrimental to 

female bodies.  

Part of my unexamined assumption was that I should be in control of our finances. I never doubted 

that because I was at home and saw how things were managed there, that the finances should be under my 

thumb.  I devised an intricate system of envelopes for each category and stashed away the monthly 

allotments. When this critical area came under the expectations of headship, it meant a painful change.  

Bob’s ways were so different.  He didn’t keep categories, but spent when and where it was necessary.  It 

was enough to make me fidgety. In the end it was bliss. He put benevolence at the top of the list; we always 

had enough even on modest incomes. There was always cash in my purse, and our bills were always paid 

on time. I do credit him for his wisdom and trust, and God, of course.  

In matters of the household a further understanding took some time to understand though it is very 

clearly the natural way. We women are the heart of the home and as the heart pumps life into every finger, 

we know every corner and keep the order and use of that corner available and ready.  Our husbands rarely 

care as long as things go smoothly.  How headship fits this natural arrangement eventually came under 
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scrutiny. I was doing four loads of laundry every other day, making decisions about arrangements of closets 

and drawers, clothes to keep, to hand down, to hand on. Was it necessary to check out decisions with Bob 

about the daily order? It seemed unnecessary and even irritating. I had heard of women carrying things too 

far.  St. Paul answered this in first letter to Timothy when he tells women to “rule their households.” The 

Greek word actually is to be the “house despot.”  I loved it.  The house was mine and I was the despot.  Of 

course, if that meant expenditures, the head had to be consulted, but many was the time I told that man 

puttering around my kitchen or with his head in my refrigerator, that I was the house despot and he had 

better ask me!  

I suppose that if a mouse like Reepacheep could thrust with his little sword and banter words with 

the kings and queens of Narnia, it may be all right for me to identify with our Holy Father Benedict XVI 

when he writes, “the Prophet was told that initially his mission would merely lead to further hardness of 

hearts, and only through this could salvation follow . . .Jesus tells his disciples that his own path will follow 

the same pattern.” (Mark4:10-12, Isaiah 6:9-10) Jesus of Nazareth, II p. 123   When I naively began to 

disseminate copies of The Woman and the Counselor very soon the backlash began.  This booklet was my 

second attempt to formulate a message to wives, the slide program being the first. Before I had a decent 

typewriter it was typed professionally, and then collated around our dining room table with help from the 

children. Altogether about 500 copies were published in this way. I would give them out after showing And 

He brought Her to the Man at various churches in the Twin Cities. The reception of both was uneven, and 

gradually ran into more hostility as feminist propaganda increased women’s hardness of heart. Increasingly I 

became frustrated with how shallow the understanding of Christian submission was, and how distorted.  

Women would only identify it with worthlessness and slavery, or frills and froth, as presented in Fascinating 

Womanhood that was current. Any other concept met a cold response, except for a very few heartening 

exceptions. The second vocation sputtered on.  

We joined the Catholic Church at a midnight Christmas Mass at the Cenacle Retreat House where, 

after our move to Minneapolis, Bob had first dragged me to a prayer group.  Though immersed in prayer 

groups for many years, I had eventually been fatigued by the emotionalism. Though my dearest friends were 

among these people, and I fully enjoyed them one to one, I felt only tired, not uplifted, by the hours of 

communal free-style worship. Sorting out the real Holy Spirit inspiration from the spurious was not 

something good to do.  With Bob’s permission, I drew back.   

In the case of the Cenacle prayer group, if he had not insisted, I would never have done the one 

thing that brought us into the Church. Though I was being drawn to the Church, Bob had only intensified his 

obligations of Presbyterian ministry. He had no interest in becoming Catholic, and I despaired of my desire 

ever being met.  It was as Protestants that we went to the Cenacle Retreat House for this charismatic prayer 

group which Bob very soon led.  Here we met our first Catholic friends, and unknown to us, the sisters 

began a prayer vigil which eventually resulted in Bob’s amazing decision that we would become Catholic.   



13  Happy without Success  N. Cross 

But in the meantime, a strong sister of the Cenacle became my first spiritual director.  Knowing my 

growing desire to become Catholic, Sr. Mary saw no reason for delay. Waiting for Bob was unnecessary, she 

insisted, because this was a personal decision and no one could know if he would ever leave the 

Presbyterian clergy that he had so enjoyed.  However, as much as I longed for union with the Church, how 

could breaking my union with Bob be the answer?  Obedience had to be practiced here, or not at all, 

because the essential part of obedience was trust in God.  My trust was shaky, and at one point, weeping 

because I could not partake of the Eucharist, I explained to a sympathetic sister, that becoming Catholic and 

receiving Jesus in Holy Communion would never be possible, because my husband was a Protestant minister 

happy in his calling. Her quiet advice, “Trust in God. He will make a way.” 

Again, it was Bob who decided that we would attend an introduction to the Nineteenth Annotation 

of the Ignatian Exercises. The usual format for the Ignatian exercises was a month’s silent retreat with 

spiritual direction every day as the retreatant went through the four stages. With the 19th annotation, St. 

Ignatius had provided a way for non-religious to engage in the exercises without a month away from their 

duties. The retreatant went to his spiritual director once each week and during the week meditated with 

scripture for an hour or more during his usual routine of daily life. During that introductory silent retreat, 

God spoke to Bob through the 55th chapter of Isaiah, which is a story in itself. He indicated that we should 

walk out on the grounds of the retreat house which we did following the path among the Stations of the 

Cross.  The impossible had happened! God had told him we were to become Catholic. 

Looking back, it is evident that the move away from our long-time home territory was necessary for 

lessening the trauma to friends and family when to their minds we did not just make a transition to the 

Catholic Church, but made an unthinkable leap into an abyss. The distance lessened the shock.  It does cause 

a certain wonderment that the subject is avoided like e-coli, as though it could be contagious.  Once with 

the dearest of dear Holy Spirit friends, the subject was approached carefully, but the response was expressed 

vehemently making it clear that indeed a chasm now separated us. Perhaps after forty years those feelings 

have lessened, but no question is ever asked for us to explain, and any subject that might be a bridge is 

skirted. 

So it occurred that we embraced Catholicism because scales had fallen from our eyes.  Bob witnessed 

to others that headship in the family had shown him that headship in the Church was not confining or 

binding, but quite the opposite – it was freedom. God had ordained marriage from the beginning to have 

headship and His Church - a marriage also had headship.  St. Paul’s summation was succinct and irrevocable: 

“. . . the head of every man is Christ, the head of a woman is her husband, and the head of Christ is God.” ( 

I Cor 11:3) Our feeble attempt to be obedient to this order was the invitation to the Holy Spirit to set things 

right; and He had led us to the Church.   

If the human family was ordered even as the Holy Trinity was ordered, clearly God’s human family, 

the Church had been given that blessed order. Our Protestantism claimed it needed no human head, only 

the Holy Spirit.  It took only a glance to realize the thousands of divorces that ideology had brought about 
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in what Jesus had prayed so fervently would be his united Body.  Again, that wholesome desire for unity 

compelled us to find the way to unity under the headship God had provided by establishing his Church on 

the rock of Peter.  Only obedience to one head, upheld and guided by God, would ensure unity of the 

body. 

This very foundation of the Catholic Church was being shaken during the years that we entered it. 

Vatican II Council had opened the door to revisionists who soon made a shambles of the very headship we 

desired and accepted as the Truth of God’s Church. We became Catholic in 1971 during the height of 

rebellion in the Church though we were oblivious at the time. Priests were leaving by the thousands only 

exceeded by the thousands leaving religious orders. A bishop had left the Archdiocese to marry. Our pastor’s 

opinion was that rebellion had come out of the convents of religious women. That possibility fit what I was 

learning about woman’s role either for good or for ill.  

Wherever this germ had come from it was virulent. In the co-cathedral church where we were 

received, a Franciscan sister (who had taken a vow of poverty) wore skimpy haute couture around the altar 

and dated an assistant priest; they eventually married. Something had gone so wrong among those who 

were formed to practice obedience and submission.  It cast a dark shadow and an unanswered question over 

what was struggling to emerge as my second vocation – woman’s meaning and role.  When sharing 

confidentially with a religious sister who had befriended me that I hoped to write something elementary for 

women about submission, she huffed, “Don’t bother, it has already been written.” Implied was “and found 

wanting.” 

A growing realization that I was out of step, possibly with the Church I had passionately embraced 

with all my heart, and that something needed correcting before continuing to distribute The Woman and 

the Counselor, or showing He Brought Her to the Man, I followed a suggestion of a spiritual director and 

withdrew from this activity.  My first vocation rearing our children with Bob was satisfying enough, and 

until God opened a path, I was content.  Within our home we made a Poustinia (after Catherine deHueck 

Doherty) -  one small bare bedroom in which we hung a huge wooden cross made of barn wood, a floor 

pillow to sit on, a candle with an icon and a Bible; and this remarkable house yielded another room behind 

the kitchen for a study where the secondary vocation was kept alive.   

I loved keeping a beautiful home. Cleaning was never a hated chore because the gleam of a polished 

surface and all that went with it was such a joy. Among the children’s expected disciplines was a made-bed, 

picked up clothes, and activities put away every morning before school, or demerits were registered and 

allowances cut. Bob also convened the whole family every morning at 6:30 in the third floor ballroom for 

Bible study.  All in all, it made for a peaceful environment. This does not mean we went without turbulence 

and upheavals.  Human beings are each on a journey toward wholeness and holiness, and we were a family 

of contrary human beings in the process.  However, Jesus was in the boat with us. When we would cry to 

Him, “Lord we are perishing,” He would calm the storm and remind us, “You of little faith!” We would take 

up the oars and paddle on . . . often into the next storm. 
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After two years of the family attending Mass at the Basilica of St. Mary, our priest advised Bob of the 

formation of the first class of deacons in the Archdiocese and suggested he apply.  With his acceptance, we 

began weekly study with the diaconate class at the St. Paul seminary.  I was grateful for this, hoping that my 

snarly questions about Christian obedience would be given light by these theological studies. It was falling 

from the skillet into the fire.  A series of teachers only planted rebellious feelings in a group of innocent, 

pious men who ignorantly, perhaps, accepted their Church and its teaching unquestioningly, but who were 

to be shaken into a new way of thinking. One teacher proposed that the fall was not a fall but a rise in 

consciousness. I still see those innocent men’s faces as the dawn of “enlightenment” began to rise with its 

insidious nonsense. Of those priest-teachers, at least three eventually left priesthood and married.  

Our priest-administrator of the fledgling diaconate program had his own agenda in the rising tide of 

feminism within the Church.  With apologies for the way things were then, he assured us wives of deacons-

in-formation that soon, very soon, the Church authorities would catch on and women would be allowed in 

the diaconate because very surely in time they would be ordaining women priests. I had some years of study 

on these questions under my belt at this point, and had found contrary conclusions supported by the Holy 

Father who had at least obliquely addressed the problem. (He would by 1994 in an Apostolic Letter forbid 

any further discussion of women’s ordination). I also realized that Father lacked understanding of the godly 

dichotomy of man and woman’s roles, or the deep meaning of their relationship.  At one gathering when 

this was proposed again, I spoke up.  “But, Father Michael, you don’t understand  . . .” Abruptly he stood 

up, stretching himself to full height – about five feet -and exploded. “I understand!” He left unsaid, “You 

little know-it-all, who do you think you are?”  It was a good question. 

Such was the precarious state of things in the seventies. Through these years it was my side studies 

that brought the encouragement needed.  That little room behind the kitchen had a large old desk left 

behind by earlier tenants, and it became repository for books, notebooks, clippings, folders and papers.  

God does not leave us without the aid we must have for our mission; He equips us. He introduced me one 

by one to those who provided roots to the little plant that was growing out of those early experiences of 

submission. 

One Saturday morning when the children had gone off to their activities, I sat down to write a letter 

to a friend who had asked why we ever became Catholic?  She herself was Catholic but was surprised that 

charismatic Protestants had become so. That letter which explained how obedience to headship had brought 

us to happy obedience to the Church eventually found its way to a priest who duplicated it for his 

parishioners.  Some years later, it was published by the Daughters of St. Paul in an anthology of convert 

stories called Spiritual Journeys.  

The priest’s interest was surprising and encouraging. I hadn’t been entirely wrong, some big, good 

thinkers came along to say, “Yes, don’t give up, but go deeper.” The space trilogy by C.S.Lewis led me one 

volume at a time to That Hideous Strength. There comprehension of obedience settled down a whole step. 

Jane, the female protagonist, had her mind made up about men, especially about her husband Mark.  He, 
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silly man that he was, was swayed by prestige of the latest thing and belonging to the “in group.” She was 

the independent woman.  So when the Director confronted her about her relationship and she admitted 

that her marriage had been a mistake, the Director passed on to her what his Masters believed about 

marriage. 

“They would say that you do not fail in obedience through lack of love, but have 

lost love because you never attempted obedience.” 

Something in Jane would normally have reacted to such a remark with anger or 

laughter was banished to a remote distance (where she could still, but only just, hear 

its voice) by the fact that the word Obedience – but certainly not obedience to Mark 

– came over her, in that room and in that presence, like a strange oriental perfume, 

perilous, seductive and ambiguous . . .  

“Stop it!” said the Director, sharply. 

Jane stared at him, open mouthed.  There were a few moments of silence during 

which the exotic fragrance faded away. 

 

The dangers of submission I had already experienced. As an immature Catholic Christian who had 

come into the Church because of the joys of submission to godly authority, I eagerly sought out spiritual 

direction. The pastor of our parish was a handsome man who admitted me to his spiritual counsel. After an 

hour session, I came out of his office blushing with shame because of his response to what I had thought my 

innocent declaration of love.  What I meant as a purely platonic, even a Christian declaration, he had 

responded to quite otherwise. What was going on here had been described by Lewis in the above 

conversation.  It was a hard lesson, but essential to learn.  Submission just as the Director directs Jane, is 

meant for one’s husband, and must not be extended to anyone else because of its power. It has this power 

because God has fashioned woman for response, and response is embedded in submission.  Lewis in this 

same dialogue goes on to clarify Jane’s other misconceptions: 

“I thought love meant equality,” she said, “and free companionship. “ 

“Ah, equality!” said the Director.  “We must talk of that some other time. . . 

Equality is not the deepest thing, you know.” 

“I always thought that was just what it was. I thought it was in their souls that 

people were equal.” 

“You were mistaken,” he said gravely. “that is the last place where they are equal. . .” 

 

“I see,” said the Director. “It is not your fault.  They never, warned you.  No one 

has ever told you that obedience – humility -is an erotic necessity.  You are 

putting equality just where it ought not to be.  . .” 
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I was to go on from this to a further, important definition of equality between man and woman, but 

this essential understanding came first. Lewis was distinguishing between roles – they are not the same in all 

regards, so not equal – but I was to learn that the different roles are equal in value in God’s economy. A 

very important distinction. 

It was a great relief to learn that to sincerely believe the truth is more important than living it out.  

Orthodoxy is weightier than orthopraxis. Now that was surprising to a new Catholic.  I would have put the 

emphasis on the latter.  However, it dawned on me that if a woman believed God’s will to be her 

obedience to headship, failure would not be so seriously disordered as not believing or accepting the truth 

of it. Two women might behave irresponsibly, but the one who named it disobedience was closer to God’s 

will than the one who recognized no such thing. The first woman with repentance could make slow 

improvement, the second sees no improvement to be made. Daughters-in-law and daughters, too, taught 

me how important this difference is by observing their lives that ran with concurrent happiness and 

unhappiness. 

 

A psychological study came to hand that was fitting to the understanding that Lewis had embedded 

in That Hideous Strength, it was the theme of the book The Power of Sexual Surrender by Dr. Marie 

Robinson.  She helpfully analyzed the effects of women’s taking over authority roles on their seeming 

incapacity to surrender to marriage intimacy – the result was levels of frigidity. Later her insights were 

furthered by Dr. Carl Stern’s Flight from Woman which thoroughly dissected the effects of the enlightenment 

on woman’s self-understanding and the undermining of her being by prominent thinkers of the recent past 

beginning with Descartes and ending with Ibsen’s heroine, Hedda Gabler.  Here Stern writes 

Neither Hedda nor Jörgen (and none of the men and women for whom 

their marriage is a prototype) follow their calling.  In order to do this as a man 

or woman must implicitly (not necessarily on the basis of a formulated religious 

belief) acknowledge someone or something that calls.  Vocation is derived from 

vox.  The idea of equality, not the equality of justice, but the equality of 

leveling, is incompatible with the idea of vocation. . . the idea of vocation is lost  

. . .instead of growing we regress. (Parenthesis in the original.) 

 

 Then there was an amazing paragraph in Protestant psychiatrist, Dr. Paul Tournier’s book The 

Healing of Persons, which took the concept of sexual submission and acceptance to a far place I would have 

hesitated to suggest. 

 I was faced with a young woman . . worn out by the life her husband 

forced her to live.  . . All I could do was to remind her that the love demanded by 

Christ accepts all things, forgives all things, endures all things.  Such a love could 

win the husband better than any resistance or reproof. I learned later of the quite 
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new love for her husband that was born in her that day, and the spiritual heights 

to which this extraordinary victory of spirit over the flesh had led her. (The 

Healing of Persons, p.176) 

My study occasionally was put away, sometimes for months for the very reason that anything that 

begins to take importance away from that calling, must be put in its place. Even though not neglecting any 

of my duties, I knew when my second vocation threatened to become too engrossing because of a sensed, 

never expressed, jealousy.  Bob’s sense was right.  His first place in my thoughts and love must never come 

close to being threatened. St. Edith Stein has written: 

 

The image of the Mother of God demonstrates woman’s natural 

vocation; her relation to her husband is one of obedience, trust and 

participation in his life as she furthers his objective tasks and personality 

development; to the child she give true care, encouragement, and formation 

of his God-given talents; she offers both selfless surrender and a quiet 

withdrawal when unneeded. All is based on the concept of marriage and 

motherhood as a vocation from God; it is carried out for God’s sake and 

under His guidance 

Bob was ordained a deacon at the Basilica of St. Mary, April 1976.  Is it evident how amazing this 

was to us?  His call from God to ordained ministry, first as a Baptist and then a Presbyterian minister, had 

been confirmed by the true Church.  His ordination to ministerial duties had been to baptize, to preach, to 

teach, to pray leading a congregation, to minister to the poor and sick, to marry and to bury.  As a Catholic 

deacon he was ordained to do these very same religious acts, but he had never confected the Eucharist, nor 

heard confessions, and these ministries were not his as a deacon.  Joyful realization of this miracle in our 

lives has never dimmed.  

 As a deacon he promised to pray the Prayer of the Church every morning and evening. This 

opened a door into the vast richness of Church heritage, the great throng of saintly witnesses whose 

writings blessed us day by day.  From these gems of wisdom, I began to collect ever more pieces adding to 

the collage of themes I was assembling into what had the intimations of someday being a book. St. Hilary, 

St. Cyprian, St. Cyril of Alexandria, St. Cyril of Jerusalem, St. Basil, St. Hippolytus, Blessed Isaac, St. Gregory 

of Nyssa, St. John of the Cross, St. Leo the Great, St. Iraneus, and St. Ambrose. One by one they brought 

rich insights that led me deeper and deeper into the ideas that were emerging. It may be that the use of 

their words put off some editors who were looking for brevity, but I was looking for those who shared 

love for plunging into the midst of holy thinkers who cast light on woman’s meaning. In each case, I found 

they did. St. Cyril, writing about the unity in Christ added rich dimension to the thought of unity of man 

and woman – so necessary in her life when a woman may feel her individuality threatened in the 

requirement of becoming one flesh. Distinct individuals we remain, even as we are gathered into one. 
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Yet that Spirit, being one and indivisible, gathers together those who are 

distinct from each other as individuals, and causes them all to be seen as a 

unity in himself. Just as Christ’s sacred flesh has power to make those in 

whom it is present into one body, so the one, indivisible Spirit of God, 

dwelling in all, causes all to become one in spirit. 

Among new friends in the Catholic Church were three women who became what our family 

eventually knew as the three fairy godmothers.  Two of them, Barb and Mary, I met at that prayer group at 

the Cenacle Retreat House - our door into the Church. The third, Marge, God added along the way. We 

began to meet monthly for support and prayer. Just as that early group of Protestant women in Flint had 

done, we studied the Bible together, testing our experiences and interpreting them for each other.  In the 

constant stresses of rearing children, especially now in their teen years, shared wisdom and our intercession 

for each other became indispensable adjuncts to our reliance on the Eucharist.  

Barb and I developed seminars for women blending our 180 degree difference in personality and 

approach into an offering that seemed to meet needs. For several years we took these seminars to churches 

in the Twin Cities area. I offered a thinking woman’s explanation of headship and the God-given male and 

female attributes developed in Christ, and Barb brought an emotional, prayerful excitement of how it fit 

into daily life.  Sometimes, at the end of a seminar I remained mystified that anything could be made of it. 

We did ask for and receive headship from the priests of the parishes.  One priest surveyed the theology I 

was employing and found it orthodox.  That was reassuring in the light of the objections of our priest-

director of the Diaconate. I often let the acid eating at the Church through these years eat at me, wondering 

with so much thrown against these concepts if they could possibly be wrong.  The history of the Church was 

replete with women like me who carried around arrogant and errant ideas. 

It was a book that made this clear.  It will remain one of my favorites, and was the favorite of its 

author, Father Ronald Knox, also a convert to the Church.  Enthusiasm put some of the now full blown 

manifestations of the charismatic renewal into historical context of Holy Spirit movements in the Church 

from the beginning. Women, misunderstanding their newfound equality in Christ, stepped forward to 

assume headship in their Christian communities beginning with St. Paul’s problems in Corinth.  Over the 

centuries, this happened again and again.  It may have been a reason for the demise of the diaconate in the 

Third or Fourth Century.  Even then it may have been a clamor by women for a diaconate step to 

priesthood that made eliminating it the obvious solution. Knox documented the occasions when women’s 

assumption of authority threatened wrong turns in the Church, even causing long-lasting schisms. He 

bolstered my thesis that was now well along in its development. 

This precious book was one of a number of God-given essentials I would never have had except for 

unusual circumstances when the church library became available.  Beginning at Christmas of 1971, the Basilica 

of St. Mary, was our home church.  Our life began and ended there; Bob was hired as a Pastoral Minister, 
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and I was able to attend Mass every evening, getting dinner ready for over a dozen, putting it on warm, 

hurrying to church and arriving back in time to serve the family.  

Our group of Catholic friends had grown, among them were many who were as distressed as we 

were that so many families were falling apart.  We began to pray together that we would be guided in some 

kind of ministry that would meet this aching need.  Bob led the group as it developed into a vision of a 

Catholic Ministry to Families. With his background in alcoholism and drug addiction, the gifts of many 

others in the group in teaching and healing, and the women’s growing appreciation for the role of a wife 

and mother in a God-ordered home, we began looking for a place out of which this kind of ministry could 

function.  Our Bishop friend, Paul Dudley, was encouraging even to gathering a group of priests to hear our 

plans.  The Archdiocese, however, had no funds to help such an endeavor, it would be on our shoulders.  

We didn’t hesitate because of that, and were excited when a lovely old home belonging to a religious order 

came on the market.  It was blocks from the Cathedral. Bob was our point man.  

When he told me belatedly that he received no assurance either in prayer or from the Archdiocese 

that he was to head this enterprise, I was surprised and crushed. I had been waiting with such expectancy. 

One of the men in the group then assumed leadership, found an empty rectory south of the city and began 

doing what the group had originally thought to do.  Then it became apparent why God was not blessing or 

furthering us.  Two of the original couples were abandoning their marriages, one in circumstances we could 

not have imagined. The friend who jumped ahead soon abandoned the idea and began other kinds of 

ministry.  We were obviously not hearing the Holy Spirit correctly, and the shaky edifice crumbled.  

Looking back I can always be grateful that our human plans, exciting as they were at the time, didn’t 

reach a point of implementation that would have jeopardized our family life.  This might have happened 

because we planned to use the second floor of any house for the family and the first floor for the 

ministry/business. With the size of our family, and the continual need for a fulltime mother, my head could 

easily have been turned into concerns overwhelming my interest and care of the family. Bob had been wise 

to realize that his own heart did not burn with joy with these plans, and that the Holy Spirit was not the 

instigator. I was turned again toward my real calling – wife and mother, and to the further understanding of 

what that really meant. 

Unfortunately the church library was rarely used and with an eye on the space for other needed 

church activities, the books were sold.  At .50 and .25 I was able to stock our home shelves with books I 

otherwise would not even have known. How could I have proceeded without them? This is the mystery 

one confronts daily when trusting God – the unexplainable God-incidents. His friends crowded around me, 

advising, correcting, encouraging. I have mentioned Ronald Knox.  Enthusiasm was number one, but was 

accompanied by as many as eight of his other books.  

Dr. Carl Stern, the German Jew psychiatrist who escaped Hitler and living in Canada became 

Catholic, authored Flight From Woman, This writing landed on everything I worked with like a stamp of 

approval, and he took me so much further. I had not read any of his sources nor was I acquainted with the 
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nemesis of truth about women that he knew well, Simone deBeauvoir.  I found in Memoirs of a Dutiful 

Daughter the roots of her hatred of submission basic to The Second Sex. They were exposed in her youthful 

vehement denial of her Catholic upbringing!   

I wrote to Dr. Stern asking his opinion about ordination for women, and received a note back he had 

signed but written by a friend, saying he was against it. He was ill and would not live long. In my heart he 

was a brother in Christ, a state that does not change with death. I went on with him, reading The Pillar of 

Fire and The Third Revolution, filling in my ignorance of the intellectual movements of the 17th and 18th 

centuries and their effect “like odorless gas” on the truth of man and woman and their meaning. Narcissistic 

individualism was being encouraged everywhere.  

From that library I gained John Henry Cardinal Newman’s Apologia Pro Vita Sua.  Can you imagine 

how this testimony fired my new-convert heart with love for the same revelations that on a lesser scale had 

motivated our conversion? This was in the midst of so much doubt being inflicted upon Catholics, so much 

hatred poured on them for their benighted faith both from the inside and the out. Newman gave me further 

assurance that I was not astray, and was not one of those women Knox presented as miscreants.  

This last book opened the door to another Newman masterpiece, The Development of Doctrine. 

Without this book I could not have accomplished a necessary step in the completion of my thesis. This will 

come clearer as I put together the mid-stages of my second vocation. 

 

And the two vocations were growing together. The first, my vocation as wife and mother had 

entered the turbulent years of rearing children through late teen and early adulthood which meant sexual 

exploration addled by drugs and alcohol, an explosive mix made even more dangerous in the cultural 

climate of the 70’s and 80’s. The media was making inroads in its destructive and intrusive work and we 

parents who had been formed by a more benign culture could not keep up, or even believe what was 

happening before our eyes. To avoid some of the poison, we bought an old farm in Wisconsin and applied 

child-power to fix it up. There was no running water - we relied on a pump, a chemical toilet with a dirt 

covered ditch, an oil barrel suspended over an enclosed platform for a shower - life was primitive.  In the 

summer it was a haven from the streets of Minneapolis, but also a haven for raccoons, bats and mice.  The 

response among the teen-agers ranged from toleration to hate; the younger kids thought it was great 

because there was a lake nearby. We didn’t entirely avoid the zeitgeist; that was impossible, but perhaps we 

were able to avoid some of the pointed edges.  We found to our dismay that one son was growing 

marijuana in a neighboring field and drying it in the rafters of one of our old sheds. 

Settling at the farm for the summer recess, we would move the household necessities in an old trailer 

with bikes tied on top for all the world like Tobacco Road. Bob would travel up weekends in the second 

car, a Volkswagen bug. We were teaching our children that luxuries, fancy toys, even cultural experiences 

were not where happiness lies. Those frugal summers have a lasting happy memory, even among those who 

resisted washing their hair under the cold stream of a pump.  Many baseball and football games were played 
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in that yard, card games at that table, a variety of animals to befriend, cats, dogs and ponies, and 

photography of natural stuff and creative art to work into projects.  Picking and preparing vegetable to 

freeze, even making sauerkraut can be entertainment.  

There it was possible to set up a bedroom study employing an obsolete typewriter with type no 

larger than 7 point.  Where this relic came from is unknown, but like so many of our family possessions it 

may have been acquired from Salvation Army or Goodwill, or perhaps was a gift.  I remember it fondly 

because it was the little black typewriter that began to assemble Knowing Woman. During the week, the 

floor of that bedroom served as the filing place as years of accumulated notes, articles, and all of the 

accoutrements of a beginning writer were sorted out to be developed into outlines typed with three fingers 

on the “bird-print” machine.  

In the archives remain doodles when a fitting title for the emerging book were tried and discarded.  

Eventually a title,  Knowing Woman, carried three meanings appropriate to the growing contents. First, 

knowing was the Bible term for sexual intercourse. Adam knew Eve and she conceived.  Then, a woman 

needed to use her intellectual faculties “to know” her meaning in order to become a knowing woman. And 

the final fit, all Christian persons were to be knowing about woman, this book would inform them.  

Knowing Woman, it was.  A search turned up that such a title had been used, but that book was out of 

print.  

 

Through the 1970’s the garden at the farm was demanding, weeding, picking and cleaning vegetables 

went on day by day. Yet, there was time to continue writing each day. The children were on a schedule that 

included some study, even French, though how they could learn French with a mother who had no 

knowledge of that language was a question.  Some Time/Life Art books were used to learn something about 

the great artists. I even taught some rudimentary painting.  At the time I had learned to use tempera and 

had begun copying beautiful icons.  The wood was blessed by a priest, and with prayer accompanying the 

work, it proved a blessing – to me. Eventually I painted an icon for each of the Fairy Godmothers; they had 

joined me at the farm for retreats. By 1977 the summer work in that upstairs bedroom had kept on with a 

manuscript being written and rewritten. 

It was that summer that with Bob a decision was made that I would offer a kidney to my sister.  

Bethany was eleven years younger than I and had endured kidney disease for half of her life.  She was on 

dialysis at this point.  The arrangements were made beginning with tests at the University of Minnesota 

which indicated that our blood types were so similar we could have been twins. The memories of that time 

include sitting in the hospital room working on Knowing Woman. It had become an appendage.  

In November the surgery took place at Sparrow Hospital in Lansing, Michigan.  Some of our children 

accompanied me through part of the time when Bob’s work kept him in Minneapolis.  But he was there in 

the harrowing days after the surgery when I was mentally debilitated by having experienced semi-awareness 

when early in the surgery the anesthesia did not take hold.  During that dire time, he sat and prayed by my 
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bed, and had the local parish priest anoint me. Gradually, I came back to earth grateful for its wonderful 

common sights and sounds – sunlight on the wall, the murmur of human voices. 

 He no sooner flew back to Minneapolis when two old prayer group friends from Flint coming for 

what they thought was a visit, actually came to save my life.  The hospital was inexperienced in kidney 

transplants and after a few attempts stopped doing them, but in the meantime when my lungs were being 

invaded by blood clots, a poorly prepared staff kept me walking the corridors to relieve what they assumed 

to be gas pains.  These two dear friends, seeing me unable to speak, and panting with pain, rushed to the 

nurse’s desk and would not be dissuaded until a doctor was called.  They could be emphatic! Their demands 

were heeded and with that intervention, I had a long life ahead of me.   

The three eldest daughters had taken up my role on the home front.  Re-entry was easy; they had 

done a good job.  Fortunately, I was not weakened in the least; life picked up its happy pace.  

Those same three daughters had been part of a dramatic God-incidence that has stood out in detail. I 

review it every now and then with wonder. It began in our upstairs’ bedroom where I sat that day on a 

little stool mulling over bits and pieces of theological stuff that included Carl Jung’s objection to the Trinity.  

Using the seat of a small upholstered chair as my desk, I was doodling diagrams. So, if it was not to be a 

triangle that depicted the Trinity, how could Jung’s objection be met that would still hold the Truth of the 

Trinity?  Knowing Woman had several chapters comparing the Godhead to Man created in the image of 

God, man and woman. I had come to argue that the Persons of the Trinity were the archetypes for man and 

woman, using the Genesis 1:27 verse literally. I also saw that the Godhead could be juxtaposed in the same 

way with Humankind.  I don’t expect the reader to follow this, but perhaps the diagram that formed itself 

that afternoon will speak to the reader.  

   

  

  



 

 
When this diagram presented itself I was amazed.  This was it - the truth was to be depicted by a 

quaternary of three trinities. This was what I had been trying to synthesize and it had done it, seemingly, by 

itself.  I ran downstairs where the three eldest girls were in the kitchen.  Clearly brought to mind, as though 

GODHEAD I 
 
 
 
HOLY SPIRIT    
         III 
 
 
 
MANKIND II 
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it was yesterday, I took a paper napkin that was handy, and drew this diagram for them, explaining as I 

went.  They understood!  They were as excited as I.  To this day, they are three daughters who are devoted 

to right order in marriage.  How blessed is that? Many years later, to answer a granddaughter’s questions, 

the same experience was repeated. At ten years old, a youngster with a bit of theological interest could 

understand. 

In a fast food restaurant, drinking coffee between Masses one Sunday, I again used a paper napkin to 

sketch the Trinity diagram for our priest.  He was mildly interested, but very soon was back teaching about 

the Trinity with three lobed clover and triangles.  

Many years later I sent this diagram to my theological adviser, Fr. Keefe. His reply should have settled 

everything by casting it into the round file, however, it was to me like something alive about be drowned, 

its beauty simply could not be buried, and it remains a prized thing.  Father Keefe in critiquing it objected to 

the “abstraction” of giving numbers to the Divine Persons.  He wrote: 

Trinitarian abstractions for all the years I was undergoing course in 

philosophy and in theology . . . (have) been the curse of Trinitarian 

theology from the outset . . .The Trinity cannot be made compatible with 

any system of thought that would “explain” it. So call the first Person by his 

name; call the Son ‘Jesus”? and the Holy Spirit as well. 

My use of abstract numbering (First, Second and Third) was not meant to depersonalize or 

dehistorize the Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It was simply the only way at hand to describe the 

Persons relationship to the other Persons, and the distinct roles of those Persons.  

The Arian heresy had fomented the development of the Trinity doctrine. That is the doctrine of the 

Nicene creed which came out of the Church’s wrestling with Arianism. I began to see that the error of 

Arianism was the religious error basic to feminism. It all began in the Garden of Eden.  Man and woman, 

different in role, were created to be equals.  They imaged the Holy Trinity Persons – equals with different 

roles in creation and salvific history.  Satan, the enemy, overturned perfect creation by convincing the 

woman that being a receiver was inferior to being an initiator. Think about it!  This is when creation turned 

upsidedown. The Trinity itself is Persons, one Initiator and one Receiver and one Unifier of opposites – no 

doubt about these Persons being equals, but mankind by Eve’s disobedience was taught that to serve or 

receive was a disgrace, to be on top necessitated giving orders. 

If this basic twist of reality had poisoned all human thought, Satan hoped to implant it in the Holy 

Church which would be the last to fall, but when it fell he thought he would win, or at least delay his final 

end. The Church had rescued the Trinity from that error in defeating Arianism though it took a long time 

and was very contentious and divisive. Now the Church must bring forth a doctrine of man and woman, 

defending the same Truth, or so it seemed to me.   

Reading John Henry Newman’s Development of Doctrine gave me courage to believe that this 

could be.  He allows for people like me to think about these things. In chapter four of the first volume of 
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Knowing Woman I plunged into the implications and possibilities of an emerging doctrine of Man and 

Woman. I note today that there is a post on Ignatius Insight for September 1, 2011 titled “Truth Seekers: 

Why We Need an Authentic Metaphysics of the Human Person” by Brian Jones, M.A.  Isn’t this referring to 

an eventual doctrine of Mankind?” I don’t know because I lack philosophic knowledge. Also, presently 

there is the conflict of a woman theologian with orthodoxy about her feminist book She Who Is: the 

mystery of God in feminist theological discourse, which makes relevant the necessary spirit that Newman 

expressed of those who are engaged in the development of doctrine. Their belief is “testimony to apostolic 

dogma, it has come as a sort of instinct from deep within the bosom of the mystical body of Christ, at the 

direction of the Holy Spirit and in answer to its prayer, and has grown with a jealousy toward error, which 

it feels at once as a scandal.”  

I have correspondence from those who critiqued these ideas, carefully pointing out the serious 

gaps in my handling of the weighty truths of the Holy Trinity, noting the looseness of logic, careless use of 

terminology, and lack of close reasoning.  Someone will come along, or has, who will smooth out the 

roughness and eliminate the errors.  It does make entirely clear why God has not granted any entrance into 

the serious world of theology. I am a “street” theologian, picking up points like a bum picks up butts. 

With reality yet to set in, the writing reached a certain point. I began hoping to produce a decent 

manuscript, and then came the amazing electric typewriter. I have never learned to type, but continue to 

depend on three fingers on each hand, making uncounted mistakes. To have this typewriter with the 

correction tape was a godsend. Now I was to a point of trying to make a professional looking copy of 

Knowing Woman.  Dreams of publication danced through my head.  With poor typing skills the work was 

arduous; nor could I believe that the goal was so far off. With several hundred pages done, what more 

could there be? Naively I sent off the manuscript with high hopes.  The months went by, and then the 

rejection. The only Catholic publishing house known to me had been caught in transition to the American 

Church. “The American Catholic Church” was the handle being given to the rebellious house in Catholicism. 

This strange manuscript with its stranger attempt to present woman must have amused someone at 

Newman Publishing for a few minutes.  

At that point I wouldn’t have believed that so much lay ahead of me in really understanding my 

subject.  Had that been the completion I hoped for, God’s work would have been truncated. And so it 

would have been, time after time in publication attempts.  Failure? No, but nothing anyone would 

recognize as success. Those words would come back; don’t give up, dig deeper.  

When rising taxes and a financial squeeze made it evident those years were coming to an end, we 

handed the house on to others and moved to a Greek Revival house we restored in Taylors Falls, an hour 

north of the Twin Cities. That it was in a historic area called Angel Hill and we finally had the loan to buy it 

between Archangels Day and Guardian Angels Day late September, early October 1980 was propitious. I 

told my spiritual director that if I had stood on that porch when I was twelve, pressed my nose against the 
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glass, and viewed the study to be made there, I would have recognized the future to be a fulfillment of a 

dream. I had, when in fifth grade, told Miss Rose the library teacher that someday I would write books.  

How many fruitful hours would be spent in that room with the fire crackling on the hearth as I learned to 

use my first computer, a gift from one of those life-saving friends at the time of the kidney transplant, also 

one of the original group in that car to Detroit.  She called one Sunday morning, saying, “This morning in 

church the Lord spoke to me, ‘Help Nancy with her writing.’” Finding just what that help might be is 

another story. I would never have had a computer had I understood what my friend had in mind by “help.” 

Ignorance, total ignorance led to a computer and to a bill that must have caused her to swallow. Computers 

were expensive things in those days.  Yet, when I realize what computer capabilities and computer skills 

opened for me over the years, I can’t help but say again, “Where God guides, He provides,” and, “thank 

you, Barbara.” The Dell computer that aids me now is the last of upgrades made over the years, many of 

them provided by the generosity of others. Bob receiving an unexpected benevolence check from an aunt, 

reached it across the desk and said, “This is meant for your needed upgrade.” 

 The first day in Taylors Falls, I met our next door neighbor in an encounter that after forty years we 

both recall with some amazement.  She approached me, “Are you the Nancy Cross who wrote The Woman 

and the Counselor?” I recall a stunned nod. “That booklet was given to me by a friend and it saved my 

marriage.” With the meager distribution of that booklet among a few Catholic women in the Twin Cities, 

how would this Protestant woman ever been given one? But it had happened, and filled my low tank with 

a needed boost of Holy Spirit energy to continue developing the second vocation.   

I eventually became demoralized about the  The Woman and the Counselor and burned one 

hundred or more copies. This was partly due to the break-up of one of our children’s marriages.  Our son 

had read the booklet.  It caught fire with him leading to his resolve to establish a Catholic Christian family 

with the practice of headship at its heart. However, the truth of this order in a couple’s relationship cannot 

be instigated by the man. That was plain. A woman cannot be forced to submit, or even given the 

suggestion by her husband.  Women are not made that way. Obedience is a Holy Spirit activity in heart of a 

person. It is not conformity, it cannot be applied by one on another; it is personal surrender.   

A booklet by an alcoholism counselor, Dr. Thibault, had made the distinction clear in his work with 

addicted people, Compliance versus Surrender in Therapy. Compliance was a problem when counselors 

were seeking to bring troubled people to surrender, which was the ultimate goal even of AA. Compliance 

got in the way of a sincere giving up and letting God. The same could be applied to a woman in her 

relationship with her husband.  No outward information or leading could bring about surrender. Surrender 

was wholly a Holy Spirit work in the heart and necessitated a complete and personal trust in God.   

In their troubled marriage, my daughter-in-law was incensed by my gift of The Woman and 

Counselor. She took the booklet to a marriage counselor who agreed with her. Yes, it was a horrid throw-

back to the slavery of a wife to an overbearing cave-man.  She was totally right to reject any such notion, 

and if that was the mind-set of this husband of hers, it was no doubt right that she should take a way out. 
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The response of my daughter-in-law so disheartened me at the time, in an overwhelming doubt-attack, I 

burned the remaining copies. 

 Far more grievous than the suffering brought by broken marriage vows, was the death by cancer in 

1986 of our dear daughter Mary at age 28.  We maintained the inevitable vigil at her bedside in the 

University of Minnesota Hospital often accompanied by family members and her husband Gerry. I entered 

into a recurring, developing visionary experience through those final days that at the end promised that 

Mary was enveloped by the heart of God. She left behind a good man and a baby daughter not yet two. 

We and her husband were encased by loving support from his big Catholic family, and all her suffering 

brothers and sisters and large numbers of friends who had prayed with us and for us.  

A few days after her burial, a priest friend came to our house and sat through an afternoon quietly 

listening to our stumbling words of sorrow, eventually asking to rest.  “Yes, Father, please use the 

bedroom.” After his rest he sat with us into evening.  I offered him dinner. Yes, he would be happy to stay 

for dinner. As the evening hours went by, “Father, would you like to stay tonight?”  Yes, he would stay 

overnight. In the morning he continued to sit, saying little as we continued to recount all the hopes and 

fears of the months of prayer given over to Mary.   

Would he stay for lunch?  Yes, he would have lunch.  Sometime after a second nap, he said his 

goodbyes and left.  What an amazing act of love given to two grieving parents!   

The first vocation of a woman promises suffering. All of these intense individuals begin their existence 

in our wombs, and we never get over it; we don’t want to get over it.  Even these adopted children became 

known intimately, if never in my womb, in my heart.  Scuffed knees are one thing, yet a mother is there to 

soothe and patch; but wounded hearts, bruised feelings, even perhaps real transgressions experienced, some 

of which are never healed as in the case of our eldest adopted girl, these burrow into a mother’s soul.  Run 

to Mary! Expect a miracle! Miracles do come, but somehow the ache lingers on if the child himself is not 

freed from the emotional spike that pierced his being – and desiring to be free of it must come from him. 

That childhood pain often continues long into adulthood – yet, mother remains mother and carries it on. I 

know from all my friends that we share the same pain even into our eightieth year.  You would think with 

faith it would lessen, but each generation brings another demand of love-poured-out. 

 “Take up your cross and follow . . .” We are told that we must walk in Jesus’ bleeding footsteps all 

the days of our life.  We are to suffer if we are to live.  I had never suffered because in my mind suffering 

meant physical pain, so I discounted the daily miseries.  How helpless I feel when love is described to be self-

giving, self-poured-out.  Selfishness is the medium that engulfs my days.  I have no hope except for Jesus. But 

it came to me to consider a woman’s hours; the daily prayers of anxiety, hopelessness, anguish, fear, sorrow, 

guilt and forgiveness - and to think again about suffering. Even today – Rose of Lima Day in the Church 

calendar – she reminds us that suffering is the criteria for entrance to heaven.  The happy place of eternal 

peace is entered by suffering?  Really.  
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The other kind of suffering a mother brings on herself. I have never learned how to avoid it. When 

giving a guiding word, hopefully in a considerate way, the reaction can be inexplicable.  My husband then 

explains, “You think you dropped a pebble, but she/he felt hit by a boulder.” This is a mother’s catch 22. 

There is no way out.  One son advised, “Become a guru,” and with his hands he demonstrated the see no 

evil, hear no evil, speak no evil, stance. But the psychologist son said, “No, you’re a mother, and that’s what 

mothers are.” I take it to mean – sufferers. 

Pray, pray, pray, I am told.  This is the way to convert suffering of every kind into occasions for 

God’s grace to make all things new.  No better example of that had been witnessed in our family a few 

years after Mary’s death. 

One tragic day, terrible news swept through our small Catholic community, a father of five small 

children on an outing had drowned in the St. Croix River. I did not know them, but immediately found the 

family picture in the church directory.  I had a momentary flood of incomprehensible assurance – this family, 

the woman and the handsome children would be our bereaved son-in-law, Gerry’s family.  What an 

uninvited idea! It was so unseemly in the face of this tragedy that I told no one, not even Bob. The young 

widow’s intense grief was met at the time, however insufficiently, by our good parish priest.  She relied on 

him and he did not disappoint. After a few years, seeking further consolation and understanding, she 

became part of the Bible study and I grew to love her. When our relationship had strengthened, Bob and I 

invited her to meet our son-in-law for a pizza.  They had much in common beside their immersion in 

heartbreak. Both were from big German Catholic farming families.  When they began to date, Cathy’s two 

boys in their early teens growled that they didn’t want any man around with the idea of becoming their 

father. So, wisely, they stopped seeing each other, relying on telephone conversations to keep their interest 

in each other alive.  After the two boys had girl friends of their own, they stopped objecting to Gerry, and 

he was able to step into their lives with snowmobiles, hunting and fishing. Another year of this and in 1997 

Gerry and Cathy were married and our granddaughter, then nine years old, found herself in a family with 

an older and younger sister, two older brothers and a younger brother.  Gerry added a second floor to the 

family home with separate bedrooms for each girl and their own bath.  It was an outcome of grace that 

continues to amaze us. 

 

With Knowing Woman on the shelf, I made a try at writing magazine articles.  The manuscripts 

flowed both ways, submissions and rejections.  However, eventually a few found publishers, and gradually 

the flow out numbered more than the flow back.  Over the next ten years, eighty to ninety articles were 

published in Catholic magazines. Most of those periodicals are defunct; a few copies are stored in a 

cardboard box with my byline that actually had happened.  

My spiritual director through these years was a holy priest, Fr. Joseph Trinka. Each month he heard 

me out when I tried to bring coherence to the discoveries opening up. His advice was always clear and 

direct, but at one point I was unable to follow it. “Every day, to be a good writer you need to go into your 
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study and shut the door; take as long as you need, but eliminate the interruptions.”  This might be good 

advice to some, but never to a wife and mother. I tried to explain that to close the door on my husband, 

denying his free access to conversation or requests simply could not fit my vocation.  Or to be unavailable 

to visits from the children and grandchildren – “Grandmother is in her study and you must not disturb her,” 

was denial of the very meaning of mother and grandmother. Phone calls from friends, even long-winded 

friends, were part of the self-giving required of a woman. I learned slowly that such conversations were 

essential correction and that women friends who seemed to ramble on about personal matters were 

teaching me valuable lessons. 

I made a contact with Jeffrey Mirus at Christendom College who was editing a series of tracts, 

proposing one on Christian Feminism. He worked with me and I was delighted one day to hold in my hand 

a published copy. That copy has been lost, but I recall the forward was written by Professor Robert Rice of 

Christendom who stated in the first sentence that Christian Feminism was an oxymoron.  

 During three long, cold winters, I gathered the articles and put together four books named A Footing 

on the Plain. This title was inspired by three years of life in South Dakota. Bob was serving a parish as 

administrator for Bishops Paul Dudley and Robert Carlson.  

When experiencing the Great Plains, your eye moves over a tremendous horizon that inspires the 

soul with praise to God. It is glorious, not in the least plain, if you mean homely, but plain if you mean 

guileless, open to the mind, clear.  When I wrote these essays expressing love of God in one way or another, 

I prayed that my reader would find his footing on the plain – some truth of Holy Scripture or Holy Church – 

a secure footing, not the rough terrain of rebelliousness afflicting the Church.  A Footing on the Plain 

developed into four volumes, General Religious Essays, Scripture and Woman, The Catholic Family, and 

Questions of the Day and the Catholic Church. In those three South Dakota years, working with these essays 

again, I was honing my understanding to begin other attempts at writing, making additions to Knowing 

Woman and beginning other books.  But I digress.  Back to Taylors Falls and fourteen very blessed years 

there on Angel Hill. 

  For a time, settling five college-age boys together in a large apartment in our former neighborhood. 

we took only two children with us in this move.  In the fourteen years between 1973 and 1987, we saw all 

the children married, celebrating eleven weddings - all but two marriages in the Catholic Church.   

The corrosion of marriage hit us hard.  Four of these marriages were eventually broken by divorce. 

At this date, only one has been canonically annulled. A grave illness unto death has stricken male/female 

relationships and marriage; the malignant spore is modern feminism and its propagating agent, atheistic 

relativism. To have this disease infect our family was pain like no other. The men, generally, would have 

stuck to their commitment, but the women in every case wanted out. One had met her soul-mate on the 

internet, one complained she had no support for her dream of becoming a TV personality, one let general 

unforgiveness overcome good sense, and one betrayed her groom almost within a week.  
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With the physical duties of vocation number one waning (the spiritual duties only intensify), the 

congenial study with its bookcases, desks, hi-fi player, and fire on the hearth, could now absorb my day. 

Bob’s deacon work as Pastoral Minister in a town thirty miles away began in early afternoon and extended 

through evening. Together we prayed Morning Prayer from the breviary, accomplished the chores of house 

and yard, and ate dinner before he set out. Nine hours stretched ahead when I could attempt to express 

Jesus - the Truth in one simple way or another.  At mid point, Barney the big black lab who could tell time, 

would insist on the walk. 

What a walk it was! I have written of the soul-beauty of South Dakota. I had not been there then, 

but was transported by another environment, the woods and hills above the St. Croix River. The path itself 

spoke to me in poetic language, each section had its own song; the tall grasses where early settlers’ cellars 

still pocked the ground, the small trickling stream to jump, the hill up into the woods, the narrow land 

bridge across a ravine – careful to hold on to the small trunk of a tree, climbing again, then slipping down a 

sandy slope out into the open that looked out high above the glistening St. Croix.  Prayer was the only 

adequate response!  Even Barney would stop and look out in wonderment.  Once standing there, after the 

death of Mary and my sister Bethany (the transplant may only have lengthened her life by a few years), I 

became aware of holding hands with the two of them.  When I shared the encounter with my spiritual 

director priest, the same silence of that moment filled the room. Beautiful. 

This walk with its areas like chapters, each telling a new aspect of the beauty story, became a 

backdrop for another short story. I called it The Granddaughters’ Adventure and peopled it with four 

granddaughters of one of our families who would come to visit on Angel Hill. It was a vehicle to bring 

many of the themes I worked with daily, even including Edith Stein, into range for engagement with young 

teenaged girls. 

We had not been attending Mass in our new parish of St. Joseph many weeks when a woman 

parishioner introduced herself – Marianne (to this very day a beloved friend)  - and asked if I would 

consider beginning a scripture study for herself and a few others.  At this point I had never taught scripture; I 

would need materials and the permission of the priest.  Father Shanley was quick to agree, but then the 

problem was to find good Catholic material, untainted by higher criticism doubt which had plagued so 

much of modern Bible study.  Bob’s fellow deacon, a good man but afflicted with existential misgivings, was 

doing that, we feared, with hugely attended Bible studies in the Twin Cities.  

Looking through catalogues, before the assistance of the internet, I could find nothing solid in 

approach and suitable for Catholic beginners. Many Protestant Bible studies were out there, but so often 

they carried a germ of anti-Catholicism, and never held the whole story, only their convenient parts of it.  

Bible Study Fellowship was big then. I attended once and it was as I feared, heavily sought by hungry 

Catholics who were given an open door to another church.  

Finally, I agreed to guide this group through the Bible continuing as long as it would take, and 

holding to the Vatican II document Dei Verbum which has been published in the front of the New American 
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Bible and declared Catholic truth.  I soon found the NAB less solid that the RSV (Revised Standard Version) 

which I continued to use. The study, Genesis to Revelation, took three years with me panting to keep 

ahead. Though the result was inadequate, it was fortunate that my days were open to hours of study.  Still, 

when it is the Bible, the Holy Spirit and a group of hungry students, much is to be gained regardless of the 

teacher’s competency. For me it began years of Bible study and a continual revision of lessons.  How many 

small groups persevered in this study are lost track of, but over twenty or more years there were quite a 

number, some at St. Joseph, Taylors Falls, one at St. Francis Xavier, Scandia, MN , some with family 

members, some at other sites in the Twin Cities, including the Basilica of St. Mary, later in Colman, South 

Dakota, and eventually in Manistique Michigan. What a rich addition this in-depth study of the Bible was to 

Knowing Woman! Incredible that I had thought the work complete without it. Little by little I added 

chapters until the Bible had contributed a preponderance of the contents.   

When the Bible study had assumed a mid-point in completion, I sought the oversight of the Church 

by submitting it to channels that eventually brought it to the desk of a priest professor at the St. Paul 

seminary.  For each of the 60 lessons the manuscript consisted of a written overview, an outline, a synopsis 

of the chapters of that lesson, and a diagram.   

In the meantime, I continued with the local classes, adding a group of eager women who came half 

an hour away from Amery, WI.  After sometime, probably more than a year, Father Pat Ryan, a priest 

unknown to me, called one summer day to say that he would stop by with the manuscript.  I met him on 

our big porch and we sat down to the table.  The first thing he said was, “I am not here to teach you.  Don’t 

ask me any questions.”  Those words still ring. It set the tone for a rigorous criticism.  

With the weaknesses and outright errors thus exposed, I was tempted to recycle that mass of paper, 

or burn it.  Bob patiently asked me to consider whether or not the flaws could be mended. With prayer and 

time, I made corrections, additions and omissions, more carefully reviewing solid sources; when the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church was issued late in the process I was more sure of being orthodox in my 

teaching, eliminating any speculation. 

In the early weeks of our return to Taylors Falls, at least twenty years after the above incident, an 

elderly supply priest introduced himself from the altar.  “I am a retired priest, my name is Father Pat Ryan!” 

After Mass I waited for his greeters to depart and approached him. “Father Ryan, you may not remember, 

but you reviewed a Scripture Study for me many years ago.  Your words were . . .and I repeated the above. 

“Oh,” he said, “I hope I wasn’t that harsh.” My reply - “Father, you said exactly what needed to be said.  I 

was attempting something that I was not trained for.  There was no way you could correct such ignorance.  

You said what I needed to hear.” 

At one point I wrote to Fr. Fessio about the scripture study. Though Fr. Fessio’s latest response to my 

editorial requests began this book, my first contact with Fr. Joseph Fessio had been late in the 80’s when I 

ran across a document submitted by him when he was a peritus at Seventh Ordinary General Assembly of 

Bishops, at the Vatican. This paper argued that girls and women be excluded from the offices of Altar Server 
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and Lector at Mass in the Catholic Church. Because of my interest in the subject his name remained in my 

memory over the years until sometime later I met him when he visited a group of writers in the Twin Cities. 

Though his contacts with me must be unmemorable, many times he has influenced me. With the scripture 

study, I thought it had been vetted, corrected, and might be of interest.  He called me to ask more about it. 

When the mind and the tongue disconnect – the phone call was unnerving -  the result is nothing coherent. 

He was satisfied. Nothing was what came of it.   

About that time Scott Hahn began his God-inspired ministry alongside of many others including the 

Little Rock Bible Study that was sweeping many parishes, and Jeff Cavins’ unique Journey through the Bible.  

The need I experienced in the early 80’s was being filled by expert teachers. In 2007 when finishing 

Revelation with a faithful group of women who had stuck with it for nearly four years, I put the study aside. 

What I had gained from those years of intimate contact with the Bible, however, strengthened Knowing 

Woman which continued to be close to my heart and was made even more important to me as the Church 

seemed to be down on one knee to feminism, and about to  . . . but it couldn’t.  The Truth! I was 

convinced that the Truth was not on the side of feminism, far from it. Mother Mary stood by the Cross and 

continues to stand against all that would denigrate her son – the True. The scripture study had brought to 

the fore what God was teaching His people through His women from the beginning.  

 The very heart and soul of knowing woman, the only way to really know her was to 

delve deeply into the Holy Spirit’s presentation of woman in the Bible from Eve to Mary.  This becomes 

central to understanding the whole of Salvation History when one starts with the amazing fact of sexual 

imagery in the Bible. The Old Testament begins with man and woman created by God in His image, the 

image of Three in One.  God is the intimate union of Three Divine Persons, Father and Son united in the 

Holy Spirit. Sexuality is created to image this union – and the fact that the Church unites man and woman 

in the Holy Spirit plants this truth by sacrament into the sacred human relationship.  I can only sketch, as 

with a piece of charcoal that begins a great painting, the implications of this beginning. From that will 

come the intense concept and truth of Covenant. Covenant is another way of presenting the same truth of 

two united in a third – or marriage. Moses binds Israel to God in the blood of animals, an unbreakable 

covenant was formed.  In this way God taught his people that he was their husband and Israel was his 

wife. From this came the great lament carried through the prophets that his wife was unfaithful, playing the 

harlot. Adultery is another word for idolatry.  When the people worship strange gods, and credit them for 

their prosperity, God cries that his beloved is an adulterer.   

The Hebrew word for “knowing” is a sexual term, “yada” meaning “intercourse.”  Whenever 

the OT speaks of knowing God, the Jew understood it to be an intimate knowing, not head knowledge, 

but a knowing that seized the whole person like the act of sexual intercourse.  From such union with God 

came fruitfulness, both of body and soul.  The background understanding of “Yada” permeates the old and 

new testaments. The Greek New Testament took off from its Jewish roots and used the word “ginosko” 

which implies the same knowing.  When Jesus says that some will hear, “depart from me , I never knew 
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you,” he was speaking as the bridegroom. His Church will have intimate intercourse with him – the Holy 

Eucharist. To the Jews his offense sprang from his identification as Bridegroom which they, knowing the 

scriptures, heard God say only of himself in his relationship to Israel.  Their reaction was, “How dare he?”  

The theme of Bride and Groom centers the Bible in the Song of Solomon.  When the Hebrew 

canon was established this book was allowed because to the Jewish rabbis it spoke of God and Israel as 

groom and bride, and thus it was a holy text.  The Church fathers saw it similarly, as Jesus the Groom and 

His bride, the Church. Many Christians relate to it as objects of the Holy Spirit’s penetration.  Mary is seen 

as the beautiful bride beloved of the Holy Spirit.  All Christians await the return of the Bridegroom just as 

the Song ends.  

The New Testament continues to build on sexual understanding concepts vital to Christian life: 

personal and intimate receiving of the Holy Spirit, and the fruits of the Spirit developing from this union.  

“Abiding” in itself, so central to the Eucharist, see John 6:56, becomes part of this vital receiving, intimate 

and fruitful. 

These Bible studies furthered a gradual enlightenment about the deep meaning held by the 

women of the Old Testament. How could the significance of the wives of the patriarchs be overlooked? 

Was not Sarah’s motherhood more graced than Abraham’s fatherhood?  He had relations with other 

women, but none of the offspring were chosen as was her one son.  Each of the first three generations of 

patriarchs had barren wives.  What sign was that? It was Holy Scripture’s reiteration of the first truth, it was 

man and woman and God who brought forth the People of God.  It took three! Another indicator of the 

Trinity. And these women, along with other significant women of the Old Testament, whose experience of 

barrenness blessed with fruitfulness pointed directly to the Blessed Virgin Mary who the Church taught had 

chosen virginity – a chosen barrenness – only to be overruled by the Holy Spirit of God.  

One by one the women of Israel’s history brought fullness to the understanding of woman’s 

role in God’s economy. Bathsheba is contrasted to beautiful but conniving Abigail; we discern their heart-

difference by their fruits. No further mention is made of Abigail’s son, but Bathsheba, despite her 

collaboration in sin, becomes Queen Mother at the King’s right hand. A hymn to her in the Psalms is sung 

to Mary in the Church.  

Israel’s history twists disastrously when Solomon takes a thousand wives and honors their multi 

gods. Women make or break the kingdom. This explains a great deal about St. Paul’s apprehension when 

women tried to gain authority in the early Church, and should be a warning to us today.  

The New Testament presents the complete and perfect woman, The Blessed Virgin Mary. 

Though we think there is little about her, the passionate can tell you from what is given there is an endless 

treasure in contemplating her.  Blessed John Newman mined the beliefs of the fathers to bring us (through 

an intermediary) Mary the Second Eve . We have three Old Testament women who all present an aspect 
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of truth about her, Ruth, Esther and Judith. Knowing Woman embraces them. When the little book of 

meditations by Pope Benedict XVI and vonBalthasar came to me, Mary, The Church at the Source, their 

profound insights rounded out an even fuller picture that was astounding. Their insights helped me 

understand why she suffered rebukes by Jesus; how necessary it was that she be prepared to stand under 

the cross of her dying son. VonBalthasar writes: 

The scene in which Jesus, teaching those gathered 

around him in a certain house, refuses to receive the visit of his Mother, who 

is standing outside, seems almost unbearable to us, “Here are my mother 

and my brethren! Whoever does the will of God is my brother, and sister, 

and mother”(Mk 3:34-35). Jesus means her more than anyone, though he 

does not mention her by name. Yet who understands his meaning? Did Mary 

herself understand it? We have to accompany Mary in spirit as she makes her 

way home and try to imagine her state of mind.  The sword gnaws at her 

soul; she feels as if bereft of her inmost self, as if the point of her life has 

been drained away . . . she has to accompany him, full of dread, in her night 

of faith. . . The purpose of this constant training in naked faith Mary will 

need under the Cross is often insufficiently understood; people are 

astonished and embarrassed by the way Jesus treats his Mother. . . 

I am only making a brief outline here of the development study of the Bible made to my 

writing. As time went on with rewriting, I came to see that Knowing Woman was meant to be four books.  

The first volume, edited innumerable times over the years, was a Scriptural Theology of Woman with 

dependence on Genesis and a Trinitiarian Theology that Athanasius helped me develop. When I needed 

confirmation that the Word was feminine in the inner life of the Trinity, it was he who declared it.  Jesus, 

the Word, is Wisdom who plays before God at the creation - she. I fairly kissed the book of his that came 

to hand “The Incarnation of the Word of God”.  This formed the basis of the diagram shared previously. 

The full explanation is out of place here and may be sought in book one of Knowing Woman.  In its 

continual development, Fr. Donald Keefe, SJ in his work Covenantal Theology was an important 

contributor.  The bibliography of important helpers continued to grow over the years, as did the number 

of theologian who were gracious, appreciative, but warning that the untrained make leaps that are often 

serious mistakes, and that my work was as precarious as those hikers whose pictures are taken on spurs of 

rock thousands of feet above the stable ground.  I realize that my avoidance of serious years of study may 

be attributed to my first vocation, but really it could just as well be laziness.  

Somewhere during these years, especially as I lived with the diagram of three trinities, and 

considered the result of Arianism in the Council of Nicea, I began to wonder about the development of 

doctrine. God’s providence in blessing Man’s slow growth into and assimilation of His fathomless Truth 
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was awesome.  (“awesome” has become so commonly, unpleasantly misused, I would avoid it, but what 

word can take its place?) But feminists were presenting woman in a perverted way as “development of 

doctrine.”  A read of Newman’s great work Development could have cured that. I tested the diagram 

against his criteria and privately wondered if a Doctrine of Mankind, stating the meaning and role of the 

sexes might not be in embryonic formation. All his essential points for true development seemed to be 

met. While theologians attempt to work out the Church’s understanding of woman, her being and role, 

these guides to true development must be taken seriously. 1). In the growth of understanding of the Truth, 

the outward form of the Christian idea is preserved. 2). There is a continuity of guiding principles of the 

Christian idea. 3). There is the ability to assimilate earlier stages into the growing understanding of the 

Christian idea. 4). These earlier stages of understanding have continued existence in the new 

comprehensive whole. 5). In the earlier stage, more mature discernment now recognizes the embryo of the 

later stage. 6). There is a logical interconnection in this development. 7). The Christian idea’s development 

has a lasting life which gives revitalization to the Christian person and community and does not fall into 

sterile conservatism.  The Blessed Virgin Mary stands at the beginning and the end of such criteria of 

developing truth - a statement about God’s creation, woman.  Any feminist figure, constructed according 

to feminist ideology, standing beside her is immediately seen to be a fraudulent woman, a deformation of 

created being. Nothing true has been preserved. 

As I tried to keep up with some of the feminists during this time, a few leaders were pulling away 

from the stridency of their early years.  That Germaine Greer author of The Female Eunuch could write the 

following was telling: 

The quality of daily life is what matters, the taste of the food on 
the table, the light in the room, the peace and wholeness of the 
moment. “Perfect love casteth out fear.” The only perfect love to 
found on earth is not sexual love, but the wordless commitment 
of families, which takes as its model mother love. 

The expansion of Knowing Woman made it like “expando dough” - a tag the family had reserved for 

those meals made up mostly of pasta.  The third volume soon separated itself from the rest because it 

focused on woman’s psychological makeup and her striking differences from the male. Edith Stein had gone 

out on a theological limb (an editor had refused a series I submitted to his newspaper because he thought 

her ideas too speculative) by insisting that woman’s soul made her a species all by herself– I suppose she 

meant a sub-species. She found a woman’s ethos, her inner being, grounded in a self-giving and desire for 

union with another so drastic as to make her other from the male. 

Carl Jung’s insights, when used carefully, also contributed to a woman’s self-understanding that was 

essential for her happy life with the mate she had chosen. Recognizing his psychological types and the 

frequency of opposites marrying was an aid for women who found after a few years that the dream-man 

they thought they married was an irritating enigma.  I have mentioned Dr. Marie Robinson, and Dr. Carl 

Stern.  These sources needed their own explication which I undertook in Volume three of Knowing Woman. 
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Much of this information had been tested with women through the seminars that Barb Nevin and I taught.  

We had emphasized that submission or obedience to be constructive to the spiritual life had to be grounded 

in wholeness, and this wholeness meant holiness.  A woman was to yearn for completeness in body, soul, 

and spirit.  Often this necessitated healing.  Most women suffered deep psychological wounds simply 

because the condition of sin into which we are all born. Prayer for healing often began with healing of the 

memories. 

Psychology helps us understand the process to wholeness, while our Catholic faith gives us the huge 

benefit of the confessional where healing regularly takes place.  First, however, it was necessary to surface 

these buried miseries. This meant being unafraid of pain and the stress accompanying the awakening that 

would come.   

 Then there were further steps: Dr. Robinson wrote about the rebellion women experienced against 

their physiology. This, too, would yield to prayer and confession, but first needed recognition and 

acceptance. Widely recognized was the propensity of woman to depression and the roots of depression to 

be self-obsession - simple selfishness.  Edith Stein had addressed the distortions of woman’s nature 

thoroughly and the need for spiritual personal discipline.   

 Carl Jung’s understanding of the animus dominance in some women’s psychological experience 

was helpful. Obedience to a husband’s headship which puts the animus in a subservient role gives strength 

to the woman without allowing her to become strident or domineering. 

All psychological understanding was for one purpose - to reveal the inner life, woman’s true 

domain, and to help each woman develop her own God-given uniqueness of personality.  The final 

chapters of Book Three were devoted to presenting The Whole Woman, Mary.  Her hiddenness often 

cited to disparage her importance to religious understanding is simply indicative of the whole woman’s 

role.  She was the epitome of obedience, the willing servant who “adapted herself to Him.”  This 

injunction to “adapt to him” was the way the Amplified Bible expanded the meaning of words in I Peter 3.  

In like manner you married women, be submissive to your own 
husbands – subordinated yourselves to them as being secondary to and 
dependent on them, and adapt yourselves to them. 

 Never inhibiting a woman, never restricting her, or making her a slave, it was the way to 

wholeness. God had created her for just this adaptation. I don’t know where this quote from C.S. Lewis 

came from, it came in on email the other day – it defines hiddenness. 

"...a man will live long 'in God's camp' before he undertakes 
as much spontaneous work to please others as a quite ordinary 
woman may do every day."  

 Mary needed another woman to share her encounter with God. She hurried off to Elizabeth. These 

two women were holy and whole, but most of us are no where near that goal. Women need other 

women on this journey toward wholeness. What a blessing my friends, both Protestant and Catholic, 
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especially the Three Fairy Godmothers, have been on this journey. Though we are rarely in touch these 

days, those hours of prayer and sharing are integral to my life. The path would have been impossible 

without them.  

In “The Passion of the Christ” movie when St. John called her “mother”, the words were 

electrifying. Of course - her mothering love must have been extended to the apostles who after she was 

given to St. John’s care also called her “mother”. To be a mother is therefore a ministry without parallel. 

We do not outgrow it though our children may think they outgrow the need. Some even into their fifties 

hold out their arms for an embrace, others not so, but a mother continues to embrace each one in prayer 

to the end of her earthly days, and, God willing, forever.  

 At the end she stood at the cross. Despite the depictions of her fainting or falling, she stood!  

Prayerful women have strength to endure great suffering. We never go to our beds in a faint to nurse the 

hurts. When our limbs are weighted with sorrow so that it is hard to maneuver, we are in the kitchen 

preparing the next meal, answering the phone, and carrying on. It is called grace.  God’s grace sustains us 

even as his mercy oozes out of us  - sometimes it is only that, as very weak mercy towards those who need 

it most.  Sometimes the tank is dry, and the words are hard and unmerciful. God’s gift to us miserables is 

the sacrament of reconciliation.  

As a finale to the third book, it was necessary to address the questions of what had gone wrong 

with the concept of submission in the Church that had brought about the rebellion of religious sisters that 

may have fomented the upheaval of the 60’s and 70’s.  This had been a psychological problem of deep 

significance. Coerced obedience was a contradiction in itself. Obedience has to be a free act of the will. 

Submission to an authority given by God can not hide within in coercion, fear or inequality. All of these 

negative elements were exhibited in many religious orders of women. The stories of browbeating called 

obedience never end.  Nor could religious obedience be blind, as though understanding and choosing were 

sins. A whole woman whether religious or married was given freedom by her baptism, a freedom never 

taken away but sometimes freely given away with the knowledge that obedience to God-given authority is 

always freeing.  

 

 

I wrote earlier that in one of those inexplicable happenings an editor had sent me a book to review. I 

unwrapped a blue covered copy of Edith Stein’s Woman. Unknown to me she was not unknown long, but 

became a friend and guiding light. Her story of philosophic achievement, her search for God, eventual 

conversion to Catholicism from Judaism, and entry into the Carmelite order was riveting.  But nothing 

equaled the dramatic and tragic end of her life in the Auschwitz death chamber.  To know her better I read 

Life in a Jewish Family, but later found much of her philosophic work was beyond me.  



38  Happy without Success  N. Cross 

  Woman which was a collection of talks and essays she had given through her Catholic years became 

saintly corroboration of everything I had come to understand about woman in God’s economy, and more 

yet. She made some needed corrections to my thinking, showing me that there was a time for a woman to 

work outside of her home when right order indicated it. I came to see that she was ahead of her time. It was 

the advances of our time that made her observations fit perfectly both with her warnings and 

encouragements. With the internet offering advanced study in many fields, women could now prepare for 

entry into the world of work during their child-raising years. St. Edith realized the need for Christian women 

with mothers’ hearts to take the love of their caring skills out into the needy workplace.  She didn’t 

designate a “feminine” work – medicine, mechanical, legal, whatever was the expertise of the woman she 

mentored. There were to be no barriers to a woman’s contribution to the workplace, but this in right order 

– husband first, children second; and only after the first two were fulfilled to the satisfaction of that husband 

and those children - a further calling. Not before. She opened my narrow concepts of woman’s further place 

in society, an expansion sorely needed, while maintaining the essential submission of a woman to her 

husband. I began to parallel my experience to her concept and found my second vocation of prayer, 

writing, and speaking to women fit her vision. 

Her picture of woman exemplified very well a scripture that had first attached itself to me when my 

grandfather dedicated my first Bible with an inscription from Proverbs  31. “Charm is deceitful, beauty is 

vain, but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.” Some speculate that it may have been written by 

Bathsheba for the marriage of her son Solomon. The woman described in that chapter begins in verse 10. 

A good wife who can find? 

She is far more precious than jewels. 

The heart of her husband trusts in her  

   and he will have no lack of gain. 

Saint Edith’s description of the good wife echoes this. As I wrote above, jealous for a woman’s 

complete attention and care for her husband and for her household, at one time I minimized any work for a 

woman outside of the home. A friend irritated by this “submissive” stuff, quoted parts of this Proverb 

reading to me. He thought the wife’s obvious decision making and vigorous activity outside of her home – 

“She considers a field and buys it.” - should put this nonsense to rest. Similar to the Proverb’s wife, St. Edith 

early encouraged enterprises that would bring financial gain and prestige to her husband, and saw this 

concurrent with keeping a thriving household.   This Proverbs reading from the beginning makes clear her 

constant intent is the good of her husband – a true submission of all she does. So, too, does St. Edith’s holy 

woman. 

 As with any very good friend, I questioned St. Edith – a little.  She had trouble with Saint Paul (and 

the apostolic writing) wondering if he had some Jewish misogynism lurking in his Pharisaic mind. His 

outbursts toward women troubled her.  Ronald Knox’s Enthusiasm had helped me understand what was 

going on in those early Church communities that caused Paul’s consternation.  I had seen it raise its ugly 
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head in our charismatic prayer groups – women misunderstanding their newly found freedom to mean 

freedom from authority, which for unity’s sake it never does, and assuming leadership.  He wasn’t reverting 

to a Jewish system of subjection of women (a careful reading of the Old Testament refutes any such 

subjection) but he was attempting to prevent a second replay of the disaster of Eden. No more Eves, thank 

you! Headship was God’s own order.  

 Saint Edith’s objections sent me back to St. Paul’s statements one by one, ferreting out fitting answers 

to what she suspected was dislike of women.  In every case the truth stood there to be defended against any 

slurs that St. Paul was simply blinded by his culture. I would have liked to go over these scriptures with dear 

Saint Edith, but realized that she hadn’t had time to ponder them and pray.  With her keen desire for Truth 

that could not be turned aside, time would have made possible her own corrections.  Because of my work 

on behalf of St. Paul in reply to her questions, further chapters were added to the second volume on 

Scriptural Woman. 

During the years I worked with Edith Stein, now known as St. Benedicta of the Cross, Pope John Paul 

II made her Blessed by beatifying her in 1987, and Saint by canonizing her in 1998. In the middle of those 

years I taught a study based on Woman to a group of women.  This developed into another book which is 

among those that remain virginal, An Edith Stein Study for the Thoughtful Feminist.  A mild interest 

expressed by Christendom College publishing department never developed.  The pile of manuscripts was 

growing.  

If I really hoped to find publishers for this growing stack, an agent came to mind as a need and I 

gained the name of one.  Dan Montague, a recent published author of a novel, was a high school friend 

who attended our 40th reunion. Asking him about his agent, he gave me the name of Carolyn Jenks, who 

took me on for a while.  After offering her other manuscripts, she decided that her venue did not 

accommodate itself to such thoroughly Catholic Christian writing. She gave me some good critique, some of 

which I used in rewriting, and she wrote about the Edith Stein book:  

The 1950's were reading Tom Merton, which proved that a 

thoughtful work could be a lasting gem.  I think you have a rare work 

with broad appeal.  

 

We are always amazed at the goodness and providence of God. We often remark that we are 

paupers who live like kings.  Money had never had much interest, but God’s care for us has been continually 

dumbfounding. It even included a dig in Israel in the 1980’s, which added a dimension to the scripture study 

unattainable otherwise.  

The Biblical Archeological Review had advertised a series of archeological digs. How we came to 

consider such a thing, or where the money came from to do it, we have no memory only amazement. We 

were part of a group that gathered headed by a Texas Baptist Seminary and led by a minister archeologist 

with some years of experience.  Our dig was Tel Batash, known to most as Timnah, the place where Samson 
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was a frequent visitor. The site had been abandoned after the Davidic kingdom, so the surface was much 

more ancient than other sites where successive levels of cities had obliterated the earlier ones. The interests 

of the seminar were distinctly archeology with little interest in the religious.  During one side excursion our 

boats lingered in the center of the Sea of Galilee so that prayers could be offered. Not one of the many 

Baptist ministers in the group would take a lead in prayer. Of course, our desire to attend Mass on Sundays 

posed difficulties to be overcome and was sometimes hard to obtain.  

During Ramadan we went with in a full van into troubled territory to see the site of Shiloh that had 

been leveled by the Philistines in Samuel’s days.  The hillside was strewn with the ancient blocks of the 

thrown-down city bleached by the sun for 3000 years. The town had never been rebuilt which meant that 

those old stones were part of the very place where the Tabernacle once stood. It was from here the 

Philistines stole the Ark of the Covenant, bringing unwanted woe on their heads.  Here Hannah wept for 

her barrenness and was chastised by the old priest Eli for evident drunkenness (I Samuel 1).   

We approached the site by leaving the roadway and bumping over a rocky field to avoid a Jewish 

village where the last evening of Shabbat was being observed. Leaving the van to scramble up to the ruins, a 

few men from that village came out to make sure all was well – one carried a pistol in his belt. We passed 

inspection.  The warm evening breeze coming from the west was fragrant and the place quiet with a kind of 

eternal peace. I stooped to write a message on a scrap of paper.  It was a prayer to God begging for 

fruitfulness for our daughter-in-law Angela. She and Dan had been married two years after her recovery 

from three bouts of Hodgkin’s leukemia, each time treated with chemo and x-ray in the days when 

treatments were less sophisticated and harsh.  Menopause threatened even though Angela was only twenty-

four. The doctors could not encourage her to think of ever having children.      

With tears of hope, on that hillside of Shiloh we were recalling the drama of Hannah.  Slipping the 

piece of paper under one of those large rocks, did it now rest under foundations of the ancient Tent that 

held the Ark of the Covenant?  Did the priest Eli have any promises from God for us?  The beauty of that 

evening seemed to whisper it. In the next two years Dan and Angela conceived and brought into life three 

sons, the first was named – of course - Samuel, the second and third were twins, one named for an apostle, 

the other for  the first martyr, Philip and Stephen. God does make barren women fruitful! 

Now after many years of praying the rosary, I know Mary much better than when we were in Israel. 

We were young Catholics at that time and too many of the places that were home to Mary and Jesus held 

depths beyond our meager understanding. Our Baptist guides had little interest in such places because 

“tradition” to them implied “fiction.” In retrospect it has been possible to invest many of those places with 

the richness of Catholic tradition which we have learned means “truth.” 

My attempts to publish continued in spurts with multiple contacts with publishers to no avail. If these 

serious studies were to find no publisher, I woke one morning with a story beginning in my head - a story 

for my grandchildren. My thirty or so grandchildren were much more present in my life because of another 

move across country.   
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Bob had completed three years serving Bishop Carlson as administrator of a small but wonderful 

church in South Dakota.  During the time there, we employed a contractor to build a home for us which 

also would include a unit for family vacations on Lake Michigan, nine hours to the east and north of the 

Twin Cities where most of them lived.  Entrusting our ideas to this local fellow and his son, and using the 

money gained from the sale of our Angel Hill home, we planned to retire to Lake Michigan living in the 

second unit which was to be similar to a “mother-n-law apartment”.  

The morning I awoke with this story idea, we were living at the lake where our families with all of 

our grandchildren were now coming throughout the summer to recreate in God’s beautiful outdoors of sun, 

sand and water.  During the years our family was growing up, we had summered in my parent’s cottage on 

Grand Traverse Bay which is an arm of Lake Michigan in cherry country, the area around Traverse City.  

Here our children had frequented the orchards of a friend, picking cherries for spending money and eating 

far too many.  They were happy years. 

My story as it began to develop took place in that loved place during the 50’s, and centered in the 

lives of a Mexican migrant family. The orchards that provided their summer sustenance were those our 

family had known so well.  

By an emergency circumstance, my migrant family is pulled into the care of two poor orphans who 

live with their old uncle in a shack sheltered in the dunes, neighbors to the HiLo farm orchards.  

The roof over the migrant families’ heads during their month of picking is provided by farm 

management - a string of one room cabins with bunks.  One is home to the Martinez’ and their three 

children. This family, parents and children, labors in the orchards, moving ladders, filling lugs from early to 

late. Confronted by a greater poverty than their own, they soon include the two orphans. How can the 

Martinez’ now survive if they cannot move on to the cabbage fields of Wisconsin, if they must now make a 

home in the shack with this unsought enlarged family?  They are people of faith but their limited skills 

cannot take them far in this all white, prejudicial world.  The two orphans have no knowledge of any 

family; their uncle has angrily dismissed their questions. With his death, even any knowledge he had is gone 

with him.  A friendly priest steps in when called, and though the owner of HiLo is sympathetic (his son and 

daughter were raised to be tolerant of their lessers), there is little he or his wealthy family can do for them. 

His real business is in Detroit, and here through the providential crossing of lives, the orphan’s family 

connections emerge. In the way of life, these lead to ever more difficulties to be solved, which also in the 

way of life, open more possibilities of godly fulfillment for the participants.  

As the story unfolded for me, I found myself vividly picturing the people involved and loving them as 

dearly as any relative. Evelio (yes, I used the name of that Holy Spirit missionary), Maria, their children 

Juanita, Dolores, and Francesco, and the orphans, Suz and Jody, became like my own. Their struggles were 

burdens to my soul. I had no idea of how they could be resolved. Each day when I sat down to write, I 

waited to have the next episode unravel for me. Their hopes and fears were mine. I, like them, trusted that 

God would make a way. But how? It is true that characters thought to be fictional take on a life of their 
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own.  The writer just discovers what is happening as she writes along. The first book came to an end only to 

have a second begin.  

When after a couple of years of revisions the story ended, I was delighted with the outcome. After 

some years I found an artist whose lovely watercolors of Lake Michigan – water and sand – seemed to step 

out of my story. She was the person to illustrate Treasures and because she lived in our community, she was 

accessible. I took her the manuscript and she agreed to illustrate it for me.  After we met for planning, I took 

her a small down payment as earnest money, and now four years later, she continues to assure me that she 

will get around to that work. Perhaps such illustrations will help it find a publisher – if and when. 

 

In the past year old age opened our eyes to reality - living on the shores of Lake Michigan through 

another winter by ourselves needed prayerful consideration, especially when Bob developed a debilitating 

condition, polyneuralgia rheumatica.  Our children and grandchildren, with one exception, all lived in 

Minnesota and western Wisconsin.  A daughter called one day that she had found the perfect house. As 

events unfolded, it was the perfect house and we live now in Wisconsin on the St. Croix River. It will be our 

last move until the one that carries us to the final resting place which we have ready for us just over the hill. 

We are naming it Crossover.  

Two years before leaving Crosswinds, an opportunity to serve our Bishop Alexander Sample was 

offered to Bob and me. He was reevaluating the Diaconate in the Marquette Diocese having ended the 

formation program earlier. With seven or so others, we met with him as we worked through all the relevant 

Church documents and helped form position papers that were often edited and revised.  This was an 

opening, I hoped, to bring to the Bishop’s attention the need for special education for the wives of deacons 

beginning with the Scriptures’ sound principles for the woman’s role in family life, and the further ground 

laid by John Paul II in Mulieris Dignatatem, alongside the emerging depths of his Theology of the Body.  I 

was excited to think of what the deacon’s wife with this kind of formation could mean to a parish.  A 

possible course of study for wives began to coagulate in my mind. Alas, this had no chance, I was told. 

Finances had already pared down the possible educational preparation for the diaconate. During this same 

time, I was invited to give a two hour presentation to deacon’s wives at one of our conferences, presenting 

Edith Stein and her insights about woman’s place in God’s plan.  If only the diaconate programs could 

incorporate such solid truth in preparing these married couples for ministry in parishes! That continues to be 

a dream. 

The previous events related about Angela and Dan are now twenty- seven years past; the boys are 

young men. So I was more than surprised when Angela asked for a copy of The Woman and the Counselor.  

She reminded me that I had given her a copy all those years ago.  I had no more of them around, so the 

original pages were found and revised a little. The local print shop made a few copies, and she proceeded to 

give them to friends in a prayer group. Their response was positive - amazing. One of the prayer group, 

with dumbfounding confidence, gave copies to all the women leaving Mass at her church. The other day I 
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received a letter from her sister who had received a copy from Angela many years ago and expressed thanks 

to God for the help it gave her marriage.  Even that thought-to-be barren little effort had begun to bear 

fruit.  

Yet, I continued to make prayerful complaints when I viewed that stack of efforts that were 

moldering on the shelf.  Jesus answered me in lectio divina (a meditation on scripture). The reading on that 

occasion was the parable of the employer who kept adding workers to the vineyard through a day, yet paid 

them all the same wage.  One who had worked all day complained and the employer who is, after all, Jesus 

replies to them,  

Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did not you agree with me for a 

denarius? Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last as I 

give to you. Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to 

me? 

 

Those last words were addressed directly to me. How many times had I offered every word I had 

written to Jesus? They were his.  They came from him. I would not have had one of them without Jesus.  

And he was reminding me . . . “Can I not do what I will with what is mine?” He might well be prospering 

other writers, but what was that to me?  I gratefully settled down in my place.  “Yes, Lord, you may do 

what you will with what is yours.” A grand peace settled upon that tall file of manuscripts.  

Living at the lake amidst the beauties of that living body of water that played and threatened day 

by day, shining in the sun and pounding angrily in the storm, my study was a window-enclosed porch. In 

winter the deer would be arm’s length outside the glass; in spring I placed on the ledge a row of 

multicolored potted primroses bought at the grocery store.  When these disappeared after 2005, it may 

have been hurricane Katrina had wiped out the greenhouse suppliers. For many years these cheerful plants 

had heralded spring that could otherwise be slow in coming on the ice clad edges of the lake.  

During these years, feminism continued to lap at the edges of the Catholic Church. More and more I 

understood it to be a Satanic attempt to subvert Christ’s Kingdom on earth. I had had great fun taking a 

tack on the breeze from C.S. Lewis’ The Great Divorce by writing The Great Reunion. His scenario was 

maintained, even to the bus that flew to the green meadows, but from there the woman character traveled 

on to new adventures in spirit all aimed at explicating woman and her meaning.  

The onslaught of feminism inspired another attempt in the manner of C.S. Lewis, this time taking 

inspiration from The Screwtape Letters.  My protagonist was a female demon.  She preferred a French 

pronunciation of her name, not rot but rou. It was her story I related in the Annals of Anaky S. Spicerot  

(remember, rou). After a few years, I sent these two stories (again) to Fr. Fessio at Ignatius Press.  They 

were sent out to readers for comment. His reply to me with the rejection letter was that they had received 
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some positive response, but that no one could write like Lewis and probably should not try. My card file 

tells the story of a multitude of other attempts to find a publisher. 

During these years I revised the Scripture Study while teaching it, and took on RCIA (Rite of 

Christian Initiation for Adults) for Father Glenn Theoret, our priest of St. Francis de Sales in Manistique 

where Bob had deacon faculties and assisted him. I wrote the lessons for a group of wonderful candidates 

for membership in Christ’s Church; handouts for each lesson were diagrams that helped them visualize 

concepts.  Diagrams had been a helpful aid with the scripture study because of the complexity of some 

lessons, and these beginning Catholics were presented with some difficult concepts that picturing the 

relationship of ideas could help simplify.  When color became possible with my printer, that touch made 

diagrams even more readable. Later after the glorious reception of these people into the Body of Christ at 

the Easter Vigil with the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation and First Communion, instruction continued 

with Mystogia.  Apologetics was a natural offspring of this teaching activity; it was a joy to have classes 

engage in learning more about the truth of the Catholic Church. My last contribution to this kind of thing 

was an seven week study called Bible for Dummies for which diagrams also became a vehicle. In the 

process of leading these groups the shelf of completed manuscripts grew taller.  

The second vocation had overcome the first except in the summertime when the families came 

week by week to play and rest.  The beams across the Great Room in their part of the house were an 

invitation to put up words to remind them of why they were there.  I cut out letters - Seek Beauty, 

Goodness, Truth and Unity and fit them across those beams.  These godly qualities proceed in order. Often 

the first awakening to God comes through the Beauty he has created in this universe. Crosswinds, the name 

for our Lake Michigan home, was immersed in beauty – that wondrous blue water, the scurrying clouds, 

sky, sun and sand, the joyous gulls and lordly eagles. That our children and grandchildren would be open 

to the God Beauty was our hope and prayer.  After our eyes are opened to beauty everywhere, we 

recognize it radiantly in goodness, the lovely goodness of God reflected in the goodness of one person to 

others.  Goodness transforms our life with others. May this family be swept with goodness was our prayer.  

More difficult to encounter with our dull, sinful psyches is Truth. We spend much effort and time 

rationalizing our error, calling it true in order to suit our own perverseness.  Sometimes we are making up 

our own religion and we never relent to see the Truth even when He, Jesus, is always confronting. We 

simply cannot make him in our image, he does not and will not fit. Nothing was more important in the 

hearts of us their grandparents, that each and every one of this burgeoning family would find Jesus in His 

absolute fullness, the Catholic Church.  

The most difficult of all is the seeking of unity – the apex of all. Only beauty, goodness and truth are 

the steps there. As I have written earlier, unity is the goal of life.  For this unity, God has given us Jesus and 

his overcoming of sin and death, that we might be one with him, and, in the same breath, his Church 

where his one family would be intimate brothers and sisters in faith and love. To enter into union with 
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God demands submission of self will - “let me be yours totally with my heart, my mind, my strength, 

everything I am.” This would fulfill Jesus’ fervent prayer, “Father, that they may be one as you and I are 

one.” This is woman. St. Edith was right - woman’s totality is expressed in her desire for union with the 

other. So she (Mary and woman) points the way to the fulfillment of God on earth. 

 In the manner of families, traditions were established at Crosswinds: the Koegel Hotdog dinner was 

observed week after week. Koegels were those steadfast friends responsible for uncounted good things in 

our lives.  Owners of a sausage company well-known in Michigan, Koegels viennas were the prize entrée 

on the picnic table each Thursday night. One three year old hearing “Koegel” waited for the “cocoa 

hotdog” night. 

With our adult daughter and friend, Margueritas, a special recipe that Robert followed deliciously, 

ended the day.  Each of the ten families had their own traditions of places to go.  The Beautiful Beach was 

a stretch of pristine sand and water to the east of us; the shore of Lake Superior offered irresistible 

sandbars; the barge across the Indian River at a State Park gave a place to watch the big lake trout with the 

hot springs bubbling up forty feet down in clear water.  The Upper Peninsula of Michigan is unspoiled, the 

least touristy place to be found among the now burgeoning tourist destinations on lakes and shores, and 

our families have loved it. When old age dictated that we could no longer live by ourselves through 

winters, we sold Crosswinds to a consortium of our children, and are overjoyed to find them continuing to 

introduce the next generation to the rest and restoration there.  

Writing that the second vocation had overtaken the first, I would add this correction – a mother is 

never less than a praying machine. The mechanics of it take over hour by hour, even through the night 

when if a switch were handy, it would be snapped.  But there is no switch.  As I write we have thirty- four 

grandchildren, and twenty-five great-grands , awaiting another birth. I leave to my readers’ imaginations 

how much prayer these strong/frail human beings ask of us. 

Before my sister died early in the 1990’s, I recall sitting with her in the backseat of a car driven by 

our husbands to what may have been another antique shop – she loved this kind of shopping.  Enroute I 

told her about a book idea that had been growing. I didn’t yet have a name for the heroine, but she was 

to be a victim of the Nazis, living out the reality of Christian submission to a young officer of the SS corps 

despite her subjection to him by circumstances far beyond her control.  I recall Bet (her name was Bethany) 

encouraging me.  That is a very good memory.  

It took several years of research before I began writing Clarimonde.  The opening scene which 

depicts a rape was difficult to write with the family in mind, yet there could be no other way to begin a 

story that was laid in Germany in the blackest of times.  I could never be a novelist. I don’t have the 

patience or ability to write long sections of description; although I enjoy sitting down to the computer to 

write, my intent on beginning a story is to finish it as soon as practical. Rarely did I ask the family to read 
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anything I wrote.  They may actually remember otherwise, but I know the summer I finished Clarimonde I 

asked all of the adults to read it. Any comments were given reluctantly, and I recall none of them.  Family 

members do not like to read their mother’s writing; even Bob avoids it when possible.  It does raise a 

question about the worth of what I write, that coupled with the rejection of publishers may be just what 

one critic wrote about volume one of Knowing Woman: 

Unfortunately, it is not in the right condition for publication as a 
book. The manuscript itself is in a very raw state. To be published it 
would need to be paired down considerably and edited.  You would 
need an experienced editor and that is a considerable cost. Most 
publishers initially want only an outline and a completed first chapter. It 
needs to be well written and succinct. The market for books of this type is 
limited and it is extremely difficult for even well known authors to get 
published. This type of book rarely turns a profit and as you know, for 
publishers, the bottom line is the bottom line.  

I am not a good writer, and I do not write because I love writing; many say they do when they are 

good at it.  Because something presses on me to put things together, to gather otherwise isolated but 

attracting thoughts and have them fit, that is why I write.  I love Truth, Jesus Christ, and when a new-to-

me facet glints from him, I am intrigued and want to follow it by putting it with other things. Writing is the 

aid I use. All these friends of mine who have written wonderful things about Truth, they, too, often seem 

to ask for further delving, so I write. Presumptuousness often has followed me into the confessional and 

perhaps out of the confessional as well.  My history is dotted with attempts at things beyond me. Meister 

Ekhart once warned that “it is fatal for an undisciplined and unskilled person to try to do what an expert 

may do, and what is more, he would get nowhere trying.” Those words come back to me.   

Yet, a friend made wholly through correspondence, and from his side what correspondence it is, is 

Father Donald Keefe, SJ, who has been encouraging.  He wrote: 

Whenever you begin to ask questions, I remind myself of the classic 
answer to such from the back bench relied upon by the British prime minister 
of his surrogate: I must have prior notice of the question.  So, I’ll get back to 
you. In the meantime, don’t put yourself down: you’ve got more theological 
insight than most of my former grad students.   

I first ran across Fr. Keefe when he was identified as the writer/theologian behind Emmett Cardinal 

Carter, Archbishop of Toronto’s Pastoral Letter (1983), “Do This in Memory of Me.” That letter 

strengthened my understanding of covenant and Trinitarian faith that had become so important to my 

understanding of the role of man and woman created in that image.  I lately have thought a reduction of F. 

Keefe’s thought to a lower frequency accessible to us who are untrained theologically might be good work 

for a winter or two, should I live so long. He has been amazingly unstinting of his time and effort with 

closely typed, pages of long emails. 
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Cardinal Carter wrote to a correspondent Bette Hamon, whom I do not know; she had sent him an 

article of mine. I have no copy of this article, and no recall of it. I have many rejection letters over the years; 

this is one that helps to balance them. 

I am charmed by the article in Fidelity by Nancy Cross. When I was 
writing the pastoral I had no thought of the illustration in the work of C.S. 
Lewis. She had seen the link and presented it beautifully. I am not aware if 
you know this lady personally, but if you do please extend my 
congratulations. It is the best treatment of my pastoral that I have read. 

 
In the course of motherhood with this big family, that first vocation has brought many challenges.  

One of our adopted girls, most seriously injured in the accident that took her parents’ lives, continued to be 

one of those challenges.  It was many years before the book, Healing the Hardware of the Soul was given to 

me by a psychologist friend. Though the author, Dr. Amen’s, findings about the brain with his specific kind 

of brain scan called SPEC, may be questioned, his diagnostic tool in the book opened my eyes.  This dear 

daughter did not have normal ability to get along in life. The tool in that book pointed to a brain injury of 

the frontal lobe, just where her head hit when she was thrown through the windshield. A single mother, she 

has kept her head above water with her son who is vision handicapped because of her drug use, but life is 

not easy often because of her own decisions. To reduce our expectations, to help but not weaken, to keep 

the door open to her regardless of unexpected, inappropriate responses, these are not uncommon difficulties 

many parents face with children. In one family close to us a daughter had been secretly molested and 

threatened by a neighbor boy for years; that mother and I often exchanged our worries and prayers as we 

sought to smooth out life for these loved but damaged souls.  Such sorrows bring insight and compassion to 

a woman’s continuous and daily work of intercession.  

The priest who prepared our family to enter the Church became a much loved friend. Again, the 

inscrutable seventies had marked him with a laxness about rules, and the preparation for Catholicism we 

received from him we later found to have been without much substance.  The children were never asked to 

go to confession, they didn’t even know what that was.  Perhaps Father thought that because we were a 

minister’s family we knew more about the Catholic faith than we did. He did not try to instruct us. Our 

admiration for him was never diminished; the children were excited when he appeared at the farm towing 

his boat. One seven year old decided to be a priest because of Father Custodio – his reason? Father did not 

have to make his bed. It was Father Custodio who encouraged Bob to apply for the first class of deacons in 

the Archdiocese.  He also presided at the Mass celebrating our 50th wedding anniversary. 

One of the dear people in my life was introduced to me by Father Custodio.  Jan had come from a 

dark life as a child, both sexually molested and suffering poverty. She had stumbled into his confessional one 

day only to lay down a life of degradation and begin the climb to heaven.  She was a damaged good. After 

Father gave her to my care, I became a surrogate mother for some years as she fought to regain her Christian 

moorings. Never have I known anyone so devoted to Jesus; she would pray and cry to Him all night and he 

did lift her from the pit into the light. It was one of those relationships begun for her sake, but ending for 
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my sake. I was blessed time and time again by our prayer together. Her faith was simple, direct and effective 

against the devil.  She wanted her story to be told, but not being a reader or a writer, she began using a 

tape recorder. The simplicity of her words could have been ruined by literary pretensions, so I transcribed 

these tapes into a simple, small book, Elizabeth’s Story.  Her middle name was Jan and she wanted her 

unused but Biblical first name to be the title of her story. Before she died of leukemia, she hoped to make 

her story available so that others would learn to trust Jesus for everything. In our last conversation, she 

related that she had called her priest for permission to die; she believed that Satan was the author of sin and 

death. Her priest needed to assure her that her death did not mean that he had won, but that her Jesus 

would snatch her from his hands.  I fear I have failed her; I have never found a publisher for her simple 

glowing faith story. 

Over the years, saddened the slow but inexorable decline of respect given to sexuality as a God-gift, I 

have been drawn back to that scene on the Via Dolorosa that is seared in Catholic imaginations. Our Lord is 

dragging the heavy cross, his body lacerated and bleeding, his vision blurred with blood.  Apart from the 

ranting crowds a small group of women are weeping. He stops by them and we recognize the words he 

speaks – a lament from the prophet Hosea “mountains fall on us.” The rejection of the bride Jesus came to 

claim is of the same order as the rejection Hosea experienced with his harlot wife. Jesus’ bride, the beloved he 

came for, lines the street jeering, striking, spitting at their bridegroom. Luke, the evangelist who records the 

scene, seems to identify Jesus’ words as prophetic of the fall of Jerusalem and the horrors experienced by 

those who had babes during that catastrophic time. “The days are coming when they will say, “Blessed are 

the barren, and the wombs that never bore, and the breasts that never gave suck!” But the prophetic words 

of Jesus go much deeper than any woman then could suspect.  How could a time come when women would 

consider themselves blessed when they could not conceive a baby? When would they say “blessed are the 

barren . . .” ?  Read any current periodical or listen to any news broadcast. We have entered an age of child-

rejection; our government even now is arranging to make all insurance companies supply contraception and 

“gynecological health” services free. Our officials “understand” China’s one child policy, and continue to 

advance abortion here.  Young women want no hindrances, like conception, to their sexual freedom.  Jesus 

warns that when this day comes, which is here, we will be inviting the collapse of all safeguards – “They will 

begin to say to the mountains, ‘Fall on us”; and to the hills, ‘Cover us.’ For if they do this when the wood is 

green, what will happen when it is dry.” If they do this . . .kill the Bridegroom, what will they do (in this time 

to come) . . . kill living babies. God’s toleration of this will reach a limit. 

 

I had received another word in my morning meditation. This time it was the Lord Jesus giving a 

parable about final judgment which I believed in my heart Jan would face free of condemnation, a saint as 

far as I could see. The three debtors in that mornings reading were to bring back the money left with them 

with an increase.  The first had doubled his amount, the second made a modest increase, the third had 

nothing but the original coin.  The master was angry. Why had this slothful servant not invested his money 
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at interest.  To the quaking servant’s reply, the master responds with, “I should have received what was my 

own with interest.” (Mt25:27) 

The previous word had been “Can I not do what I will with my own?” I was reminded that 

everything God had given and I could not claim any of it.  Now I heard the Lord demand that what I had 

been given was to be returned with interest.  How was I to do this? True it is that I have not been willing to 

push hard against those who said no.  God’s will, I believe, controls the yes or the no.  Self-publishing on the 

web has been suggested; it tires me to think of that.  Yet this statement by Joseph Ratzinger carries a 

warning, “Don’t let false modesty take away your courage.” With this little book, I try, try again. 

 


